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Introduction

We live in an era of trauma and terror, when experience is increasingly viewed
through the categories of shock, wounding, and victimization. As global in-
formation networks virtually bring home the course of history, we find our-
selves in disturbing proximity to distant eruptions of violence and are alerted
to its menace in our daily lives. In what critics call our contemporary “wound
culture,” the affective registers of trauma, melancholy, and mourning provide
tempting alternatives to more active engagements with history.! We are beck-
oned to submit to historical processes as spectators, witnesses, or even victims,
rather than as agents with implicit ties to the violence that is represented. The
rhetoric of trauma and terror fosters a sense of vulnerability and crisis that
often obscures the complexity of our own historical embedding.

This turn to historical experience through affective and therapeutic models
is reflected in contemporary critical discourse. In the aftermath of poststruc-
turalism’s dismantling of stable values, “trauma,” “testimony,” and “crisis” have
emerged as dominant terms in the humanities for examining the relations be-
tween literature and history. Yet this focus on trauma is by no means a new
phenomenon. Following Walter Benjamin, among others, shock and moder-
nity have come to be seen as interlocking categories. Trauma itself emerges as
a “structure of feeling” under the material conditions of nineteenth-century
urban modernity, and Charles Baudelaire is often cited as its exemplary bard.?
Baudelaire’s poetry serves as an essential point of reference in theories that de-
fine modernity as a trauma inaugurating a “crisis of representation.” The poet’s
notoriously vexed relationship to reference, his disarticulation of self, mean-
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ing, and history, captures our sense of the “modern” as a breach with all
preceding frameworks for interpreting consciousness and experience, as a mo-
ment when “all that is solid melts into air.” Baudelaire’s position in the mod-
ern literary and theoretical canon has shaped and continues to inflect our
understanding of historical experience and its literary representations through
models of shock, crisis, indeterminacy, and trauma.

This book argues for Baudelaire’s value in thinking about the contestatory
possibilities of literary experience at this particular historical juncture, when
the very concept of critique is muted by the dominance of trauma and terror,
terms that reinforce our status as victims rather than as agents of resistance and
change. In a cultural climate that privileges crisis over critique, affect over
analysis, it seems all the more urgent to attend to the critical and contestatory
powers of literary representation and to return to basic questions such as:
What does literature have to teach us about the violence of history? How does
the representation of violence differ from its exercise in real life? Can literature
offer a space for a critique of violence? And what is the place of violence in cri-
tique? These are some of the broader questions addressed here through the
example of Baudelaire in the hope of opening up alternative readings of mod-
ernism and modernity that acknowledge the role of irony, contestation, and
critique in challenging the imbricated violences of modern experience.

As one of the first poets to represent the aesthetic and political characteris-
tics of urban modernity, Baudelaire grasped the central place of representation
in the practice and legitimation of power. By exploiting the complicity between
poetry and other discursive régimes, his work probes the overlapping symbolic
relations that create and sustain aesthetic production and social formations.
Baudelaire envisioned violence, not as a monolithic force wielded by identifi-
able perpetrators, but as a complex and dynamic operation that takes place at
multiple sites and through diverse media, including poetry itself. This complex
and differential view of violence is particularly timely today, when trauma and
terror are packaged by the media for consumption by citizens interpellated as
passive spectators of history’s course. Although recent theory has led to sophis-
ticated accounts of the decentralized and ungraspable quality of power, its
dissemination in academic circles and in general public culture has tended to
foster melancholy resignation or even cynicism rather than a sense of possibil-
ity, resistance, or agency.? For Baudelaire, the individual’s abdication before the
forces of history was one of the most terrifying faces of capitalist modernity. His
ironic denunciations of power’s deployment—through new postrevolutionary
political and economic configurations—retain their critical relevance today.



Introduction

As any overview of this century’s theory and criticism reveals, Baudelaire has
always been an exemplary figure for thinking about the various articulations be-
tween history and literature. Since his canonization as representative of /art pour
Lart (by Paul Valéry among others), his poetry has been successively claimed by
the most eminent theoretical schools: structuralist poetics, Freudian and Lacan-
ian psychoanalysis, phenomenology, deconstruction, new historicism, cultural
studies, and postmodern theories of trauma.4 But if Baudelaire is fertile ground
for the production of theory, theory rarely contains the contradictory force of
his poetry. This is hardly surprising, given the poet’s vociferous objections to
the closure of systems, described by him as “a sort of damnation that pushes
us into perpetual abjurations.” Perpetual abjurations seem the norm when ap-
proaching Baudelaire’s corpus. There is an explosive vitality to his poetry—
conveyed by Benjamin’s image of the poet as conspirator and terrorist—that
exceeds theoretical frames and forces readers to redefine their critical horizons.

This book seeks to bring this volatile force to bear on the cultural preoccu-
pations of Baudelaire’s historical moment—the formation in the aftermath of
1848 of a postrevolutionary bourgeois majority, and its ideologies of con-
sumerism, progress, and conquest. But it also aims to recover the critical
power of Baudelaire’s legacy for our current theoretical and political concerns.
Reading Baudelaire as an engaged ironist whose poetry actively challenges the
violence of modernity foregrounds the ethical and political force of irony for
crucial historical junctures, including our own.

The opening chapters argue that Baudelaire’s central status for a conception
of modernity (as a historical rupture or trauma) and a view of modernism (as
literature’s drift away from history and commitment) need to be rethought si-
multaneously to recover the relevance of his oeuvre today.¢ To this end, the
book offers three (re)contextualizations of Baudelaire. The first is theoretical,
and traces the definition of modernity #hrough the models of rupture, shock,
and trauma, a definition that owes much to a particular reading of Walter
Benjamin by deconstruction and psychoanalysis. One of the most important
theoretical paradigms to emerge in recent decades, “trauma” is by now a
deeply entrenched but rarely interrogated category for reading history and lit-
erature. In literary studies, the turn to trauma often relies on a reading of
Baudelaire’s “poetics of shock” and belongs to a broader meditation on the
Holocaust as modernity’s defining “crisis of representation.” Yet trauma is a
paradigm that operates both inside and outside the academy, informing
broader readings of cultural production and of historical events (as the surge
of “trauma literature” around 9/11 attests).”
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What are some of the consequences of this canonization of Baudelaire—
and of the modernity he represents—as a witness to the trauma of history? As
a theoretical formulation, what are the ideological limits of approaching liter-
ature as a “testimony” to historical crisis? What kinds of mediation between
literature, history, and ethical-political agency does such a model occlude?®
One of the many problems that arise in the overwhelming focus on literature
as the testimony of a “crisis of representation” is that it privileges a highly
textual view of modernity in which the particularity of history as an empirical
force experienced by bodies and subjects evaporates into abstraction. As I ar-
gue in Chapter 1, the treatment of modernity itself as a structure of trauma also
tends to conflate very different historical crises by way of structural analogies,
such that the shocks of the nineteenth-century metropolis are incorporated
into a narrative of historical trauma culminating in the collective violences of
the twentieth century. The accepted view of modernity as a “crisis of repre-
sentation” runs the risk of treating history as a “contentless form” voided of its
particular violences, both symbolic and real. Further, as a way of reading the
conjunction between history and literature, models of shock and trauma over-
look how texts—and people—actively contest the particular violences of a
given historical moment (rather than simply “bearing witness” to them).
Given how deeply Baudelaire has shaped our sense of historical experience,
steering the course of his scholarship away from models of trauma and toward
questions of agency, contestation, and commitment has implications that
reach beyond the limits of literary analysis into the realm of contemporary cul-
tural politics.

If Baudelaire’s legacy retains its critical energy, it is because his poetry
teaches us how to read and resist historical violence, particularly in periods of
crisis that aim to co-opt or short-circuit more direct forms of dissent. Irony—
one of modernity’s dominant modes of self-understanding—is thus examined
here as a powerful tool for critique in Baudelaire’s poetry and, more generally,
in the modernist project he has come to represent. Irony is traditionally de-
fined as a rhetorical figure that creates two or more disparate meanings in a
text. This ambiguity has a contestatory purpose in a context of shared values.
Its postmodern identifications with contingency, indeterminacy, and rela-
tivism, however, have dulled irony’s oppositional edge. This book is an effort
to invigorate irony’s contestatory impetus by recovering the ideological va-
lences of modernism’s retreat into form, in the hopes of reenergizing litera-
ture’s spirit of critique vis-a-vis historical violence.

The question of “modernism” also brings me to a second (re)contextualiza-
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tion of Baudelaire, this time in terms of the literary tradition. My readings re-
turn to the established canonization of Baudelaire—and of the European tra-
dition of high modernism he represents—in terms of /art pour 'art, secking
to bridge the traditional rift between literary form and ethical-political com-
mitment. From Théophile Gautier’s defense of “art for art’s sake” to Jean-Paul
Sartre’s dismissal of poetry for the purposes of engagement a century later, for-
mal experimentation has repeatedly been divorced from ethical and political
commitment. In a sense, our current turn to trauma and testimony as lenses
for reading Baudelaire rehearses the more familiar story of modernism as in-
augurating literature’s retreat from history, materiality, and praxis. Indeed, it
may be worth considering what recent formulations of the trauma and unrep-
resentability of history owe to normative views of modernism as an anti-
representational aesthetic. The theorizations of modernity as a trauma and of
modernism as a “crisis of representation” need to be reconsidered together for
the emergence of a more nuanced picture of what the literary interrogation of
reference can do at particular historical junctures.?

This study charts a reading of the modernist turn that attends to the con-
testatory power of literary form. I address the literary phenomenon of mod-
ernism—its interrogation of reference and withdrawal into form—as an active
critique of historical modernity. Baudelaire incorporates ethical and political
preoccupations into the self-consciousness and formalism that define the
modernist experiment. My readings examine how the hallmarks of modernism
(irony, self-reflexivity, intertextuality, and the bid for aesthetic autonomy) il-
luminate and challenge the violence of history. Formal reflexivity, textual
opacity, intertextuality, and irony—devices traditionally thought to remove lit-
erature from ethical and political concerns—are precisely what spark a critical
encounter between the literary and historical domains.

Baudelaire’s use of aesthetic form as the site of cultural critique is taken up
and revitalized by later writers whose diversity defies the straightforward peri-
odization associated with the poet (late romanticism, symbolism, decadence,
modernism, and even postmodernism). My third (re)contextualization turns
to a number of post-Baudelairean authors whose reflections on form and com-
mitment open up a critical engagement with historical violence. These read-
ings bring into relief a number of Baudelairean “committed ironists” from the
center and the margins of the canon, including such figures as Rachilde (the
nom de plume of Marguerite Vallette-Eymery), Albert Camus and, most re-
cently, contemporary women authors such as Virginie Despentes. My selec-
tion of these particular authors has been motivated by their explicit or implicit
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dialogues with Baudelaire, but also because their attention to the dynamics of
textual production, to the links between representation and violence, and to the
fate of the body in literature and history, affiliate them to the nineteenth-century
poet’s legacy of irony as counterviolence. In their works, irony, self-reflexivity,
and textual violence become tools for a critical testimony that mirrors the vio-
lence of history from a spectrum of positions. Violence is subjected to analysis,
critique, and denunciation not from above but from within the symbolic op-
erations of a given historical moment. My hope is that such discussions will
begin to map an account of modernism that attends to one of its neglected
currents. A current charged with irony, it engages in a self-conscious critique
that resists assimilation into scripted ideological positions while refusing the
melancholy abdications of postmodern approaches to history.

This contestatory legacy takes its cue from Baudelaire himself, who chal-
lenges the notion of the modern writing subject as a victim of history’s course
when he declares: “Non seulement, je serais heureux d’étre victime, mais je ne
hairais pas d’étre bourreau—pour sentir la Révolution de deux manieres !”
(OC, 2: 961). The poet’s willingness to be at once victim and executioner, in
order to have the revolution “both ways,” beckons us to consider how poetry
responds to historical processes through active forms of resistance and critique.
Baudelaire’s actunement to the violence of modernity—and to his own contra-
dictory position within this violence—exposes the often hidden structural re-
lations of force that govern art, history, and everyday life. His poetry maps out
the underlying conditions that enable a subject’s emergence or destruction in
literature and history, offering a differentiated genealogy of how persons are
produced, diminished, or extinguished on the textual stage and on the histor-
ical scene.

Following Baudelaire’s own claim that he wished to be at once victim and
executioner of history’s revolutionary course, then, this book reads his poetry,
not as a witness to the trauma of modernity, but as a self-conscious critique of
its violence. A focus on critique rather than crisis, on irony rather than trauma,
affords a more complex understanding of a person and a text’s positioning in
history by underscoring the intimate links between the trauma of modernity
and the enactment of its violence. By recovering a range of positions occupied
by persons, texts, and readers, irony opens up a more nuanced theoretical pas-
sage into the historical scene of modernity.

The relations between literary form, historical violence, and commitment
are thus a central preoccupation of this book. My discussions of Baudelaire—
and of later works in dialogue with his legacy—pay attention to the ideologi-



Introduction

cal valences of literary operations. They integrate the practice of close reading
into historical concerns generally addressed under the rubric of “cultural stud-
ies.” The methodological value of close reading is particularly vital today,
when the specificity of literary discourse is imperiled by approaches that view
the literary text as yet another cultural artifact “reflecting” its historical con-
text. This “referential” approach to reading flattens out the texture, distinc-
tion, and energy of literary expression. Of course, close readings continue to
be practiced in the classroom and in specific strands of literary and cultural
criticism. In the aftermath of New Criticism and its focus on a work’s textual-
ity, deconstructive and psychoanalytic approaches popular in the 1980s and
1990s continue to foreground the rhetorical features of literary works. The cur-
rent convergence of deconstruction and psychoanalysis in trauma theory uses
close reading to identify the blind spots, contradictions, or “aporias” in a text’s
rhetorical system as signs of the force of history.1? This strand of literary criti-
cism thus differs from the cultural studies model by working outward to his-
torical concerns from within the text itself.

Yet despite their methodological differences, both the historicist impetus of
cultural studies and the rhetorical focus of trauma studies tend to turn the lit-
erary text into a symprom rather than an active critique of its historical mo-
ment. While my book builds upon both historicist and textualist approaches
to Baudelaire, it seeks to develop a theory of reading our of specific literary
texts in order to account for the agency of a text’s engagement with its con-
text.!! The close readings of Baudelaire, Balzac, Mallarmé, Rachilde, Camus,
and Despentes attempt to reenergize the relations between literary form and
ideological critique. They attend to the dialectical relations—the mutual rein-
forcement, but also the gaps and differences—between Baudelaire, his sur-
rounding ideological terrain, and his successive readerships. It is through the
deployment of poetic form and specific rhetorical strategies that Baudelaire
and his readers expose and challenge the representational systems of a given
historical moment. Close readings that attend to specific literary operations
such as allegory, irony, and intertextuality are thus central to recovering the
reciprocal and critical relations among a text, its historical horizon, and the
modalities of its reception.

To better elucidate the stakes of defending poetic form as a vehicle for cri-
tique, I now turn to an influential formulation of the split between form and
commitment: the famous divorce between poetry and prose found in the
opening pages of Sartre’s Qulest-ce que la littérature ? and challenged by
Adorno in his essay “Commitment.” Sartre envisioned prose as a collective sig-
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nifying practice in which reading and writing constitute a dialectical exchange
of mutually enforcing freedom between writer and reader. Freedom is ideally
at once represented in the committed work of art and enacted in its reading.
By contrast, poetry’s cultivation of linguistic ambiguity necessarily bars the
genre from commitment, since the very process of figuration fetishizes words
and alienates them from a collective semiotic economy.!2 Sartre’s first step
toward developing a model of writing as communicative praxis, then, was to
establish a division between genres that ascribed to poetry those literary fea-
tures that obscure linguistic transparency. Prose emerged purified from “liter-
ary” language and its viscous accretions of meaning to become a transparent
designative instrument for political actions.!3

Given Sartre’s analysis, what might the figural operations of poetry offer to
theories of engagement?'4 How can poetry’s reflection on its forms, and indeed,
upon the very concept of form, in turn open up alternate forms of commit-
ment? This, of course, is not a new question. Indeed, one of the most famous
challenges to the Sartrean divorce between aesthetic form and engagement is
found in Theodor Adorno’s considerations of form itself as a privileged site for
political critique and ethical reflection. For Adorno, poetic thought articulates
a subjective resistance to the reification and social antagonisms of the modern
world. Lyric poetry constitutes “a sphere of expression whose very essence lies
in defying the power of social organization—either by refusing to see it, or in
overcoming it through the pathos of distance, as in Baudelaire or Nietzsche”
(Adorno Reader, 213). The later experimentations of the aesthetic avant garde,
for Adorno, continued to challenge the violence of a bourgeois, technocratic,
and bureaucratic society through the shock of aesthetic form. Their dissonant
negativity unveiled the aporias of modern society in a performative transmis-
sion of alienation far more powerful than any direct, thematic denunciation.
By “zeroing in on the dregs of the administered world,” authors such as Kafka
“laid bare the inhumanity of a repressive social totality” (ibid., 247). Their ex-
perimentation with form was precisely what enabled them simultaneously to
witness and to denounce the violence of history.!> For Adorno, then, the
Sartrean view of commitment as transparent action upon the world failed to
recognize “the effects produced by works whose own formal laws pay no heed
to coherent effects,” and therefore missed “what the shock of the unintelligi-
ble can communicate” (Adorno, “Commitment,” 303). Literary form is a priv-
ileged vehicle for the transmission of human fear, alienation, or suffering
under the inhuman conditions of the modern bureaucratic world of instru-
mental reason.
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In order to assess the ongoing influence of this opposition in current criti-
cal debates, it is useful to map the divergence between Sartre and Adorno as
one between, on the one hand, commitment or a vision of language as action
upon the world, and, on the other, testimony or an approach to language as
witness to the world’s resistance to signification. Whereas the Sartrean view of
commitment preserves a certain “aboutness” and specificity in the representa-
tion of experience, Adorno suggests that literature’s testimonial value resides in
a performative enactment of its shock. Mapping these binaries—between con-
tent and form, commitment and testimony, or “writing history” and “writing
trauma’—helps us see more clearly what is at stake in the recent turn to liter-
ature as a site of trauma and testimony.!¢

The escalating violence of modern historical experience has led to theories
of representation that address powerful questions. How do we understand,
represent, and transmit events that, because of their unthinkable atrocity, were
not fully assimilated and understood even by those who experienced them?
Can literature bear witness to the irreducible singularity of these events by
putting pressure on established frameworks and fostering a recognition of the
violence of their explanatory frames? How do we attest to the victims of his-
tory and the ongoing, untheorizable fact of suffering without falling into the
treacherous consolations of aesthetic—and ideological—redemption?

Adorno’s famous dictum that “to write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric”
(Prisms, 34) is a classic articulation of art’s dilemma before the tangible fact of
violence. While figural representations convey something of the lived particu-
larity of historical violence, their figurality is bound to betray the singularity
of a victim’s experience. Adorno’s declaration is often misread as a ban on rep-
resentations of the Holocaust, as an indictment of literary figuration itself for
betraying the victims’ suffering, and as an exhortation to silence.!” Yet its para-
doxical formulation captures a living tension that exists in all art responding to
unthinkable and unjustifiable forms of violence. For while the artistic render-
ing of suffering risks diminishing and betraying the singularity of a victim’s ex-
perience, it is nevertheless in art alone that “suffering can still find its own
voice, consolation, without immediately being betrayed by it” (“Commit-
ment,” 312). Art’s power lies in its performative transmission of another’s suf-
fering, through the disruptive power of form. The recent dominance of testi-
mony and trauma as modes of literary access to history thus serve to heal the
breach opened up by Sartrean accounts between the figural processes of liter-
ature and the historical demands of commitment.'8 Approaching a literary
text as testimony of a “crisis of representation” allows readers to forge connec-
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tions between form, content, and context, seeing ambiguity and resistance as
signs of what Cathy Caruth has termed “unclaimed experience,” forms of his-
toricity that simultaneously demand and defy our witness. The literary text’s
aporias thus “bear witness” to the unthinkable and unjustifiable terror of history.

Yet subsequent accounts of literature as testimony tend to eclipse Adorno’s
own highly dialectical understanding of literary form as the site for an enact-
ment and critique of historical violence, as well as Sartre’s view of the writing
subject’s agency, situatedness, and responsibility in history. Indeed, in recent
formulations of literature’s testimonial function, the critical and denunciatory
dimensions so central to Adorno are muted, if not displaced, by affective reg-
isters of melancholy and mourning that convey the disempowered trauma of
a subject crushed by historical forces. This can only give us an incomplete
reading of historical violence that makes absolute the experience of the “vic-
tim,” thereby foreclosing further inquiry into the complexity of a historical
moment and a subject’s place in its ethico-political weave.! Violence is, after
all, an operation that takes place in all aspects of lived experience. We can al-
ternately—and sometimes even simultaneously—take on the roles of victim,
executioner, witness, proxy witness, accomplice or collaborator, or unsuspect-
ing enforcer of violence we perceive as external to us. Our current focus on
“victim” and “witness” as subject positions occupied by texts views literature as
a primarily reactive testimony to the violence of historical processes. This dulls
the critical and oppositional edge of literature’s relationship to power by turn-
ing the text into a symptomatic inscription of historical crises. It fails to ad-
dress how literature might engage with specific forms of power through
dynamic relations of complicity or resistance, or give its readers a genealogy of
the production of violence from a range of contestatory and complicit—as
well as testimonial—positions. The ambiguities and ironies of literary experi-
ence enable us to hold thought and counterthought, violence and counter-
violence, in the same dialectical hand and against a differentiated history. A
variegated approach to the representation of violence captures the complexity
of a subject’s (and a text’s) relations to power in different histories and sites,
while retaining categories of agency, responsibility, and critique.

The following discussion of Baudelaire’s contestatory legacy seeks to medi-
ate between the content of Sartre’s commitment and the form of Adorno’s tes-
timony.20 Albert Camus, the subject of my closing chapter, plays an important
historical and conceptual role in this attempt to navigate the rift between com-
mitment and testimony through irony and counterviolence. In his acceptance
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speech for the Nobel Prize, Camus made a powerful call for literature’s alle-
giance to the victims of history: “Par définition, il [I'écrivain] ne peut se met-
tre aujourd’hui au service de ceux qui font lhistoire: il est au service de ceux
qui la subissent” (£, 1072). This conception of history as an external force that
unfolds outside the sphere of human agency was derided by Sartre as proof of
Camus’s naive disregard for the writer’s inevitable situatedness in history. In
the aftermath of World War II, the break between these two intellectuals and
fellow résistants was but another example of the accepted rift between literary
form and ethico-political commitment. Sartre had already condemned Baude-
laire, and the trajectory of French literature associated with him, for with-
drawing from history, and Camus was now also relegated to Sartre’s caphar-
naiim of Baudelairean littérateurs who shun the demands of praxis.

Yet Camus, like Baudelaire, is an exemplary ironist whose dialectical un-
derstanding of the relations between aesthetics and ideology is manifest
throughout his works. From Caligula to La Chute, Camus’s oeuvre bears wit-
ness to forms of terror shared by the literary and aesthetic imaginations. Like
Baudelaire and the other authors considered here, Camus suggests that there
are many ways of “bearing witness” to the violence of history. Irony emerges
in his works as one of the most committed forms of testimony. In contrast to
Sartre’s view of commitment, which as Denis Hollier has argued, is a “politics
of prose,” the authors examined in this book fashion what I call a “poetics of
violence,” an ironic mode of critique that performs the links between literary
representation and historical terror.

My reading of Baudelaire’s poetics of irony, counterviolence, and critique
thus hopes to make visible a strand of committed ironists that remains active
today. Theirs is a self-reflexive literary practice attuned to the ethical implica-
tions of their representational procedures. They accept the betrayal endemic to
representation itself, and yet refuse the melancholy defeat of a purely testimo-
nial relationship to history. Rather than exploiting affective relations with the
reader (who would be urged to take the place of the victim of textual and his-
torical violence), they interrupt such intimate modes of identification, beck-
oning instead to what I call a proximate yet implicated relation to the histories
that they represent. The gaps opened up by their ironic registers enable a more
differentiated reading of textual and historical violence. Their irony navigates
between the interventionist claims of commitment and the commemorative
function of testimony, producing a disenchanted but corrosive critique that
contests the structural violences of historical experience from within.

II



The Violence of Modernity

The Organization of the Book

This book is divided into two parts. Part I, “Violence and Representation in
Baudelaire,” pursues the inquiry detailed above specifically in terms of Baude-
laire’s poetry and prose. Part 2, “Unlikely Contestations: Baudelaire’s Legacy
Revisited,” examines a number of later writings in dialogue with his legacy of
irony as counterviolence.

Chapter 1, “Baudelaire’s Victims and Executioners: From Symptoms of
Trauma to a Critique of Violence,” provides an overview of Baudelaire’s can-
onization as the poet of trauma to argue that violence offers a more powerful
hermeneutic for a historical inquiry into Baudelaire’s modernity. I begin by ex-
amining how deconstruction and trauma theory have used a de Manian read-
ing of irony and a partial reading of Benjamin’s shock to theorize modernity
itself as a “crisis of representation.” The chapter sets up an alternative para-
digm for considering the relationship between poetry, history, and ethics
through violence, counterviolence, and irony. I read two key Baudelairean
texts on irony, the poem “U'Héautontimorouménos” and the essay “De
essence du rire,” which open up a different view of irony, not as an episte-
mological crisis or trauma, but as an exemplary mode of contestation.

While the first chapter addresses theorizations of modernity through
Baudelaire, Chapter 2, Passages from Form to Politics: Baudelaire’s Le Spleen
de Paris, repositions Baudelaire in established accounts of modernism as a re-
treat from content into form. By putting the models of irony, counterviolence,
and critique to work in detailed analyses of Le Spleen de Paris, 1 show that
Baudelaire’s “modernism” establishes a direct connection between poetic forms
and postrevolutionary social formations. I examine several poems that develop
“counterviolences” to existing violences in the Second Empire’s body politic:
the repressive regime of Napoleon III, the bankruptcy of republican idealism,
the collapse of an oppositional political culture, and the violence of commerce,
consumerism, and the media. My readings focus on one particular site for the
exercise of violence: the human body. Baudelaire’s representation of the body
as the ground and vehicle for aesthetic and ideological representation opens a
passage between poetry and history that challenges accounts of modernism as
a retreat from reference, materiality, and history. The following chapters thus
focus on the body and its aesthetic, sexual, and cultural determinations
through Baudelaire and his legacy.

Chapter 3, “Bodies in Motion, Texts on Stage: Baudelaire’s Women and the
Forms of Modernity,” pursues this inquiry into the poetic and social fashion-
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ing of bodies by opening Baudelaire’s poetry up to questions of gender. The
chapter is framed by readings of Balzac and Mallarmé and traces the articula-
tion of nineteenth-century conceptions of “modernity” through competing
representations of the female body (as regressive materiality, as commodity, as
art, and as racialized “other”). For Baudelaire, “woman” is a site of contested
meaning at the crossroads of aesthetic modernism and the material conditions
of capitalist, urban modernity. His representations of women map the violence
of a body’s inscription into form within an increasingly market-oriented im-
perial and colonial culture. This preoccupation with the body’s “production”
through forms of sexual, economic, and racial violence is tied into a critique
of poetry’s performative force, that is to say, of poetry’s explicit and often vio-
lent production of the bodies it designates. In presenting women’s bodies as
exhibition pieces, Baudelaire calls into question the nature and ground of
these bodies, pointing out instead the ideological investments that produce
and make them signify. This demystification of the body’s “nature” is con-
ducted through the self-reflexivity and formalism that we generally associate
with modernism. Modernism’s often-observed crisis of representation might
be reconsidered as putting bodies in motion and texts on stage, thus exposing
the conditions of a subject’s emergence in the broader cultural field.

Part II, “Unlikely Contestations: Baudelaire’s Legacy Revisited,” traces the
legacy of Baudelairean irony and counterviolence in a number of unlikely
French authors from decadence to postmodernism. While the writers I con-
sider lack obvious or canonical relationships to Baudelaire, their intertextual
dialogue with the poet’s legacy illustrates the claims established in the book’s
first three chapters. Rachilde, Camus, and Despentes address modern experi-
ence through a critique of violence rather than a testimony to trauma, their
use of form as a passage between literature and history revises accepted
accounts of modernism, and their self-reflexive operations explore the human
body’s status as a vulnerable materiality shaped by aesthetic and historical
violence.

Chapter 4, “Matter’s Revenge on Form: Bad Girls Talk Back,” addresses
two women writers in dialogue with Baudelaire’s poetry: the decadent author
Rachilde (playfully dubbed “Mlle Baudelaire” by her contemporaries) and the
contemporary “punk” writer Virginie Despentes, both of whom faced censor-
ship for their transgressive representations of sex and violence. Their work ac-
knowledges and contests the cultural legacy of modernism and high literature
generally associated with Baudelaire: the victory of form over matter, the vio-
lence of allegorical inscription, and the gendering of poet and muse. From
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their very different historical vantage points, Rachilde and Despentes resignify
central Baudelairean motifs such as the dandy, the flineur, and the woman as
prostitute, beast, or vehicle for literary transports, enacting what I call a “re-
venge of matter over form.” As such, they prove to be exemplary readers of
Baudelaire, for their combative engagements with his aesthetic legacy perform
the act of reading itself as a “counterviolence.” Their use of violence, the neg-
ativity of their critique, and their rejection of political agendas challenge
straightforward feminist recuperations of their works. But I contend that this
negativity opens up important insights into the sexual politics of “high litera-
ture” and into shame and abjection as modes of resistance to the body’s aes-
thetic and social inscription. Their writings stage the proximity of violence in
everyday life, and invoke the body’s fragility and resistance before it.

Chapter s is entitled “Broken Engagements: Albert Camus and the Poetics
of Terror.” In the aftermath of World War II, as intellectuals confronted emer-
gent as well as ongoing forms of terror, Camus’s critique of ideology, or what
he termed “les religions horizontales de notre temps,” offers a compelling, al-
beit neglected, alternative to Sartrean models of engagement. I begin with an
overview of Camus’s L'Homme révolté and its meditation on the links between
aesthetics, ideology, and terror. Camus’s analysis of the overlapping violence of
art, politics and everyday life develops a “poetics of terror” that is distinct from
Sartre’s “politics of prose.” It is also attuned to the intellectual’s capacity to col-
laborate with historical violence. I situate Camus’s “poetics of terror” within
the legacy of committed ironists issuing from Baudelaire. Camus’s vexed rela-
tionship to engagement belongs to a long-standing preoccupation with litera-
ture’s complicity with other regimes of power, a preoccupation I have traced in
works by Baudelaire, Mallarmé, Rachilde, and Despentes. Camus puts this
“poetics of terror” into practice in La Chute, a novel whose important Baude-
lairean intertext also illustrates the links between art, rebellion, and violence
theorized in L'Homme révolté. Using Baudelaire as an intertextual thread, my
reading secks to draw out the resonances between Camus’s “poetics of terror,”
the strategies of irony and counterviolence explored thus far, and our contem-
porary historical horizon. As an engaged intellectual wrestling with the dilem-
mas of postwar French politics, Camus provides a powerful elucidation of
irony’s value in an ethical and political critique of violence.

This book highlights an inquiry into violence that is embedded in French
modernism and yet exceeds any one periodization. My reading of Baudelaire’s
poetry and its intertextual reworkings map one vector of this inquiry through
a hermeneutic of irony and counterviolence, in the hope of contributing to a
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more nuanced reading of violence and its representations. The ironists con-
sidered in this study offer a bracing corrective to our contemporary “wound
culture.” In an age of escalating terror, their strategies of counterviolence dis-
close the relations of force that structure a given historical moment from a
range of identifications, reminding us that violence is not an immutable con-
dition, or a weapon wielded by readily identified perpetrators, but a dynamic
and differential operation. History situates us in contradictory relations to the
causes, deployments and effects of violence—as witnesses and victims, to be
sure, but also as accomplices, bystanders, and executioners. The mobility of
these ironists’ identifications nevertheless attune us to the differences between
experiences of violence in distinct histories and places, differences often
eclipsed by established systems of representation, including those of literature

and criticism.
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Baudelaires Victims and
Executioners

From the Symptoms of Trauma to a

Critique of Violence

Joserai pousser plus loin ; j’aﬁfrme que linspiration a quelque
rapport avec la congestion, et que toute pensée sublime est
accompagnée d'une secousse nerveuse, plus ou moins forte, qui
retentit jusque dans le cervelet.

Baudelaire, “Le Peintre de la vie moderne”

Que faites-vous ? Vous marchez. Vous allez en avant. Vous dotez
le ciel de lart d'on ne sair quel rayon macabre. Vous créez un
[risson nouveau.

Victor Hugo, letter to Baudelaire, October 6, 1859

It has become something of a commonplace to canonize Baudelaire as the
quintessential poet of the modern experience and to envision this modernity
as inaugurating a “crisis of representation.” What Victor Hugo called a “fris-
son nouveau” invented by the younger poet is increasingly described as a shock
that dissolves language’s ability to refer, and in doing so, captures the essen-
tially traumatic nature of modern experience. The myriad theoretical articula-
tions of modernity through the example of Baudelaire, however distinct in
their approach and methodology, all converge on one point: the abiding sense
that his poetry is unique, indeed, unprecedented, for capturing a psycho-
logical, historical, and ethical condition that exceeds all previous frames of
reference.!

Readings of Baudelaire as the inaugural poet of the modern experience,
particularly since Walter Benjamin, often describe “modernity” itself in terms
of rupture, crisis, and trauma. But what exactly makes modernity traumatic?
And is it possible to historicize modernity and modernism through a para-
digm such as trauma? Trauma designates an experience that, due to its shat-
tering nature, is unavailable to conscious recollection and understanding. The
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traumatic event is often described as a “missed experience,” since its occur-
rence was so explosive that its victim was unable to assign it a place and a
meaning in his or her consciousness. Instead, its impact is belatedly recorded
and rehearsed by the psyche—and the literary text—in complex and displaced
form, such that the origins or causes of a trauma elude representation.

Given the precariousness of its location in time and space, how do we
establish whether the trauma associated with “modernity” is a historical phe-
nomenon, a transhistorical condition of language, or even a structural feature
of the psyche itself? Baudelaire scholarship since Benjamin and Paul de Man
has wrestled with this question when addressing the referential and contextual
instabilities of poetic discourse. Some readers of Baudelaire locate “trauma”
temporally, as a rupture with traditional patterns characteristic of the postrev-
olutionary modern metropolis. For Benjamin, Baudelaire’s poetry bodies forth
the shocks and contradictions of urban life under the alienating conditions of
high capitalism. With the advent of industrial modernity, Benjamin argues,
the human subject undergoes a radical alteration of experience in which pre-
capitalist modes of receiving and transmitting experience (through story and
ritual) no longer obtain. Baudelaire’s poetry is truly “modern” in its witness to
this fundamental alteration of experience, to the emergence of consciousness
out of the alienating jostle of the city. Benjamin’s reading locates the trauma of
modernity in a set of historical conditions particular to the postrevolutionary
industrial metropolis—although, as we shall see, his account opens up an am-
biguous relationship between the psychic and material origins of this trauma.

Benjamin’s canonization of Baudelaire as the bard of modernity’s trauma
has made a lasting imprint. Yet subsequent readers inspired by this portrait of
the poet as “traumatophile,” particularly those working within a deconstruc-
tive and psychoanalytic framework, argue that the shift in experience and con-
sciousness conveyed by Baudelaire’s poetry resists straightforward historical
location. It is a trauma inherent in the human psyche or endemic to the iter-
able nature of language itself. Paul de Man’s by now canonical readings set the
stage for such accounts by suggesting that Baudelaire’s poetry enacts the
trauma of a self emerging differentially in language and time.? Similarly, Bar-
bara Johnson’s readings of Le Spleen de Paris demonstrate how the prose poems
deconstruct poetic codes to interrogate the very functioning of language and
representation. In the aftermath of deconstruction, several influential critics
have returned to Benjamin’s theory of shock through a de Manian reflection
on language and temporality, but also by way of Freudian and Lacanian psy-
choanalysis.? Their readings have mobilized Baudelaire’s poetry to define
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modernity as a trauma. Yet, in keeping with deconstruction’s focus on rhetoric,
these readers have tended to introject the historical dimension of Benjamin’s
analysis into the psychic and linguistic registers of Baudelaire’s poetry. Trauma
is redefined as a structural condition of the psyche, as an internal wound that
unravels the very workings of consciousness and memory, and thus funda-
mentally eludes historical determination.

Approaches to Baudelaire’s modernity through the notion of a “crisis of
representation” tend to either locate this crisis in historical terms, invoking po-
litical and material conditions such as the revolution of 1848, Louis-Napoléon’s
coup d’état, and the shock of industrial urban modernity.4 Or they conceptu-
alize it in psychic and linguistic terms, suggesting that the structural traumas
to which Baudelaire bears witness resist historical embedding. Baudelaire’s em-
blematic modernity, then, is alternately located in (1) the shocks of the mod-
ern metropolis and the postrevolutionary body politic; (2) the eddies of a self
emerging differentially in language and time; and (3) a psychic shattering con-
stitutive of identity itself. Whether the crisis is addressed in historical, textual,
or psychic terms—or in the complex interplay between them—trauma has
been a central category for some of the most influential readings of Baudelaire
and of the modernity he is said to inaugurate.

The Introduction addressed some of the broader consequences of trauma’s
deployment as a model for reading history. As a model for reading literature,
three further problems beset its current use: an overwhelming focus on the im-
possibility of representation; a view of literature as a symptomatic “acting out”
or rehearsal of shock; and a positioning of the text as a witness and victim to
historical and psychic forces. I propose in this chapter that violence, rather
than trauma, provides a more fruitful point of entry into Baudelaire’s poetry
and the dynamism of its modernity. For whereas trauma designates an inter-
nal dislocation of which the psyche is victim, violence is an operation that in-
volves agents and recipients, executioners as well as victims. A consideration of
“modernity” in light of its imbricated violences allows an ethical inquiry into
the relationship between poetry and history, rather than a purely epistemolog-
ical reflection on the possibility of knowledge and representation. Shifting the
paradigm from trauma to violence also opens up a range of positional options
within the text, between the text and its contexts, and between the text and its
readership.

My aim is not to substitute violence for trauma as the master trope of
modernity, but rather to tease out alternative approaches to the question of
reference and ethics in discussions of modernity as a crisis of representation. A
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related aim is to soften the implicit dichotomies—in trauma theory and more
generally in poststructuralist thought—Dbetween a shattered self emerging
from an originary trauma, on the one hand, and, on the other, a fully consti-
tuted self that may contemplate trauma from an external vantage point. This
dichotomy engenders further theoretical dualities: between the violent mas-
tery of full representation and the unrepresentability of experiences that fall
outside the frame of conceivable thought, between perceptions of history as a
fully owned event that can be plotted in a linear fashion or as a shadowy mem-
ory that contains the remnants of other histories.> To soften these polarities
also entails prying loose some of the links established by recent criticism be-
tween referentiality, violence, closure, and totality. For only then can we ac-
count for the ways in which literature deploys irony and self-irony as forms of
critique, and representational violence as a form of counterviolence to history.
But before turning to the possible relationships between poetry, violence, and
critique, let us return to Benjamin’s portrait of Baudelaire as “traumatophile”
to assess the consequences of this canonization for established accounts of

modernism.

Representation in Crisis: Baudelaire as “Traumatophile”

For Walter Benjamin, Baudelaire’s modernity lay in his paradoxical predica-
ment as a lyric poet writing in the era of high capitalism, an era in which the
very experience of the lyric—the self-contained fullness of lyric subjectivity,
the authority of bardic speech, and the aura of cultic art—is on the brink of
obsolescence. Depicting the social space of the Second Empire as a force field
of conflicting energies, Benjamin shows how the overwhelming jostle of the
urban metropolis, the jarring rthythms of industrial production, the increas-
ingly commodified quality of experience, and the alienation felt in a world
ruled by the marketplace all made their mark upon Baudelaire’s poetry.¢ As
“Le Soleil” famously describes it, poetic creation is a “fantasque escrime,” a
wayward duel in which the poet hurtles though the city, parrying its shocks,
and stumbles upon images and rhymes. It is within the crucible of modernity’s
disruptive forces, within the sense of radical rupture with the patterns of the
past, that Baudelaire forms his poetry. In Benjamin’s memorable formulation,
Baudelaire attests to “the disintegration of aura in the lived experience of
shock.””

Despite the apparent historical grounding of modernity’s trauma, Ben-
jamin’s account opens up a fundamental instability in its referential frame, an
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instability endemic to the psychoanalytic definition of trauma. When dis-
cussing Baudelaire’s representation of the shock experience in the city,
Benjamin turns to Freud’s Beyond the Pleasure Principle and its separation of
consciousness from memory. For Freud, consciousness and memory belong to
separate systems of experience: excitatory processes leave behind traces that
found the basis of memory without necessarily having entered into conscious-
ness.® Consciousness protects the organism from the overwhelming stimuli or
“shocks” of external reality by “parrying” or defending itself against them.
Once parried, the shock is given the weight and temporal position of a lived
experience and thus incorporated—in “sterilized” and mastered form—as a
conscious “souvenir.”® The subjectivity that emerges out of the shocks of
urban modernity, then, is peculiarly fractured, since its very memory is con-
stituted by shocks that may not have been consciously lived out as such.
Modernity thus marks the traumatic dispossession of the individual, in terms
not only of the past (in the form of collective traditions, rites, and patterns)
but of memory itself.1% As Kevin Newmark elucidates, for Benjamin, “moder-
nity names the moment when the thinking subject can no longer be said to be
completely in control or conscious of the actual events that necessarily com-
prise ‘his’ own past” (“Traumatic Poetry,” 238).

Benjamin is faithful to Freud’s own view of trauma as a borderline experi-
ence between event and psyche. Trauma cannot be located since the experi-
ence was missed in its occurrence and only emerges through its delayed,
symptomatic replay in the psyche. The Nachtriglichkeir quality—or after-
wardness—of the trauma’s manifestation thus foils attempts at locating its ori-
gins.'! As Margaret Cohen remarks, for Benjamin, modern subjectivity is
“constituted by a traumatic shock that is both psychic and material in origin”
(Profane Illumination, 214). This oscillation between psychic and material con-
ditions may be discerned in Benjamin’s famous reading of “A une passante,”
where the shattering nature of the poet’s experience as he gazes upon a passing
woman is produced by the intersection of a general psychic trauma—*“the
kind of sexual shock that can beset a lonely man”—and the external, material
conditions shaping the modern urban experience of love—"the stigmata that
life in the metropolis inflicts upon love” (“On Some Motifs in Baudelaire,”
169). Historical trauma and structural trauma converge in Benjamin’s reading
to point out the precarious location of such an experience in space and time.

A further consequence of Benjamin’s poetics of shock—one central to later
formulations of trauma—is its valorization of what is absent from the text it-
self. Indeed, in his reading of “A une passante,” Benjamin argues that the ur-
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ban masses at the heart of the shock experience are so profoundly internalized
by the poetic consciousness that they are not represented in his poetry: “The
masses had become so much a part of Baudelaire that it is rare to find a
description of them in his works. His most important subjects are hardly ever
encountered in descriptive form.”12 By suggesting that crowds were so central
to Baudelaire’s experience as to be incorporated into the poetic psyche,
Benjamin echoes Baudelaire’s own reflection on the intoxicating pantheism of
urban subjectivity: “Ivresse religicuse des grandes villes. — Panthéisme. Moi,
Clest tous ; Tous, c’est moi. Tourbillon” [OC, 1: 651]). But his translation of
Baudelaire’s ontological rapture into a practice of representation also suggests
that the most crucial elements of subjectivity’s encounter with history elide
description. The privilege granted to what is erased or absent from the text’s
frame of reference will culminate in recent claims that the historical insights of
Baudelaire’s poems emerge through their resistance to reference. Benjamin’s
portrait thus opens up a number of instabilities that inform later approaches
to the poet as “traumatophile”: the precarious location of the traumatic ex-
perience and the evaporation of the descriptive, representational axis of his
poetry. Such instabilities allow Benjamin to position Baudelaire both as a
witness to the contemporary sociopolitical forms of industrial modernity and
as a visionary who offers a prophetic glimpse into the unparalleled violence
of the twentieth century, witnessed by Benjamin less than a hundred years
later.!3

Benjamin’s consecration of Baudelaire as a witness to the trauma of moder-
nity has made a lasting imprint. Yet critical readings informed by—and in di-
alogue with—Baudelaire’s “traumatophilic” dimension have privileged the
psychoanalytic aspect of Benjamin’s interpretation (by referring primarily to
“On Some Motifs in Baudelaire”) at the expense of the historical, cultural and
material contextualizations proposed in, for example, The Arcades Project.'
These psychoanalytic readings displace the historical resonances of Benjamin’s
analysis into textual processes, such that “history” itself is viewed as a series of
blind spots that resist representation. As we have seen, this view of history as a
point of resistance in the literary text is endemic to the very definition of
trauma—a missed encounter with the reality of an event and its symptomatic
replay in the text or psyche. According to some readers, it is precisely this rup-
ture with “history” that—paradoxically—assigns Baudelaire’s historical place
as our first modern poet.

The displacement of poetry’s historical elements onto psychic and linguis-
tic registers of poems has contributed to the emergence of a “textual history”
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that attempts to rupture established views of history as a developmental nar-
rative and to illuminate its inescapably figural basis. As de Man famously
expressed it, “the bases for historical knowledge are not empirical facts but
written texts, even if these texts masquerade in the guise of wars or revolu-
tions” (“Literary History and Literary Modernity,” 165). If an ethico-political
insight is to be gleaned from textual undecidability, for de Man this insight
cannot be applied to the world of bodies, things, and relations, in history. In
readings influenced by Benjamin’s notion of shock and de Man’s analysis of
undecidability, the literary work is perceived as rehearsing the trauma of his-
tory in an endless repetition that always misses its mark. Readers must
renounce the illusion—and violence—of recovering stable historical knowl-
edge from its undecidabilities.!>

The theorization of history as trauma seeks to disclose the force of histori-
cal representation, the violence of ideologies’ inscription of events along nar-
rative and tropological models. Deconstructive approaches to the literary work
thus tend to read the modalities of the text’s resistance to representation as
signs of its historicity. Baudelaire’s rupture with the grand narratives of “His-
tory” is precisely what accounts for his historical status as our first “modern”
poet. Indeed, the notion that Baudelaire’s exceptionality lies in his poetry’s
stubborn refusal to integrate itself into a larger pattern of duration has been
central to de Man’s representation of the poet as the “emblem of tragic isola-
tion of postromantic literature” (“Allegory and Irony,” 119), cut adrift from his
predecessors, and of Benjamin’s vision of his poetry as shining “in the sky of
the Second Empire as a ‘star without an atmosphere.””10

This view of Baudelaire—as a poet who undoes the narrativity of history—
remains entrenched in current criticism. It has been revitalized in the past
decade by the dominance of “trauma” and “testimony” in Holocaust studies.
For example, in a recent study, Ulrich Baer has argued that Baudelaire and
Celan “indisputably bookend the modern tradition” (Remnants of Song, 7).
Celan’s confrontation with the unprecedented event of the Holocaust returns
him to Baudelaire’s articulation of an experience that challenges all preceding
frameworks, “Yet it is a return to ‘a dark zone,” to an impenetrable obscurity
and blindness bearing the name of ‘Baudelaire’ in which the tradition origi-
nates. Such a return means to write poems in a language that derives its au-
thority and historical thrust from experience that is unassimilated and, as we
will see, properly ahistorical rather than fully integrated into consciousness”
(ibid., 6). Baer thus reads the oeuvre of Baudelaire and Celan as records of
“missed experience,” forms of knowledge that lie outside memory or history
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but are nevertheless “constitutive of the self” (ibid.). Such traumatic knowl-
edge is “ahistorical,” in that it cannot find incorporation in historical narra-
tives. Buct this is precisely what assigns Baudelaire his historical place at the
origins of a modern tradition culminating in Celan’s testimony to the Shoah.

Implicit in this argument is an important—if problematic—claim for a
post-Shoah literary ethics founded on the impossibility of representing histor-
ical trauma. This traumatic split between poetry and history, articulated as a
rupture between the psyche and the world affords a glimpse for Baer into un-
charted forms of knowledge that both demand and defy our witness. A poem’s
blind spots, aporias, flare-ups, and indeterminacies function like a flash
“which is reflected in the puddles that gather where history’s grands récizs are
cracked” (Baer, Remnants of Song, 151). Presenting “L'Etranger” as one of three
exemplary and inaugural poems, for instance, Baer argues that it is only when
the text relinquishes all claims to readable, applicable, and intersubjective no-
tions of morality, and when it demonstrates the impossibility of pinning down
the functioning of its rhetorical mode, that it becomes “ultra ethical.” Like the
clouds that float above the stranger’s head, experience that is unclaimed, unre-
membered, and free of organizing schemes gives a flash of understanding into
“unclaimed experience.”!”

I have traced a critical arc that starts with Benjamin’s theory of the shock
experience, runs through de Man’s formulations on history as a tropological
structure, and continues to dominate in reflections on the relationship be-
tween literature and history today. In these accounts, the force of history splin-
ters into indeterminacies in the poetic text. Complications in the poem’s
rhetorical mode are symptomatic of an encounter with what Georges Perec de-
scribed as “I'Histoire avec sa grande hache” (Perec, W, 13). They are blind spots
sparking insight into a trauma both constitutive of the psyche and produced
by the force of an unrepresentable history. The literary text emerges as a wit-
ness that, insofar as it may gesture to what lies outside its margins, does so as
a victim bodying forth the shocks and contradictions of history. The ethical
moment in poetry, then, emerges through the association of unrepresentabil-
ity, witnessing, trauma, and victimization.

As I argued earlier, the view of history as a tropological structure privileges
figure over content, representation over events, and perilously overlooks the
particularity of “history” as empirical forces experienced by bodies and sub-
jects in a particular social content. This can lead to a conflation of historically
distinct traumas by way of structural analogies, such that the shocks of life in
the modern city are seen as analogous to the trauma of the Holocaust, insofar

26



Baudelaire’s Victims and Executioners

as both events induce a “crisis of representation.” It also encourages reading
the literary canon of modernity backwards from its “limit event,” such that the
Holocaust and its defining crisis of representation become the measures by
which other historical crises and their literary representations are reread. This
has the paradoxical effect of inscribing the irreducible singularity of historical
events along a narrative teleology in a retroactive periodization. Modernism’s
interrogation of reference is seen to prefigure the epistemological and ethical
impossibility of representing the Holocaust.!8 In the name of its radical sin-
gularity, the Holocaust itself is reduced to a transhistorical figure; it serves as
an allegory for history’s resistance to figuration, a resistance that both founds
and frames modernity as a “crisis of representation.”??

What sorts of mediations between history and literature does this model of
trauma and testimony occlude? As a mode of reading literature, such a symp-
tomatic view short-circuits any sustained consideration of how the Baude-
lairean text actively engages with historical forces through irony, violence,
counterviolence, and critique. Instead, the recent displacement of historicity
into a text’s symptomatic gaps, silences, and aporias positions literature as vic-
timized witness to a history whose force exceeds representation. Poetry be-
comes a purely reactive stage for “acting out” trauma, for the compulsive
rehearsal of the shocks and contradictions of its historical moment. It is ap-
proached as a pathological system scarred by unreadable lesions that attest to
the violence of an unrepresentable history.

Yet “history” is not a monolithic force that works through passive texts and
psyches. History locates violence in specific sites; it positions subjects in spe-
cific ways, not only as victims, but also as agents, subjects, objects, witnesses,
executioners, readers, and writers. Literature is a privileged terrain for the in-
scription of history’s multidirectional force. Baudelaire’s poems are a case in
point, for their own complex deployment of violence rehearses and locates the
violence of history itself in multiple sites, operations, and positionalities. This
rehearsal of violence, its multidirectional deployment, is what gives the rela-
tionship between poetry and history in Baudelaire’s work its ongoing critical
energy.

Baudelaire himself vigorously objects to such a positioning of the writer as
a passive witness to the violence of history. Indeed, toward the end of his life,
during his self-imposed exile in Belgium, Baudelaire declares: “Non seule-
ment, je serais heureux d’étre victime, mais je ne hairais pas d’étre bourreau,
— pour sentir la Révolution de deux manieres !” (OC, 2: 961). In a statement
that can be read as a key to the poet’s entire corpus and its manifold contra-
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dictions, Baudelaire opens his work out to historical processes, not—as one
might expect—{rom the standpoint of traumatized victim or witness, but as
executioner and agent in history. How might this arresting declaration help us
to recover the dialectical force of Baudelaire’s engagement with the violence of
modernity?

The Representation of Violence and the Violence of Representation

Violence is an ever-expanding category in our contemporary critical climate.
“Stretched beyond its former clearly demarcated boundaries, meaning ‘the use
of physical force’ (a characterization still to be found in standard English dic-
tionary definitions), violence now includes such phenomenologically elusive
categories as psychological, symbolic, structural, epistemic, hermeneutical and
aesthetic violence,” Beatrice Hanssen writes.2® Rather than attempt to provide
an exhaustive definition, I shall for now maneuver around one important dis-
tinction between trauma and violence: whereas the psychoanalytic, literary
view of trauma posits the subject as the site and victim of an epistemological
violence, the term “violence” generally designates a relation berween subjects,
indicating a more encompassing, energetic and relational structure involving
intersubjective relations and multiple positionalities. As a category for literary
analysis, violence enables a consideration of the relationship between poetry,
history, and critique by exploring how a text both occupies and opens up for
the reader a range of positions toward the violence that is represented, includ-
ing those of executioner, accomplice, and bystander.2!

To be sure, one can argue that trauma theory also locates violence as a cir-
culating force endemic to the very project of representation. Representation
betrays its object by arresting an infinitely particularizing discourse that might
do justice to the singularity of an experience or a person. Yet a sweeping
account of representation s violence flattens out the specificity of different
historical experience and erases necessary distinctions between victims, execu-
tioners, accomplices, witnesses, and spectators. The category of violence
captures the circulation of power in particular historical events, while main-
taining the distinctions between these subject positions. When describing Le
Spleen de Paris, Baudelaire suggestively remarks that this literary corpus has “ni
queue ni téte, puisque tout, au contraire, y est a la fois téte et queue, alterna-
tivement et réciproquement” (OC, 1: 275). It is this sense of simultaneity, mul-
tidirectionality and mobile particularity that I hope to convey in the following
readings of violence and representation.
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A discussion of the role of violence in Baudelaire’s poetics necessarily entails
examining what the representation of violence has to say about real violence,
and how “real” violence is itself enmeshed in representational violence. To ar-
gue for a connection between violence and representation assumes what Teresa
de Lauretis has called the “semiotic relation of the social to the discursive”
(“The Violence of Rhetoric,” 240). Yet to what extent can we talk about vio-
lence as a symbolic operation while still doing justice to the realizy of a violent
act, encounter or practice? And how might the connection between the repre-
sentation of violence and the violence of representation be used to serve criti-
cal, and even ethical, ends by literature and its criticism? Can the deployment
of violence in poetry illuminate or even contest the violences—in representa-
tion and practice—of a particular historical moment?

While it has traditionally designated eruptions of force or breakdowns in
the social fabric, violence, as recent theory teaches us, can characterize a cer-
tain pattern of dominance just as easily as it does breakdowns in this pattern.
Violence in the sphere of the law, for example, as shown by the work of Fou-
cault, Derrida, and Butler, among others, operates at structural, linguistic
levels that performatively shape the daily reality of our social practices.?? Fol-
lowing such poststructuralist dismantlings of normative ethico-political posi-
tions, “counterviolence” has become an important figure for a critique of the
underlying structural violences of the social sphere. As Hanssen suggests, “the
use of a symbolic, figurative, discursive force, wielded as a counterprinciple”
has been theorized as a strategy for illuminating—as well as contesting—the
hidden relations of force in a given sociopolitical structure:

Indeed, one “figure” of violence whose persistence and recurrent circulation
in contemporary post-structuralist thought the book pursues is that of a
counterforce or counterviolence (Gegengewalr) that takes the form of what
Foucault and Derrida respectively have called “antidogmatic” or “antimeta-
physical” violence. Thus, the use of a symbolic, figurative, discursive force,
wielded as a counterprinciple, is meant to undo metaphysical, institutional
sedimentations of force, especially the violence exercised by instrumental
reason, with its logic and practices of exclusion. (Hanssen, 14)

The concepts of “violence” and “counterviolence” are useful for unraveling
the contestatory potential of poetic discourse. Indeed, one of the central claims
in this book is that the literary representation of violence illuminates the violence
of historical representation by imbricating aesthetic self-consciousness within
ideological critique. In the texts I examine, irony functions as a textual violence
and a historical counterviolence. Baudelairean irony—the hallmark of his
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“modernity”—conducts an ethico-political critique at the level of poetic form
and of language itself. Poetic strategies of representation are embedded in the
larger tropological systems of his historical moment. By explicitly staging the vi-
olence of poetic representation (rather than symptomatically parrying the
trauma of history), Baudelaire offers a genealogy of violence and thereby opens
up a critical relationship between a text and its contexts.?3 The force of irony in
Baudelaire’s oeuvre functions as a counterviolence that teases out imbricated so-
cial, economic, and representational violences embedded in the postrevolution-
ary social body. The recurrent linking of violence and representation through-
out his work exploits literature’s performative force and uncovers zones of
complicity between poetic discourse and other regimes of power. This rehearsal
of violence opens up a space for the critique and resignification of accepted cul-
tural practices through irony, performativity, intertexuality, and citationality.24

Let us for a moment imagine Baudelaire’s poems as a kind of “theater of
cruelty” in which existing violences are staged and contested, in turn, through
textual violence. This rehearsal gives a genealogy of the production of violence
both on the textual stage and on the historical scene. By violence, then, I refer
to the empirical violence “out there” in the world, the violence exercised
through words upon things in the world, and the imbrication of these vio-
lences in Lauretis’s “semiotic relation of the social to the discursive.” In other
words, I consider violence in its material, social, psychic, epistemological, aes-
thetic, and ethical contexts. In its most inclusive definition, “violence” will
designate a particular mode of conceptualizing a represented object that di-
minishes, reifies, or violates that object in a way that resonates against under-
lying sets of cultural assumptions. For Baudelaire, violence is a vehicle that
inscribes competing fields (aesthetic, economic, ideological, and so forth)
within the poem itself. It serves as a figure for representational tensions exist-
ing both within and between these fields. The myriad structures of “victime”
and of “bourreau” in his scenes of violence trace complex correspondences
within and between the poetic and social text, thus offering a powerful yet nu-
anced critique of the violence of modernity.?

This next section turns to Baudelaire’s “UHéautontimorouménos,” a poem
that will serve as a leitmortif throughout this book, to illustrate how Baude-
laire’s notorious self-reflexivity operates a shift from the epistemological
realm—in which the poet and ironist is both subject and object of reflec-
tion—into a historicized realm of victims and executioners. From a rehearsal
of irony’s trauma, the poetic text is redefined, through irony and citationality,
as an encounter between text and intertext and between self and other.
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The Poet as Ironist and as Héautontimorouménos

“L'Héautontimorouménos” is a key poem and figure for Baudelaire’s poetics.
Initially conceived as a “projet d’épilogue” for Les Fleurs du Mal, its portrait of
consciousness as both “plaie et couteau,” “victime et bourreau,” has made it
emblematic of Baudelairean—and modernist—self-reflexivity. Sartre, for
instance, viewed the héautontimorouménos (in Greek, “self-punisher” or “self-
tormentor”) as a figure exemplary of the poet’s bad faith, that is to say, his de-
sire to simultaneously become reflexive and reflected consciousness, the eye
that perceives and the “I” perceived. Yet the poem itself stages the failure of
this attempted self-coincidence. Instead, by showing the emergence of con-
sciousness as a wound, it gives us what first appears to be a case study of
trauma:

Je te frapperai sans colere
Et sans haine, comme un boucher,
Comme Moise le rocher !
Et je ferai de ta paupiere,

Pour abreuver mon Sahara,
Jaillir les eaux de la souffrance.
Mon désir gonflé d’espérance
Sur tes pleurs salés nagera

Comme un vaisseau qui prend le large,
Et dans mon coeur qu’ils sotleront

Tes chers sanglots retentiront

Comme un tambour qui bat la charge !

Ne suis-je pas un faux accord
Dans la divine symphonie,
GrAce 2 la vorace Ironie

Qui me secoue et qui me mord ?

Elle est dans ma voix, la criarde !
Clest tout mon sang, ce poison noir !
Je suis le sinistre miroir

O la mégere se regarde !

Je suis la plaie et le couteau !
Je suis le soufflet et la joue !
Je suis les membres et la roue,
Et la victime et le bourreau !
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Je suis de mon coeur le vampire

— Un de ces grands abandonnés

Au rire éternel condamnés,

Et qui ne peuvent plus sourire ! (OC, 1: 78-79)

In this parodic rewriting of the lyric address, the I-thou relationship
mutates into a relentless, rhythmical beating that is virtually enacted by the
regularity of the octosyllabic lines, the caesuras and exclamations. The poem
projects into the future a ritual punishment voided of cause, motivation, or af-
fect. The executioner, figured as a Sahara, a desertic place of nothingness, turns
to the victim to sate its ontological hunger. As we may surmise from the repe-
tition “sans colere et sans haine” and the homonymy of sans and sang, the very
substance of this “Je,” is nothing more than its projected act of violence. The
poetic subject will wound the surface of the other to create an ontological lo-
cation and depth. The delicate plane of the beloved’s eyelid releases a fountain
of tears on whose watery surface the poet’s desire will glide (“Mon désir gonflé
d’espérance / Sur tes pleurs salés nagera’); her sobs will ring out like the taut
skin of a drum that is struck (“Tes chers sanglots retentiront / Comme un
tambour qui bat la charge !”).

The poem thus stages a sacrificial scenario in which a singular yet vacuous
“je” (“mon Sahara”; “mon désir”) turns to the diffuse liquefaction of a “tu”
(figured as “caux de la souffrance” and “pleurs salés”), who in a literalization of
metaphor itself (as metaphorein), promises to transport this “je” into a
promised ailleurs (“Comme un vaisseau qui prend le large”).?¢ Yet the
metaphors themselves dissolve the precarious distinction between self and
other, or victim-executioner, for the victim’s sobs—produced by the execu-
tioner’s blows—themselves ring out like the blows of a military drum.

Thus, in the central stanza, the victim-thou position has washed away and
Irony reveals itself as constituting the very identity of the lyric “I”:

Ne suis-je pas un faux accord
Dans la divine symphonie

Grace a la vorace Ironie

Qui me secoue et qui me mord ?

Irony, personified as an aberrant and external feminine principle, a muse
turned shrew (“la criarde”; “la mégere”), appropriates the “je” and usurps its
poetic voice. Yet the otherness of irony proves to be part and parcel of the
poet’s substance: “C’est tout mon sang, ce poison noir.” The interiorization of
both victim and irony reveals an otherness constitutive of the self, which
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appears to seal the poetic subjectivity—and the poem itself—into the infinite
regress of ironic reflexivity: “Je suis le sinistre miroir / Ot la mégere se
regarde.”

Let us for a moment consider this interiorization of an external figure as an
“other within the self” through the optic of trauma.?” The Aéautonti-
morouménos initially attempts to relocate its selfhood through the fragmen-
tation and the reappropriation of its victim. Yet its sadistic ritual shades into
self-mutilation with the realization that the dialectic between subject and
object, self and other, executioner and victim, takes place entirely within a self
fractured by irony’s trauma. The subject, agent and executioner is revealed as
constituted by its object, other and victim (figured here as irony):

Je suis la plaie et le couteau !
Je suis le soufflet et la joue !
Je suis les membres et la roue,
Et la victime et le bourreau !

If we read the poem as a case study of trauma, the poem “acts out” a process
of interiorization, wherein an incompatibility between self and world reveals
incompatible registers within the self. Executioner and victim, striker and
struck, are forces at war within a self-different subjectivity (“C’est tout mon
sang, ce poison noir”).

When read in this perspective, “Héautontimorouménos” bears striking
resemblances to Cathy Caruth’s analysis of Torquado Tasso’s Gerusalemme Lib-
erata, a text she views as the paradigmatic literary study of trauma. Tasso re-
counts how Tancred unwittingly slays his beloved Clorinda on the battlefield.
After her burial, he enters a magic forest and slashes a tree, only to realize, be-
latedly, that the tree contains his beloved’s soul. Caruth presents Tancred as a
parable for the “unarticulated implications of the theory of trauma,” for his
double killing is an unwitting and unwilled reenactment typical of the repeti-
tion compulsion of traumatic neurosis (Unclaimed Experience, 3). More signif-
icant for our analysis of Baudelaire, however, is Caruth’s point that Tasso’s
traumatic scenario turns both Clorinda and Tancred into victims of trauma
(defined here as the fatality of an injury twice inflicted and received), as figures
for a divided self. Tancred is the dissociated subject of a traumatic neurosis,
and Clorinda—his victim—is his “other within the self,” an internal witness
to Tancred’s own injury, for she remembers what Tancred can never fully
know. Similarly, Baudelaire’s “UHéautontimorouménos” begins with a sacrifi-
cial scenario (with an obvious difference: Baudelaire’s poetic subject inflicts
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pain with ritualistic deliberation) yet the victimized “tu,” like Clorinda, is re-
vealed as an “other within the self.”

The comparison between Baudelaire and Tasso is illuminating, for Tan-
cred’s example (as read by Caruth) reveals a problem endemic to theorizing
subjectivity through trauma. Indeed, when approached through trauma, the
infliction of violence becomes but another instance of self-shattering. The re-
lations of force that actually exist between victim and executioner (Tancred
has, after all, killed Clorinda twice) are overlooked in favor of an analysis that
takes place exclusively within a subject victimized by trauma. Further, such a
reading would assume that the literary text serves as a mirror for the compul-
sive repetition of trauma. In this light, Baudelaire’s poem would mirror the
poetic subjectivity’s rehearsal or “acting out” of a split subject. Yet we should
note that in “UHéautontimorouménos,” the self is not merely constituted by
an alterity it once perceived as external, for the poetic subject does not directly
identify with the victim turned executioner or the muse turned shrew. Rather,
the poetic subject becomes the mirror in which irony contemplates #zself.

Je suis le sinistre miroir
Ou la mégere se regarde !

The “I” is a location, a place in the structure of reflexivity, one that mirrors
back difference and irony.28 This shift in the representation of the self from
substance (blood, poison) to location and form (“le . . . miroir / OU”) sug-
gests that the “Je” becomes the site of reflexivity rather than the subject-object
of trauma. What is at stake in this distinction between text as mirror and text
as site or stage for trauma, is a view of the poetic text not as pathological
symptom—or reflection—of traumatic neurosis, but instead, as a mise-en-
sceéne for an oscillation that is both within the self and between selves and
others. The restaging of trauma as a form of ironic reflexivity introduces an
analytical distance from the experience. It also situates this trauma within a di-
alogical and intersubjective context. For even in this most relentlessly solipsis-
tic of poems, the final verse opens out in a gesture of address, signaled by the
caesura:

— Un de ces grands abandonnés
Au rire éternel condamnés,
Et qui ne peuvent pas sourire.

The caesura introducing “un de ces grands abandonnés,” and the break out of
the singular form into the plural, initiate a recognition of commonality with
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other victims of irony’s lucid madness. It gestures toward a community of dis-
placed, spectral souls akin to the wandering exiles commemorated in “Le
Cygne,” with whom the fragments of authorial subjectivity identify (“Je pense
aux matelots oubliés dans une ile / Aux captifs, aux vaincus ! . . . & bien
d’autres encor !”). In “UHéautontimorouménos,” the authorial subject does
not exclusively attest to the specularity of trauma, to the recurrent yet missed
encounter with an “other within the self.” Instead, it stages a collective exis-
tential fall into irony. The break out of pure solipsism also occurs intertextu-
ally, across linguistic and cultural difference. Indeed, the concluding allusion
to the Melmothian figure who laughs but cries no more is a translated frag-
ment straight out of Poe’s “Fall of the House of Usher.” Baudelaire’s poem is
thus in dialogue with Poe’s poem “The Haunted Palace,” embedded in the
short story:

While, like a rapid ghastly river
Through the pale door

A hideous throng rush out forever
And laugh—but smile no more.??

The ghostly traces of Poe’s “Haunted Palace” in turn haunt Baudelaire’s poem,
rewriting irony in the context of a shared mal du siécle that, significantly, is
transmitted through literature.30 Baudelaire’s text thus fulfils the promise of
the inaugural poem, “Au lecteur.” The reader, as “Hypocrite lecteur, — mon
semblable, — mon frére,” becomes the contaminated accomplice to a fall into
irony. Ironic lucidity is transmitted by a contagious text. The critical energies
unleashed by irony circulate within and between these texts, coercing the
reader into relations of recognition, identification and complicity.3! This is not
to say that Baudelaire’s poem beckons an immediate identification (or trans-
ference) in which the reader submits to a pathological state of textual trauma.
On the contrary, the text’s escalating ironies keep such identifications at bay
by introducing a critical distance from the trauma it depicts. The Poe intertext
reframes the solipsism of the individual trauma into a collective ethical
predicament: the recognition of evil, or la conscience dans le mal.
“L'Hedutontimorouménos” appears to record a crisis of representation (of
the self, the text, and the collective), and as such could be read as an illustra-
tion of the trauma of modern consciousness as it emerges without any norma-
tive point of reference beyond itself. Yet it offers an embryonic response to this
predicament. For it maps a trauma that is constitutive of the poetic subjectiv-
ity first as an epistemological state—expressed through irony—and as an
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ethical condition shared by “ces grands abandonnés.” And this is where I turn
to a second reason for resisting the temptation to read poetic violence through
trauma. Indeed, the paradigm of the “other within the self” (or of Cathy
Caruth’s reading of Clorinda as a figure for Tancred’s “self-difference”) at the
basis of trauma obliterates the distinction between victim and executioner by
making both the agent and the recipient of violence avatars for a divided self.
Such a slippage, as Ruth Leys has observed, is ethically fraught, since it erases
the necessary distinctions between the subject and object of violence.32 Baude-
laire, however, maintains this tension between subject and object, victim
and executioner, even as his poems stage these as ambiguous, circulating posi-
tions. This tension is sustained by the distance the poem displays toward its
own rhetorical mode—through strategies such as intertextuality, irony, and
interpellation.

At stake in the distinction I make between the self-referentiality of trauma
and the self-reflexivity of irony is the possibility that a self-reflexive poem (one
that complicates its mode of representation) retains its demystifying, critical
force. Baudelairean irony conducts its critique from within the pathology it
denounces. In the context of “Héautontimorouménos,” the violence of irony
is rehearsed with an acute attunement to how differences in power, for in-
stance, between a masculine subject/executioner and a feminine object/victim,
constantly shape even the most “autonomous” acts of creation. Irony—a
thetorical figure for disparate meanings—is continually reframed in a context
disclosing the underlying violence of acts of knowing the self and the other.

Irony as Counterviolence

How does Baudelairean irony retain its critical powers despite its notoriously
self-undermining structure? And how might the deconstruction of a rhetori-
cal mode open up—rather than foreclose—the passage between text and
world? A brief history of irony’s vexed relationship to critique will be useful
here in order to elucidate how the deconstructive impetus of Baudelairean
irony engages ethical and political concerns.

Traditionally defined as a rhetorical figure that intentionally creates two or
more disparate meanings in a text, a dissemblance having a critical function in
a context of shared beliefs, irony’s more recent identification with contingency,
undecidability, and aporia has made it one of modernity’s most pervasive
modes of self-understanding.33 Paradoxically, the expansion of irony’s rele-
vance to political and philosophical thought on identity is met with skepti-
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cism about the viability of its insights for experiences existing outside the
literary text. Particularly in the wake of deconstruction and its radicalization
of irony as a constitutive indeterminacy of meaning, the contestatory function
of irony (as satire) is threatened with irrelevance. Not only does the ironist fail
to offer alternatives to the conceptions that are demystified; the ironist’s vigi-
lance toward the authority of his or her own claims seems to enclose the ironic
position into the infinite downward spiral staged in Baudelaire’s “CHéauton-
timorouménos.” Contemporary definitions of irony thus tend to relegate it to
the private realm of individual self-reflection or to the aesthetic realm of for-
mal self-consciousness, and as fundamentally irrelevant to the articulation and
analysis of shared values.

The gap between irony’s insights and a historically defined reality reaches
back to the romantics and their redefinition of irony as a mode of apprehend-
ing the self and world. German romantics such as Friedrich Schlegel viewed
irony as a property of the creative consciousness itself and saw the literary text
as emerging out of a dialectic of authorial self-creation and self-destruction, or
parabasis. Irony is proof of the imagination’s unfettered sovereignty, for the
poet may create and revoke the fictional world at will, soaring “on the wings
of poetic reflection, and can raise that reflection again and again to a higher
power, can multiply it in an endless succession of mirrors.”3* Romantic irony
thus celebrated the supremacy of the creative spirit over the constraints of em-
pirical phenomena. As Vladimir Jankélevitch observed, romantic irony re-
sponds to the Fichtean promise of “Comment étre causa sui—ce sujet qui est
objet, cet agent qui est son propre patient, ce rieur qui est le risible ?”
(Jankélevitch, Zronie, 25). Such a predicament, as we saw, forms the paradoxi-
cal core of Baudelaire’s héautontimoroumenos and its exalted despair at being
both subject and object, cause and effect, victim and executioner of its own
laughter and reflection.

By celebrating the irrealizing powers of the imagination, romantic irony
played off the gap between literary reflection and the empirical constraints of
history. Such a hypostatized view of aesthetic autonomy is precisely what drew
criticism: for Seren Kierkegaard, the ironic position was one in which “the
subject is continually retreating, talking every phenomenon out of its reality in
order to save itself—that is, in order to preserve itself in negative indepen-
dence of everything”; it suspended the work of art “outside and above moral-
ity and ethics.”?> Similarly, Hegel denounced romantic irony as a form of
absolute and infinite negativity. Irony invested the ego with the capricious
freedom to create and revoke “everything genuinely independent and real” at
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will; in doing so, it voided the artistic work of content or of connection to
historical actuality.3¢ The reception of romantic irony thus viewed self-
reflexivicy—that is to say, literature’s reflection upon its procedures of presen-
tation—as a rejection of the real for the autonomy and moral indifference of
private self-creation.

Romantic irony invests the creative imagination with absolute power, since
it posits a subjectivity that has become its origin and effect, both a free, creat-
ing consciousness and the object it creates. Yet, as the example of “UHéauton-
timorouménos” shows us, it also inaugurates a fractured subjectivity that is
evacuated of content and emerging only through parabasis, or discontinuous
reflections. Baudelaire’s most powerfully self-reflexive poems capture this
oscillation between Fichtean absolutism and anxious self-division. We are now
in a position to assess what a poststructuralist theory of irony such as de Man’s
(as a structure of radical discontinuity) and of trauma (as repetition and nega-
tivity) owe to these romantic articulations. If for Schlegel, irony’s parabasis
mirrors the infinite play of the universe, the poststructuralist view of irony as
trauma situates this parabasis in language and identity itself. For de Man,
whose theory of irony builds on Schlegel’s Athenaiim fragments, irony alerts
us to our linguistic nature, to our emergence through the iterability of the sign
and its temporality. In this account, irony signals an epistemological crisis that
unravels the identity of the self and the text; a crisis that has no communi-
cative content beyond the repetition of its blindness: “Irony is no longer a
trope but the undoing of the deconstructive allegory of all tropological cogni-
tion, the systematic undoing, in other words, of understanding. As such, far
from closing off the tropological system, irony enforces the repetition of its
aberration.”%”

De Man uses Baudelaire as a central figure for this articulation of irony as
trauma, as a crisis of representation undoing the identity of the self and the
text. His influential essay “The Rhetoric of Temporality” turns to Baudelaire’s
“De l'essence du rire” to theorize irony as a “lucid madness” and as the trauma
of a repetitive blindness. Several readers have since approached Baudelaire’s
essay on laughter as a map for the fault lines of a subject emerging discon-
tinuously in language and in time. Laughter’s aporetic quality is addressed as a
trauma enclosing the text in a series of divided reflections. Yet the terms of this
constellation—laughter, irony, and trauma—mneed to be separated out to allow
for a more particularized reading of Baudelaire’s irony. Otherwise, we risk
remaining locked in an interpretive cycle in which laughter, irony, and trauma
slide into each other and are ultimately subsumed under a horizon of
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undecidability. My reading of “De I'essence du rire” is indebted to accounts of
laughter’s aporetic quality in Baudelaire, but it argues that laughter does more
than signal incommensurable registers within the self or in language itself.
In Baudelaire’s “De l'essence du rire,” as in “UHéautontimorouménos,”
the trauma of irony expressed by laughter is a shared epistemological con-
dition that activates relations of power within and between a text and its
contexts.?® Rather than approaching the essay as the symptomatic enactment
of a pathology without cure, I shall examine how its deconstruction of healthy,
normative, or pure states existing “beyond” or “outside” the disruptive force
of laughter is essential to developing a theory of irony as a form of critical
counterviolence.3?

Trauma, Irony, and Critique in “De ['essence du rire”

“De l'essence du rire” is more than a defense of caricature as a viable artistic
genre; it articulates conceptual oppositions that are central to Baudelaire’s
writing as a whole: grace and fall, metaphysics and history, the pure and the
impure, the metatextual and the intertextual, symbol and allegory, art for art’s
sake and art for progress. The alleged purpose of the essay, the author confides,
is the release of a quasi-physiological obsession, which will be exorcised once
presented in an orderly fashion and digested by the reader: “Ces réflexions
étaient devenues pour moi une espéce d’obsession ; j’ai voulu me soulager. J’ai
fait, du reste, tous mes efforts pour y mettre un certain ordre et en rendre ainsi
la digestion plus facile” (OC, 2: 525). The phenomenon of laughter is exam-
ined through several lenses: theology, physiology, psychology, metaphysics,
popular culture, and finally, comic traditions at home and abroad. Yet, the ex-
perience of laughter in these meticulously expository sections remains irre-
ducible to conceptual digestion. The structure of laughter is double, its effect
is an unrepresentable convulsion; it is a symptom or a hieroglyph, yet its roots,
its referent, its very “essence” remain unspoken, if not unspeakable: “Le rire
n’est qu'une expression, un symptéme, un diagnostic. Symptdéme de quoi ?
Voila la question” (OC, 2: 534).

To elucidate this question, Baudelaire sets up a series of antitheses between
a primordial, metaphysical state of purity and a fallen, historical condition de-
fined by laughter: “le rire humain est intimement lié a 'accident d’une chute
ancienne, d’'une dégradation physique et morale” (OC, 2: 527-28). Laughter,
then, denotes a fall into reflexivity, historical time, and irony. The theological
manifestations of a state of grace prior to and beyond laughter are prelapsar-
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ian innocence or divine omnipotence; its literary manifestation is poésie pure;
its historical incarnations are primitive societies in which skepticism has not
taken root or projected socialist utopias. Yet, the essay very deliberately sabo-
tages all references to such ideal states of purity, showing each to be “always al-
ready” fractured by laughter, difference, and fallenness. Laughter thus conta-
minates every heuristic ideal—literary, political, or metaphysical—evoked in
opposition to it. For instance, Baudelaire’s opening maxim, “Le sage ne rit
quen tremblant” (OC, 2: 526)—the crux of his distinction between the sacred
and the fallen—invokes the transgression of laughter as temporally prior to a
state of purity. The dichotomy between purity and laughter is only con-
structed in hindsight, for the sage does indeed laugh first, even if it is in fear
and trembling. The source of this enigmatic maxim (Ecclesiasticus, quoted by
Bossuet) is also erased, and the author-analyst wonders aloud as to whether he
read it in a text by Joseph de Maistre or Bourdaloue.4? Further, the entire
description of a “paradis terrestre” prior to mankind’s fall into laughter is pla-
giarized from the unpublished Contes normands by Jean de la Falaise, alias
Philippe de Chennevieres.! These citations, caught in a dense relay of sources,
unmistakably convey that the primordial, edenic state is but a derivative
construct.

The realm of art itself is similarly polluted by laughter. While Baudelaire
invokes poésie pure initially as a redemptive way out of the fallenness and de-
crepitude of the human condition and into a suitably “poetic” state of eleva-
tion, his formulation presents us with a conceptual conundrum. “[S]i dans ces
mémes nations ultracivilisées, une intelligence poussée par une ambition
supérieure, veut franchir les limites de 'orgueil humain et s’élancer hardiment
vers la poésie pure, dans cette poésie, limpide et profonde comme la nature, le
rire fera défaut comme dans I'Ame du Sage,” our analyst declares (OC, 2:
532-33). Yet the roots of this spirit, or “intelligence,” lie in the proud desire to
transcend the realm of pride. The state of poésie pure is itself created out of
those very conditions (the conviction of superiority, which is both the cause
and the consequence of laughter) that define the fall into laughter and histori-
cal time. The essay thus repeatedly gestures toward a lost condition of grace
yet voids these redemptions of credibility with masterful deconstructive
strokes. Although described as an aberration, laughter ultimately becomes the
norm that arises from the breakdown of every ideal that would exclude it.

The figure of Bernardin de Saint-Pierre’s Virginie haunts this essay and en-
capsulates its paradoxes. Baudelaire imagines the fall of this paragon of inno-
cence upon encountering a caricature on the streets of Paris:
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Essayons, puisque le comique est un élément damnable et d’origine dia-
bolique, de mettre en face une 4me absolument primitive et sortant, pour
ainsi dire, des mains de la nature. Prenons pour exemple la grande et
typique figure de Virginie, qui symbolise parfaitement la pureté et la naiveté
absolues. Virginie arrive 4 Paris encore toute trempée des brumes de la mer
et dorée par le soleil des tropiques, les yeux pleins des grandes images primi-
tives des vagues, des montagnes et des foréts. Elle tombe ici en pleine
civilisation turbulente et méphitique, elle, toute imprégnée des pures et
riches senteurs de 'Inde. . . . Or, un jour, Virginie rencontre par hasard,
innocemment, au Palais-Royal, aux carreaux d’un vitrier, sur une table, dans
un lieu public, une caricature ! une caricature bien appétissante pour nous,
grosse de fiel et de rancune, comme sait les faire une civilisation perspicace
et ennuyée” (OC, 2: 528—29).

Emblematic of a lost correspondence between the natural world and the
human spirit, seamlessly connected to her land and family, Virginie embodies
a metaphoricity that forms the core of romantic theories of imagination and
of Baudelaire’s own conception of correspondances. She is a symbol of the very
process of symbolization: a typigue figure, brimming with images, or symbols,
of her native tropical landscape. Virginie’s fictional encounter with the Parisian
caricature constitutes a fall into self-reflexivity, one illustrating a shift from
primitive grace to modern fallenness, and in terms of literary history, a shift
from the unifying properties of the symbol to the division of allegory and
irony. Yet we may wonder why—in attempting to illustrate the shocking en-
counter between absolute innocence and civilized corruption—our analyst
would resort to a preexisting fictional character such as Virginie. For while she
convincingly embodies the immediacy and purity of a natural state preceding
laughter, we are nevertheless reminded of her mediated origins. Virginie’s
emergence out of nature’s very hands is itself caricatured by the emphasis on
the metaphoricity of her natural origins (“sortant, pour ainsi dire, des mains de
la nature”; emphasis added). After all, the “nature” from which she emerges is
not some primordial Eden: Virginie is a Creole from the ile Bourbon
(Réunion) and carries upon her unsuspecting shoulders the burden of colonial
history. Even more amusing is the allusion to stock figures Virginie might en-
counter in these hypothetical caricatures, such as Marie-Antoinette, desig-
nated as “la proverbiale Autrichienne” (ibid.). Virginie may have emerged
from nature’s hands in Saint-Pierre’s novel (published in 1787), but by Baude-
laire’s time, like Marie-Antoinette, she too is a stock figure represented, circu-
lated, and quite literally “handled” in countless miniatures, illustrations, and
no doubt caricatures.
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Virginie’s virginal status is thus compromisingly handled and manipulated
by the essay. Her flinerie through the metropolis leads her to stumble upon the
scandal of caricature. The fall from her original unity into a self-differentiating
reflexivity is triggered by the duplicity of caricature: “La caricature est double :
le dessin et I'idée : le dessin violent, 'idée mordante et voilée ; complications
d’éléments pénibles pour un esprit naif” (OC, 2: 529). Virginie’s speculated en-
counter with caricature will mark her awakening into the collective dissonance
of the age, into the contingency and ambiguity of historical existence. The
subversion of laughter, its contamination as it ripples from text to context, de-
sacralizes even this paragon of innocence: from her incarnation as the sym-
bolic, she falls into the doubleness of allegory, and plays out, en abyme, the
reader’s own position in the text. Indeed, her stance before the complexity of
caricature at the Palais-Royal prefigures the reader’s own position before tex-
tual undecidability. Her laughter is the point of entry into a shared predica-
ment, a solidarity with the “nous” repeatedly addressed in the essay.

Virginie may stand in for the reader’s encounter with—and violation by—
the scandal of textual duplicity. But the collective “nous” sharing the cos-
mopolitan artifacts of a particular historical moment are also positioned as
voyeuristic accomplices to Virginies fall. Breathlessly anticipating her corrup-
tion, the analyst titillates the reader with the scandalous possibilities of the im-
age in question: “une caricature bien appétissante pour nous, grosse de fiel et
de rancune, comme sait les faire une civilisation perspicace et ennuyée” (OC,
2: 529). The reader, as a fellow “analyste et critique,” is incited to witness the
defilement of Virginie’s immaculate innocence and her birth into the worldly
realm of knowledge and laughter. The essay’s initial project of exorcising the
trauma of laughter becomes a coercion into complicity prefigured by Virginie’s
own defilement. Laughter inscribes the reader into the text, just as Virginie’s
fall rewrites her into an alternative literary history, inaugurated, as it were, by
the promise of her own laughter and survival: “Sans doute, que Virginie reste
a Paris et que la science lui vienne, le rire lui viendra” (OC, 2: 529).

If laughter signals the breakdown of selthood and its symbolic representa-
tions, the fall from transcendence into an existence composed of discontinu-
ous historical moments, why would the author seek to exonerate works of art
that arise from this painful self-division? What value may lie in the spectacle
of human disfigurement and mystification beyond the masochistic repetition
of the fall rehearsed by the héautontimorouménos: The primal scene of Virginie’s
encounter with caricature suggests a possible response. At a critical moment of
her fall into self-reflection, Baudelaire notes: “Virginie a vu ; maintenant, elle
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regarde. Pourquoi ? Elle regarde 'inconnu” (529). Virginie’s encounter with
duplicity not only marks her birth into shared historical experience. It also sig-
nals her awakening into agency. Laughter catalyzes the shift from the passivity
of seeing to the activity and analysis of “looking.”

Laughter emerges in this essay as an escalating mode of experiencing both
the self and the world in a fallen context, and paradoxically, as a valuable
instrument of knowledge and agency. Laughter induces both trauma and
lucidity; it is at once the pathology and its analysis. As Baudelaire notes, the
experience of laughter banishes customary boundaries between analyst and an-
alyzed. In an ironic gesture toward the essay’s claim to disclose the essence of
laughter, he wonders if physiologists of laughter are not themselves engulfed
by the phenomenon they claim to study: “ Je ne serais pas étonné que devant
cette découverte le physiologiste se ft mis 4 rire en pensant  sa propre supéri-
orit¢” (OC, 2: 530). Knowledge can only perpetuate the fall into mystified su-
periority, and the author is all too aware of the fragile position of the analyst
and critic claiming to stand securely at the edge of the abyss. Laughter persis-
tently eludes the classification promised by this essay, mutating into a perverse
textual fou rire that contaminates the very method by which the author would
exorcise its madness. Yet it serves mankind’s “puissance intellectuelle,” for
laughter bears within it the seeds of an empowering agency.42 In De [essence
du rire, we are immersed in a historical and reflexive moment that is fractured
at its very core, Laughter signals a lucidity purchased at the cost of faith in all
representations of absolute authority—theological, political, and textual. The
comic, by virtue of transgressing and exceeding conventional horizons, opens
a space for the critique and rearticulation of norms established and sustained
by these horizons.43

“Ce n'est point '’homme qui tombe qui rit de sa propre chute, 2 moins qu’il
ne soit un philosophe, un homme qui ait acquis, par habitude, la force de se
dédoubler rapidement et d’assister comme spectateur désintéressé aux
phénomenes de son 70:” (OC, 2: 532), asserts the author when elucidating the
catalysts for laughter in everyday life: the (mystified) sense of superiority that
one harbors vis-a-vis another’s mystification. Here, mystification is figured as
the illusion of bodily control, the moment of lucidity as tripping over cobble-
stones and falling. However, the superiority of the laughing subject over the
person who falls, or the empirical predicament that triggers the laughter, is a
mystification that is always susceptible to reversal. One who claims, as does
Baudelaire’s snide spectator, that “mo7 je ne tombe pas, moi je marche droit”
(531) is blind to his or her fragility, be it physical, o, as is ultimately the point,

43



Violence and Representation in Baudelaire

epistemological, and will indeed fall. The essence of the comic, Baudelaire sug-
gests, lies precisely in this continuous reversal of power relations.

The comic artist’s task is to reenact the scenario of laughter from the stand-
point of subject (the one who laughs) and object (the one who falls) so that
the reader in turn may experience the delights of superiority, but also recog-
nize the mystification upon which this superiority rests. In this portrait of the
artist as an esprit-philosophe, Baudelaire proposes that the aesthetic work szages
the division of the subject into self and other so that readers and spectators un-
dergo a similar division. Artists, then, are professionals who “ont fait métier de
développer en eux le sentiment du comique et de le tirer d’eux-mémes pour le
divertissement de leurs semblables, lequel phénomene rentre dans la classe de
tous les phénomenes artistiques qui dénotent dans I'étre humain I'existence
d’une dualité permanente, la puissance d’étre & la fois soi et un autre” (OC, 2:
543; emphasis added). A written text functioning according to these principles
incorporates the other, inciting a virtual reenactment of the author’s reflexive
process, for the ability to be self and other, as Baudelaire repeats throughout
his essay, is a shared, human predicament, as well as the founding principle of
art.*4 The artist-philosopher’s task is thus identical to that of the poetic subject
in “CHéautontimorouménos”: both figures rehearse a duality that lies at the
core both of the artistic phenomenon and the readerly condition to which it
appeals.

The self-division of Baudelaire’s laughing philosopher has particular reso-
nance for theories of irony formed in the crucible of romanticism. The comic
as a “textual practice” recreates a dynamic of self-creation and self-destruction
(figured as the fall and acknowledgement of frailty), which Friedrich Schlegel
attributed to irony.#> Yet, while Schlegel’s conception of irony tended toward
an ultimate synthesis of contradictions, Baudelaire describes laughter as an in-
finite and unrecuperable disruption. The dialectic between autocreation and
autodestruction is thus structurally identical to ironic parabasis, but in a theo-
logically fallen context that forecloses an ultimate reconciliation.4¢ The comic-
ironic text, then, performatively transmits the trauma of laughter, for it
induces the reader to fall into reflexivity and complicity.

Given the apparent aporias of Baudelairean laughter, its kinship with dis-
ruptive forms of knowledge, it is not surprising that Paul de Man should turn
to “De l'essence du rire” in his formulation of irony as a traumatic structure of
repetitive blindness. In his seminal essay “The Rhetoric of Temporality,” de
Man envisions irony as a species of trauma, as a lucid madness that interrupts
all connection between the literary text and its context of production or re-
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ception. If Baudelairean laughter expresses the awareness of a division that ex-
ists within the self as it takes itself as an object of reflection, it further encloses
consciousness within its reflexive eddies. For de Man, irony illuminates a rela-
tionship between the subject and the object of perception, only this relation-
ship is between a self that emerges iz language and an empirical self out there
in the world. The figure of the artist as writer is a case in point: “The ironic,
twofold self that the writer or philosopher constitutes by his language seems
able to come into being only at the expense of his empirical self, falling (or ris-
ing) from a state of mystified adjustment into the knowledge of his mystifica-
tion. The ironic language splits the subject into an empirical self that exists in
a state of inauthenticity and a self that exists only in the form of a language
that asserts the knowledge of this inauthenticity. This does not, however, make
it into an authentic language, for to know inauthenticity is not the same as to
be authentic.”4”

The splitting, or dédoublement, is triggered by a fall from a mystified sense
of superiority over nature and by the attitude of detached laughter adopted by
the new self-aware subject toward the prior self. The ironic subject therefore
only comes to know itself through an increasing differentiation from what it
is not but thought that it was. For de Man, then, ironic demystification can
only occur at the expense of the empirical self. The temptation to use irony’s
insight in an intersubjective relationship that would assist the empirical self in
the “actual world” is to be resisted, since the authentic experience of tempo-
rality that irony reveals is only apparent from the fictional perspective of a dif-
ference constituted 7z language: “Irony divides the flow of temporal experience
into a past that is pure mystification and a future that remains harassed forever
by a relapse within the inauthentic. It can know this inauthenticity but can
never overcome it. It can only restate and repeat it on an increasingly con-
scious level, but it remains endlessly caught in the impossibility of making this
knowledge applicable to the empirical world” (“Rhetoric of Temporality,”
222). The temptation to lapse into renewed blindness can only be resisted by
at once ironizing this very predicament, that is, by constantly renewing the
rupture between the empirical and the ironic selves in a process of infinite
specularity: “Far from being a return to the world, the irony to the second
power, or ‘irony of irony’ that all true irony at once has to engender asserts and
maintains its fictional character by stating the continued impossibility of rec-
onciling the world of fiction with the actual world” (ibid., 218). De Man’s ac-
count of irony thus postulates a radical split between self and self; self and text,
self and other, self and world. Absolute irony is a traumatic unraveling of self,
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text, and meaning;: “absolute irony is a consciousness of madness, itself the end
of all consciousness; it is a consciousness of a non-consciousness, a reflection
on madness from the inside of madness itself” (ibid., 216).

Yet de Man’s theory of irony as a vertiginous madness is derived from an in-
complete reading of Baudelaire’s own essay. It relies exclusively on the category
of the “absolute comic” in “De I'essence du rire” to develop a model of irony
as a purely self-reflexive, pathological vertigo that can only retain its authen-
ticity in its perpetuation. Baudelaire, however, clearly sets out two forms of
laughter induced by comic art, one owing to the magic of the comique absolu,
the other, to the more analytical trigger of the comique significatif. Le comique
absolu (also termed “grotesque”) represents a realm of absolute otherness, “les
créations fabuleuses, les étres dont la raison, la Iégitimation ne peut pas étre
tirée du code du sens commun” (OC, 2: 535). The absolute comic is an irre-
ducibly singular artistic expression that is apprehended in its totality and sen-
suous immediacy. It induces a rapturous vertigo in the spectator and must be
grasped intuitively, from within its own economy. Baudelaire’s celebration of
the comique absolu echoes that of poésie pure and its magical fusion of subject
and object through the alchemy of the sovereign imagination, “la reine des fac-
ultés.” Le comique significatif, however, is an altogether different species. It is
analytical, requiring reflection and judgment in its reception, and because of
its ultimate legibility, it is readily grasped by the unschooled. Focusing on in-
tersubjective relations of power, le comique significatif is contextual and relates
to ordinary life situations. Baudelaire mentions Moliere’s “comique des
moeurs” as an example of this comic form. Whereas the comique absolu recre-
ates man’s superiority over nature, the comique significatif pivots upon man’s
superiority over man. Baudelaire opposes the latter’s derivative, imitative sta-
tus to the former’s autonomous, visionary nature. This distinction links up to
a broader tension between art for art’s sake and utilitarian or committed art,
an opposition privileging the purity of autonomous art over the contamina-
tion of a contextually bound production: “Il y a, entre ces deux rires, abstrac-
tion faite sur la question d’utilité, la méme différence qu’entre Iécole littéraire
intéressée et I'école de I'art pour I'art. Ainsi le grotesque domine le comique
d’une hauteur proportionelle” (OC, 2: 535).

In spite of these distinctions, however, Baudelaire’s opposition between ab-
solute and signifying forms of comic art swiftly unravels. Having established
that the grotesque is a creation, whereas the comic is but an imitation, the au-
thor proceeds to define the comic as “une imitation mélée d’une certaine fac-

ulté créatrice, Cest & dire d’une idéalité artistique” and the grotesque as “une
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création mélée d’une certaine faculté imitatrice d’élements préexistants dans la
nature” (OGC, 2: 535). The stark opposition between these categories is softened
into a subtle ratio between creation and imitation. Since the opposition be-
tween these art forms cannot be grounded in terms of intrinsic properties, the
author turns to the responses they provoke in the viewer, underscoring thus
the importance of the reader in his theory of laughter. The absolute comic is
grasped intuitively and as a whole (like the symbol in romantic aesthetic the-
ory), the other is characterized by doubleness (“I'art et 'idée morale”) and de-
ferral (“le rire apres coup”), and hence shares the same structure as allegory or
caricature. Yet, the author concludes, the difference between them is not of
essence but in their reception (“Cest une question de rapidité d’analyse”). The
hierarchical opposition between these comic forms is anything but stable in
Baudelaire’s essay. The entanglement of absolute and signifying forms of the
comic and their final determination by the reader describe an open-ended aes-
thetic practice informed by its context of production and of reception.

De Man’s translation of the comique absolu into a paradigm for irony as
epistemological trauma—at the expense of the comique significatif—is ques-
tionable. For it is the comique significatif-and its structure of discontinuity and
deferral, its horizontal axis of intersubjective relations, that functions accord-
ing to the doubleness and play of difference de Man attributes to absolute
comic and irony.%? At stake in de Man’s privileging of the comique absolu and
its basis in a relationship between nonidentical entities is his investment in the
necessary self-difference or discontinuity of a subject emerging in language, or
“the distance constitutive of all acts of reflection,” and the “discontinuity and
a plurality of levels within a subject that comes to know itself by an increasing
differentiation from what it is not” (“Rhetoric of Temporality,” 213). For de
Man, Baudelaire’s essay establishes a clear hierarchy between the absolute
comic (its reliance on a relationship to a nonself, or to an “other within the
self”) and the comique significatif. The absolute comic is true, “absolute” irony.
The signifying comic is merely humor. It is an intersubjective practice, “and
thus exists on the necessarily empirical level of interpersonal relationships,”
and stages the “superiority of one subject over another, with all the implica-
tions of will to power, of violence, and possession which come into play when
a person is laughing at someone else—including the will to educate and to
improve” (ibid., 212). It is, therefore, a representational practice that fails to
perpetuate the gap between fiction and actuality that de Man sees as the only
“authentic” experience of irony.

De Man’s exclusive reliance on the absolute comic as a relation to the non-
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self eclipses the communicative axis of Baudelairean irony, as well as the inter-
subjective, contextual, and demystifying elements that situate the comique sig-
nificatif in an empirical realm of material realities and interpersonal relations.
Yet Baudelaire’s essay repeatedly gestures toward the comic work’s relationship
to reception, analysis, and critique. It also incites a vigilant reading of its own
categories, first by emphasizing that the comique absolu, like edenic nature it-
self (or pure art, for that matter), is a heuristic concept, since the comic can
only be absolute relative to our fallen condition. Thus, both theologically and
aesthetically, Baudelaire situates his reflections in an impure, fallen, and rela-
tive context. His refusal to delineate clearly between the absolute and the sig-
nificant incarnations of the comic is obvious in the two concrete examples of
the comic he gives: E. T. A Hoffmann’s Daucus Carotta and La Princesse Bram-
billa. These tales combine the comique absolu and its creation of alien hori-
zons, with the comique significatif and its reliance on the discontinuity between
utterance and meaning, as well as its demystification of intersubjective social
structures. Hoffmann interweaves elements of comique profond and raillerie
significative, unrepresentable vertigo, and the crafting of a science and ethics
that stretch common frames of understanding and, in so doing, exemplify the
fluidity of Baudelaire’s categories.>® This combination of textual address with
creative ivresse, of science with poetics, of aesthetics with morality and ethics,
forms the core of Baudelaire’s own practice in the essay. Both an analysis and
an implied performance of laughter, both inside and outside its madness, the
author’s voice skillfully weaves the reflections of the “médecin-moraliste” into
the pathological experience itself.

We are now in a better position to assess the consequences of de Man’s ex-
clusive reliance on the comique absolu for theorizing irony as abyssal reflexiv-
ity. This theory of irony establishes rigid dichotomies between fiction and
actuality, authenticity and inauthenticity, disjunction and conciliation, aes-
thetics and praxis, irony and critique. In declaring that there is no cure for the
madness of irony, de Man sets the stage for later readings of textual undecid-
ability through trauma. Both trauma and absolute irony postulate a radical
separation of spheres between the real and the fictional, the empirical and the
linguistic.! Irony, in de Man’s account, locks the text into an infinitely reiter-
ated trauma with no exit.

Kevin Newmark addresses this issue in his essay “Traumatic Poetry: Charles
Baudelaire and the Shock of Laughter,” a critique of de Man’s split between
consciousness and reality as one that would suggest that the ironic conscious-
ness, “however ‘mad’, could nonetheless remain wholly enclosed within itself

48



Baudelaire’s Victims and Executioners

and therefore devoid of any substantial contact with material, historical real-
ity” (249). Newmark notes that this self-enclosure is not evidenced in Baude-
laire’s own text, which looks at laughter from a historical vantage point.52 He
suggests, rather, that Baudelaire’s essay represents a trauma whose destructive
effects are to be mastered through philosophical analysis. Baudelaire attempts
to provide a cure for the traumatic disjunction of laughter by dividing its
experience into a phase of falling and a phase of reflection, such that the
pathology of trauma opens up the possibility of a cure through analysis. Yet
Newmark observes that there is no remedial “outside” from which a therapeu-
tic intervention can be conducted. This is not only because of the conspicuous
absence of an extrahistorical realm untainted by the shock of laughter, but be-
cause trauma is located at a level that is deeper than history. It inheres in the
iterability of language itself; its inability fully to signify or ever to attain the
plenitude of pure thought and being: “Laughter occurs as shock because it oc-
curs semiotically as language, and as language, laughter is traumatic because it
always refers to its inability to occur as anything other than a compulsively re-
peated reference that is never allowed to come to rest in the fullness of final
meaning” (251).

For Newmark, then, Baudelaire’s essay transmits the shock of laughter, it
“laughs traumatically whenever it is read” and confronts the transparency of
philosophical analysis with the opacity of language, its iterability and evasion
of the determinations of source and fixed meaning—figured here as the obses-
sive maxim “le sage ne rit qu'en tremblant,” whose author and origin remain
unknown. The two levels of Baudelaire’s text, then, as a “blindly compulsive”
enactment of a trauma that is a condition of language itself and as a detached
attempt to fix and understand the phenomenon of laughter, constitute the es-
say’s central, unresolvable aporia.>3

Yet the displacement of trauma into language itself opens up the same
kinds of slippages I discussed in the more general context of trauma theory.
The assimilation of trauma as a condition of language itself makes distinct his-
torical traumas lose their specificity. In the case of Baudelaire’s essay, this his-
torical specificity, although never a stable ground, is nevertheless suggested,
since laughter erupts only in fallen civilizations whose mystifications are inti-
mately linked to urban modernity’s symbolic and material upheavals. The
comic experience (both in its absolute and signifying forms) always emerges
within a shared representational context or habitus. When Baudelaire rewrites
Virginie’s fall, survival, and laughter in the modern metropolis, he underlines
that the caricatures she could encounter are familiar to the reader and belong
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to a common reservoir of representations. Indeed, caricature is based upon a
social reality as well as a shared representational economy. Baudelaire’s inter-
pellations of the reader are constant reminders of this shared, fallen currency.>

Even more significant is Baudelaire’s resistance to a binary opposition be-
tween “acting out” and “working through,” between writing as reenacting
trauma and writing as healing the traumatic breach through the closure and
transparency of analysis. Baudelaire’s deconstructions of such binaries suggest
the aesthetic work to be a complex interplay of shock and analysis, of blind-
ness and insight.>> Rehearsing both the trauma and the analysis elicited by
laughter, Baudelaire suggests that the truly philosophical text serves as a stage
for reflexivity, for the capacity to be so7 et autrui. As we saw eatlier, this vision
of the text is illustrated in “U'Héautontimorouménos,” which posits the
subject as a site for the self-reflexive operations of irony: “Je suis le sinistre
miroir / Oi la mégere [I'ironie] se regarde.” It is also crucial to bear in mind
the ternary structure of laughter (rather than remain ac the level of self-
duplication). Indeed, Baudelaire’s inclusion of the reader as a spectator of an-
other’s fall (such as Virginie’s) inscribes this reader as the third position in a
textual scenario dramatizing the fall into reflexivity and lucidity. The many fig-
urations of the reading process foreground a text-reader-context relationship
at odds with the autonomous demystification that de Man views as essential
to the authenticity of irony’s insight. Rather, it is the very separation of spheres
that is demystified in Baudelaire’s references to a shared context of reflection
and contamination.>¢

This shared condition is not only a site of epistemological trauma, as de
Man would have it. It is woven out of intersubjective relations of power, ped-
agogy, and critique, elements that Baudelaire attributes to the social register of
the comique significatif. As the deployment of cultural frames in the essay sug-
gests, then, irony’s reflexivity does not merely posit the self as other. It re-
hearses the opposition between self and other as one between superiority and
inferiority, between bourrean and victime, and thus wrestles with the relations
of force that laughter both causes and reveals. The comic reveals the violence
of representation, its ability to reshape the reading subject by inducing a fall
into reflexivity and laughter, from the passivity of “voir” to the agency of “re-
garder.” This violence is not only represented but also performed: the essay
does violence to literary history, to its sources and its intertexts, and most im-
portant of all, to the reader, who is coerced into occupying the fallen position
of an “Hypocrite lecteur, — mon semblable, — mon frére.”

One figure vividly encapsulates the poetics of Baudelairean laughter: the
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Pierrot of English pantomime. Baudelaire’s portrait of Pierrot’s sublime and
self-conscious violence resonates with his own writing practice as an episte-
mological doubling into subject and object, one that also becomes an ethical
doubling into executioner and victim. The English Pierrot is noted for the
violence of his comic mode, or irony: “je fus excessivement frappé de cette
maniére de comprendre le comique” (OC, 2: §38). He incarnates the vresse
terrible et irresistible of the absolute comic and yet solicits the analytical dis-
tance of the signifying comic. While the spectator is swept up by the “vertige
de Phyperbole” incarnated by Pierrot, the latter is also a spectacularly artificial
figure. His mask is grafted upon his face “sans gradation, sans transition”; and
his painted grimace practically splits his face into two, as if to remind the viewer
of his hyperbolic theatricality. Baudelaire describes a scene in which Pierrot’s
compulsive kleptomania leads him to the guillotine. Once decapitated, his
head rolls on stage, “montrant le disque saignant du cou, la vertebre scindée, et
tous les détails d’'une viande de boucherie récemment taillée pour 'étalage”
(OG, 2: 539). The monstrous is transformed into a “réalité singuliérement sai-
sissante,” hurling the beholder into a visionary—or traumatic—experience of
otherness in which common hermeneutic codes have no relevance. Yet, as the
display of the butchered head suggests, Pierrot’s dismemberment is a dramatic
mise en spectacle of his persona. The layers constituting his staged body are ex-
posed as constructed pieces for display, as potentially infinite levels of artifice.
The visceral impact of the scene, which requires the intuitive grasp of the
comique absolu, is thus mediated by the exposure of the artificial layers that
compose this figure on stage. Pierrot survives the guillotine, and in the madness
of pantomime, he even keeps his head, if not on his shoulders, at least stuffed
into his pocket: “Mais voila que, subitement, le torse raccourci, mi par la
monomanie irresistible du vol, se dressait, escamotait victorieusement sa propre
téte et . . . la fourrait dans sa poche” (OC, 2: 539). Pierrot’s refusal to relinquish
his head transmits the shock of otherness as well as its demystification, trauma
and its analysis, and that sparks points of contact between the fantastic and the
real.57

“Pourquoi la guillotine au lieu de pendaison en pays anglais ?” Baudelaire
conspicuously asks in his report of this scene. The nationalization of Pierrot’s
death—through the guillotine rather than the gallows—not unlike Virginie’s
imagined encounter with caricatures of the monarchy’s dissolute mores, are lu-
dic gestures toward a revolutionary history that, even after 1851, Baudelaire will
continue to evoke in negative, ironical terms.>8 It is also a gesture of complic-
ity with the audience that recasts the atemporal féerie of pantomime into a
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shared historical postrevolutionary context. The frenetic, mute Pierrot, guil-
lotined and resurrected, brandishing his own head, can be read as a figure for
the symbolic mutilation of a poetry that renounces its power to transfigure the
world through language and instead ironically recollects the symbolic vestiges
of past revolutions, from the standpoint of “victime et bourreau.”

Like the vertiginous capers of the English pantomime, the text of laughter
transmits the trauma of the comique absolu yet filters and contextualizes it
through the strategies of the comique significatif, that is to say, through irony,
parabasis, intertextuality and interpellation. The trauma of otherness is thus
put into dialogue with familiar frames of reference that spur the recognition of
a collective predicament. The reader is incited to occupy both the traumatized
position of one who has cognitively “missed” the textual experience and yet
been contaminated by its shock, and that of the accomplice to the imposer of
textual meaning, to the corruptive violence of the authorial persona (as shown
in the example of Virginic’s defilement). This alternation between victim and
executioner dislodges any stable notion of the subject, to be sure. But the
shock of Baudelaire’s irony does far more than dispossess this subject of its
plenitude. It discloses language’s power to shape a reality that is both semiotic
and singularly material. For the “réalite singulierement saisissante” of the per-
formance before which the narrator’s pen “trembles,” like the laughter that
erupts from the philosopher’s unsteady lips, or Virginie’s shock before the of-
fending caricature, alert us to the power of language as a praxis, to the force of
signification. Such moments awaken the reader from the passivity of seeing to
the agency of looking and point one’s gaze to the often violent relations that
constitute—and represent—a historical moment.
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Baudelaire’s Le Spleen de Paris

Quest-ce que Lart pur selon la conception moderne ? Cest créer
une magie suggestive contenant i la fois l'objet et le sujet, le
monde extérieur & lartiste et lartiste lui-méme.

Baudelaire, “CArt philosophique”

In what is celebrated as the defining gesture of literary modernism, Baudelaire
declares in his essay “Théophile Gautier [I]” “La poésie ne peut pas, sous peine
de mort ou de déchéance, s'assimiler 4 la science ou 4 la morale ; elle n’a pas la
Vérité pour objet, elle n'a qu'Elle-méme” (OC, 2: 113). This withdrawal of po-
etry from the public domain of communication, social utility, and truth
claims, its redefinition as constituting its own object of reflection (“elle n'a
quElle-méme”), seems to defend a formalist program of aesthetic autonomy
that originates in Gautier’s emancipation of art from moral and sociopolitical
exigencies in his preface to Mlle de Maupin (1836) and culminates in the sym-
bolist poetics of Mallarmé and Valéry. In this canonical narrative of mod-
ernism, Baudelaire ushers in the moment of poetry’s virtual “disembodiment,”
its drift away from the claims of reference, materiality, and history. One need
only to open the various textbooks that introduce his poetry in classrooms
from the /ycée to the university to confirm his consecration as the exemplary
practitioner of poésie pure and of the self-reflexive aesthetic of [art pour l'art
that we associate with modernism. Key terms in this canonization of Baude-
laire are correspondances, imagination as la reine des facultés, and sorcellerie évo-
catoire as the alchemical miracle of pure poetry. These principles form the core
of his aesthetics and define his legacy for high modernism.!

Whereas the previous chapter addressed Baudelaire’s recent incarnation as
poet of modernity’s trauma, this more traditional account of the poet as pre-
cursor to high modernism will be my point of entry into a discussion of aes-
thetic form and its ideological investments in Le Spleen de Paris. Baudelaire’s
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aesthetics of poésie pure not only places him at the origins of a particular nar-
rative of modernism, but also at the heart of theories of aesthetic modernity’s
self-reflexive attitude. According to Jiirgen Habermas, the term “modernity”
names a historical moment characterized by its attempt to define itself from
within and to produce sui generis its normative principles. It is also when the
aesthetic avant-garde abdicates before the demands of praxis and fails in the
public sphere: “Modernity can and will no longer borrow the criteria by which
it takes its orientation from the models supplied by another epoch; it has to
create its normativity out of itself. Modernity sees itself cast back upon itself
without any possibility of escape” (Habermas, Philosophical Discourse, 7). For
Habermas, postromantic art’s retreat from politics in the late nineteenth cen-
tury is the inevitable consequence of attempting to ground subjectivity from
within, and thus to conceive of aesthetic and cultural production ex nihilo.
From Baudelaire to the surrealists, the rebellious, transgressive, and hypersen-
sitive “spirit” of modernity neutralized standards of morality and utility, thus
radically alienating art from other domains of the life-world. The Baudelairean
dandy’s perpetual self-fashioning, his loyalty to edicts that are entirely gener-
ated from within, and that find no echo in public consensus, is an exemplary
recapitulation of modernity’s failed attempt to ground normativity from icself.

This critique of modernity as a project whose incompletion is figured in the
sterile self-fashioning of the dandy is strikingly similar to Jean-Paul Sartre’s in-
dictment of the nineteenth-century literary avant-garde’s withdrawal into pri-
vate self-creation. Sartre’s psychobiography of Baudelaire, for instance, takes
the héautontimorouménos as its guiding motif, illustrating again and again the
“puerile” strategies by which Baudelaire will atctempt both to seize himself and
to create himself through textual production and through the gaze of the
other. This self-reflexive predicament, as we observed, is virtually enacted in
the héautontimorouménos, an “executioner” of the self who puts to death—as
it executes—its subjectivity. For Habermas and Sartre, then, the avant-garde’s
bid for autonomy from the public sphere was primarily reactive. Its exclusive
focus on aestheticism and self-fashioning as modes of critical reflection on—
and opposition to—the dominant culture merely deepened the rift between
the aesthetic, moral, political, and legal spheres. Like the critique of irony’s
uses for the public sphere discussed in Chapter 1, the avant-garde’s retreat into
form is often read as leaving us with the dubious legacy of an aesthetic prac-
tice at once reified and alienated from the public domain.

In these narratives of modernity through the exemplary modernism of

Baudelaire, “art for art’s sake” is a compensatory retreat rather than a contesta-

54



Passages from Form to Politics

tory intervention. Its formalism carves out an aesthetic realm of absolute sov-
ereignty from within the political and economic pressures of a rapidly evolv-
ing urban context. As I suggested earlier, this view of modernism—as a crisis
of representation that withdraws poetry from the realm of praxis and historic-
ity—has been unexpectedly revitalized by trauma theory. Of course, the terms
theorizing this crisis differ greatly, since one account views this withdrawal as
an oppositional gesture displacing the utopian moment, while the other envi-
sions it as a response to traumatic psychic and historical conditions. But these
approaches mirror each other, insofar as the referential, communicative, and
contextual dimensions of Baudelaire’s poetry are diminished, if not dissolved,
whether by the deployment of a sovereign imagination or by a textual uncon-
scious. Indeed, I would suggest that a continuous narrative binds the myth of
aesthetic autonomy to the more current view of art as testimony to unrepre-
sentable history. This chapter and the next interrogate both narratives by at-
tending to the political valences of Baudelaire’s textualization of violence. I ar-
gue that modernism’s interrogation of reference constitutes a productive
critique that resists its later conversion into testimony to ongoing trauma.

Chapter 1 invoked the critical possibilities opened up by Baudelairean
irony, possibilities that emerge when texts are approached, not as symptomatic
inscriptions of traumatic experience, but as forms of counterviolence that po-
sition poetry in relation to the production of historical violence. In this chap-
ter, I examine more specifically the counterviolence harbored in categories of
genre, especially when genre itself is ironically deployed as an aesthetic cate-
gory with particular ideological valences. This first section attends to Baude-
laire’s concept of poésie pure, then goes on to observe how prose poetry turns
genre itself into a vehicle for extratextual critique.

If the principle of purity is upheld in Baudelaire’s theoretical writings, it is
almost always compromised—if not deconstructed—in his poetic practice. As
De ['essence du rire suggests, while the promise of poésie pure may haunt Baude-
laire’s corpus, it nevertheless almost always emerges out of an impure, fallen,
and historical discursive crucible. The most thought-provoking readers of
Baudelaire have illuminated how poetry’s will to autonomous and self-reflexive
formalism is repeatedly foiled by the return of the historical repressed. “Pure
poetry” is inevitably contaminated by traces of the material and even eco-
nomic conditions that it strives to banish from its midst. Yet are Baudelaire’s
vertiginous deconstructions of aesthetic autonomy simply a constat d'echec of
poetry’s power to co-opt and redeem history? Or can we imagine the deploy-
ment and sabotaging of “pure art” as a gesture invested with critical value?
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What if the bridge between poetry and the historical were constructed through
the self-reflexive autonomy that ostensibly evacuates such concerns from po-
etry? In order to explore this possibility, let us turn to Baudelaire’s own articu-
lation of the relationship between pure poetry, irony and history.

Surnaturalisme et ironie

“Deux qualités littéraires fondamentales : surnaturalisme et ironie” (OC, 1:
658). In this cryptic definition of literature’s fundamental properties, Baude-
laire articulates a central tension in his literary practice that may help us to un-
ravel the relationship between arz pur, irony, and critique. The tension in this
declaration is sparked by the ambiguous status of the conjunction ez is
surnaturalisme sustained or unraveled by 7ronie? Are these terms distinct, sup-
plementary, or interchangeable? By surnaturalisme, the poet designates a vi-
sionary refiguration of the world by the creative imagination, a transformation
of things into sensory intensities freed from their representational function:
“Le surnaturel comprend la couleur générale et 'accent, cest-a-dire intensité,
sonorité, limpidité, vibrativité, profondeur et retentissement dans I'espace et
dans le temps” (ibid.). The vibratory deployment of sound and color across
time and space vaporizes reference, creating a dense sensory and analogical
network, such as the symbolic forest in “Correspondances.” Hugo Friedrich’s
canonical study of the transition from romanticism to modernism presents
surnaturalisme as a key principle in Baudelaire’s protosymbolist aesthetic pre-
cisely because it dissolves phenomenal reality into resonance, asserting thus the
primacy of the creative imagination: “Baudelaire désigne du nom de ‘surnatu-
ralisme’ cet art, né d’'une imagination créatrice qui enléve aux choses leur
‘choséité,” qui les réduit & des lignes, & des couleurs, & des mouvements désor-
mais indépendants, un art qui jette sur les choses une lumitre qui dissout leur
réalité dans le mystere.”?

Baudelaire’s surnaturalisme celebrates the artist’s consciousness as the origin
and end of the creative process, as an idealizing force that evacuates the world
of its materiality, refiguring it through the metaphoric orchestration of corre-
spondances. As such, surnaturalisme appears to harmoniously cohabit with
ironie, understood here in its romantic sense as creativity’s conquest of reality.
Yet, as “LHéautontimorouménos” suggests, there is an inevitable tension be-
tween the will to creative transcendence and the inscription of critical reflec-
tion in the artistic work. Critical reflection mutates into a vorace ironie that

gnaws into the illusion of imagination’s sovereignty over its material condi-
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tions. Irony as parabasis, as the inscription of the process through which the
poetic vision is constructed, unveils the gap between ideal and actuality. It
keeps the poetic subjectivity in a constant oscillation or “double postulation”
between spleen et idéal.

The tension between surnaturalisme and ironie raises questions about the
nature of self-reflexivity and the status of arr pur in Baudelaire’s poetic
practice. As we saw carlier, Baudelairean irony does not empower speculative
thought but, instead, topples the creative subject off its hieratic throne in a
beheading whose violence is captured in the headless Pierrot of “De I'essence
du rire.” The oscillation between the creative will to transcendence and the
demystifying operations of irony lends Baudelaire’s oeuvre its characteristic
duality (between spleen and ideal, elevation and fall), a duality traditionally
mapped upon a vertical, theological axis. Yet, as we shall see, this oscillation
also opens horizontal passages between poetic, political, and cultural preoccu-
pations.

Baudelaire’s very formulation of poetry as an exclusion of all things beyond
its own self-representation, “La poésie . . . n'a pas la Vérité pour objet, elle n’a
quElle-méme,” purifies the aesthetic by evacuating the very notion of content.
As Barbara Johnson has noted, this declaration syntactically enacts the exclu-
sions that it proposes: “Que cet acte d’exclusion et de coupure . . . est en fait
constitutif de la poésie, la syntaxe des formules baudelairiennes a ce sujet le dé-
montre assez, par la répétition insistante du ‘ne . . . que’” (158). Its very articu-
lation strives to carve out a space free from the material as well as moral and
political pressures on literary production. The constraining, if not mutilating,
tastes of a primarily bourgeois readership and a censorious régime that dragged
both Flaubert and Baudelaire into court on charges of outrage aux bonnes
moeurs; the co-optation of art as just another cultural commodity to be put
into the service of utilitarianism, consumption, and pedagogical imperatives
(Uhérésie de ['enseignement); and the obligation to sell one’s texts by the line are
some of the more obvious conditions against which pure poetry defined itself.

Baudelaire’s declaration of aesthetic autonomy is directed at the postrevo-
lutionary historical scene, the rising tide of democracy under the Second Em-
pire’s apparent leveling out of class differences, the bourgeoisie’s unparalleled
ascendancy, the acceleration of technology, urbanization, industrialism, and
consumerism, and the overwhelming jostle of crowds, of bodies, in the streets
of Haussmannized Paris. Sartre, Benjamin, Bourdieu, and Terdiman, among
others, have traced how the transformation of the social field in late nineteenth-
century Paris informs the literary avant-garde’s retreat from its surrounding
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culture, an uneasy withdrawal that, for contributors to Gautier’s Le Parnasse
contemporain, such as Baudelaire, but also Leconte de I'Isle, Mallarmé,
Banville, and Verlaine, expresses itself as an evacuation of social content from
art. Pure poetry’s detachment from this social context is a detachment from so-
cial content itself, from its degraded materialism and materiality. Baudelaire’s
gesture has thus quite rightly been read as a withdrawal of poetry from the do-
main of utility, circulation, and consumption, as an evacuation of content it-
self and a retreat into a compensatory aestheticism that safeguards artistic in-
tegrity and sovereignty. The emancipation of art from political and historical
relevance is thus, paradoxically, deeply embedded in the ideological pressures
of postrevolutionary society.

In light of this retreat into form, the significance of Baudelaire’s participa-
tion in the 1848 revolution remains a contested terrain in criticism.3 For the
moment, | shall recall some facts and leave speculation about his intentions
and commitments aside. On February 22, Baudelaire had witnessed an un-
armed insurgent being bayonneted by municipal soldiers as he attempted to
escape; the next evening the poet was in the streets when the shooting on the
boulevard des Capucines occurred. He was armed at the barricades on Febru-
ary 24. In Jules Buisson’s account, Baudelaire fired his rifle, not for the sake of
the republic, but to defy his stepfather, General Aupick, then head of the
Ecole polytechnique and representative of the conservative order that the poet
sought to demolish.# Under the provisional government, Baudelaire founded
the Salut public with Champfleury, a republican journal that survived for only
two issues; he adhered to Blanqui’s Société républicaine, and after the April
elections, was involved with a democratic, reformist journal, La Tribune na-
tionale. During the bloody June days, Baudelaire fought with the insurgents
on the barricades, and, an admirer of Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, sought to alert
the republican democratic socialist of a plot against his life.> After the coup
d’état of December 2, 1851, and the elections that legitimated Napoléon IIT’s
Second Empire, however, Baudelaire withdrew from the sphere of politics.
Claude Pichois points out that those dates correspond to the composition of
the famous lines from “Le Reniement de saint Pierre”:

— Certes, je sortirai, quant & moi, satisfait
D’un monde o1 'action n’est pas la soeur du réve ; (OC, 1: 122)

“Le 2 décembre m’a physiquement dépolitiqué,” Baudelaire told Narcisse
Ancelle in the aftermath of Louis-Napoléon’s coup (Corr, 1: 188), indicating
how deeply his retreat from politics responded to historical factors. The evac-
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uation of politics from the poet’s body is caused by a legitimation crisis in
the body politic. Yet Baudelaire later revokes this declaration of immunity
when he describes the republican spirit of 1848 as a force circulating in the col-
lective body with the tenacity of a venereal affliction: “Nous avons tous Uesprit
républicain dans les veines comme la vérole dans les os. Nous sommes Dé-
mocratisés et Syphilisés” (OC, 2: 961). This portrait of the republican legacy as
an incurable disease suffered by the poet and the body politic alike signals an
ongoing tension between pure poetry and historical contamination, between
the extraction of politics from the poet’s body, physiquement dépolitiqué by
history in the shape of le 2 décembre, and the inescapable contagion of this his-
tory’s legacy. Such contradictory representations of purification and contami-
nation obviously raise the question of the relationship between the political
body and the poetic corpus. It suggests that the familiar story of Baudelaire’s
exorcism of politics from poetry, and his subsequent retreat into the austere
conservatism of Joseph de Maistre and the logic of Edgar Allan Poe, could be
told differently.

Despite the gesture of immunity inscribed in the very expression art pur,
Baudelaire’s poetry remains caught in the irresistible contagion of politics. For
even after the rupture with politics declared in 1852, signs of the political con-
tinue to haunt Baudelaire’s later poetic corpus with the enigmatic persistence
of scars that refuse erasure. The question, then, is whether these are merely
symptoms of poetry’s inevitable contamination by the political, or if we can
read a more intentional and contestatory relationship between poetry and pol-
itics. Let us return to the relationship between purity and impurity in Baude-
laire’s poetics, this time from the standpoint of genre, to see how the formal
reflection on properties of genre might help us answer this question.

Contaminations: Prose Poetry

What I propose is to show how Baudelaire lies embedded in the 19th
century [Baudelaire zu zeigen, wie er ins neunzehnte Jahrhundert
eingebettet liegt]. The imprint he has left behind there must stand out
clear and intact, like that of a stone which, having lain in the ground
for decades, is one day rolled from its place.
Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project (April 16, 1938)

Profondeur immense de pensée dans les locutions vulgaires, trous creusés
par des générations de fourmis. Baudelaire, “Fusées,” 1
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It is ironic that Benjamin’s portrait of Baudelaire’s embedding in the nine-
teenth century’s ground should echo the poet’s own vision of lieux communs as
deep holes of collective wisdom dug by generations of ants. Benjamin’s
metaphor of embedding raises questions about the relationship between liter-
ature and its “ground”: how is Baudelaire’s poetry embedded in its historical
terrain, and how do successive, historically embedded readerships in turn re-
cover “the imprint he has left behind there”?¢ Is the poem grounded in its cul-
tural setting like other literary genres and cultural productions? The image of
embedding, after all, characterizes a spectrum of cultural objects that Ben-
jamin catalogues as material replica or imprints of bourgeois consciousness in
the nineteenth century—the Parisian arcades, fashion, photography, journal-
ism, and dioramas—cultural artifacts that, under scrutiny, reveal the mystifi-
cations of high capitalism, the phantasmagoria through which the bourgeoisie
concealed the relations of production that sustained it as a class. Is Baudelaire’s
poetry to be approached as another such artifact, one that unconsciously
records and bodies forth the shocks and contradictions of urban modernity?
Baudelaire’s fascination with the locution vulgaire, the liew commun, the ver-
bal expression that has acquired wisdom, or even, historical memory in its cir-
culation and sedimentation within the social body, betrays an awareness of
what his own voice owed to such commonplaces.” For if, as Benjamin pro-
poses, his poetry made such an indelible imprint in the nineteenth century’s
ground, Baudelaire acutely sensed his own indelible shaping by what he pur-
ports to exclude. Nowhere is poetry’s willful embrace of its surrounding terrain
better illustrated than in Baudelaire’s prose poetry, described in the preface to
Le Spleen de Paris as an impure discursive space, the site of a “croisement de
rapports” not only between the lyric and prosaic but also between the self and
the city, the subjective and the intersubjective: “Quel est celui de nous qui n’a
pas, dans ses jours d’ambition, révé le miracle d’une prose poétique, musicale
sans rythme et sans rime, assez souple et assez heurtée pour s'adapter aux mouve-
ments lyriques de 'dme, aux ondulations de la réverie, aux soubresauts de la
conscience ? Cest surtout de la fréquentation des villes énormes, cesz du croise-
ment de leurs innombrables rapports que nait cet idéal obsédant” (OC, 2:
275—76; emphasis added). Prose poetry emerges from the crossroads of urban
experience, from the multiplicity of bodies and discourses that jostle together
in the public sphere. Pure poetry’s descent into the commonplace is strikingly
conveyed in the prose poem “Perte d’Auréole,” where the consecrated poet
loses his halo and quite literally fa/ls into the mauvais lien of the liew commun.?
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Since Suzanne Bernard’s classic work on the prose poem in France, several
compelling studies have suggested that prose poetry critically engages with the
tradition and purposes of lyric poetry and simultaneously interrogates the
power relations that constitute the social field. Barbara Johnson’s Défigurations
du langage poétique considers the prose poem as a deconstruction of the lyric’s
claim to unity, autonomy, and totality and implicitly proposes an isomorphic
relation between poetry and capital, between rhetoric and praxis that might
open up an ideological interrogation through rhetorical analysis. Sonya
Stephens’s study of Baudelaire examines how irony and other duplicitous dis-
cursive strategies in Le Spleen de Paris destructure established systems of value
and meaning.” Richard Terdiman’s readings of Baudelaire most explicitly argue
that the genre of prose poetry constitutes a counterdiscourse to the hege-
monic, dominant bourgeois discourse of the Second Empire: “The prose
poem needs examination from the side of prose: as a strategy for intervention in
the dominant discursive apparatus of the nineteenth century. . . . From this
perspective, the reflection on the discursive which the prose poem constituted
by problematizing the entire realm of discourse appears as a sophisticated—
and deeply subversive—scrutiny of its mechanisms of control, and of their
points of potential fracture” (Terdiman, Discourse/Counter-discourse, 261).

Terdiman examines how the relatively novel genre of the prose poem har-
bored a particularly acute consciousness of its historicity, a consciousness that
enhanced its capacity for illuminating the naturalization of cultural forma-
tions and social realities under the Second Empire. Prose poetry not only calls
into question an established rhetoric of genres that defines the field of litera-
ture but also conjures up the contestatory possibilities of poetry itself, here en-
dowed with the capacity to produce a critical genealogy of the bourgeoisie’s
life-world. Terdiman identifies two major strategies for such contestation: ab-
solute counterdiscourse (such as the assertion of poésie pure) and recitation
(such as Flaubert’s Dictionnaire des idées regues, a derisive catalogue of bour-
geois platitudes). Yet, he notes that such a counterdiscursive endeavor was con-
tinually compromised and contaminated by the very discursive structures it
sought to contest.!% But what if this contamination was a heuristic ploy rather
than a symptomatic expression of the semiological disquiet generated by the
symbolic crisis of imperial modernity? What if, rather than claiming a distinc-
tion between discourse and counterdiscourse, Baudelaire’s Le Spleen de Paris
explored the critical possibilities opened up by the lack of distinction between
them?
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Prosaic Scraps and Urban Debris: The Poet as Ragpicker

In order to probe further into the ideological resonances of such a conception
of prose poetry, let us for a moment consider Baudelaire’s portrait of the poet
as a chiffonnier, or ragpicker. In sharp contrast to the Hugolian topos of the
poem as ruin, Baudelaire’s modern poet is cast as a chiffonnier who gathers up
the debris disgorged by the modern industrial city. His verbal booty often
takes the form of phantasmagorical rememberings sparked by haphazard
encounters:

Je vais m’exercer seul 2 ma fantasque escrime,

Flairant dans tous les coins les hasards de la rime,

Trébuchant sur les mots comme sur les pavés

Heurtant parfois des vers depuis longtemps révés. (“Le Soleil,” 1857)

This portrait of the poet-chiffonnier interweaves the production of poetry and
the collection of refuse. Like the ragpicker, the poet is the keeper of an urban
junkyard, an alternative historian who composes the archives of urban waste:

Tout ce que la grande cité a rejeré, tout ce quielle a perdu, tout ce qu'elle a
dédaigné, tout ce qu'elle a brisé, il le catalogue, il le collectionne. Il compulse
les archives de la débauche, le capharnaiim des rebuts. Il fait un triage, un
choix intelligent ; il ramasse, comme un avare un trésor, les ordures qui,
remAichées par la divinité de 'Industrie, deviendront des objets d’utilité ou
de jouissance. . . . Il arrive hochant la téte et butant sur les pavés, comme les
jeunes pottes qui passent toutes leurs journées 2 errer et 4 chercher des
rimes. (“Du vin et du haschisch,” in OC, 1: 381; emphasis added)

By now, the topoi of the poet as a wandering chiffonnier or a drunken va-
grant whose poetic inspiration intersects with fragments of urban reality are as
familiar as those of the poet as a flaneur or a prostitute. One has to return to
contemporary typologies such as the physiologies to appreciate the provocation
of Baudelaire’s analogy.!! In Les Frangais peints par eux-mémes (1861), chiffon-
niers are abject figures wholly identified with the refuse that they collect:
“Voici des types monstrueux, d’ignobles figures, d’abominables moeurs : la
forme, le fond, le dessus, le dessous, tout est pourri chez les chiffonniers.”12
Even in this disgusting portrait (which ends with a defense of the ragpickers’
humanity and a plea for their social integration), the analogy between poet
and ragpicker is readily discernable: just as the former sifts through the dirt of
the city dreaming of “poétiques chenilles,” that is to say, rubbish that can be
turned into gold, the poet too will go in search of opportunities for the al-
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chemical transformation of mud into gold: “Tu m’as donné ta boue et j’en ai
fait de I'or” (OC, 1: 192).

Walter Benjamin fully grasped the importance of the chiffonnier as an ana-
logue for the poet, and envisioned the ragpicker’s activity as a metaphor for
Baudelaire’s poetic composition, as well as for his own historical mosaic of
nineteenth-century Paris:

This description is one extended metaphor for the procedure of the poet in
Baudelaire’s spirit. Ragpicker or poet—the refuse concerns both, and both
go about their business in solitude at times when the citizens indulge in
sleeping; even the gesture is the same in both. Nadar speaks of Baudelaire’s
“Jerky gait” (“pas saccad¢”). This is the gait of the poet who roams the city
in search of rhyme-booty; it must also be the gait of the ragpicker who stops
on his path every few moments to pick up the refuse he encounters. (Ben-
jamin, Charles Baudelaire, trans. Zohn, 79-80)

But Benjamin’s focus on Baudelaire as the last /yric poet of modernity leads
him to privilege Les Fleurs du mal at the expense of the more obvious literary
analogue for the poet-as-ragpicker, that is, the prose poems of Le Spleen de
Paris. Baudelaire’s series of prospective titles for this collection underscore the
homology between ragpicker and prose poet: “Le Promeneur solitaire,” “Le
Rodeur parisien,” “Poémes nocturnes,” “La Lueur et la fumée,” and “Petits
poémes lycanthropiques” were some of the alternate titles entertained by the
poet. They convey the image of a figure cast out of Rousseau’s edenic nature
and wandering through an urban world of light and fog. The poet’s incarna-
tions as werewolf, vagrant, and solitary urban wanderer, powerfully conjure up
the chiffonnier’s abjection, his nocturnal peregrinations in search of salvageable
waste. Far from the rhetorical blossoms of poésie pure, both ragpicker and
prose poet harvest debris from the field of urban modernity itself.

In contrast to the sovereign, subjective realm of pure poetry, then, the prose
poem is offered up as a common intersubjective space, the site of a “croise-
ment de rapports” that acknowledges figures of sympathetic or alien identifi-
cation from the social content. For if the hurtling rhythm of prose poetry
grasps the private experience of urban life, it also translates the thickness and
motion of voices and of things that lie outside of the self. Just as the chiffon-
nier salvages what the great city as discarded, disdained and smashed (“tout ce
que la grande cité a rejeré), the prose poem as a genre collects the prosaic
minutiae of daily life banished from the citadel of poetry (“tout ce qui se
trouve exclu de ocuvre rythmée et rimée”). Catalogues of choses vues, the
prose poems record what would otherwise fall outside of the city’s representa-
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tion and into oblivion. The abject figures haunting the imperial splendor of
Haussmann’s Paris, those who inhabit “plis sinueux des grandes capitales,”—
the beggar, the widow, the saltimbanque, the urchin, the prostitute, the 7é-
gresse, and others cast off by capitalist modernity’s ideology of progress—are
uneasily hosted, if not held hostage, by these texts. The human debris of the
industrial empire echo the poet’s own condition as an anachronistic figure in
exile.

Yet even this portrait of the poet as a melancholy witness to those exiled by
modernity does not do justice to the dialectical energy of the prose poet’s iden-
tifications in Le Spleen de Paris. To be sure, a poem such as “Le Cygne” is a
powerful example of how allegory rescues “les éclopés de la vie,” as Baudelaire
calls them in “Les Veuves” (OC, 1: 292), and places them in a musée imagi-
naire.'3 But the ironic texture of the prose poems defies a purely melancholy
or nostalgic reading. The parallel between poet and ragpicker affords insight
into one last but crucial aspect of the politics of Baudelaire’s prose poems.
Both the poet and the chiffonnier collect the precious debris of the modern in-
dustrial city, but the chiffonnier does so in order to feed this debris back into
the urban machinery and its production of commodities: “il ramasse, comme
un avare un trésor, les ordures qui, remdchées par la divinité de U'Industrie, de-
viendront des objets d utilité ou de jouissance” (emphasis added). If the poet is
indeed something of a symbolic chiffonnier, avidly gathering up the vestiges of
modernity’s symbolic production, Baudelaire also suggests that he fully partic-
ipates in the smashing and reassimilation of this urban refuse, in the interwo-
ven violences that make up the social fabric that the poet elsewhere claims to
cut out of his poetry. As we shall see in Le Spleen de Paris, the poet, like the
chiffonnier, is complicit with the social violence that names his abjection and
is incorporated in the city’s daily rhythm of production and consumption.
Baudelaire suggests that the poet, whose victimization in terms of social legit-
imacy and economic survival finds its analogue in the chiffonnier, is also a
bourreau, incorporated into the structural violences of the city itself.

The prose poem as Baudelaire envisioned it is a particularly apt genre for
exploring croisements de rapports, not only between lyric expansion and urban
convulsion, or the cadence of verse and the jolts of prose, but also between the
poetic and the political terrains. These #rongons at once beckon and challenge
historical embeddings. For while the prose poems offer a genealogy of their
surrounding terrain, their volatile ironies pulverize the ideological vectors that
organize this terrain. Exploiting the contamination of poetic discourse by the
prosaic agents of the “locutions vulgaires,” Le Spleen de Paris unsteadily
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grounds itself in the commonplaces, or lieux communs, of the postrevolution-
ary historical imagination and its field of cultural productions. The inscription
of such commonplaces presses into visibility the interwoven violences of the
social fabric. They also illuminate the croisement de rapport between a violence
intrinsic to art and the production of covert, symbolic violences in the social
field of the Second Empire.

The following analysis of “Une Mort héroique” examines one particular
croisement, or transgression, that recurs in various poems such as “La Corde,”
“Les Foules,” “Assommons les pauvres !” and “Llnvitation au voyage,” where
the poetic and political spheres, so often divorced in Baudelaire’s theoretical
writings, gradually contaminate and mirror one another. By challenging po-
etry’s immunity to politics and ultimately unveiling art’s potential complicity
with political power, such texts contest the absolute claims of both aesthetic
and ideological sovereignty. In “Une Mort héroique,” contamination, para-
doxically enough, is what opens up the ethico-political dimension of Baude-
laire’s prose poetry. The refusal of an aesthetic that would remain autonomous
from the collective pathology, of a poetically depoliticized work, enables this
poem to point toward historical shifts in the representation of political sover-
eignty and to probe the paths that remain open to a contestatory poetics.

Conspiratorial Poetics in Baudelaires “Une Mort héroique”

“Une Mort héroique” stages what appears to be an antagonistic struggle be-
tween the aesthetic and the political realms, embodied, respectively, in a jester
and a prince. Fancioulle, the prince’s favorite jester and almost his friend, con-
spires against his sovereign and is denounced. He is commanded to perform
in a pantomime that may win him clemency. Yet at the moment the histrion
reveals himself to be a consummate artist, whose power exceeds that of his sov-
ereign, the prince orders one of his pages to blow a whistle so shrill that it in-
terrupts the performance and causes the artist to drop dead on stage. Despite
the apparent antithesis between despot and artist—or executioner and vic-
tim—that could be inferred from the poetic plot, the boundaries between the
aesthetic and the political are blurred, if not collapsed, throughout the poem.
Indeed, the opposition between the prince and Fancioulle systematically in-
verts the exigencies of the political and aesthetic domains. Fancioulle, the
court jester, is “voué par état au comique,” a condition that “despotically” im-
presses political ideas of liberty and nation upon his brain, and leads him into
the conspiracy. The prince, himself an accomplished dreamer and aesthete, re-
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verses the exigencies between the comic and the serious (a dichotomy that also
opposes art to politics) by imposing a rule of “plaisir et étonnement” in his
own state. The very conception of an “état,” then, is defined entirely by its
transgression: Fancioulle transgresses into the political domain just as the
prince transgresses into the aesthetic realm. These transgressions define their
identities and positions vis-a-vis both the stage and the state, presenting from
the outset the stage and the state as parallel sites for the performance of power.

These reversals between the aesthetic and political states pivot upon the re-
iterated disjunction between one’s “facultés” and one’s “état.” The emphasis on
this recurrent disjunction is crucial, for it reveals the common goal of both
artistic and political projects: the fusion of one’s inner possibilities (or imagi-
nation) and one’s outer circumstance. The artist’s embattled relationship to a
given empirical predicament strives toward the imaginary fusion of “facultés”
and “états” in the work of art. This coincidence between inner possibility and
outer circumstance has its political analogues, for example, in republican ide-
alism. Indeed, the infinitely renewed reconciliation of one’s faculties with one’s
social conditions in a republic whose sovereignty fully reflects the collective
will is the very premise of the incurable political utopianism both repudiated
and perversely celebrated by Baudelaire. Several poems in Le Spleen de Paris are
satirical deflations of this idealism and point out the irreconcilable gap be-
tween one’s “facultés” and one’s “érats.” “Assommons les pauvres !” for in-
stance, likens the beggar’s impotent gaze, “un de ces regards inoubliables qui
culbuteraient les trones, si [esprit remuait la matiére,” to both the poet’s ideal-
izing imagination and the socialist theories of 1848.14 The poet’s physical as-
sault upon the beggar demystifies such utopian celebrations of the sovereign
imagination or of mind’s ability to move matter. In “Une Mort héroique,” the
authoritarian despot and the conspiring artist share the conviction that imag-
ination can materialize itself in the world. Yet both figures are defined by the
discrepancy between their imagination and their empirical circumstance. The
emergence of their identities through the tension between “faculté” and “état,”
rather than through identifiable roles and positions (subject and sovereign, vic-
tim and executioner, artist and despot, actor and spectator), complicates the
distribution of power in the poem. The parallels between the prince and the
artist-conspirator map a peculiar convergence of aesthetic and political forms
of sovereignty.

Indeed, the prince initially occupies both the position of the artist who
transfigures his empirical predicament into a stage for the play of his aesthetic
faculties and, paradoxically, that of the disempowered political subject
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thwarted by the discrepancy between his inner possibilities and his finite outer
circumstances: “Le grand malheur de ce Prince fut qu’il n’eut jamais un théatre
assez vaste pour son génie. . . . Uimprévoyante Providence avait donné a
celui-ci des facultés plus grandes que ses FErats” (OC, 1: 320; emphasis added). A
similar discrepancy defines Fancioulle, whose faculties lead him astray into a
state that is not his own: “Mais pour les personnes vouées par état au comique,
les choses sérieuses ont de fatales attractions” (319). Moreover, when the prince
summons the jester to perform for his life, Fancioulle moves from the wings
of conspiracy to the center of the stage—his proper domain—to demonstrate
how his imaginative, artistic faculties will relate to his state as the prince’s
doomed political subject: “Il [le Prince] voulait profiter de I'occasion pour faire
une expérience physiologique d’un intérét capital, et vérifier jusqu’a quel point
les facultés habituelles d’un artiste pouvaient étre altérées ou modifiées par la
situation extraordinaire ol il se trouvait” (320; some emphases added). The
dislocation of art and politics in the poem foregrounds their equal status as
competitors for agency and ascendancy over the givenness of empirical condi-
tions, thus calling into question the very distinction between these domains.

If Fancioulle as conspirator is reminiscent of Baudelaire during the active
phase of his republicanism in 1848, the prince incarnates the sovereign indif-
ference and aestheticism of the poet as dandy. He is “Assez indifférent rela-
tivement aux hommes et A la morale” and herefore “véritable artiste lui-
méme.” The prince thus offers a striking contrast to the alienated and
impotent figurations of the artist in poems such as “Le Vieux Saltimbanque”
or “Le Mauvais Vitrier.” His domain is a powerful, albeit incomplete, attempt
at realizing the aesthetic ideal of surnaturalisme and of art pur. Here, however,
the vehicle for an ideal transcendence of empirical conditions is the political
state.

Baudelaire’s definition of pure art as a self-reflexive “magie suggestive con-
tenant 2 la fois le sujet et I'objet, le monde extérieur a lartiste et artiste lui-
méme” is radicalized in “Une Mort héroique” as the inscription of the prince’s
desires (“facultés”) upon his domain (“états”). The aestheticization of politics,
implicit in the portrait of a state as a theater “governed” by the sovereign’s
imagination, is a powerful echo of Baudelaire’s celebratory representations of
the aesthetic process through the rhetoric of political sovereignty. In the Salon
of 1859, for instance, imagination, “cette reine des facultés,” is an absolute sov-
ereign that creates and governs the world (OC, 2: 623). The political incarnation
of imagination’s power in “Une Mort héroique,” however, is a critical moment
illuminating the absolutist violence of the artistic and political sovereign. The
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seamlessness of the prince’s tyranny is explicitly established by the narrator’s
comment that “les efforts bizarres qu’il faisait pour fuir ou pour vaincre ce
tyran du monde [Ennui] lui auraient certainement actiré, de la part d’un his-
torien sévere, épithete de « monstre », §'il avait été permis, dans ses do-
maines, d’écrire quoi que ce ft qui ne tendit pas uniquement au plaisir ou a
Iétonnement.” Writing that does not conform to the royal text of pleasure and
surprise and that may testify to the sovereign’s monstrosity is occulted or
erased just as Fancioulle’s fellow conspirators are erased from life itself—"“ef-
facés de la vie.”

Still, a conspiracy did manage to form within the fissures of the royal do-
main, and while Fancioulle’s political opposition has failed, his symbolic
opposition when he appears on stage challenges the sovereign’s political au-
thority precisely because the artist’s own faculties (unlike the prince’s) do mo-
mentarily transcend his state. The locus of opposition thus shifts from the
wings of conspiracy to the center of the spectacle. The prince may not have
been unstaged by the conspiracy, but he is symbolically upstaged by Fancioulle
during the performance.!> If aesthetic and political performances mirror each
other in their common pursuit of the fusion between one’s “facultés” and one’s
“états,” Fancioulle’s pantomime, a “chef d’oeuvre d’art vivant” is a triumph
that eclipses the despot. The authority of his performance is even more pow-
erful over his spectators than that of the prince over his subjects, who, after all,
have conspired against him. The narrator points out the structural similarity
between political and aesthetic performances when he speculates that the
prince is envious of the histrion’s despotic grip on his audience: “Se sentait-il
vaincu dans son pouvoir de despote ? humilié dans son art de terrifier les
coeurs et d’engourdir les esprits ?” Despotism, the absolute mastery over one’s
circumstances and subjects, is thus disclosed as common to both aesthetic and
political constructions.

Fancioulle’s consummate spectacle temporarily pits aesthetic mastery
against political subjugation, and despite the contamination effected between
these two realms, we now have a hierarchy that briefly ruptures the prince’s
“experience physiologique,” for the subject performing under the threat of
capital punishment here incarnates his own contestatory law. Fancioulle mo-
mentarily embodies the victory of the symbolic over the political, or, rather,
the victory of one’s “facultés” over one’s “état.” His pantomime is “une parfaite
idéalisation.” The absolute fusion between self and ideal turns the spectacle
into a transcendental buffoonery in which the histrion soars above the condi-
tions of his performance. Portrayed by the narrator in metaphysical terms as a
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defiant consciousness who infinitely recreates the world according to his own
edicts, Fancioulle embodies a pure, untrammeled and unrepresentable self-
invention: “Fancioulle introduisait . . . le divin et le surnaturel, jusque dans les
plus extravagantes bouffonneries.”¢ Yet this spectacular idealization is also a
powerful gesture of political defiance. Fancioulle’s bodily translation of a “par-
adis excluant toute idée de tombe ou de destruction” creates an imaginary state
over which the prince’s power has no bearing. Transfiguring temporality into
infinity, mortality into the divine and the immutable, the jester’s flawless
mimesis of life becomes a contestatory fiction that masters death itself through
irony (“qui bouffonnait si bien la mort”). This fiction challenges the basis of
the prince’s “expérience physiologique” by disregarding its very conditions (the
sovereign’s power over a subject’s life or death). Fancioulle thus performs his
own “expérience physiologique”: the sublime enactment of a utopian state be-
yond the prince’s law.

The central question raised by the pantomime, then, is whether art can
provide a lasting symbolic contestation of the ruling order. Does Fancioulle’s
utopic fiction allegorize art’s transcendence of official hegemony, or does it in-
stead suggest that art’s resistance to power is a mystification? Perhaps we
should reframe the question and ask if Fancioulle’s imaginative sovereignty
matches the prince’s real political power. The narrator, significantly, punctures
the perfection of the pantomime’s metaphoricity (in which being fuses with
fiction) by displacing the symbolic representation of Fancioulle’s body (as a
seamless and absolute incarnation of freedom and aesthetic sovereignty) with
an allegorical one. This subtle shift occurs in the allusion to the artist’s halo, vis-
ible to the narrator alone, “oli se mélaient, dans un étrange amalgame, les rayons
de PArt et la gloire du Martyre.” The amalgamation of art and martyrdom in
what was until now a victory of metaphoricity over empirical conditions,
marks a shift from symbolic to allegorical representation and interrogates the
status of Fancioulle’s symbolic transcendence.l” However victorious the
histrion’s transfiguration of life into fiction may be, its price is death. The dou-
bleness of the halo prefigures the doubleness of Fancioulle’s position prior to
the fatal whistle. The sovereign of his imaginary state on stage, he nevertheless
remains the subject of the prince’s own experimental stage and state. The
fragility of the fictional world, its inextricable link to a broader frame of refer-
ence including its reception, is such that a whistle of disapproval ruptures the
act and executes the actor. The poem thus offers a shimmering vision of aes-
thetic transcendence only to revoke it.

As in “CHéautontimorouménos,” an excursion into Edgar Allan Poe’s work
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opens up the full significance of Baudelaire’s decision to establish a specular re-
lationship between artist and sovereign—hence unraveling the expected op-
position between victim and executioner—and yet, to end on the artist’s
dethronement. Poe’s “Hop Frog,” published in 1849 and translated by the
French poet in 1855—eight years before “Une Mort héroique” appeared in La
Revue nationale et étrangére—is a central intertext, if not even a “pre-text,” for
Baudelaire’s prose poem. One could argue that a more significant intertextual
translation occurs in the prose poem, which rewrites Poe’s scenario in terms
that irrevocably dislocate the opposition between despot and conspirator.
“Hop Frog” narrates the conspiratorial revenge of a dwarf and court jester
upon a tyrannical king who has struck his companion. Compelled by the king
to devise an ingenious costume for his courtiers and himself for a masquerade,
Hop Frog disguises them as eight chained orangutans. During the festivities,
amidst the general panic caused by the appearance of the orangutans, a con-
traption lifts the king and his men up, and Hop Frog sets them on fire, before
escaping, presumably to his native land.

Hop Frog’s origins and character are as enigmatic as Fancioulle’s, yet unlike
Baudelaire’s histrion, Poe’s protagonist—a disfigured dwarf—is portrayed as
utterly foreign to the court’s norms. Whereas Fancioulle, as “presque un des
amis du Prince,” has an ambiguous proximity to power, Hop Frog, the king’s
property, is only a commodity, whose monstrosity enhances his value: “Sa
valeur était triplée aux yeux du roi par le fait qu’il était a la fois nain et boi-
teux.”18 In Poe’s tale, the opposition between “victime” and “bourreau” is ini-
tially absolute and then systematically reversed according to a carnivalesque
logic that is sustained to the last spectacular dévoilement, when the jester sets
the king and his courtiers alight as retribution for their cruelty. Although ini-
tially Hop Frog is but a hobbling dwarf, closer to beast than man, man and
beast exchange places in a neat inversion. Indeed, while the king promises the
dwarf humanity in exchange for his ingenious plot—“Hop Frog ! nous ferons
de toi un homme !” (177)—it is the dwarf who uses the orangutan costume to
unmask the king’s bestiality and thereby reclaim his humanity for himself.
Baudelaire’s translation of the text indicates his awareness of its ironies, for
whereas Poe merely writes that the buffoon tied the king and his men together,
the translation reads “On se procura une longue chaine. D’abord on la passa
autour de la taille du roi et on I'y assujetit” (178). Baudelaire italicizes the verb
assujetir in a brilliant swerve that illuminates the king’s unsuspecting subjuga-
tion before the dwarf and suggests that his apish disguise discloses his true sta-
tus as subject.
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Not only does Hop Frog engineer the script of this performance, but it is
he who whistles and then vociferously asserts his status as conspirator, de-
mystifier, and executioner before the stunned court: “Maintenant, dit-il, je
vois distinctement de quelle espece sont ces masques. Je vois un grand roi et ses
sept conseillers privés, un roi qui ne se fait pas scrupule de frapper une
fille sans défense, et ses sept conseillers, qui 'encouragent dans son atrocité.
Quant & moi, je suis simplement Hop-Frog le bouffon, et ceci est ma derniére
bouffonnerie I” (181).

Hop Frog’s denunciation is as vocal as Fancioulle’s pantomime is silent. The
repeated assertion of his privileged vision and of his identity finds no echo in
Baudelaire’s text, where instead, opposition—both covert in the form of the
conspiracy and spectacular in the form of the dumb show—has literally been
silenced. The central distinction between these two parables is symbolized by
Hop Frog’s flight and conjectured return to the native land from which he was
abducted. The histrion’s flight indicates a separation of spheres between his
own “state” and the sovereign’s. Fancioulle, however, is part of the prince’s
nation and conspires for its sake, his powers as artist structurally mirror the
sovereign’s political power. Moreover, his very identity emerges only as a fluc-
tuating tension between his “facultés” and his “états” within the prince’s do-
main. It is hardly surprising, given Fancioulle’s existence s his role, that the
rupture of mimesis should lead to death. Much like the shock of laughter de-
scribed in Baudelaire’s “De 'essence du rire,” the page’s whistle shatters the
mime’s fictional self-representation and hurls him back into an empirical, in-
tersubjective, and censored realm. The disjunction between “facultés” and
“états,” between the imaginary contestation and its historical frame, is ab-
solute. Baudelaire’s significant swerves from Poe’s carnivalesque logic, his con-
tamination of the aesthetic by the political, stage the loss of a prophetic mode
of denunciation and suggest the absence of an autonomous or even a distinct
sphere from which social reality can be rearticulated. The utopic state for
which Fancioulle conspires and that he then embodies is so fragile, so inextri-
cably bound to the context of the performance, that the whistle of a mere page
suffices to destroy it. Representation cannot sever itself from the conditions of
its articulation and of its reception. The mystification of a contestation that
strives for autonomy is punished by death.

Fancioulle’s fleeting metaphoric freedom is a vivid illustration of Baude-
laire’s conception of “art pur” and of imagination’s absolute sovereignty over
the empirical world. In sabotaging its triumph, the whistle seems to figure
Baudelaire’s own “dédoublement” into the executioner and victim of an aes-
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thetics of surnaturalisme. One could even say that Fancioulle’s death figures a
kind of poetic suicide, transforming the prose poem into a “gibet symbolique
ol pendait mon image,” to quote from “Voyage 4 Cythere” (OC, 1: 119). In
what follows, I shall examine the alternative poetic voice that emerges from
this self-decapitation and argue that the whistle interrupting Fancioulles spec-
tacle, like the Stendhalian “coup de pistolet au milieu d’un concert,” ushers in
the politics occluded by the prince’s régime. I hope to show that the narrator
refigures the oppositional politics so spectacularly—and suicidally—embodied
by the mime into a conspiratorial poetics.

The narrator’s ambiguous testimony reflects, en abyme, a general crisis of
reading in the kingdom itself, where “cruth” is the unreadable product of a
performance of power. Indeed, the court’s “esprits superficiels” are explicitly
indicted for their naive reading of the prince’s plot, as a “signe évident” of his
clemency. Even more striking is the audience’s response to Fancioulle’s perfor-
mance. The mime’s sublime convulsions are in turn mimed by the audience:
“Les explosions de la joie et de 'admiration ébranlérent a plusieurs reprises les
voltes de I'édifice avec I'énergie d’'un tonnerre continu.” The spectators’ re-
sponse is an immediate, visceral surrender to the performance’s seduction.
Their unquestioning, collective prostitution is underlined by the erotic vocab-
ulary of volupté, abandon, enivrement, convulsion: “Chacun sabandonna, sans
inquiétude, aux voluptés multipliées que donne la vue d’un chef d’oeuvre d’art
vivant.”

The narrator himself participates momentarily in the court’s submissive and
deluded reception, for the mime’s sublime incarnation of art precludes a de-
tached and analytical reading. Significantly, the pantomime remains a mystery
at the core of the text, and the narrator can only allude to the resistance of such
an ineffable “physiological” experience to linguistic figuration: “Ma plume
tremble, et des larmes d’une émotion toujours présente me montent aux yeux
pendant que je cherche & vous décrire cette inoubliable soirée.” It is an experi-
ence before which writing, and language itself, falters and is silenced, leaving
the body’s response (the infinitely renewed tears) as testimonies to its power.

Fancioulle’s hyperbolic, unrepresentable performance and the narrator’s
own untranslatable witnessing, exemplify Baudelaire’s conception of the
comique absolu, a category that elucidates the competing oppositional posi-
tions in “Une Mort héroique.” Fancioulle’s dumb show is a virtual reenact-
ment of the English pantomime evoked in “De I'essence du rire.” Just as the
narrator’s pen trembles before Fancioulle’s ineffable performance, the analyst
of the essay mourns his pen’s inability to transcribe the spectacle’s hyperbolic
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vertigo: “Avec une plume tout cela est pale et glacé. Comment la plume
pourrait-elle rivaliser avec la pantomime ?” (OC, 2: 540).

As discussed in the preceding chapter, Baudelaire’s distinction between the
comique absolu and the comique significatif hinges upon the question of legi-
bility and translation. The absolute comic, denoting man’s superiority over na-
ture, is akin to [art pur, for it marks imagination’s transcendence of empirical
conditions. The “ivresse tetrible et irrésistible” performed both by the English
Pierrot and Fancioulle engenders a rapturous vertigo in which the spectator is
lost in the performance. Whereas the absolute comic “se présente sous une es-
péce une” and thus incarnates a symbolic fusion of signifier and signified that
is intuitively grasped, the comique significatif; addressing man’s superiority over
man, is a hieroglyphic, analytical, and temporal expression requiring reflection
and judgment from the viewer.!?

Baudelaire’s distinction between the comigue absolu and the humbler
comique significatif may be mapped onto the oppositional strategies of “Une
Mort héroique” to illuminate the historical significance of the narrator’s con-
spiratorial voice. Baudelaire characterizes the absolute comic as “Les créations
fabuleuses, les étres dont la raison, la légitimation ne peut pas étre tirée du
code du sens commun” (OC, 2: 535).20 Fancioulle’s living masterpiece (“un
chef d’ocuvre d’art vivant” [emphasis added]) opens a vision of absolute oth-
erness. In bringing to life an experience that defies “le code du sens commun,”
he voids the prince’s reign of its legitimacy and imposes his own self-
legitimating sovereignty. Yet, the visionary “ivresse” is precariously located in
a historical, political, and collective reality that shatters its contestatory power.

If Fancioulle’s performance incarnates Baudelaire’s celebrated comique ab-
solu, the narrator, instead, offers a different oppositional discursive strategy
modeled on the comique significatif, one attentive both to the conditions of its
articulation and its reception. As we saw in Chapter 1, the comique significatif
is characterized by doubleness—T'art et I'idée morale,” and by deferral—"le
rire aprés coup.” Not only a more analytical form of communication, the
comique significatif also addresses a common frame of reference, le code com-
mun. Whereas the absolute comic personified by Fancioulle indicates man’s
superiority over nature (the mime’s ability to veil the abyss of death through
art), the comique significatif is contextual, occurring in an intersubjective realm
of power relations, and hence more suited to political negotiation. It is pre-
cisely through intertextuality and irony, both of which share the structure of
doubleness and deferral characteristic of the comique significatif, that the nar-
rator inscribes his contestatory testimony.?!
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In contrast to the symbolic fusion of Fancioulle’s pantomime, the narrator
articulates the gap between an act and its possible significances, as we saw in
his allegorical presentation of Fancioulle’s halo. His translation of the prince’s
physionomical shifts juxtaposes yet another frame upon the prince’s “expéri-
ence physiologique”: the sovereign subject observing the jester’s body becomes
the object of the narrator’s gaze. The narrator’s privileged insights, both into
the recesses of the sovereign’s mind and into the doubleness of Fancioulle’s
spectacle (as sovereign of his imaginary state and subject of the prince) turn
him into an ambiguous accomplice for both figures. An impotent witness to
the scenario that unfolds, he is nevertheless its sole agent of transmission, since
neither historian nor histrion may record or denounce the prince’s tyranny. Yet
his pen falters at every turn, trembling before the spectacle and erasing its tes-
timony in a repeated gesture of self-censorship. Indeed, the narrator’s conjec-
tures on the prince’s motives are parodically voided by remarks such as “C’est
un point qui n'a jamais pu étre éclairci’; “Le Prince avait-il lui-méme deviné
’homicide eflicacité de sa ruse ? Il est permis d’en douter”; “De telles suppo-
sitions non exactement justifiées mais non exactement injustifiables.” These
self-erasing speculations suggest the complex negotiations of an oppositional
voice striving to be heard in a censored domain.

The final conjecture is crucial in this regard, for, through the double voice
of intertextuality, it performs a complicitous subversion of the prince’s discur-
sive rule. Amidst a tyrannical reign of “plaisir et éconnement,” which either co-
opts serious contestation or erases it, the narrator ‘s cautious rhetoric evokes
yet another critical intertext: “[Le Prince] regretta-t-il son cher et inimitable
Fancioulle ? Il est doux et légitime de le croire.” The citation from Horace—
“Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori”—is all the more powerful for its trun-
cation. The gaping absence of both nation and death in this formulation (“il
est doux et légitime de . . . croire,” that the prince regretted his jester)
denounce the travesty that the capricious sovereign’s stage makes of the state.
The translation of decorum into the politically loaded term “légitime” under-
scores what Virginia Swain has called the “legitimation crisis” performed by
the poem, a crisis that ripples out to encompass the postrevolutionary body
politic.22 The fragmented Horatian intertext resurrects the “serious” national
ideal for which the jester and his fellow conspirators die at the same time that
the decapitation of politics is textually performed by the narrator’s fragmented
testimony. Such a double gesture restores the political opposition erased by the
official discourse, just as the final italicized word of the poem, faveur, alludes
to the droits denied to the prince’s subjects (“Depuis lors, plusieurs mimes,
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justement appréciés dans différents pays, sont venus jouer devant la cour de
***; mais aucun d’eux n’a pu . . . s'élever jusqu'a la méme faveur.” The “ex-
périence physiologique” conducted in the poem is indeed “d’un intérét capi-
tal,” for it fully implicates the head of the political body.

In his correspondence, Baudelaire makes two intriguing references to pos-
sible versions of “Une Mort héroique.” The first is in a letter to Gustave
Rouland, where he alludes to a project entitled “Apercu historique sur le
Conspirateur et le Favori” (Corr., 1: 405); the second, two years later, to Au-
guste Poulet-Malassis, announces: “Enfin jai fait une nouvelle basée sur I'hy-
pothese : découverte d’une conspiration par un oisif, qui la suit jusqu’a la
veille de explosion, et qui alors tire & pile ou face pour savoir s'il la déclarera
a la police” (Corr, 1: 584). The prose poem retains the terms of these ébauches,
yet departs from them at several points. The conspirator is favored by the
prince, and the historical parameters of the tale seem erased. Moreover, the os-
cillation between complicity and denunciation described in the letter to
Poulet-Malassis is presented from the stance of an absolutely disengaged
flineur, who bears no allegiance to the state or to the conspirators and yet can
determine the destinies of both. The narrator of the prose poem, however, is
denied any direct intervention. His speculative faltering seems to mimic Fan-
cioulle’s own dying convulsions. Yet as I have argued, the narrator inscribes his
own oppositional stance through the tactics of the comique significatif, through
complicity, irony, and intertextuality. In tracing the failure of absolute aes-
thetic sovereignty, personified by the mime, the political state as the incarna-
tion of an individual’s despotic consciousness, one structurally akin to artistic
transcendence, is also shown in all its frailty and illegitimacy.??

“Une Mort héroique” may be closer to the “apercu historique sur le
Conspirateur et le Favori” described to Rouland than it appears at first glance.
The portrait of the prince’s carefully crafted reign of censorship resonates with
the Second Empire’s tight system of surveillance (the discretionary measures of
the Streté générale) and censorship to counter the threat of republican con-
spiracies.?4 It also puts on trial the republican ideological legacy. The utopic
homology between “facultés” and “états,” upheld by the revolutionaries as the
cornerstone of a nascent democracy, is systematically evoked, only to be iron-
ically suppressed in the poem. Moreover, the displacement of droits by the
arbitrariness of faveur replaces the revolutionary promise of collective sover-
eignty with an ancien régime form of despotism, opposition to which costs the
conspirators their lives. And it is precisely through a textual self-immolation,
through the sabotage of aesthetic sovereignty and autonomy, that the narra-
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tor—with the deftness of a textual conspirator—resuscitates in fragments the
utopian politics embodied by Fancioulle.

While “Une Mort héroique” indicts the Second Empire’s masked despo-
tism and conspiratorially alludes to the republican ideals it co-opted or
censored, the very definitions of despotism and resistance are considerably
complicated. The structural complicities between aesthetic and political sov-
ereignty collapses the very possibility of an oppositional stance toward the
state’s englobing power. The fissure made by Fancioulle’s contestatory specta-
cle is sealed by his death, leaving the task of conspiratorial witnessing to the
narrator. Yet, in an even more disturbing turn, the poem discloses a gaping ab-
sence at the heart of the mechanism of state power. Authority is cut loose from
a governing agency, for both Fancioulle and the prince are ultimately subject
to the vagaries of an indeterminate authority, an “imprévoyante providence.”
The prince is haunted by a law greater than his own, Ennui: “il ne connaissait
d’ennemi dangereux que 'Ennui . . . ce tyran du monde.” Similarly, Fancioulle
is daemonically possessed by politics “bien qu’il puisse paraitre bizarre que les
idées de patrie et de liberté sempare despotiquement du cerveau d’un
histrion.” Ennui fractures the desired equivalence between the sovereign’s
imagination and an aestheticized politics, just as the page’s whistle shatters the
jester’s embodiment of a politicized fiction.

In light of this diffusion of intention and agency, it is crucial to remember
that the free state beyond censorship and capital punishment performed by
Fancioulle is “executed” (if indeed the whistle was of homicidal intent) not by
the prince but by an unsuspecting young proxy, a blank page of sorts. This dis-
location of agency also disrupts the opposition between artist and sovereign,
or “victime et bourreau.” Just as Fancioulle’s political commitment is the result
of floating ideological principles (of freedom and of nation) “despotically” cap-
turing the histrion’s brain, the prince’s act of punishment is carried out with-
out a clearly intending agent and executioner. The narrator’s question, “Le
sifflet, rapide comme un glaive, avait-il réellement frustré le bourreau ?” sug-
gests that the shrill whistle preempts the hiss of the guillotine’s blade, that cen-
sorship is akin to capital punishment. Yet the source of this punishment is
displaced onto the lips of a blind executionary agent.

The displacement of individual agency by an unpredictable and mindless
form of collective complicity can be traced from the beginning of the poem.
The bewitched spectators’ thunderous applause before Fancioulle’s perfor-
mance on stage echoes their absorption into the prince’s state; their faith in the
power of signs makes them unwitting accomplices to the perpetuation of ab-
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solute power, aesthetic or political. The pervasive complicity staged in the
poem between the tyrant and his subjects mirrors the collective legitimation
of Napoléon IIT’s reign through a plebiscite that cloaked the empire with the
mystique of popular sovereignty. The court’s delighted passivity before the aes-
thetic and political performances of power recalls the consent of seven million
Frenchmen to the legitimation of a régime whose “extraordinary measures,”
implemented by the discretionary powers of the Stireté générale, led to 20,000
arrests and deportations.?> Baudelaire’s rage at his compatriots’ blind consent
to the empire’s despotism is recorded in a passage that testifies to the eclipse of
direct modes of opposition in the paradoxical context of an authoritarian
democracy:

En somme, devant I'histoire et devant le peuple frangais, la grande gloire de
Napoléon III aura été de prouver que le premier venu peut, en semparant
du télégraphe et de I'Imprimerie nationale, gouverner une grande nation.

Imbéciles sont ceux qui croient que de pareilles choses peuvent s'accom-
plir sans la permission du peuple, — et ceux qui croient que la gloire ne
peut étre appuyée que sur la vertu.

Les dictateurs sont les domestiques du peuple, — rien de plus, — un
foutu réle d’ailleurs, — et la gloire est le résultat de 'adaptation d’un esprit
avec la sottise nationale. (OC, 1: 692)

For the poet, the dislocation, or quite literally, decapitation of power, its dis-
semination into the social field, dooms the possibility of a reflective and con-
sensual democracy. Instead, politics, like the syphilitic contagion of republi-
canism, has been voided of all contestatory force and has mutated into an
impersonal plague, whose circulation collapses any possible distinction be-
tween despot and subject, or “dictateur” and “domestique.” Neither dictator
nor subject is an agent in this social organism. They are blind participants in
the construction of a mass delusion—"“Ia sottise nationale”—in the fiction of
a democratic nation. Baudelaire’s paradoxical vision of this authoritarian
democracy, where dictator and crowds converge through new systems of rep-
resentation and communication, ominously foreshadows emerging forms of
power, forms that can no longer be identified and contested from a vantage
point of separation and knowledge.

The decentering of power and the intricate web of complicity in “Une
Mort héroique” suggest that the dissenting voice has no room for resistance or
opposition. It must choose between suicidal defiance or conspiratorial com-
plicity. The poem ultimately points to the erasure of politics as an arena for
contestation. The catastrophic vision of history and progress recorded else-
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where in Baudelaire’s notebooks is testimony to the poet’s prescience. In his
prophetic account of historical progress, Baudelaire describes the teeming ur-
ban crowds as blind accomplices to unforeseen strains of tyranny that breed in
the ruins of an oppositional political culture:

Ai-je besoin de dire le peu gu’il restera de politique se débattra péniblement
dans Pétreinte de 'animalité générale, et que les gouvernants seront forcés,
pour se maintenir et pour créer un fantdme d’ordre, de recourir a des moyens
qui feraient frissoner notre humanité actuelle, pourtant si endurcie ? . . . —
Ces temps sont peut-étre bien proches ; qui sait méme s’ils ne sont pas
venus, et si I'épaississement de notre nature n'est pas le seul obstacle qui nous
empéche d’apprécier le milieu dans lequel nous respirons !

Quant 2 moi, qui sens quelquefois en moi le ridicule d’un prophete, je
sais que je 0y trouverai jamais la charité d’'un médecin. Perdu dans ce vilain
monde, coudoyé par les foules, je suis comme un homme lassé dont l'ocil ne
voit en arri¢re, dans les années profondes, que désabusement et amertume,
et devant lui qu’un orage ol rien de neuf n’est contenu, ni enseignement, ni

douleur. (OC, 1: 666—67; emphasis added)

In 1939, Walter Benjamin’s commentary on this passage elucidated its
prophetic insight into the modern face of political tyranny: “Nous ne sommes
déja pas si mal placés pour convenir de la justesse de ces phrases. Il y a bien des
chances qu'elles gagneront en sinistre. . . . Est-il trop audacieux de prétendre
que ce sont ces mémes foules qui, de nos jours, sont pétries par les mains des
dictateurs 2726 The convergence of archaic despotism in “Une Mort héroique”
and a disseminated circulation of power that nevertheless conserves the prince’s
absolute sovereignty suggest that it would not in turn be too audacious to
trace a similar foreshadowing in Baudelaire’s prose poem.

The “expérience physiologique d’un intérét capiral” conducted in “Une
Mort héroique” probes the pathologies of power at multiple levels, implicat-
ing the political and poetic bodies while also tracing the convergences between
old and new forms of authoritarianism. The mise en spectacle of symbolic au-
thority, both held and lost by Fancioulle and the prince, is a powerful interro-
gation of the mythic autonomy of political and aesthetic constructions. The
narrator’s wily rhetorical shifts in conspicuously pressing to the margins the
subversive political content of the tale suggest that if no separate symbolic
sphere may exist for contesting such forms of power, the voice of conspiracy,
relying on the contamination of art and politics, as well as of text and inter-
text, can craftily inscribe its opposition. This is indeed a “capital” experience,
for that which is of utmost importance can only be uttered at the cost of one’s
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head. If both symbolic opposition and covert conspiracy are doomed to fail-
ure, textual conspiracy, by intertwining the political and the poetic and sacri-
ficing the dream of aesthetic autonomy, points the way to a new poetics of
opposition, one that vigilantly traces the complicity between aesthetic and po-
litical performances.?’

The Rhetorical Legacy of the Revolution

Toute révolution a pour corollaire le massacre des innocents.
Baudelaire, quoted above a portrait of him by Nadar in 1854

Baudelaire’s oeuvre is suffused with allusions to the legacy of the Revolution.
His ambivalence about his past republican fervor in 1848 manifests itself in
vengeful outbursts that confront the utopianism of revolutionary rhetoric with
the bankruptey of actual social and political practice. The prose poems in par-
ticular ironically recollect the linguistic vestiges of the Revolution—its vocab-
ulary of liberty, equality, fraternity, concord, and patrie—in order to expose
their travestied afterlife in the bourgeois order of the Second Empire. The
presence of such rhetoric has frequently been read as symptomatic of a failed
attempt to transcend the omnipresent and omnivorous political vocabulary of
his time. Linda Orr shows, for instance, how the poet’s repugnance toward
1848 (a repugnance shared by Marx and Flaubert) was a fruitless attempt to ex-
orcise the language of Robespierre, Proudhon, and Michelet. Orr argues that
such ostentatious disavowal deflects from his actual engagement in—if not co-
optation by—the revolution’s shameful discursive legacy: “Baudelaire protests
that he is an aristocrat of art, but he knows, as Vigny did before him, that the
only language possible is the one that is steeped in Rousseau and the Jacobins,
twisted by contemporary democratic literature . . . Baudelaire succeeds in
making us forget the degree to which his words are saturated with the ubiqui-
tous discourse of his century.”28

Yet as I have tried to show, in “Une Mort héroique” Baudelaire’s ironic use
of such rhetoric continually reminds us of this saturation. By displaying how
even poetry is bogged down in the clichéd and defunct vocabulary of republi-
can idealism, Baudelaire also insists on the Revolution’s failure to make good
on its promises.

This idiosyncratic and unreliable form of engagement is expressed through
the idiom of poetic production. As Barbara Johnson puts it, Baudelaire’s prose
poem disfigures poetic language: “Le passage de la poésie a la prose correspond

79



Violence and Representation in Baudelaire

1 une amputation de tout ce qui, dans la poésie, s'érige comme unité, totalité,
immortalité, puissance” (154). But these truncations of poetic discourse revive
the rhetorical legacy of revolutionary history, albeit in disfigured form. Baude-
laire’s critique of history is conducted through a metapoetic reflection on the
aesthetic process. The truncation of aesthetic unity simultaneously disrupts
the illusion of social harmony perpetuated by the empire. The poems’ narra-
tors, like the chiffonnier, collect and ironically reframe the utopian rhetoric of
1848, showing how its legacy has been co-opted, homogenized, and short-
circuited. Often this rhetoric resembles the platitudes in Flaubert’s Diction-
naire des idées regues: its recycled quality is made evident by italics pointing out
the chasm between the blind promise of utopian rhetoric—become meaning-
less lieux communs—and the harsh realities of ongoing social and economic in-
equity. The faveur with which “Une Mort héroique” concludes highlights the
absence of rights in the prince’s kingdom. In “Le Joujou du pauvre,” the itali-
cized reference to “equality” has a similar function. The poem portrays the sep-
aration between rich and poor as a barrier so impermeable that the children
standing on either side of it appear to be made of an altogether different sub-
stance, for as the narrator says of the rich: “on les croirait faits d’une autre pate
que les enfants de la médiocrité ou de la pauvreté.” Yet the wealthy boy briefly
joins his poverty-stricken counterpart as they contemplate the latter’s toy (a
live rat in a box) through the property’s bars: “Et les deux enfants se riaient
I'un i lautre fraternellement, avec des dents d’une égale blancheur”(OC, 1:
305). Their complicit, “fraternal” laughter and the equal whiteness of their
teeth are obvious parodic references to the failure of equality and fraternity,
and there is more than a hint of violence conveyed by teeth bared in a grin of
symbolic communion over the rodent, a toy that “[l]es parents, par économie
sans doute, avaient tiré . . . de la vie elle-méme.”??

The latent, structural violence opposing the rich and the poor is obliquely
unveiled in “Les Yeux des pauvres” (1864). In this prose poem, the underlying
violence of economic inequity is conveyed in the failure of amorous reciproc-
ity. The poet and his recalcitrant beloved-muse sit down to eat and drink at
the very threshold dividing the wealthy and the poor, on the terrace of one of
those new boulevard cafés that had turned Paris into a spectacular site for lit-
eral and vicarious consumption. They observe a destitute family pressed up
against the windows, whose reactions to the splendor of the café, reflected in
their eyes, are read by the poet. Yet when he secks out confirmation of his em-
pathy in the beloved’s eyes: “Je tournais mes regards vers les votres, cher
amour, pour y lire ma pensée,” the comfortable piety of this correspondence is
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ruptured by her snobbish response: “Ces gens-la me sont insupportables avec
leurs yeux ouverts comme des portes cocheres” (OC, 1: 318-19). She thus dis-
misses the entire hermeneutic circuit that emerges from the assumption that
the eyes of the poor are readable texts, that the poet’s eyes can decipher these
texts, and that her own eyes may in turn mirror his reading. The utopia of
readability is treated as both a domestic and public affair. Just as the poet ex-
pects his thoughts to be reflected in the eyes of his beloved, he similarly con-
gratulates himself on his ability to step into the paupers’ shoes. Such trans-
parency, or intersubjective “correspondence,” is steeped in the revolutionary
mythology. It is “un réve qui n’a rien d’original, apres tout, si ce n'est que, révé
par tous les hommes, il 0’4 éé réalisé par aucun” (318). The interruption of di-
alogue between lovers voids the premise that the poet’s negative capability
overcomes the symbolic and material bars between rich and poor. The dream
of communion and social harmony is fully co-opted by bourgeois con-
sumerism, just as in the luxurious café, “toute histoire et toute la mythologie
sont mises au service de la goinfrerie.” After all, the poet-consumer indulges in
this exercise of decipherment to assuage his conscience before turning to drink
his thoughts in his beloved’s eyes, and then returning—if reluctantly—to his
overflowing glass of wine. The principle of correspondances is deployed both in
its poetic and social form to unveil a structural inequity before which poetic
empathy and bourgeois humanism are woefully inadequate.

The most violent mise-en-scéne of this discrepancy between the idealism of
revolutionary social thought and the ongoing reality of destitution is, of course,
“Assommons les pauvres !” where the poet, bludgeoned into a theoretical stu-
por by the socialist literature of 1848, tumbles out of his ivory tower into the
streets of Paris. He encounters a beggar, whose pleading eyes mirror both the
idealist promises of utopian literature and the poet’s own idealizing imagina-
tion, in a typically Baudelairean imbrication of poetic and social idealism: “un
de ces regards inoubliables qui culbuteraient les trénes, si [esprir remuait la
matiére” (OC, 1: 358; emphasis added). In a Nietszchean explosion of violence,
the poet expels the theoretical nonsense of the “entrepreneurs de bonheur
publique” by attacking the beggar and beating him until he fights back, thus
actualizing the antagonistic social relations underlying the theoretical rhetoric
of equality.3% Such violence, our perverse philosopher suggests, must be resus-
citated and acknowledged before the “partage de la bourse” may occur.

Baudelaire’s prose poems illuminate a profound shift in the conceptualiza-
tion of violence. No longer displayed in the bloody spectacles of revolutionary
upheaval, violence is an invisible force woven into the very fabric of postrevo-
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lutionary social life. The physical blows that proliferate in the collection’s
explosive pieces can be read as attempts to resuscitate the hidden, structural vi-
olences that compose the social fabric: not only the “coup de poing” that ini-
tiates the cartoonish exchange of blows in “Assommons les pauvres !” but also
the “coup de sifflet” that executes Fancioulle; the “coup de poing” delivered to
the poet as he dreams over his soup; the “coup terrible, lourd” on the poet’s
door, received like a “coup de pioche dans I'estomac”; the flowerpot hutled on
the glazier’s windowpanes; the “coup de baton” administered to “la femme
sauvage”; the “coup de téte dans I'estomac” delivered by one of the boys strug-
gling for the remains of the poet’s bread; and the violent stomp, or “coup de
pied,” that forever attaches the poet to “la fosse de I'idéal.” These destructive
blows systematically puncture each attemprt at either poetic or political ideal-
ization. They stage the interlocking violence of aesthetic and political claims
to mastery and closure.

Baudelaire’s celebration of revolutionary destruction taps into the violence
invisibly woven into the very fabric of postrevolutionary social life: “Je dis Vive
la Révolution ! comme je dirais : Vive la Destruction ! Vive 'Expiation ! Vive le
Chétiment ! Vive la Mort I” (OC, 2: 961). The social violence so visibly dis-
played and acknowledged in times of radical historical crisis (the Terror, the
June days) has become insidiously disarticulated under the authoritarian
democracy of Napoléon IIT and the emergence of new modes of production
and domination. In the face of this camouflaged perpetuation of violence,
Baudelaire’s declarations challenge the assumption that terror has ceded to col-
lective legislation, suggesting instead that terror has taken on an altered, and
perhaps even more virulent face. As the following reading of his prose poem
“La Corde” suggests, Baudelaire’s distorted allusions to the Revolution press
into visibility the latent violence of the Second Empire and the unkept
promises of the republican legacy. His critique of urban and political moder-
nity is fully imbricated with a critique of art’s own betrayal of the living, vul-
nerable bodies that move within the social—as well as the textual—corpus.

The Tie That Binds: Violent Commerce in “La Corde”

[L]a majorité trace un cercle formidable autour de la pensée.
Alexis de Tocqueville, De la démocratie en Amérique

Les illusions — me disait mon ami, — sont aussi innombrables
peut-étre que les rapports des hommes entre eux, ou des hommes avec
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les choses. Et quand Uillusion disparait, cest-a-dire quand nous voyons
Létre ou le fait tel qu'il existe hors de nous, nous éprouvons un bizarre
sentiment, compliqué moitié de regret pour le fantdme disparu, moitié
de surprise agréable devant la nowveauté, devant le fait réel.
Baudelaire, “La Corde”

Baudelaire’s prose poem “La Corde” (1864), inspired by the suicide of Alexan-
dre—the young model for Edouard Manet’s L'Enfant aux cerises—recounts
how a painter takes in a little boy to pose and to do minor chores around the
atelier. The child’s initially sunny disposition gives way to mysterious bouts of
melancholy and an immoderate taste for sugar and liqueurs. After threatening
to send the child back to his parents, the painter goes off to take care of some
business. Upon his return, he discovers that the boy has hanged himself. The
painter informs the mother of the tragic news, and she begs for the remains of
her son’s noose. Only when the painter receives letters of solicitation from his
neighbors does it dawn on him that the mother, exploiting the superstition
that to own a rope with which someone has been hanged brings luck, intends
to sell its pieces as profitable consolation.

“La Corde” not only demystifies the “givenness” of maternal love, by sug-
gesting that it too has its price, but examines the nature of art’s attachment to
its model, leading to a broader meditation on the threads that tie together the
postrevolutionary community. Like “Une Mort héroique,” it attests to Baude-
laire’s profound political disillusionment in the aftermath of 1848 and to a gen-
eral crisis in representing the contemporary political body through the sym-
bolic legacy of the Revolution. The “unnatural” mother of the poem points to
the emergence of an entirely different conception of the social family, one
whose latent violence is again revealed through the idiom of artistic production.

The alleged purpose of “La Corde” is to show that even an emotion as im-
mutable, sacred, and “natural” as maternal love cannot be taken for granted.
Indeed, the painter defends his initial blindness to the nature of the mother’s
request for the rope by invoking the unquestionable naturalness of the mater-
nal instinct, an instinct that provides the foundation for the nuclear and social
family alike: “S’il existe un phénomene évident, trivial, toujours semblable, et
d’une nature 4 laquelle il soit impossible de se tromper, c’est 'amour mater-
nel.” Yet this immutable given, “I'illusion la plus nazurelle,” as the painter calls
it, turns out to be the deceptive product of established cultural assumptions
about the “nature” of the maternal instinct. Natural instincts and empirical
phenomena, as the poem gradually discloses, are culturally produced illusions
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that have acquired the status of nature over time. Initially a trial of the mater-
nal instinct, the poem swiftly engages in a broader consideration of the natural
grounds for filiation, of the nature of man’s relationship to men and to things.
From the outset, the bonds that tie the boy to the painter and to his parents are
not natural or affective but economic and contractual. Seduced by the boy’s ap-
pearance, the painter asks his parents to surrender their son to his care. His pro-
prietary attitude toward the child suggests a repressed and denatured paternity,
not unlike the mother’s own travestied maternity:  je priai un jour ses parents,
de pauvres gens, de vouloir bien me le céder.” The violence of the maternal
contract, it turns out, will be fully matched by that of the artistic contract.
At stake in the demystification of the “naturalness” of filial attachment, then,
is a parallel demystification of the life-enhancing powers of art. Like biological
reproduction, artistic production is animated by a blind, proprietary violence.
The child’s portraiture is an exercise in creating “I'illusion la plus naturelle,”
one that will have deadly repercussions on “le fait réel,” the empirical fact of
another’s body. The violence of the aesthetic process is implicit from the very
beginning of the text, when the painter recalls his initial attraction to the boy
in acquisitive terms: “Ma profession de peintre me pousse a regarder atten-
tivement les visages, les physionomies qui soffrent dans ma route, et vous savez
quelle jouissance nous tirons de cette faculté qui rend a nos yeux la vie plus vi-
vante et plus significative que pour les autres hommes” (emphasis added). The
aristocratic and appropriative thrust of the artist’s perception is typical of the
Baudelairean poet-flaneur of “Les Foules,” who, under the guise of a poetics of
charity, assumes the vacancy of all beings before his expropriating imagination:
“Pour lui seul, tout est vacant” (OC, 1: 291).3! A similar evacuation of the
model’s intrinsic properties occurs in his successive metamorphoses under the
painter’s brush: “je I'ai transformé tantodt en petit bohémien, tant6t en ange,
tantdt en Amour mythologique. Je lui ai fait porter le violon du vagabond, la
Couronne d’Epines et les Clous de la Passion, et la Torche d’Eros. . . . Cet en-
fant, débarbouillé, devint charmant.” At once painted and unpainted, trans-
formed into so many conventional cultural and religious icons (several of
which invoke martyrdom), the boy is a mute, plastic body washed clean to re-
ceive the painter’s allegorical imprint. No instance of reported speech breaks
his conspicuous silence throughout the tale. The only details that rupture the
proprietary, aesthetic economy established by the painter are the child’s “crises
singulieres de tristesse précoce.” These fits, significantly, remain uninterpreted
by the painter, who merely notes their literal manifestations in the boy’s ex-
cessive taste for sweets and liqueurs: “un goit immodéré pour le sucre et les

84



Passages from Form to Politics

liqueurs.” Melancholy, as that which exceeds cultural assumptions about
childhood (“précoces”) and challenges the painter’s representational authority
(“crises singulieres”), erupts as an immoderate taste for the superfluous (“le su-
cre et les liqueurs”). Such illegible excesses in the painter’s artistic and domes-
tic economy are immediately suppressed by the reestablishment of the implicit
contract between artist and model, one resting upon the painter’s right to dis-
pose of the child as he deems fit: “je le menagai de le renvoyer a ses parents.”

The boy’s suicide by hanging is a grim literalization of his previous com-
modification and aesthetic manipulation. His dangling body, described by the
painter as “le premier objer qui frappa mes regards” (emphasis added), bears
mute testimony to the underlying violence of a social and artistic process that
puts real, living bodies into circulation for profit. The nature of the relation-
ship between model and painter is conveyed in a near-pun, “Le dépendre
n’était pas une besogne aussi facile que vous pouvez le croire.” Dépendre is but
a letter away from dépeindre, which is precisely what the painter does in his
clinical account of the cadaver’s “unhanging,” suggesting the link between
painting and hanging, representation and execution.

Yet the boy’s mise-en-scéne of his own death also endows his previously im-
printed body with an undecipherable opacity, a weight that challenges the
painter’s representational mastery. From “mon petit bonhomme” and the
“compagnon de ma vie,” the child becomes a “petit monstre,” a monstrum, or
sign, that resists decipherment. It is only as a corpse that the boy is presented
in active terms as excess, as opacity to the painter’s gaze and manipulation.
Baudelaire conveys the fleshy resistance of the child’s body in vivid, tactile de-
tail. Rigor mortis is so advanced by the time the painter discovers the grue-
some scene that the clothes have to be cut from the child’s body: “la rigidité
cadavérique érait telle, que, désespérant de fléchir les membres, nous dimes
lacérer et couper les vétements pour les lui enlever.” The puffiness of the boy’s
face, the folds of his neck, the stiff resistance of his limbs and the dense weight
of his body are ironic counterpoints to the fluidity of his previous incarna-
tions. The boy’s implacable gaze, “ses yeux, tout grands ouverts avec une fixité
effrayante,” contrasts with his previous plasticity. The fixity of this gaze will
embed itself in the painter’s memory: “le fantéme me fatiguait de ses grands
yeux fixes.” While “Tillusion la plus naturelle” ostensibly demystified in the
poem is maternal love, whose “fait réel” appears to be the more natural instinct
of greed, it is a demystification that, unbeknownst to the painter, fully impli-
cates the artistic process itself. For the “fait réel” that the painter fails to ac-
knowledge throughout the poem ultimately designates the facticity of the
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child’s body, its obdurate resistance to the “naturalizing” illusions that have
been painted upon it.

The trial of maternal love thus fully implicates the process of artistic figu-
ration. The underlying price of both the maternal and the artistic contracts is
unveiled in all of its violence when the boy stages himself as his own nazure
morte: “le petit monstre s'était servi d’une ficelle fort mince qui était entrée
profondément dans les chairs, et il fallait maintenant, avec de minces ciseaux,
chercher la corde entre les deux bourrelets de 'enflure, pour lui dégager le
cou.” The painter’s laborious extraction of the noose is mirrored by the
mother’s own extraction of the rope from the painter’s home: “je compris
pourquoi la mére tenait tant & marracher la ficelle” (emphasis added). The
artist, however, disavows any responsibility for the boy’s suicide, blithely dis-
missing a police officer’s suspicious queries as motivated by “une habitude
d’état de faire peur, 2 tout hasard, aux innocents comme aux coupables.” Yet
even after the necessary rites disposing of the cadaver, when the artist returns to
his labors, he finds himself unable to extract the bothersome ghost from his
conscience. The boy’s corpse remains embedded in the folds of the artist’s brain
(“ce petit cadavre qui hantair les replis de mon cerveau” [emphasis added]) the
way the rope itself was embedded in the folds of the child’s flesh. That
the painter is himself haunted by a repetition (re-p/i) of the noose cutting into
the boy’s neck (p/i) only reiterates the implicit connection between peindre and
pendpre. But the capture of matter by aesthetic form is never entirely complete,
as the model’s unyielding body and its continued life suggest. It leaves behind
a stubborn residue that lingers in the recesses of the artist’s imagination.3?

Painting is not the only artistic discipline on trial, for “La Corde” provides
a general meditation on the underlying price of all art forms that transfigure
living bodies and things: “vous savez quelle jouissance nous tirons de cette fac-
ulté qui rend 2 nos yeux la vie plus vivante et plus significative que pour les
autres hommes.” What animates life into signification, it would seem, is the
ability to extract the intensity and coherence of illusion from the living “fait
réel.” The painter confides this to the silent interlocutor and author of the
poem (which retains its status as reported discourse until the very end). Poetry,
t00, is implicated in this representational violence. This ripple of complicity
becomes all the more significant when we recall that at a gathering shortly af-
ter the death of Alexandre, where Manet was present, Baudelaire read “La
Corde” aloud. Baudelaire thus uttered the words attributed to the painter-
figure in the poem before a silent Manet, no doubt fully exploiting the inter-
pellative power of the poem’s narrative mode as reported discourse. He thereby
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reversed the relationship between the speaking painter and the silent poet in
the text. This mise-en-scéne of complicity conveys the ways in which poetry
and painting converge in their potential violence toward a represented object.
The hypocrite lecteur is here a hypocrite spectateur. If the painter resembles the
poet, the rope also evokes the lyre’s string and illuminates the violence of alle-
gorical capture. What the boy’s nazure morte suggests is nothing less than the
price of aesthetic production, the violence that art, as “I'illusion la plus na-
turelle,” does to the body that inspires it, “le fait réel.” “La Corde” is a biting
parody of the vital chain of analogies between sights, sounds, and smells cele-
brated in correspondances, here frozen into a set of conventional allegorical
equivalences (Christ, gypsy, and so forth) imposed on a vulnerable—though
ultimately recalcitrant—human body.

“La Corde” thus reveals the discrepancy between “le fait réel” and “I'illusion
la plus naturelle,” between the body and its artistic representation, and be-
tween the ambiguous nature of the maternal instinct and its cultural con-
struction. Yet the complicity established between painterly and poetic violence
radiates outward to contaminate the social body itself. At stake in this demys-
tification of art and maternity is the corde of concorde, the bonds of the social
contract itself. As in “Une Mort héroique,” the critique of aesthetic produc-
tion (along with human reproduction) is folded into a meditation on the im-
plicit violence of the public sphere. The mother’s betrayal of the umbilical
cord radiates outward and implicates the concorde that binds together the
larger social family. The thread weaving together the social family has quite lit-
erally fallen to pieces.

When the artist discovers the hanging body, his neighbors turn a deaf ear
to his cries for help: “J’ai négligé de vous dire que j’avais vivement appelé au
secours ; mais tous mes voisins avaient refusé de me venir en aide, fidéles en
cela aux habitudes de '’homme civilisé, qui ne veut jamais, je ne sais pourquoi,
se méler aux affaires d’'un pendu.” Civilized man, Baudelaire suggests with
grim humor, will only entangle himself in the affairs of the hanged in the most
literal sense of the expression. For it is the rope (/affaire) of the hanged, and
the business (affaires) it enables, that define a new community, one bound
(mélé)—albeit anonymously—by the ritual purchase of the noose. “La
Corde,” then, not only puts on trial the metaphorical process through which
the artist transforms his material—the bodies and things that nourish his
art—but simultaneously questions the symbolic threads that bind together the
postrevolutionary social fabric and the illusions they weave about the nature
of man’s bond with men and things.
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Given Baudelaire’s fascination with the bankruptcy of the Revolution’s dis-
cursive legacy, it is not surprising that he found Robespierre’s rhetoric, his
“style de glace ardente, recuit et congelé comme l'abstraction” (OC, 1: 592)
more worthy of interest than his actions.3? Echoes of what the poet called his
“style sentencieux dont ma jeunesse s'est enivrée” (ibid.) may be discerned in
the most startling places. Consider, for instance, Robespierre’s famous Rapport
du 18 Floréal and its celebration of fraternal bonds tying together the universal
human family: “Le véritable prétre de I'Etre supréme, cest la nature, son tem-
ple 'univers, son culte, la vertu, ses fétes la joie d’un grand peuple rassemblé
sous ses yeux pour resserrer les doux noeuds de la fraternité universelle et pour
lui présenter 'hommage des coeurs sensibles et purs.”4 It is tempting to hear
reverberations of this imagery in the opening lines of Baudelaire’s “Corre-
spondances” and its hymn to an anthropomorphic nature: “La nature est un
temple ol de vivant piliers / Laissent parfois sechapper de confuses paroles,”
a connection that may not be entirely fanciful if we recall that the principle of
universal analogy professed in this sonnet is proposed by Robespierre as the
foundation for fraternity.

The image of fraternity as a knot tying together the human family becomes
particularly significant in the context of “La Corde” and its implicit scrutiny
of the body politic. As the portrait of the parental figures and their neighbors
suggest, “La Corde” attests to a crisis in representing a community through
metaphors of natural filiation. Robespierre’s “doux noeuds de la fraternité”
mutate into a noose whose severed fragments, once put into circulation, foster
a parody of universal brotherhood. The transparency of hearts, or Robes-
pierre’s “coeurs sensibles et purs” constituting both the etymological root and
principle of concorde, is travestied into a cluster of anonymous transactions
feeding greed and superstition.3

“La Corde” offers an ironic commentary on the bankruptcy of a unified
body politic, one whose underlying corruption is figured through the mother’s
unnatural body, her loyalty to the economic chain rather than the umbilical
cord. Could we then read the child’s suicide as an allegory for the slain repub-
lic? Certainly the child-martyr who dies in suicidal loyalty for the pazrie is a fa-
miliar figure in the iconography of the Revolution. The thirteen-year old
Joseph Bara, for example, died opposing the Vendée rebels and became a cult
republican figure extolled by Robespierre, along with the young Agricola
Viala, shot by the federates in 1793. Both children, in their intransigent and
literal espousal of the Jacobin motto “Liberté, égalité, fraternité ou la mort,”
incarnated the ideal of Terror. Their suicidal opposition, made in the name of
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the republic, and memorialized in paintings such as David’s Death of Bara, was
part of a symbolic legacy that may well have informed Baudelaire’s portrait of
Manet’s boy model in “La Corde.”3¢

Stll another sacrificial figure and scene are invoked in the poem’s final,
ironic gesture toward the collective consumption of the noose: Louis XVI, his
decapitation and the alleged distribution of his clothing and body.3” As Lynn
Hunt has shown, the parsing out of the king’s body and possessions—his
blood, hair, and clothing—was a rite intended to disseminate his sacredness
onto the people. Louis-Sébastien Mercier gives a gruesome account of the fes-
tivity surrounding the king’s decapitation and the alleged circulation of his
body and belongings: “Son sang coule ; c’est & qui y trempera le bout de son
doigt, une plume, un morceau de papier ; 'un le gotite, et dit : I/ est bougre-
ment salé ! Un bourreau sur le bord de 'echafaud, vend et distribue des petits
paquets de ses cheveux ; on achéte le cordon qui les retenair ; chacun remporte
un petit fragment de ses vétements ou un vestige sanglant de cette scéne trag-
ique. J’ai vu défiler tout le peuple se tenant sous le bras, riant, causant famil-
ierement, comme lorsqu’on revient d’une féte.”38

In this spectacular rite, a community is symbolically founded and nour-
ished by the distribution of its sovereign-victim’s body. The cannibalistic im-
agery of Mercier’s description, and the reference to the ribbon, or cordon, tying
the king’s hair, are details that resonate with the prospective circulation and
consumption of the noose in “La Corde” (incidentally, we know that Baude-
laire had read Mercier’s Tableaux de Paris and found it “merveilleux” [Corr., 2:
254]). Designated a “horrible et chére relique,” the noose will serve as an ironic
substitute for the sacred body, ushering in a community founded, not on sym-
bolic parricide, but rather on symbolic infanticide, an anonymous community
governed by the laws of commerce: “Et alors, soudainement, . . . je compris
pourquoi la mere tenait tant & m’arracher la ficelle, et par quel commerce elle
entendait se consoler” (emphasis added).

Like many of his generation, Baudelaire was fascinated by the sacrificial el-
ements of the French Revolution, the spectacular reversibility of victim and
executioner staged by the decapitation of the king. Consider for example, the
following stanza from “Le Voyage,” which could provide its own pendant, or
gloss, on Mercier’s account of the bloody feast consecrating the king’s execution:

Le bourreau qui jouit, le martyr qui sanglote;
La féte quassaisonne et parfume le sang;

Le poison du pouvoir énervant le despote,

Et le peuple amoureux du fouet abrutissant.?
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Extolling somewhat theatrically the festive carnage of the Revolution, such
passages resurrect the violent origins of the postrevolutionary social contract,
a violence that has become clouded by the apparently benign mediocrity of
Napoléon III and his authoritarian democracy. The brutality of the lien social
is latent throughout “La Corde,” where the community, so conspicuously ab-
sent for most of the tale, virtually reconstitutes itself around the boy’s dead
body and seeks to appropriate the severed fragments of his noose in a canni-
balistic ritual reminiscent of the king’s execution.

Baudelaire’s distorted allusions to the Revolution’s symbolic legacy press
into visibility the latent violence of the Second Empire. The poet’s later works
insistently implicate the utopian vocabulary of communion, fraternity, equal-
ity, and concord with the reality of collective violence, terror and ongoing eco-
nomic inequity. Nowhere is the perversion of fraternity into fratricide more
clearly staged than in “Le Gateau” (1862), published two years before “La
Corde.” The prose poem details the poet’s journey through an idealized, ro-
mantic landscape. In a beatific moment of lyric elevation, the voyager, soaring
on the wings of [universelle analogie, succumbs to Rousseauist reflections on
the essential goodness of man: “dans mon total oubli de tout le mal terrestre,
jen étais venu 4 ne plus trouver si ridicules les journaux qui prétendent que
’homme est né bon” (OC, 1: 297-98). His epiphany is brutally interrupted,
however, by a typically Baudelairean fall. Having offered some bread to an
urchin on the street, another little fellow, “si parfaitement semblable au pre-
mier qu'on aurait pu le prendre pour son frére jumeau,” surges out of nowhere
and wrestles his “brother” to the ground. The unsuspecting narrator has en-
gendered a vicious struggle in which the twins tear each other to pieces and lit-
erally “break bread” until only crumbs remain.“? The poet concludes wryly, “Il
y a donc un pays superbe ot le pain sappelle du gdrean, friandise si rare qu'elle
suffit pour engendrer une guerre parfaitement fratricide !” An ironic allusion,
no doubt, to the proverbial “Let them eat brioche” that Louis XIV’s first wife,
Marie-Thérese of Spain (and not Marie-Antoinette, as it is commonly be-
lieved) allegedly declared in the face of all-too-real hunger.4! The individual
poet’s fall from an edenic correspondence between men and things finds its
historical correlative in the fall from the illusion of fraternity to the reality of
fratricide, from the idealism of the Revolution to the reality of the Terror.42

Baudelaire’s dictum “Toute révolution a pour corollaire le massacre des in-
nocents” is an eloquent comment on the price of revolution and counterrevo-
lution, and of the murderous rites of collective purification.®? Yet “La Corde”
also suggests that, unlike the bloody spectacles of revolution, the violence par-
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ticular to the postrevolutionary epoch is insidiously woven into the social fab-
ric by the mercenary logic of commerce. Attesting to a crisis in representing the
postrevolutionary collective as bound by the harmonious threads of frarernizé
and concorde, “La Corde” points to the emergence of an order where the logic
of the market, in service of superstition, fosters its own species of terror. A pos-
session relinquished, if not sold, by his parents, figuratively consumed by the
painter, his family, and neighbors, the boy symbolically refers to the bodies
and beings that suffer the price of new social modes of production and con-
sumption. Both at the center and the margins of the relations enabled by his
body, he is—significantly—barred from consumption. His “immoderate and
excessive” tastes are forbidden and threatened with punishment. His suicide,
then, is a powerful demystification of the underlying logic governing both aes-
thetic and social production. As Baudelaire trenchantly says in his notebooks:
“Le commerce, Cest le prété-rendu, cest le prét avec le sous-entendu : Rends
moi plus que je ne te donne” (OC, 1: 703; emphasis added). In keeping with the
spirit of the market, then, a body acquires value when it yields more than has
been invested in it. “La Corde” develops this implicit premise to its conclu-
sion: the mother makes a profit off the death of her child; the painter’s invest-
ment in his model(s) must have been amply repaid by his paintings if his
“business” keeps him out for several hours at a time. As for the neighbors who
solicit the rope, their everlasting good fortune will only cost them a few
francs.44 By staging himself as a nazure morte, the boy literalizes his own reifi-
cation and unveils the latent violence of a community in which a person’s
body only acquires value through its symbolic circulation.

Baudelaire fully grasped the consequences of revolutionary upheavals in the
body politic for the living and vulnerable bodies within it. As a poet-dandy
and an allegoricist, he knew such violence to be the material consequence of
idealist systems imposing their form upon an embodied and differentiated so-
cial content. His sardonic remarks in the early days of the abortive Second Re-
public indicate a keen awareness of the human cost of revolutionary upheaval:
“Lorsque Marat, cet homme doux, et Robespierre, cet homme propre, de-
mandaient, celui-1a trois-cent mille tétes, celui-ci, la permanence de la guillo-
tine, ils obéissaient & I'inéluctable logique de leur systeme.”#> Such declarations
about the bloody realities of revolution are more than the provocative boutades
of an aesthete thrilling in the spectacle of history. They are unflinching assess-
ments of the price of revolution. Revolutionary utopianism, in its vision of a
body politic as matter to be shaped into coherence, is almost always associated
with sacrificial terror in Baudelaire’s thought. For the revolutionary—and in
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this he is truly kin to the despotic artis—necessarily turns a blind eye to the hu-
man cost of transformation, to the bodies that were once attached to the three
hundred thousand heads requested by Marat, that is to say, to “le fait réel.”

Even more unbearable than the spectacular despotism of the Terror for
Baudelaire, however, was the headless, flabby despotism of the multitudes in
postrevolutionary France. His outbursts against the formless hydra of democ-
racy should not be dismissed as the histrionics of an aristocratic aesthete repu-
diating his dabbling in republican politics.4¢ His disgust at the United
States—described as a shapeless monster—is telling in this regard. It betrays
an obscure yet prescient sense of the violences underlying a decentered, com-
mercial metropolis: “mais Cela ! cette cohue de vendeurs et d’acheteurs, ce
sans-nom, ce monstre sans téte, ce déporté derriere I'Océan, Etat I” (OC, 2:
327). A social field governed by the fluctuating rules of the market, politically
mystified by an apparent diffusion of class antagonism, and in which “cette co-
hue” blindly collaborates in its own subjection—this also seems to have been
Baudelaire’s thumbnail sketch of the brave new world inaugurated by the Sec-
ond Empire.

In his portrait of Théophile Gautier, Baudelaire proposes a curious parallel
between the utopianism of revolutionary thought and the conformism of its
failed aftermath. He blames this “tyrannie contradictoire” on the fact that
France and “le caractere utopique, communiste, alchimique, de tous ses
cerveaux ne lui permet qu'une passion exclusive : celle des formules sociales.
Ici, chacun veut ressembler 4 tout le monde, mais & condition que tout le
monde lui ressemble” (OC, 2: 125). The utopian attempt to alchemically trans-
form the world to the measure of its abstract formulae is echoed in the major-
ity’s desire to contemplate and consume its flattering self-images in art. The
revolutionary’s will to purification thus finds its degraded correlative in the
bourgeoisie’s attempt to hold the multiplicity of its social and cultural envi-
ronment in its conformist grip. The violence of this narcissistic self-replication
is conveyed throughout Baudelaire’s poetry. The rope that hangs the boy and
consecrates this anonymous community is but an example of the price of such
collective transformation. The usurping twin brother of “Le Géteau” and the
malevolent, proliferating old men of “Les Sept veillards” also recover the dis-
quiet occulted by the apparently benign cult of universal sameness.

Let us now return to Baudelaire’s declaration that “Non seulement, je serais
heureux d’étre victime, mais je ne hairais pas d’étre bourreau, — pour sentir
la Révolution de deux manieres !I” (OC, 2: 961). In a sense, his vocation as poet
locked him into this contradictory historical predicament long before he chose
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to embrace it. For the poet-dandy is the despotic figure par excellence; his sov-
ereign imagination “executes” a recalcitrant and fragmentary reality in its im-
age. As Pierre Pachet remarks, “Dans une société qui ne possede plus de
monarque sacré mais un Empereur bénin et médiocre . . . la tyrannie est acca-
parée par les artistes : ils ressentent avec plus de nervosité ce qu’il y a de despo-
tique dans la réalité . . . et en méme temps exercent, en tant que nouveaux
princes, le plus magnifique et plus arbitraires des pouvoirs” (Pachet, Premier
venu, 125). And yet, as Walter Benjamin has shown, the poet-merchant is also
a victim at the mercy of the market’s grip. The hanging boy of “La Corde,”
whose noose suggests voicelessness made visible, is a striking avatar for this
predicament. An anterior version of the poem makes this parallel more ex-
plicit, for it concludes thus: “Un meétre de corde de pendu, a cent francs le
décimetre, I'un dans l'autre, chacun payant selon leurs moyens, cela fait mille
francs, un réel, un efficace soulagement pour cette pauvre mere.”#” The fate of
the noose, the appraisal and circulation of its fragments, resonates with that of
poetry and its circulation in the newspapers. As each decimeter of rope is
worth one hundred francs, similarly, each line of Baudelaire’s prose poems
fetched roughly three sous apiece. The preface to Le Spleen de Paris fully ac-
knowledges that the prose poems emerge out of these new conditions for lit-
erature’s production and consumption. Advertised as a corpus that can be
hacked into pieces (or trongons), the format of these poems is designed to pro-
vide “admirables commodités” for the writer, editor, and reader alike as the
text passes through their hands: “Considérez, je vous prie, quelles admirables
commodités cette combinaison nous offre 4 tous, a vous, 2 moi et au lecteur.
Nous pouvons couper ol nous voulons” (OC, 1: 275).

A textual body cut up into fragments in order to facilitate its circulation,
the strings of the poetic lyre on sale for a few francs apiece, such metaphors
capture some of the violence of the markets logic, and of literature’s paradox-
ical implication in it. Poetry has relinquished its hieratic autonomy.# It is co-
opted and cut up by the demands of an urban consumer culture, victimized or
prostituted by its readers’ narcissistic investments. Yet, as Baudelaire also sug-
gests throughout his oeuvre, art in its own way participates in the (dis)figura-
tion of bodies, the capture and shaping of matter into symbolic form. Poetry’s
idealizing force resonates and even colludes with cultural logics of representa-
tion that imprint a mobile and differentiated social body. That Baudelaire was
able to probe the complexity of poetry’s imbrication within shifting forms of
violence speaks to his ethical understanding of history. For to inhabit the os-
cillation between victim and executioner, alternatively and reciprocally, is
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deeply to understand the human cost of the revolutions—both spectacular
and veiled—that unfold around us.

It is impossible to impose neat allegorical closure upon Baudelaire’s poetry,
and teasing out the possible historical significances of the poet’s notorious
ironies is risky business indeed. By applying pressure on the linguistic ambi-
guities of his prose poems and spinning out the political resonances of their
imagery, I have tried to shed some light on the poet’s prescient understanding
of terror, not as a historical event, but rather as a force infiltrating every nerve
of the postrevolutionary social body. The ritual public executions of the Terror
exhibited the sacrifices that founded and consecrated a new social order. Be-
sides sporadic resurgences that have failed to bring about the republic, these
purgative violences, Baudelaire suggests, have sunk underground. A diffuse
force nourishing a decapitated social organism, one of terror’s most insidious
new faces is commerce. The illusions bred by commerce are as innumerable as
the relations between men and men, men and things, and men as things.
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Baudelaire’s Women and the Forms
of Modernity

La femme a faim et elle veut manger. Soif; et elle veur boire.
Elle est en rut et elle veut étre foutue.
Le beau mérite !
La femme est naturelle, cest-a-dire abominable.
Baudelaire, “Mon coeur mis a nu”

Baudelaire is notorious for the violence of his representations of women. The
unabashed misogyny of his declarations on female nature seems to require lit-
tle commentary. Yet let us begin with this most damning of statements, “La
femme est naturelle, Cest-a-dire, abominable,” to consider the “nature” of this
femininity in Baudelaire’s poetry. The notion of woman as a regressive, in-
stinctual organism, as many critics have shown, participates in a broader cul-
tural disquiet about the female body, a fascinated repugnance for the un-
thinking materiality that this body represents. For Baudelaire, a woman who
has not been transfigured through artifice—through fashion or cosmetics—
appears to be the very incarnation of unredeemed materiality. But her aes-
thetic reincarnation is proof of art’s power to redeem matter. In artistic terms,
then, “woman” may function as a material body, a substance to be alchemi-
cally transformed by the creative process. Or, like the traditional muse, she
may serve as a figure for poetry itself. In the dédicace of Les Paradis artificiels,
Baudelaire declares that “La femme est fatalement suggestive ; elle vit d’une
autre vie que la sienne propre ; elle vit spirituellement dans les imaginations
quelle hante et quelle féconde” (OC, 1: 399). The category of “woman” is de-
livered here from its material content and redefined as pure metaphor, as a fig-
ure for figuration itself. Such conflicting definitions of woman—as “naturelle”
and as “fatalement suggestive”—contradictorily posit the female body as both
mactter and figure, both resistance to and catalyst for aesthetic production.
Baudelaire is certainly not alone in harboring this ambivalence about the
female body, as a plethora of late nineteenth-century writings attests. A
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woman’s body is “naturelle, c’est-a-dire abominable” in Zola’s Nana and her
contagious sexuality or “fatalement suggestive” in Mallarmé’s ballerina, whose
body generates a series of signs (glaive, coupe, fleurs) that detach themselves
from the swirl of her limbs and gauzes. In these representations, femininity
stands in both for a regressive materiality upon which social and artistic
processes are inscribed and as the figure for an open-ended semiotic drift.

This contradictory mapping of gender—as nature and as sign—opens a
consideration of “woman” as the placeholder for aesthetic modernism’s vexed
relationship to reference. As Fredric Jameson has observed, the distinction be-
tween modernism and postmodernism is usually conceptualized in terms of a
“dissolution of reference.” High modernist art still retains the vestiges of faith
in categories such as nature, being, depth, and authenticity, even if such con-
cepts are on the brink of disappearance. Under the conditions of postmod-
ernism, however, melancholy alienation cedes to a poker-faced celebration of
glossy surfaces and artifice. For Jameson, Baudelaire is at the threshold be-
tween modernism and postmodernism. His poetry voices the eclipse of po-
etry’s expressivist and referential vectors, ushering in the heterogeneous dis-
junction and textual free play of consumer society and its simulacra: “The
whole drama of modernism will lie here indeed, in the way in which its own
peculiar life and logic depend on the reduction of reference to an absolute
minimum and on the elaboration, in the former place of reference, of complex
symbolic and often mythical frameworks and scaffolding: yet the latter depend
on preserving a final tension between text and referent, on keeping alive one
last shrunken point of reference, like a dwarf sun still glowing feebly on the
horizon of the modernist text.”!

Jameson’s reading of Baudelaire is attuned to the multiplicity of potential
histories dormant in his poetry and actualized in its readings. It nuances
Baudelaire’s canonization (discussed in Chapter 1) as a melancholy witness of
modernity by suggesting how the poet’s scenarios of reification resonate with
our postmodern culture of commodities.2 In this chapter, I want to take this
analysis one step further by exploring how the drama of modernism might
have less to do with a vanishing point of reference than with staging the aes-
thetic and material conditions that produce the illusion of reference in the first
place. As the preceding chapters suggest, the “crisis of representation” that
continues to define historical modernity and aesthetic modernism opens a re-
flection on the production of reference itself. The human body is a key locus
in the self-reflexive turn of French modernism. Its explicitly figural production
in literary texts illuminates some of the material conditions of the body’s in-
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scription into form by social and cultural representations. The representation
of bodies #hrough this reflection on reference invites a reading of the ideologi-
cal as well as aesthetic processes that make bodies “matter” (the processes that
materialize the body and invest it with meaning and value).? Baudelaire’s writ-
ing illuminates the cultural conditions that produce a body and invest it with
value in the ideological map of the Second Empire. The body—as a site for
the enactment of historical violences that are mirrored and critiqued by liter-
ary counterviolence—will also be the locus of my subsequent investigation of
post-Baudelairean committed ironists.

My reading of the body through notions of performativity and violence
does not strive to make Baudelaire our postmodern feminist contemporary.
Rather, I suggest that Baudelaire belongs to a continuum of writers (including
Gautier and Balzac) whose apparent retreat into textuality in fact explores the
human body’s contradictory status as vulnerable materiality and as cultural
sign. Their representation of the body converges with the representation of
writing to show how materiality itself is defined by cultural assumptions about
the body’s nature, ground, place, and performance. The horizon for this read-
ing of Baudelaire’s female bodies could thus extend to later representatives of
literature’s “disembodiment” such as Mallarmé (to whom I turn in the coda to
this chapter), Valéry, Rachilde (discussed in Chapter s), Colette, and other
early and high modernists who map the poetic, economic, and cultural in-
scription of material bodies into form, thereby putting bodies in motion and
texts on stage.4

As we have seen, Baudelaire’s strategies of poetic counterviolence bring into
relief the human body’s fate as it circulates in the poetic and social field. In “La
Corde,” the violence of aesthetic production virtually “executes” the “fait réel,”
or facticity, of the child model’s body. This allegorical violence is in turn em-
bedded in larger social structures that reify, dislocate, and circulate bodies for
aesthetic, economic, and symbolic profit. Baudelaire thus discloses the price of
aesthetic representation and embeds the violence of allegory into the structural
violence of a life-world dominated by commerce. Violence becomes a vehicle
for the inscription of competing aesthetic, economic, and ideological contexts
within the poem itself.

The following pages situate Baudelaire within broader nineteenth-century
discourses on gender and modernity. I argue that “woman” becomes a site of
contested meaning at the crossroads of aesthetic modernism and the material
conditions of capitalist urban modernity. Since the prostitute is so central to
this contradictory mapping of woman as matter, sign, and commodity object,
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my discussion will take us through a reading of prostitution in the nineteenth-
century literary imagination, starting with Balzac (to whom Baudelaire pays
tribute throughout his oeuvre) to consider Baudelaire’s transformation of pros-
titution into a metaphor for the inscription of bodies into meaning in his
prose poem “Les Foules.” I then turn to a series of poems that put bodies in
motion and poetry on stage, thereby disclosing the violence of signifying prac-
tices that constitute the very “nature” of femininity. The chapter concludes
with a brief reading of Mallarmé in this vein, to consider how modernism’s ap-
parent “disembodiment” might offer a critical genealogy of the body’s pro-
duction in modernity.

The Prostitute as Body and Figure: Balzac’s La Fille aux yeux d’or

For Baudelaire, woman is at once a regressive organic corporeality and a mo-
bile, semiotic entity. As the latter, she is linked both to the creation of art and
to commodity fetishism. In the famous pages of Le Peintre de la vie moderne,
Baudelaire describes woman as one “pour qui, mais surtout par gui les artistes
et les poetes composent leurs plus délicats bijoux” (OC, 2: 713), that is to say,
as a vehicle for poetic transportation. Yet she is herself a #hing of beauty, an ob-
ject circulating in the marketplace of erotic, aesthetic, and consumer desire.
Decked out in jewels and fabrics that billow from their limbs, “faisant ainsi des
deux, de la femme et de la robe, une totalité indivisible” (OC, 2: 714), beauti-
ful women harmoniously blend together flesh and fashion, matter and figure,
nature and art. The clothes and ornamentation grafted onto the female body,
like the idealizing impact of poetry itself, are “comme une déformation sub-
lime de la nature, ou plutét comme un essai permanent et successif de réfor-
mation de la nature” (OC, 2: 716).

The prostitute is a key figure for woman’s cultural mapping as resistant
matter and meaningful sign. As a body reduced to meat for sale, the prostitute
incarnates a pathological animality. Yet she is also a performer transformed by
fashion and cosmetics into a desirable commodity. She is thus at once “na-
turelle,” “abominable,” and “fatalement suggestive.” As many cultural historians
have argued, the nineteenth-century artistic fascination with prostitutes shared
by Balzac, Baudelaire, the Goncourts, Barbey d’Aurevilly, Flaubert, Zola, and
many others rehearses typically “modernist” anxieties about corporeality, or-
ganic matter, and temporal decay. For Charles Bernheimer, the artistic solutions
to such a feminized understanding of organic life—artifice, self-reflexivity,
autonomy—spell the very birth of modernism: “Confronted by this patho-
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logical erosion, the writer must construct art against nature, against woman,
against the organic. Such constructions of artifice and reflexivity signal the
birth of modernism, which . . . is inscribed on the prostitute’s wounded
body.”> Yet the prostitute is also a symbol of money itself. Her mobility and
semiotic expertise enact the circulation of commodities in economic moder-
nity. While the obsession with the prostitute is obviously linked to her associ-
ations with the body as a diseased and decaying materiality, this anxiety is also
profoundly semiotic and responds to a crisis of legibility within the social body.
If women could circulate and cash in on their bodies as commodities in the
public sphere, prostitutes were the incontrovertible evidence of the permeabil-
ity of class and gender boundaries in the anonymous, market-driven context
of the city.® The prostitute is figured as the “embodiment” of bourgeois capi-
talist modernity.

The prostitute and the kinds of femininity she represents become a power-
ful site of contest for the claims of gender, class, and art. At once “naturelle,
Cest-a-dire abominable” and “fatalement suggestive,” she represents a conflict
between the aesthetic imagination and its matter, between “form” and its
“contents.” She also articulates the tension between atavistic nature and urban
modernity. An embodiment of what Baudelaire calls “la sauvagerie dans la
civilisation,” she is a point of resistance to narratives of historical progress and,
as such, illustrates what Naomi Schor has described as an accepted “divorce
between women and modernity” (Breaking the Chain, 145). Yet the venal fe-
male body enacts the very workings of capitalist modernity. To further tease
out the points of conjunction that the prostitute allows us to discern between
the female body, aesthetic modernism, and urban modernity, let us turn to
Balzac’s La Fille aux yeux d'or, a novella that Baudelaire recalls in La Fanfarlo
(1847) and that plays out a series of cultural assumptions on women’s “place”
in modernity.”

In Balzac’s tale, the body of the golden-eyed girl becomes the site of a strug-
gle between the archaic, oriental way of life, and the circulation of commodi-
ties under modern industrial capitalism. Balzac’s opening chapter, titled “Phy-
sionomies parisiennes,” describes the multiple currencies of gold and pleasure
that circulate within and between the city’s layered socioeconomic spheres. In
this introductory panorama, Paris is a hierarchical pyramid that, from its toil-
ing workers to its corrupt bankers and lawyers, pulses to the uniform beat of
or et plaisir. At the summit of this pyramid, we find the luxurious chambers of
the aristocracy, where women live like rare flowers that blossom far from the
city’s tumult: “il se rencontre, dans le monde féminin, de petites peuplades
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heureuses qui vivent i lorientale . . . elles demeurent cachées, comme des
plantes rares qui ne déploient leurs pétales qu'a certaines heures, et qui con-
stituent de véritables exceptions exotiques” (Histoire des Treize, 225). While
these women are the final recipients of the upward surge of wealth in the city,
they appear untainted by the capitalist machinery’s cycle of labor, production,
and expenditure. Aristocratic women live in a premodern, static, and “orien-
tal” state that lies outside the Parisian economy of gold and pleasure, even
though their exotic and oriental chambers are its final destination.

Balzac situates his girl with golden eyes at the heart of this paradox. Amidst
the urban swirl of money and pleasure lies the timeless oriental interior in
which Paquita is kept like a rare blossom by her jealous mistress, the marquise
de San Réal. Baptized as “la fille aux yeux d’or” by her admirers, designated as
“fille”—prostitute as well as girl—her association with the public circulation
of money is stressed throughout the tale. A feeling and thinking embodiment
of gold itself, her eyes are portrayed as commodities secking a buyer and as
metonyms for the living gold driving modern Paris: “deux yeux jaune comme
ceux des tigres ; un jaune d’or qui brille, de 'or vivant, de 'or qui pense, de
or qui aime et veut absolument venir dans votre gousset” (Histoire des Treize,
236). Yet, along with her incarnation as commodity fetish circulating in the
modern metropolis, she is also emblematic of a static, preindustrial, “oriental”
lifestyle, an exotic harem girl out of a Delacroix painting. Paquita is thus an
overdetermined site of cultural inscription: as nature, art, oriental slave, and
Parisian commodity fetish.

Balzac dedicated La Fille aux yeux d'or to Delacroix, after seeing the painter’s
luminous orientalist interior Femmes d’Alger dans leur appartement in 1834. His
gestures to Delacroix in this ekphrastic novella explore art’s relationship to a
new urban economy of gold and pleasure. Paquita’s body is explicitly described
as a work of art. She is “un chef d’oeuvre de la nature” and also “I'original de la
délirante peinture, appelée la femme caressant sa chimére” (Histoire des Treize,
237).8 Her bloody end accomplishes her destiny as art. Ripped to shreds by her
jealous keeper, the marquise de San Réal (who turns out to be the half-sister of
Paquita’s lover, Henri de Marsay), her death is a spectacular tableau that rivals
Delacroix’s Death of Sardanapalus. Her struggle to escape her keeper’s fury is
visible in the bloody imprint of her hands and feet on the walls and divan of
her boudoir, imprints coldly described by de Marsay as so many traces of the
marquise’s fantaisie. The sensuous violence of these hieroglyphs attests to an
orientalist aesthetic that situates itself above and beyond social law.
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La Fille aux yeux d'or shores up an archaic figure of oriental despotism (the
marquise as Sardanapalus) against the more disquieting flux of a postrevolu-
tionary, market-driven society in which bodies anonymously circulate through
economic transactions. The final chapter, titled “La Force du sang,” reiterates
the biological ties of blood over the circulating relationships of the market.
This is conveyed in the image of the brother and sister’s incestuous embrace
over the bloody corpse of a mistress unwittingly shared. While Paquita is re-
peatedly embedded in a Parisian economy of bodies bought and sold, the con-
clusion displaces this reification onto the Orient. “Elle est d’'un pays ol les
femmes ne sont pas des étres, mais des choses dont on fait ce qu'on veut, que
P'on vend, que 'on achete, que I'on tue, enfin dont on se sert pour ses caprices,
comme vous vous servez ici de vos meubles” (Histoire des Treize, 289), the mar-
quise declares, assuaging de Marsay’s concern that Paquita’s mother will de-
nounce the murder. Paquita’s incarnation as art, as she dies in a pool of blood,
is explicitly tied to her status as a commodity sold by her mother. She is a dec-
orative piece of furniture whose erasure from circulation will escape notice.
Whereas the denaturalization of filial ties by economic transactions is initially
established as a Parisian predicament, it is displaced into another place at the
novel’s conclusion. La Fille aux yeux d’or’s punishment, then, is an aesthetic re-
demption of social and sexual mobility. It relegates the disruption of filial ties
characteristic of a market-driven society onto the Orient. By reversing the at-
tributes traditionally opposing the archaic Orient to modern civilization,
Balzac’s narrative can be read as providing a symbolic solution of sorts to anx-
ieties about capitalist bourgeois modernity.?

Naomi Schor has argued that whereas Flaubert’s narratives operate a partial
denaturalization of gender, in which the attributes of gender are considered as
both anatomical and cultural accounts of the difference between men and
women, Balzac’s “univocal narrative voice . . . serves to naturalize, that is to
feminize passivity.”10 Yet, as Schor notes, many of Balzac’s most celebrated
texts (Seraphita, Sarrasine, La Peau de chagrin) attest to the instability of such
natural determinations of gender. La Fille aux yeux d’or plays out the tension
between Balzac’s naturalization of the social (in Paquita’s portrait as the essence
of presocial, anti-modern femininity) and a partial denaturalization of the
body (in her overdetermined representation as oriental art work and as com-
modity fetish).!! The complex maneuvers in the narrative produce Paquita as
both a regressive materiality and a crafted object upon which erotic, economic
and allegorical desire are violently enacted.
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Baudelaire and the Prostitution of Poetry

Queest-ce que l'art ? Prostitution.
Baudelaire, “Fusées”

“[E]lle darde son regard sous son chapeau, comme un portrait dans son cadre.
Elle représente bien la sauvagerie dans la civilisation,” Baudelaire says of a
courtesan’s drawing by Constantin Guys. “Elle porte le regard a I'horizon,
comme la béte de proie” (OC, 2: 720). The courtesan is a predatory beast pac-
ing through the urban jungle; she is Juvenal’s foemina simplex, reduced to ag-
gressive biological facticity. Yet the flash of her eyes from beneath the rim of
her hat is likened to a portrait in its frame, destabilizing the opposition be-
tween matter and figure, between the body and art, and between savagery and
civilization. Baudelaire here rehearses the conflicting accounts of femininity
observed thus far (as nature, art, commodity fetish, savagery, and civilization).
Yet elsewhere in his work, “prostitution” is redefined as a dynamic metaphor
for poetry, and more specifically, for the circulation of bodies and things in the
poetic and social texts. In contrast to the contemporary discourse of contain-
ment found in texts such as Alexandre Parent-Duchitelet’s De la prostitution
dans la ville de Paris (1836) and exemplified in the creation of the maisons de
tolérance, Baudelaire uses “prostitution” to denote an explosion of psychic
boundaries and a free circulation of subjectivities.!2 Poetic prostitution releases
the body from its gendered and class determinations, thus calling into ques-
tion the cultural processes of naturalization found in accounts of the venal
body by authors such as Balzac, Zola, or Barbey d’Aurevilly. Baudelaire’s “dis-
embodiment” of the prostitute into a metaphor for semiotic exchange, how-
ever, is more than a symptom of some misogynist rejection of the female
body.!3 Rather, in his work, poetic prostitution becomes a metaphor for the
semiotic exchanges of allegory and commodity production, a heuristic tool for
investigating the tension between body and form within interlocking processes
of representation.

In the prose poem “Les Foules,” the poet is figured as a prostitute driven by
“le gotit du travestissement et du masque” to plunge into the electric force
field of the urban experience. This abdication of poetic sovereignty is extolled
as “cette ineffable orgie . . . cette sainte prostitution de 'dme qui se donne tout
entitre, poésie et charité, a 'imprévu qui se montre, a I'inconnu qui passe”
(OG, 1: 291). Yet Baudelaire’s celebration of poetry as charity is sabotaged from
the outset: the universal communion with the urban crowds is not an experi-
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ence available to all; it takes place “au dépens du genre humain.” The poet is
an dme errante who possesses bodies in their unthinking materiality. This non-
reciprocity dismantles the very idea of communion: “Multitude, solitude :
terms égaux et convertibles pour le poete actif et fécond. Qui ne sait pas peu-
pler sa solitude, ne sait pas non plus étre seul dans une foule affairée” (ibid.).
Multitude and solitude are indeed equal and convertible terms, not because of
the poet’s “conversion” to the collectivity, but because of the “convertibility” of
otherness into sameness, of human material into poetic matter.

Walter Benjamin suggests that Baudelaire’s poet-as-prostitute discovers the
reification characterizing relations between people and things in a market
economy. Inspired by Marx’s definition of the commodity fetish as a “definite
social relation between men that assumes, in their eyes, the fantastic form of a
relation between things” (Marx-Engels Reader, 321), Benjamin examines the
kinship between the poet-narrator of “Les Foules” and the commodity caught
in the bustle of the urban clientéle. The poet-prostitute’s fascinated identifica-
tion with dead matter, his sterile and imaginary empathy for strangers, situates
Baudelaire within the class of mystified petit bourgeois that had yet to fully
grasp its reification by the forces of the market.

Yet Benjamin’s account of “Les Foules” as an example of ideological mystifi-
cation misses the irony of the poem’s conclusion, in which the underlying inter-
subjective relations of domination that produce the commodity fetish-relations
do surface: “Il est bon d’apprendre quelquefois aux heureux de ce monde, ne
flit-ce que pour humilier un instant leur sot orgueil, qu’il est des bonheurs
supérieurs au leur, plus vastes et plus raflinés. Les fondateurs de colonies, les
pasteurs de peuples, les prétres missionnaires exilés au bout du monde, con-
naissent sans doute quelque chose de ces mystérieuses ivresses ; et, au sein de
la vaste famille que leur génie s'est faite, ils doivent rire quelquefois de ceux qui
les plaignent pour leur fortune si agitée et leur vie si chaste” (OC, 1: 291-92).

Baudelaire’s poet-narrator links the aesthetics of prostitution—and its arbi-
trary assignment of value to others as empty sites—to the mystical founda-
tions of ideological formations. In that sense, the poet-prostitute is kindred to
shepherds of peoples, missionaries, and founders of colonies, all of whom taste
the joy of generating communities from within and over which they reign
with unquestioned authority. Like the artistic despot of “Une Mort héroique,”
the founders of colonies, of religious orders, or of imaginary worlds reign “au
sein de la vaste famille que leur génie sest faite” (emphasis added). The reflex-
ive form underlines the solipsism of these “imagined communities.”

The conclusion of “Les Foules” takes the figure of the poet—prostitute—
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commodity fetish out of the urban marketplace and locates its kindred spirits
outside the dominant bourgeois order, in “premodern” social structures based
on the sovereignty of the missionary, the colonizer, or the spiritual leader. The
convertibility of things, established by their exchange value, is redeemed into
their conversion by the authoritarian despot. In this regard, the final lines of
“Les Foules” echo Balzac’s La Fille aux yeux d’or, which also concludes on the
oriental despot’s will over Paquita’s circulation as an object on the marketplace
of aesthetic and erotic desire. Yet in an unexpected dialectical turn, the com-
modity’s subjection and the subject’s sovereignty are figured in “Les Foules”
from the stances of both victime and bourreau. Baudelaire’s poet-prostitute not
only occupies the position of the commodity caught in the turbulence of a free
market (as Benjamin describes it), he also embodies the despotism of rulers
who found and legitimate communities by transforming their subjects into
empty sites or dead matter to which value and meaning may be assigned. The
poet-prostitute becomes both subject and object, victim and executioner—as
well as symptom and critic—of prostitution’s logic. Baudelaire thus releases
prostitution from its gendered determination, transforming it instead into a
dynamic principle of force that operates in aesthetic, sexual, economic, and, as
I shall show, colonial systems. Prostitution enacts the violence of allegorical
desire as it transforms bodies and things into poetic and cultural meaning.!>

The preceding discussion of prostitution has traced a number of contradic-
tory topoi structuring accounts of femininity in the nineteenth-century liter-
ary imagination. “Woman” is posited both as regressive materiality and as
meaningful sign, as savagery and civilization. She is at once archaic or exotic
nature, modern commodity object, and work of art. These contradictory de-
terminations invite an inquiry into the female body as a site for competing
symbolic violences in the Second Empire’s vision of modernity. Baudelaire’s re-
hearsal of these overdetermined accounts denaturalizes the very category of
gender. This denaturalization opens up an analysis of “woman” as a key cate-
gory for ['art pour l'ars, that is to say, as a resistance to and catalyst for the de-
realizing tendencies of aesthetic modernism. It also enables a consideration of
“woman” as a placeholder and token for conflicting accounts of modernity in
the nineteenth century.!¢

The poems examined in the remainder of this chapter trace the conditions
for a gendered body’s emergence in the poetic and the broader sociocultural
and colonial field. All three texts define woman as either “naturelle” or as “fa-
talement suggestive,” and posit the female body as simultaneously matter and
figure, as resistance to and catalyst for productions that are not only poetic,
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but also sexual, socioeconomic, racial, and colonial. These textual exhibitions
of the female body are fully attuned to the Second Empire’s spectacular dis-
plays of commodity culture (expositions universelles, department stores, pano-
ramas, fairs, public morgues, and arcades).!” Baudelaire’s “Une Martyre” is an
ornate, poetic fzit divers that transforms the domestic interior into a spectacu-
lar crime scene; “La Femme sauvage et la petite-maitresse” unfolds in a carni-
val fair, casting the poet as a sort of sideshow barker; and “La Belle Dorothée”
takes on the glossy promise of an invitation au voyage, a cruise to tropical bliss
that puts the “native” body of a colonial subject on display. In all three texts, a
female body is exhibited as either allegorical or natural, and in each case, vio-
lence is ironically deployed to reveal the hidden violences of Baudelaire’s nine-
teenth century, the price exacted by urban, imperial, and colonial modernity.

Losing Ones Head to Things: “Une Martyre”

La femme est fatalement suggestive ; elle vit d'une autre vie que
la sienne propre ; elle vit spirituellement dans les imaginations
quelle hante er qu'elle féconde.

Baudelaire, Les Paradis artificiels, “Préface”

Balzac’s evocation of Paquita’s opulent boudoir, filtered through the colors and
lights of Delacroix’s orientalist paintings, set the stage for Baudelaire’s “Une
Martyre.”'® A poem that mysteriously escaped censorship in 1857 despite its
extraordinary sexual violence and necrophilic overtones, “Une Martyre” is in-
spired by an anonymous masterpiece depicting a decapitated woman in an op-
ulent apartment. It provides a vivid mise-en-scéne of Baudelaire’s conception
of the female body as an aesthetic figure delivered from all material content,
and as catalyst and muse for poetry itself. Yet in doing so, it also grasps the vi-
olence of this allegorical inscription of gender, for here the woman is “fatale-
ment suggestive” in the most literal sense of the expression. It is only insofar
as her body is dead and virtually in pieces that the process of allegorization and
the parallel activities of detection, circulation, and consumption, can take
place. As in “La Corde,” where the violence of allegory is embedded in the
structural violence of the postrevolutionary body politic and its ethos of com-
merce, “Une Martyre” links the allegorization of female bodies to their circu-
lation as commodities in the modern city. Like the poems examined in the
previous chapter, the self-reflexive features of aesthetic modernism open up a
critique of the material conditions of urban modernity.
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“Une Martyre” hovers at the margins of many passages in Walter Ben-
jamin’s essays on Baudelaire, even if explicit references to the poem are rare
and no reading on the scale of “A une passante” is elaborated.! As the first
chapter of this book proposed, Benjamin’s reading of Baudelaire as a witness
to the trauma of modernity has often been privileged at the expense of the
more historical and materialist readings offered in eatlier versions of his “On
Some Motifs in Baudelaire.” These earlier readings “embedded” Baudelaire
into the broader cultural landscape of the nineteenth century by situating po-
etry within a spectrum of cultural artifacts (such as arcades, fashion, and pho-
tography) that, when scrutinized, reveal the mystifications of high capitalism
and the phantasmagoria of the bourgeoisie. Yet, as my previous discussions
have suggested, Benjamin’s ambiguous positioning of poetry primarily as
witness to the ideological contradictions of its historical moment and as a
symptomatic inscription of historical trauma tends to eclipse the more active,
contestatory, and political dimensions of Baudelaire’s poetics.2? The following
reading of “Une Martyre” explores Benjamin’s comments on the structural
similarities between allegory and commodity fetishism. I take three Ben-
jaminian motifs as guiding threads: the bourgeois interior, the poet as flineur
and prostitute, and the detective novel. All three motifs for Benjamin serve as
defensive responses to the disappearance of the individual in the jostle of the
modern city. My dialogue with these motifs strives to open up spaces for an
account of the critical dimension of Baudelaire’s engagement with the shocks
of modernity through the category of gender. By applying pressure on a Ben-
jaminian reading of “Une Martyre,” I suggest that Baudelaire’s allegory both
mirrors and critiques the female body’s reified circulation as a commodity.

From the reign of Louis-Philippe to the Second Empire, the bourgeoisie’s
growing investment in private spaces is a form of compensation for the erasure
of the individual by the masses of the metropolis. Benjamin describes how the
opulent apartment in the “Makart” style, for instance, was designed to faith-
fully reflect its owner’s individuality and furnished a kind of membrane pro-
tecting this reified imprint from public view.2! The spectacular interior of
Baudelaire’s “Une Martyre” is a fossil that retains the imprint of the victim’s
history. In this ostentatious décor, “nature” is represented as a “second nature”;
it is fully commodified and transformed into so many luxury items. Dresses,
jewels, bottles, paintings, pillows, furniture, and garter belts indiscriminately
pile up, collapsing the distinction between the organic and the inorganic (hair
mingles with jewelry), the organic and the synthetic (a flesh-colored stocking
clings to the victim’s leg), and between the vegetal and the human (the victim’s
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head is a “renoncule”). Nature is figured as a river of blood quenching a tex-

tiled field:

Un cadavre sans téte épanche comme un fleuve,
Sur loreiller désaltéré

Un sang rouge et vivant, dont la toile s'abreuve
Avec l'avidité d’un pré.

By the time the decapitated body is discovered by the reader in the third stanza,
it has become a decorative centerpiece displayed for public consumption, a
“renoncule” fated to join the dying flowers in their vases, a poetic fleur du mal.

While the human body is presented as an inert and petrified thing, inani-
mate objects are invested with human characteristics.22 The objects on display
brim with significance and furtive vitality: flowers exhale in their vases, the pil-
lowcase (a “toile,” or a canvas) thirstily drinks the victim’s blood, a jeweled
garter casts a glimmering look. The victim’s own gaze, however, is blank just as
her head, significantly, is “vide de pensers.”?? In this scenario, it is the rustle of
objects, the glint of a garter—that “ainsi qu'un oeil secret qui flambe / Darde
un regard diamanté”—that seduce, and even chain the spectator’s eyes to the
dreadful spectacle. Objects are anthropomorphized as consumers, agents, and
witnesses to the crime. The mutilated body is both another “thing” in the
apartment’s landscape and the necessary agent of transfer between nature,
commodity, and art.

“Une Martyre” stages the logic of commodity fetishism. The animation of
its objects illustrates the consumer’s delirious identification with dead matter
in the marketplace. The anthropomorphic nature of correspondences yields to
a dense network of relations between dead—yet animate—things.24 We have
entered a world in which objects are both allegorical and commodified: they
stand in for some “natural” counterpart and yet destroy the illusion of a real,
organic nature. For Benjamin, allegory and the commodity form were struc-
turally similar modes of representation. Just as the commodity on the market
is a sign invested with an arbitrary value, similarly allegory posits an arbitrary
relationship between a sign and its meaning. Allegory and commodity are rep-
resentational currencies whose origins are masked, erased, or forgotten. They
are processes that rip an object from its context of production, hollow it out,
and reify it in its circulation.?> How, then, might Baudelaire’s allegory of the
commodity form in “Une Martyre” also function as an allegory of allegory it-
self? How might the convergence of aesthetic, sexual, and urban economies
perform a critique of their overlapping violence?

107



Violence and Representation in Baudelaire

“Une Martyre” enacts the poetics of prostitution of “Les Foules.” The poet is
a voyeur who, like the flineur and poet-prostitute discussed above, wanders the
streets of Paris (and its museums) in search of bodies, homes, and things to en-
ter (along with anonymous masterpieces). The poet-voyeur slips into the paint-
ing/crime’s framed interior and appropriates its objects through a process of
identification. He turns the female body and the private interior inside out,
displaying both for public viewing. The apartment or protective membrane
containing its owner’s consciousness is ripped aside and exposed. The victim’s
body bears a synecdochal relationship to this exposed interior, its decapitation
figures, en abyme, the violation of the domestic space. Shamelessly splayed on
the bed, she exposes the secret splendor of her “natural” endowments:

Sur le lit, le tronc nu sans scrupule étale
Dans le plus complet abandon

La secrete splendeur et la beauté fatale
Dont la nature lui fit don.

The body’s commodification is conveyed in the verb éaler: to spread out
one’s wares at the marketplace or on the éulage of a grand magasin. Both the
apartment and the body are private containers brutally opened by the poet-
flaneur-voyeur and exhibited as objects on display. The human body’s mutila-
tion, and its parceling out into illegible pieces form the conditions of poetic
identification, aesthetic representation, and, ultimately, public consumption.

Curiously, in the eleventh stanza, the poet-spectator wonders if the martyr’s
physical senses may have opened themselves up to, and welcomed in, pressing

crowds of unspeakable desires:

Et ses sens par 'ennui mordus
Sétaient-ils entr’ouverts a la meute altérée
Des désirs errants et perdus ?

The allusion to a thirsty mob of stray desires conjures an image of the body’s
penetration and possession by the cizys wandering and aimless crowds, a sug-
gestion that is reinforced in the penultimate stanza’s allusions to the “monde
railleur,” “foule impure” and “magistrats curieux.” Not a portion of this body,
embedded and framed as it may be within the walls of a private apartment, has
remained immune to or unclaimed by the public domain.

The body and the apartment are thus the sites of multiple violations: by the
lover—assassin—suspected necrophiliac, by the crowds consuming the represen-
tations of the crime, by the poet-spectator of the “dessin d’un maitre inconnu,”
and by the reader of the poem. This violence characterizes each interpretive
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gesture made by the poet-viewer, such that the attempt to decipher the crime
scene becomes indissociable from a prurient reenactment of the crime itself.
As aesthetic object and desirable commodity, the body is no “given” matter;
rather, it is explicitly produced by the violence done to it.

For Benjamin, just as the opulent apartment serves as a defense against an
impersonal urban chaos, the rise of the detective novel can be explained by the
illusion it gives that an individual’s trajectory leaves recoverable traces in the
teeming metropolis.2¢ The intrigue of “Une Martyre” reproduces key elements
of the detective plot: the discovery of the body, the careful record of the crime
scene, the cataloguing of forensic evidence, the reconstruction of the victim’s
moral history and of the possible motives for the murder, up to the fanatical
courtroom interrogation before the gaze of the “foule impure” and “magistrats
curieux.” The poet-spectator is thus also a detective who reconstructs the
crime with whatever clues the anonymous dessin gives him. Strangely enough,
a painting within the drawing offers a key to the poetic investigation:

Le singulier aspect de cette solitude
Et d’un grand portrait langoureux
Aux yeux provocateurs comme son attitude
Révele un amour ténébreux,

Une coupable joie et des fétes étranges
Pleines de baisers infernaux,

Dont se réjouissent 'essaim des mauvais anges
Nageant dans les plis des rideaux;

The victim’s history is injected into an object (a portrait langoureux), which—
like the other objects in the room—is humanized and invested with the ability
to look and to seduce. The painting contains, en abyme, elements of the poetic
tableau itself, such as the teeming crowds of rejoicing witnesses (the “essaim des
mauvais anges”) repeated in the “meute altérée / Des désirs errants et perdus”
conjured up by the poet in the eleventh stanza, and in the penultimate stanza’s
allusion to the “monde railleur,” “foule impure” and “magistrats curieux.” All of
these framed representations and their crowds of witnesses—the portrait, the
anonymous drawing, the poetic tableau, and the poet’s own imaginary recon-
structions—are competing testimonies that promise to unlock the mystery of
the body’s history, only to be set into a dizzying regress of failed embeddings.
This failure to detect and consume the criminal scenario as one would a fair
divers or a macabre estampe érotique is a curious volte-face after the graphic
sensationalism of stanzas describing mutilation, orgies, and necrophilia. What
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is the significance of the poem’s abortive gestures toward the detective genre’s
typical structure of disclosure?

In a discussion of the roman policier, Benjamin makes explicit reference to
“Une Martyre” and provides a fascinating comment on the poet’s failure to
sustain the basic structure of the detective plot.

The detective story, the most momentous among Poe’s technical achieve-
ments, was part of a literature that satisfied Baudelaire’s postulate. Its analy-
sis constitutes part of the analysis of Baudelaire’s own work, despite the fact
that Baudelaire wrote no stories of this type. The Fleurs du mal have three of
its decisive elements as disjecta membra: the victim and the scene of the
crime (“Une Martyre”), the murderer (“Le Vin de Iassassin”), the masses
(“Le Crépuscule du soir”). The fourth element is lacking—the one that per-
mits the intellect to break through this emotion-laden atmosphere. Baude-
laire wrote no detective story because, given the nature of his instincts, it
was impossible for him to identify with the detective. In him, the calculat-
ing, constructive element was on the side of the asocial and had become an
integral part of cruelty. Baudelaire was too good a reader of the marquis de
Sade to be able to compete with Poe. (Benjamin, Charles Baudelaire, 43).

While Baudelaire clearly shows a disposition for the genre, his psychologi-
cal makeup and its fundamental asociality, according to Benjamin, forbid the
identification with the detective necessary for a successful criminal scenario.
Yet what beyond an instinctual disposition toward the criminal, the sadist, and
other such figures of abjection who resist the social order and its representative
magistrats could account for the complex interplay of identification and resis-
tance staged in this poem? The oscillating identifications with the commodi-
ties, the dismembered body on the scene, and the criminal himself suggest
that we are witnessing a typically Baudelairean mise-en-scene of the shifting
relationships between victime and bourreau, one that refuses any stable identi-
ficatory recuperation and that fully participates in the cruelty that is repre-
sented. It is only through a rehearsal of the representational logics of allegory,
commodity, and detection, from the standpoint of both victime and bourrean,
that the violent underpinnings of such logics may be disclosed.

The convergence of the detective genre with the allegory of commodifica-
tion ultimately unveils an allegory of the reading process itself, one that per-
forms the link between violence and representation. This violence is recorded
in the poetic form, with its incongruously deliberate, classical diction and its
syntactical reenactment of the decapitation in the enjambment between the
fourth and fifth stanzas (“La téte . . . / Repose.”) The poet-witness, a “hyp-
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ocrite lecteur” in his own right, enlists the reader’s participation and complic-
ity in the voyeuristic reading of the crime scene: as detective, as empathic
dandy and aesthete, as prurient voyeur and avid faits divers reader, as moralist
and finally, as both courtroom prosecutor and criminal lover. This delirium of
identifications culminates with the apostrophes that imagine the assassin’s
necrophilic violation of the corpse:

Lhomme vindicatif que tu n’as pu, vivante,
Malgré tant d’amour, assouvir,

Combla-t-il sur ta chair inerte et complaisante
Limmensité de son désir ?

Réponds, cadavre impur ! et par tes tresses roides
Te soulevant d’un bras fiévreux,
Dis-moi, téte effrayante, a-t-il sur tes dents froides

Collé les suprémes adieux ?

The poem’s abrupt suspension of these identifications comes as a shock, if not
a betrayal to the reader (as detective, consumer, and necrophiliac accomplice).
In the penultimate stanza, the caesura marks a sudden rupture with these sen-
sationalist readings and a retreat before the body’s irreducible otherness:

— Loin du monde railleur, loin de la foule impure,
Loin des magistrats curieux,

Dors en paix, dors en paix, étrange créature
Dans ton tombeau mystérieux;

The poetic investigation thwarts its will to representation and, in a protec-
tive—if belated—gesture, cordons the corpse from the public gaze, turning
from the registers of detection and consumption to that of an epitaph’s
inscription.

“Une Martyre” discloses the concealed violence of each act of reading—a
violence that binds the detective to the criminal, the executioner to his victim
and the poet to the reader. It is only by being “an integral part of cruelty,” as
Benjamin puts it, that the poetic persona may disclose the overlap of sexual,
aesthetic, economic, and readerly desire. Baudelaire’s hyperbolic performance
of cruelty explodes, from within, the appropriative motion of reading as con-
sumption. The allegory of commodification and detection in the poem dis-
rupts its own procedure by exposing this logic and showing its failure to assign
a value to the body beyond its irreducible materiality. This poetic exercise in
cruelty forces its readership, its “hypocrite lecteur,” to falter in its consump-
tion of the body in/of the poem.
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“Une Martyre” displays a female body that has been produced through the
interwoven violence of allegorization, prostitution, commodity production,
and textual—as well as visual—consumption.?’ It stages femininity as “fatale-
ment suggestive,” as a figure for the process of figuration itself. Baudelaire’s
poem relinquishes the notion of a preexisting nature. It presents us with a
world of glassy surfaces, a “new” or “second” nature that encases the mutilated
human body as but another commodity for the reader as consumer. In that
sense, “Une Martyre” gives a prescient illustration of what Jameson defines as
the postmodern turn: “In modernism . . . some residual zones of ‘nature’ or
‘being,” of the old, the older and the archaic still subsist; culture can still do
something to that nature and work at transforming that ‘referent.” Postmod-
ernism is what you have when that modernization process is complete and na-
ture is gone for good. It is a more fully human world than the older one, but
one in which ‘culture’ has become a veritable ‘second nature.”” (Jameson, Posz-
modernism, ix).

Baudelaire’s poem deploys a critique of this “second nature,” but not from
a vantage point that retains an authentic nature or that rescues a relationship
to the human body beyond the violence of reification. The demystifying mo-
ment emerges instead from the very cycle of commodity production and con-
sumption, a cycle that fully implicates the writing and reading of poetry itself.
We are now in a better position to examine the opposite pole of Baudelaire’s
conception of femininity—as natural, that is to say, abominable—in order to
further explore how the conspicuous absence of a primary “nature” in such ex-
hibitions of the body intervenes in the Second Empire’s ideological narratives
of sexual, racial, and colonial domination.

Whipped into Shape: “La Femme sauvage et la petite-maitresse”

Baudelaire’s prose poem “La Femme sauvage et la petite-maitresse” describes a
poet who, exasperated by his mistress’s languid complaints and affected femi-
ninity, decides to teach her the meaning of “real” suffering by taking her to a
street fair, where, for a couple of sous, spectators watch a savage woman in a
cage as she tears into live animals and is beaten by her husband-keeper.28 Af-
ter a cursory meditation on the sorry state of conjugal mores, the poet turns to
his mistress and reiterates his disgust for her “précieuses pleurnicheries,”
threatening to either beat her up like the savage woman or to throw her out
the window like an empty bottle.

The poem initially appears as a straightforward sadistic pedagogical exper-
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iment designed to teach the poet’s mistress of her good fortune in the hands of
her generous keeper by showing the difference between real and simulated suf-
fering, between the working-class fair and the comfortable bourgeois interior.
Yet, this mise-en-sceéne of class difference is complicated by a reflection on the
very nature of “femininity,” raising questions of a different order altogether:
what do these scenarios have in common? What corporeal reality underlies
these performances of savagery and femininity, conducted, respectively, in the
working-class fair and the opulent apartment? In other words, what is the “na-
ture” of woman? And this question inevitably leads to another: how is the
emergence of her “nature” conditioned by certain sanctioned forms of violence
that are at once physical, rhetorical, and institutional? For as we shall see, both
the physical brutality of the savage woman’s treatment and the discursive beat-
ing to which the little mistress is subjected in fact constitute the so-called “nat-
ural” bodies put on display on the public scene and on the textual stage.

The alleged aim of the poem is to confront nature in all of its degraded an-
imality (“la femme sauvage”) with its simulation (“la petite-maitresse”). But
nature and its simulation coalesce so perfectly in the savage woman’s perfor-
mance that it becomes impossible to distinguish between them: “Voyez avec
quelle voracité (non simulée peut-étre !) elle déchire des lapins vivants et des
volailles piaillantes.” Either the savage woman is a consummate performer of
savagery or her natural instincts have been unleashed by the performance
tself.

What binds these two women together is not their female nature so much
as their status as performers. Both of them are, after all, engaged in parallel—
if contrasting—productions (of nature and its savagery, of culture and its af-
fectation). These performances are not only parallel but continuous: the
woman at the carnival apes the savagery of wild animals, her artificially bestial
form vaguely imitates the mistresss own body, and the mistress herself mimics
conventional attributes of femininity learned from novels (“toutes ces affecta-
tions apprises dans les livres”). So to ask that the mistress act more “natural”
by showing her the woeful fate of her savage counterpart is bound to fail, since
the performance itself sends any stable notion of nature into a kind of imita-
tive regress.

In both scenarios, the “natural” bodies of the women in question are uld-
mately constructed through an exercise of violence over which they do not
have control. In both, a violent process of figuration produces—or attempts to
produce—the natural state that is supposed to exist prior to figuration. The
poet-figure unveils this paradoxical mechanism with great relish: “Allons ! un
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bon coup de baton pour la calmer ! car elle darde des yeux terribles de con-
voitise sur la nourriture enlevée. Grand Dieu ! Le biton n’est pas un biton de
comédie, avez-vous entendu résonner la chair, malgré le poil postiche ? Aussi,
les yeux lui sortent maintenant de la téte, elle hutle plus naturellement. Dans sa
rage, elle étincelle toute enti¢re comme le fer qu’on bat.”

In this passage, the material body and its figuration—nature and its per-
formance—are implicated in an extraordinarily complicated way, for it is
through the theatrical blows inflicted by a real stick (masquerading as a fake
one) that the woman’s naturalness, and her authenticating howls, are pro-
duced. In other words, it is through a hyperbolically artificial performance of
brutality that the category of “the natural” comes into italicized being: “elle
hurle plus naturellement.” But we have yet another turn of the screw, for the re-
turn to nature signaled by the woman’s howls of pain is immediately followed
by her resurrection as art: “avez-vous entendu resonner la chair . . . ?7; “clle
érincelle toute entitre comme le fer qu'on bat.” The sheer violence of the
blows, in producing the natural body in all of its eloquence, also unleashes its
aesthetic potential, its “resonance” and “scintillation.”

The significance of this aestheticized image raises some questions, especially
since it is only one in a poem that, after all, involves four artistic figures: two
performers, a “metteur en sceéne,” and a poet. How might the violence exer-
cised on the savage woman’s body be akin to the violence of aesthetic produc-
tion, an act that extracts la beauté du mal? More specifically, how does the
aberrant figuration of femininity at the fair suggest a parallel disfiguration in
poetry? The spectacular fate of the femme sauvage stages the effects through
which her nature is materialized as savage: the husband-showman’s blows have
quite literally generated the “naturalness” of the body and its howls on stage.
This ability to bring (or beat) a body into existence through the suspension of
that body’s referential status (is the wild woman a woman? is the little mistress
a beast?) is not unlike poetry’s own suspension of reference. Its systematic con-
fusion of literal and metaphoric registers is staged as the confusion between
the body proper and its figurative guises. The very principle of “surnatural-
isme” on which Baudelaire founds the ideal of poésie pure is repeatedly de-
scribed in his art criticism as the despotic enhancement of natural phenomena
through a penetrating and almost alchemical alteration, one that releases these
materials from their natural state and into their hyperbolic, “surnaturel,” and
properly poetic incarnation. The blows that transform the savage woman’s
body into shimmering metal resonate with the very terms that Baudelaire,

along with his Parnassien contemporaries, such as Gautier, associate with po-
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etic craft. Poetry is an alchimie verbale that sculpts and chisels resistant metals
and minerals, forging a verbal artifact that is “belle come un réve de pierre.”?
The ideal of beauty as a shimmering, metallic body forged and polished by po-
etry is invoked in an unpublished fragment as “cette beauté, sombre comme le
fer / Est de celles que forge et que polit 'Enfer” (OC, 1: 189). The poet’s task is
precisely this alchemical transfiguration, which changes mud into gold (“Tai
péuri de la boue et jen ai fait de l'or” [OC, 1: 188]). The savage female body un-
dergoes just such a transfiguration: she is fashioned and struck to embody a
hyperbolical naturalness, a “surnaturalisme” that turns her into a species of art.

“La Femme sauvage et la petite-maitresse” proposes that the aesthetic
process and the fairground performance are analogous in their violence toward
the bodies they allegedly “represent.” The act of poetic figuration—its trans-
formation of bodies and materials—is parodically literalized as the beating of
flesh into art. The homology between poetry and the public domain of mass
entertainment is established from the outset in a series of ironic correspon-
dances between the poet’s domestic drama and the fairground’s spectacle: the
poet-entreteneur is as much a keeper and a showman as is his monstrous coun-
terpart—the husband; the physical abuse of the savage woman doubles the
poet’s discursive abuse of his mistress; both explicitly male subjects put com-
modified bodies on display, and both produce—or attempt to produce—an
ideal of nature through the exercise of violence.

The sequence of threats upon which the poem concludes flesh out the
affinities between poetic violence, and the physical brutality of the fairground
scene: “Si vous méprisez le soliveau (ce que je suis maintenant, comme vous
savez bien), gare a la grue gui vous croquera, vous gobera et vous tuera i son
plaisir ! . . . et si vous me fatiguez trop souvent de vos précieuses pleurnicheries,
je vous traiterai en femme sauvage, ou je vous jetterai par la fenétre, comme une
bouteille vide.”

The mistress must be beaten out of her figurations of femininity to better
embody a natural condition. Yet this “nature” exists neither in the books she
reads nor in the “real world” of working-class spectacles. So she will be beaten,
not until she can embody herself more naturally, but until she suffers with
greater conviction and howls “plus nazurellement.” Or if she is not beaten, she
will be eaten like La Fonraine’s frogs (who foolishly demanded a despot in-
stead of a gentle sovereign). Failing that, she will be cast out the window, out
of the very frame of representation. In this final threat, on which the poem
closes, “ou je vous jetterai par la fenétre comme une bouteille vide,” the little
mistress occupies all three contradictory and mutually reinforcing positions in
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which the poem places women. She stands in for an unintelligible body (“na-
turelle donc abominable”). She also figures as the impotent muse incapable of
metamorphic mutation, unable to inspire the poet with meaningful signs (not
“fatalement suggestive”). Finally, like the body of “Une Martyre,” she becomes
a prostituted commodity object that, once consumed, may be discarded.

The poet’s struggle with his recalcitrant mistress-muse is but one of several
sites for the production of gender. Others are the domestic sphere of the “pe-
tite-maitresse” and its literary culture (the books that fail to teach her how to
perform her nature adequately), the public domain of working-class fairs, and—
as the poem points out—a much more vast administrative and juridical
sphere. As the poet stresses with more than a touch of sadistic irony, the beat-
ing is legally sanctioned, since the savage woman’s keeper is her husband: “Il a
enchainé sa femme /égitime comme une béte, et il la montre dans les faubourgs,
les jours de foire, avec permission des magistrats, cela va sans dire” (emphasis
added). The savagery of this scenario is a parodic literalization of the institu-
tion of marriage—an institution that, with the promulgation of the
Napoleonic Code, turned women into their husbands’ property by according
them the legal status of minors and the insane (and this would be another rea-
son why the mistress is the more fortunate of the two by far). Baudelaire’s text
thus unveils the ideological underpinnings of the “cela va sans dire,” that is to
say, the unspoken consensus that legitimates the display, diminishment, and
punishment of women by their brutal husbands and keepers.3

This vast network of mutually reinforcing determinations of gender and
nature, however, still fails to fully domesticate the wild body on display. The
poet’s ostentatious effort to name this body is a case in point: “Ce monstre est
un de ces animaux qu on appelle généralement « mon ange ! » C'est-a-dire une
femme” (emphasis added). The location of a natural female body is foiled by
the very complexity of its production. The attempt to “raisonner la chair,” to
reason the body (and not simply make it resonate) through the allegory of “la
femme sauvage” spins out of control, since the body fashioned for private or
public consumption is so volatile and riddled with artifice that the very cate-
gories that define and control it as a gendered, natural entity break down. Nei-
ther the carnival scene nor the poet’s ironic admonition contain the “monstre”
within the confines of the “démonstration.”

In disclosing the unstable ground of gender, the poem also sweeps away a
host of related differences. The distinction between femininity and masculin-
ity reveals a common monstrosity; the natural and artificial—and savagery and
art—are put into an uneasy and reversible relationship; the private apartment
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collapses into the “faubourg”; the poetic struggle with the muse becomes a
public beating to amuse. This corrosion also unravels the closure of traditional
literary forms, forms that fail to contain the body’s contradictory productions.
The citations (or “sages paroles”) that saturate the text—allusions to Mari-
vaux’s Le Petit Maitre corrigé, maxims such as “Il ne faut pas manger tout son
bien en un jour” (as the husband tells savage woman as she devours a live
chicken) and La Fontaine’s fable “Les Grenouilles demandent un roi”—are
parodic references that underline the bankruptcy of these classical forms and
proverbs and the irrelevance of their appeal to communicable notions of
“morale,” “mesure,” or “nature.”3! It is hardly surprising, then, that Baudelaire
gave up his initial plan to compose “La Femme sauvage et la petite-maitresse”
in verse. As we saw in Chapter 2, no genre could be further from the closure
of classical forms than the prose poem, which emerges from the intersections
of urban modernity and its jostling bodies and discourses.

Situating the female body at the crossroads of poetic figuration and other
cultural sites for its production, then, “La Femme sauvage et la petite-
maitresse” and “Une Martyre” give a complex view of how poetic objects and
social subjects are constituted and interpellated. Textual stage and social scene
both violently produce the “nature” of bodies on display. Poetry’s production
of the bodies and beings that it names is tied into a critique of the competing
régimes that violently constitute the category—or figure—of gender. The
metapoetic reflection lays bare the violence of accepted cultural practices that
make possible the equation between femininity and a materiality that is alter-
nately malleable and regressively savage.

Baudelaire and the Exposition universelle of 18s5:
Ethnographic Spectacle, Imperial Display, and Visual Consumption

The demystification of the body’s nature and ground in “La Femme sauvage et
la petite-maitresse” returns us to our opening discussion of “woman” as a key
token in nineteenth-century narratives of modernism and modernity. Baude-
laire’s exhibition of the femme sauvage resonates against broader cultural pre-
occupations with the female body’s place in the historical continuum between
“sauvagerie” and “civilisation,” one increasingly mapped along evolutionary
and racial axes. What are some of the cultural investments in conceptualizing
femininity as regressive materiality within the Second Empire’s colonial imag-
inary? And how does Baudelaire’s denaturalization of la femme sauvage inter-
vene in contemporary narratives of savagery, modernity, progress, and imperial
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conquest? To tease out the ideological valences of Baudelaire’s demystification
of the savage body, let us return briefly to his initial portrait of the femme
sauvage: “Considérons bien, je vous prie, cette solide cage de fer derritre
laquelle s’agite, hurlant comme un damné, secouant les barreaux comme un
orang-outang . . . imitant, dans la perfection, tantot les bonds circulaires des
tigres, tantdt les dandinements stupides de 'ours blanc, ce monstre poilu dont
la forme imite assez vaguement la votre.”

The zoological register of this description, and specifically the allusion to
orangutans, recalls similar cultural displays of the female body in all of its
spectacular otherness, such as the exhibition of the so-called Hottentot
Venuses or female Khoisanids at fairs and salons in Paris and London earlier in
the century. Georges Cuvier dissected the most famous of these, Saartjie Bart-
man, whom he described as a member of the “lowest human species” and
likened to the most evolved of apes, the orangutan, in a presentation at the
Académie de médecine in 1817. Her brain and genitalia were preserved in
formaldehyde as specimens of primitive sexuality.32 Another Khoisanid was
exhibited nude in the drawing room of the duchesse du Barry as late as 1829.
These exhibitions of the African body, as Sander Gilman and others have ar-
gued, confirmed racist agendas by exhibiting the difference between the sav-
age dark bodies on display and those of their civilized, white—and clothed—
spectators, between primitive abjection and civilized subjecthood.

As the converging iconography of the prostitute and the “Hottentot” sug-
gest, pseudo-scientific representations of “unbridled” female sexuality later in
the century became increasingly inflected and pathologized by racial cate-
gories. The Khoisanid is but one example of this equation of degenerate fe-
male sexuality with blackness. One thinks of Manet’s Nana, whose protruding
buttocks suggest the steatopygia for which Khoisanids were famed, or Zola’s
Nana, whose fameux coup de hanche catapults her into fame at the #héitre des
variétés, or even Manet’s Olympia, derisively called “that Hottentot Venus
with a black cat,” whose sexuality is underscored by the black maidservant be-
hind her.33 Baudelaire’s own parallel between the petite maitresse draped in fine
silks and the raging creature in the cage captures this contamination of the civ-
ilized woman by her dark, savage sister (“ce monstre poilu, dont la forme imite
assez vaguement la votre”). To read la femme sauvage along with such contem-
porary racializations of female sexuality is not so fanciful when we recall
Baudelaire’s long-standing relationship with his Creole mistress Jeanne Duval,
the ostensible biographical source of his “Black Venus” poems and allegedly
the inspiration for Olympia’s black maidservant. Duval remained associated
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with a dark, exotic, and even pathological sexuality in the minds of Baude-
laire’s contemporaries. At the poet’s death, for instance, the journalist Victor
Noir evoked a purely imaginary trip to “Madras,” where the poet “se lia avec
une Indienne qu’a Paris on appelait : Le Monstre noir,” and a few years later,
Lautréamont would refer to Baudelaire as “I'amant morbide de la Vénus
Hottentote.”34

The joint reification of race and sexuality evident in the fascination with the
“black Venus” is inseparable from the imperial enterprise of displaying the body
of the “other” in a context of accelerating colonial expansion. The human zoos,
or ethnographic spectacles of the Jardin d’acclimatation, for instance, dis-
played the bodies of various indigenous peoples amidst their “native” flora and
fauna. Baudelaire’s zoological depiction of the savage woman in a cage seems
an uncanny foreshadowing of this phenomenon. After its inaugural exhibition
of Nubians and Eskimos in 1877, the Jardin staged thirty such displays of
“natives” from various parts of the world until World War I. These exhibits
established the genre of the native villages that proliferated over the next half-
century in expositions universelles and, later, colonial exhibitions. Such spectac-
ular displays of indigenous bodies in their so-called native habitat helped to
show the spoils of the empire, to figure and thereby domesticate—if not sim-
ply invent—the colonial subject and its place in the imperial design.5

Although the exhibition of “natives” as tableaux vivants in these human
zoos did not begin until the 1867 Exposition universelle (the year of Baude-
laire’s death), representatives of most nations of the British Empire were pres-
ent at the Crystal Palace as early as 1851, forming an imperial ableau vivant of
sorts.3® As Ann McClintock has observed, the Crystal Palace set the stage for
subsequent world fairs and their phantasmagoria of historical progress as
global conquest. It mapped a unified world time geographically, placing West-
ern colonial power at the head of the evolutionary hierarchy: “The Crystal
Palace housed the first consumer dreams of a unified world time. As a2 monu-
ment to industrial progress, the Great Exhibition embodied the hope that all
the world’s cultures could be gathered under one roof—the global progress of
history represented as the commodity progress of the Family of Man. At the
same time, the Exhibition heralded a new mode of marketing history: the
mass consumption of time as a commodity spectacle” (McClintock, Imperial
Leather, 57).

We can perhaps imagine what Baudelaire’s reaction would have been had
he strolled past the human displays of the later exhibitions and their phantas-
magoria of industrial progress and imperial conquest. During his own time,
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the Paris exhibition and its heterogeneous display of merchandise and com-
modities from around the world already presented history as a geopolitical
progress narrative of imperial expansion. The Paris Exposition universelle of
1855 boasted the first separate “Imperial Pavilion”—paid for by the govern-
ment—to stage the gains of the empire, a pavilion that set the vogue for the
colonial palaces of future world fairs. The emperor had initially envisioned it
as an exhibition of industrial products, a veritable hymn to progress, but then
decided to include a section on the beaux-arts. As Timothy Raser shows, citing
from the imperial “Rapport sur 'exposition de 1855,” the French exhibition
sought to distinguish itself from the English model by integrating spiritual as
well as material accomplishments: “il appartient spécialement 2 la France,
dont 'industrie doit tant aux beaux arts, de leur assigner, dans la prochaine
Exposition Universelle, la place qu’ils méritent.”3” This union of art and in-
dustry was to reflect the Exposition’s universalist aims, and it accordingly in-
cluded a two-floor Palace of Fine Arts in which works by French artists (such
as Ingres and Delacroix) were prominently displayed. Prussia was well repre-
sented, and the galleries contained paintings from about thirty other nations.
In keeping with the presentation of the Exposition as a modern consumer
event, the metal and glass pavilion also contained a restaurant and an air-
conditioning system. With its array of international merchandise and entry fee
structure, the Exposition truly presented itself as a global stage for the display
of the world’s commodities.38

Baudelaire’s writings on the Arts Pavilion of the 1855 Paris Exposition uni-
verselle famously reject “progress” as a natural principle guiding civilizations to
their assigned state of supremacy.? His critique thus questions the Exposition’s
very basis, its propagandistic display of national progress and global conquest,
as well as its transformation of history into a commodity spectacle available
for mass consumption. Baudelaire explicitly denounced this narrative as an
ideological sham designed to lull its bourgeois public into a fatuous stupor
that announced France’s imminent decline. Such faith in a historically deter-
mined collective evolution was fiction that stripped individuals of their agency
and lucidity: “Cette idée grotesque, qui a fleuri sur le terrain pourri de la fa-
tuité moderne, a dechargé chacun de son devoir, délivré toute 4me de sa re-
sponsabilité, . . . et les races amoindries, si cette navrante folie dure longtemps,
s'endormiront sur loreiller de la fatalit¢ dans le sommeil radoteur de la
décrépitude.”0

These vitriolic denunciations of progress are usually read within a Catholic
or de Maistrean framework of original sin and providentialism, in light of the
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poet’s many proclamations that the civilizing process does not reside in tech-
nological or industrial progress but in the diminishment of the traces of
mankind’s fall (“Théorie de la vraie civilisation. Elle n’est pas dans le gaz, ni
dans la vapeur, ni dans les tables tournantes, elle est dans la diminution des
traces du péché originel” [OC, 1: 697]). Yet it is important to remember that
Baudelaire’s anti-progressivist stance consistently dislocates the Western civi-
lizing mission to assert the value, dignity, and energy of preindustrial peoples
and nations against the apparent supremacy of Western nations and their
modes of production. The fragment on original sin in “Mon coeur mis a nu,”
for instance, concludes with the declaration that “[p]euples nomades, pasteurs,
chasseurs, agricoles, et mémes anthropophages, tous peuvent étre supérieurs,
par I'énergie, par la dignité personnelles, a nos races d’Occident” (OC, 1: 697).
Baudelaire’s celebration of the survival of dandies and of heroism among so-
called “savage populations” such as Amerindians or African Americans are not
simply sentimental gestures imbued with Rousseauist nostalgia but, rather, in-
tegral to his critique of capitalist modernity and its repressed savagery.4!
Baudelaire’s introduction to the Arts Pavilion in 1855 thus challenged the
capitalist and colonialist ideology of progress at the heart of the Exposition
universelle and discerned a central premise of the world fairs’ ideology: that
human evolution and historical progtess are one and the same; that an identi-
cal teleology regulates the development of the species and that of a civilization:

Demandez 4 tout bon Frangais qui lit tous les jours son journal dans son es-
taminet, ce qu’il entend par progres, il répondra que Cest la vapeur, 'élec-
tricité et 'éclairage au gaz, miracles inconnus aux Romains, et que ces
découvertes témoignent pleinement de notre supériorité sur les anciens ;
tant il s'est fait de ténebres dans ce malheureux cerveau et tant les choses de
I'ordre matériel et de ordre spirituel 'y sont si bizarrement confondues ! Le
pauvre homme est tellement américanisé par ses philosophes zoocrates et in-
dustriels, qu'il a perdu la notion des différences qui caractérisent les
phénomenes du monde physique et du monde moral, du naturel et du sur-
naturel. (OC, 2: 580)

Far from being a bout of conservative rhetoric—as it may at first appear—
Baudelaire here pinpoints the conflation of industrial progress with innate na-
tional superiority that guided evolutionary teleologies legitimating a hierarchy
of nations.“2 He shows how this temporal narrative of progress (the moderns’
superiority to the ancients) is mapped geographically to justify the supremacy
of Western civilized nations. In his account, France cannot complacently
count on a “natural” teleology of progress to stake out its imperial and artistic
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territory. France’s centrality is but a temporary mirage that will be dissolved by
the winds of time and by the emergence of other nations: “La prospérité
actuelle n'est garantie que pour un temps, hélas ! bien court. Laurore fut jadis
a lorient, la lumitre a marché vers le sud, et maintenant elle jaillit de l'occi-
dent. . . . la vitalité se déplace, elle va visiter d’autres territoires et d’autres
races’ (OC, 2: 581-82). Baudelaire thus rejects the conflation of evolutionary
accounts of the human species with historical narratives of progress, a confla-
tion that formed the ideological crux of the expositions universelles as well as
that of later colonial expositions, with their native villages displaying primitive
bodies in natural habitats en route to modernization. His essay offers a pre-
scient understanding of the ideological phantasmagoria embodied in these
exhibitions.

The foreign products at the Exposition universelle were not simply show-
cased as curiosities, but as material evidence of the empire’s expanding
boundaries, as forms of the exotic literally “in-corporated” into the display of
a growing imperial body. Baudelaire’s opening remarks on the exhibition,
however, reverse this process of incorporation and destabilize the armature
holding these commodities in place. His essay does not open with a work of
art or even with a French object but instead with an unspecified Chinese prod-
uct that invites a new aesthetics of reception. Opposing the tyranny of neo-
classicists, Baudelaire wonders what a modern Winckelmann would do if
faced with an exotic object completely alien to his sensibilities:

[QJue dirait-il en face d’'un produit chinois, produit étrange, bizarre, con-
tourné dans sa forme, intense par sa couleur, et quelquefois délicat jusqu’a
'évanouissement ? Cependant, c’est un echantillon de la beauté universelle ;
mais il faut, pour qu’ils soit compris, que le critique, le spectateur, opere en
lui-méme une transformation qui tient du mystere, et que, par un
phénomene de la volonté agissant par 'imagination, i/ apprenne de lui-méme
a participer au milieu qui a donné naissance i cette florasion insolite. (OC, 2:
576; emphasis added)

Far from passively occupying their assigned place and yielding to French
viewers' consumption, for Baudelaire, the foreign objects on display actively
reframed the terms and conditions of their viewing. In his account, it is the
domestic subject who is transformed, if not reconstituted, by his encounter
with the foreign object. The spectator’s submission to its alchemical alteration
reverses the habitual hierarchy of viewing subject and viewed object. We wit-
ness a dislocation of the familiar—and of Frenchness—under the despotic
power of the foreign product, which now generates its context as well as the
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criteria by which it will be judged.3 The French encounter with foreignness is
described as a profound physiological and spiritual penetration that resists the
assumed conversion and convertibility of a conquered nation “penetrated” by
the colonial presence.#4 Thus, three main points emerge out of Baudelaire’s
interrogation of the ideology of the Exposition universelle: a critique of the
concept of Western civilization’s natural and inevitable progress, which is im-
plicitly yoked to a critique of the regressive savagery of modern capitalism; a
reversal of visual power in the exhibition of foreign merchandise; and a
scrutiny of Frenchness as the universal model for aesthetic judgment.

Now just as Baudelaire is notorious for his general misogyny, some of his
most celebrated poems exemplify the exoticism that we find both in imperial
expositions universelles and in ethnographic spectacles and reproductions of na-
tive villages a decade or so later. The latter’s reification of dark bodies, tropical
landscapes, and oriental behaviors recall Baudelaire’s own hymns to “la lan-
goureuse Asie et la briilante Afrique.” But in what follows, I wish to compli-
cate this take on Baudelaire’s exoticist misogyny by reading his prose poem “La
Belle Dorothée” against the concerns outlined above—against a context of im-
perial display in which exotic products, foreign habitats, and later, indigenous
bodies were exhibited as commodities offered up for France’s consumption.
How might the demystification of the body’s “nature” that we have observed
thus far in “Une Martyre” and “La Femme sauvage et la petite-maitresse” help
us to reread such fictions of the racial and colonial body? How might Baude-
laire’s poetic displays destabilize the ethnographic and colonial gaze and, in
doing so, open up a critical perspective on what Christopher Miller has called
the “state-sponsored hallucination” of the French Empire?4

Exhibiting Black Venus: “La Belle Dorothée”

In 1841, Baudelaire spent a few weeks on the islands of Bourbon (now Réu-
nion) and Mauritius on his way to India—a journey that his stepfather, Gen-
eral Aupick, deemed necessary to cure him of his excesses in matters of sex and
money and to steer him back on track. Baudelaire did not make it beyond the
Mascarene Islands of the Indian Ocean before turning back, but his brief so-
journ there inspired poems such as “A une Malabaraise,” “A une dame Créole,”
and “La Belle Dorothée,” a prose poem written twenty years later (which he
refers to as a “souvenir de I'ile Bourbon”). “La Belle Dorothée” (like “La
Femme sauvage et la petite-maitresse,” published that same year) was initially
intended to be in verse. It also has its verse counterpart, “Bien loin d’ici,” a
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steamy sonnet referring to a prostitute called Dorothée and rehearsing a gamut
of exoticist tropes through which Baudelaire hoped to show “I'idéal de la
beauté noire” or “I'idéal de la nature tropicale.”# The prose poem, however,
aimed to represent the geographical and racial specificity of this ideal tropical
black body, as we can gather from Baudelaire’s response to Charpentier, the
editor of La Revue nationale et étrangére, who balked at the provocative
anatomical description of Dorothée. Baudelaire protests the editor’s censori-
ous intervention thus: “Croyez-vous réellement que « les formes de son corps »,
ce soit la une expression équivalente & « son dos creux et sa gorge pointue » >—
Surtout quand il est question de la race noire des cotes orientales ?” (OC, 1:
1333). Christopher Miller reads this statement, and the poem more generally,
as evidence of Baudelaire’s ethnological, colonial gaze, and of his conflation of
orientalism and Africanism in the creation of an imaginary exotic geography.4”
And to be sure, this desire to pin down the physical characteristics of a typical
Creole female from the Mascarene Islands—with her combination of African
and Asian features—seems to place Baudelaire squarely in the exoticist, ethno-
graphic camp that represented an eroticized colonial “other” as a domesticated
object of visual consumption. Yet my reading will take issue with the view that
Baudelaire’s exoticism perpetuates an imperialist tropology. I contend that “La
Belle Dorothée” and its picturesque representation of a desirable exotic body
exemplifies the ironic maneuvers I have been tracing thus far, maneuvers that
disclose violence of allegorization in both aesthetic and colonial production
and that unmask the price of putting the colonial body on display.

In “La Belle Dorothée,” Baudelaire creates a visual masterpiece that we
might be tempted to enjoy simply as a vital sample of the poet’s celebrated
“culte des images”(OC, 1: 701) As Yves Bonnefoy remarks, we are invited to ex-
perience the poem as “a painting that sticks to what the eyes see, without ever
undertaking the deciphering of the figures that would make them significant,”
that is to say, as pure form and color, void of any allegorical dimension (Bon-
nefoy, “‘La Belle Dorothée” or Poetry and Painting,” 89). Yet it is this visual
dimension, the purely formal properties of the poem’s exhibition, that subtly
indicates its allegorical dimension. The poem depicts an emblematic “black
Venus” evolving in her natural habitat and describes her indolent progress to-
ward an unknown destination in the stupefying heat of a tropical noon. A
splendid specimen, exposed through violent contrasts of form and color,
Dorothée is figured as a moving black stain against a glittering backdrop of
sea, sun, and sand. The violence of this figure’s composition sharply contrasts
with the serene languor of her gait and immediately conveys an uneasy rapport
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between form and meaning, between the body and its allegorical inscription.
The pink dress slashing against her dark body (“Sa robe de soie collante, d’'un
ton clair et rose, tranche vivement sur les ténebres de sa peau” [OC, 1: 316; em-
phasis added]), for instance, is an image of disquieting erotic force. The ex-
panse of Dorothée’s flesh is visually cut up by her dress, itself suggested to have
“fHesh-colored” tones. And rather than protecting her from the sun’s onslaught,
the parasol she carries casts a bloody hue on her face. The explicitly corporeal
resonances of the poem’s color schemes (pink flesh, red blood, black skin) fully
disclose the erotic violence of its mode of figuration.

The color scheme in “La Belle Dorothée” echoes the saucy quatrain that
Baudelaire had written that same year under Manet’s portrait of the part-
Creole Spanish dancer Lola de Valence: “Mais on voit scintiller en Lola de
Valence / Le charme inattendu d’un bijou rose et noir” (OC, 1: 168). Dorothée is
completely eroticized throughout, with her protruding buttocks, glistening
teeth, and serpentine gait. In a virtual peepshow, the breeze intermittently lifts up
her skirt to reveal a glistening leg, exposing a foot so perfect, we are told, that it
is equal to the white feet of the gods of classical statuary displayed in Europe’s
museums: “De temps en temps la brise de mer souléve par le coin sa jupe flot-
tante et montre sa jambe luisante et superbe ; et son pied, pareil aux pieds des
déesses de marbre que 'Europe enferme dans ses musées, imprime fidelement
sa forme sur le sable fin.” The parallel between museum figures and Dorothée
is perhaps not fortuitous, for as she unfolds poetically before our eyes, she is
already something of a tableau vivant, the living embodiment of a primitive
golden age that mirrors the classical era enshrined in Europe’s museums. We
thus see the spectacle of a body in motion, one that is as embedded in its nat-
ural habitat as her foot is faithfully—if briefly—imprinted on her native soil.

The lingering description of a black woman walking in the tropical heat,
her head pulled back by the weight of her “enormous hair” (énorme chevelure)
echoes other Baudelairean portraits of exotic bodies in motion, such as “Le
Serpent qui danse”:

A te voir marcher en cadence
Belle d’abandon

On dirait un serpent qui danse
Au bout d’'un biton

Sous le fardeau de ta paresse
Ta téte d’enfant
Se balance avec la mollesse
D’un jeune éléphant, (OC, 1: 30)
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This fascination with the alien gate of the exotic body is an uncanny fore-
shadowing of Felix-Louis Regnault’s chronophotographic study of a West
African woman walking with a weight on her head. Regnault’s subjects were
the Wolof performers at the 1895 Exposition ethnologique. His studies of
African bodies in motion (jumping, running, walking) as Fatimah Tobing
Rony has shown, functioned as a sort of evolutionary record comparing the
African’s “natural,” primitive and authentic movements (“la marche primitive
de '’humanité”) to the stiffness of the constrictively civilized European body
(Rony, Third Eye, 49). Contemplating Dorothée’s discursive unfolding in
Baudelaire’s poem (as a striking black stain moving across a white, mineralized
landscape) along with Regnault’s chronophotograpic studies captures some of
the implicit violence of our positions as readers as we visually consume the po-
etic ethnography of this specimen of “la race noire des cotes orientales” (OC,
I: 1333).

Dorothée is a parody of the luminous Baudelairean ideal of “correspon-
dances,” so secamlessly embedded in her habitat (the elements, her lictle hut by
the sea) as to be virtually enshrined in her own analogy: “Elle s'avance ainsi,
harmonieusement, heureuse de vivre et souriant d’un blanc sourire, comme si
elle apercevait au loin dans I'espace un miroir reflérant sa démarche et sa
beauté.”#8 “LInvitation au voyage” (prose) describes its utopic destination in
identical terms, as a land where the beloved would be framed in her own anal-
ogy and reflected in her own correspondence (“Ne serais-tu pas encadrée dans
ton analogie, et ne pourrais-tu pas te mirer, pour parler comme les mystiques,
dans ta propre correspondance ?” [OC, 1: 303]) Yet, as this echo from the 1857
poem suggests, Dorothée is not so much framed by her landscape as she is by
verbal shards, intertexts from the ideal poems of Les Fleurs du mal. The poem
is an “invitation au voyage” in time and space, taking us to a “vie antérieure,”
where the native, wearing her “bijoux sonores” is fanned or languidly smokes
in her idyllic hut by the sea, combing her heavy tresses as a stew of crabs sends
its “parfum exotique” her way.4

Dorothée is not only an overly figured erotic and aesthetic body. Hers is
also an ideal geographic body, an organism fully attuned to its milieu, much
in the sense in which Baudelaire—in a declaration tinged with irony—de-
scribes nations as “vastes animaux dont l'organisme est adéquat a leur milieu”
(OG, 2: 575). Just as Bernardin de Saint-Pierre’s Virginie is described in “De
essence du rire” as emerging out of nature’s very hands, drenched with the
winds and waters of her native ile Bourbon, Dorothée’s reflection in the sur-
rounding elements suggest that she is not only the inhabitant but also the
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symbolic recapitulation of an idealized geography whose literary cartographers
at the time of Baudelaire’s trip included Bernardin de Saint-Pierre and George
Sand, and would be followed by Alexandre Dumas (Georges, 1843) and
Leconte de Lisle (Poémes barbares, 1862).

However, the subtle irony imbuing this picture-perfect scene gives way to a
Baudelairean fall into the historical conditions underlying this ideal racial and
geographic body. Admired and cherished by all, Dorothée would be perfectly
happy if it were not for the fact that she must labor and save to buy back her
eleven-year-old sister, already pubescent and too lovely to remain safely in her
master’s house. We may recall that Baudelaire called this poem a “souvenir de
I'ile Bourbon,” and that at the time of the poets visit in 1841, it was still a
slave-owning plantation culture that produced tobacco and coffee. Seven years
later, it implemented abolition (with great resistance on the part of the French
and métis plantation owners) only to import indentured laborers from India,
Indochina, and South Africa. Indolent, naive, vain Dorothée must laboriously
pile “piastre sur piastre” to buy her sister’s freedom, and thereby save her from
the prostitution that Dorothée herself—with all the freedom of her status as
“affranchie”—is compelled to embrace. Baudelaire thus offers us a luminous
ideal only to reveal its basis in an interlocking system of sexual and colonial
violence.

Dorothée’s progress in the stupefying heat of a tropical noon, decked out in
silks and jewels, needs to be reread not as a beatific communion with nature,
but more prosaically, as a walk to the marketplace, where her tryst with the
French officer will hopefully yield more than simply reports of Paris’s beauti-
ful women and nightlife (“Infailliblement elle le priera, la simple créature, de
lui décrire le bal de 'Opéra, et lui demandera si on peut y aller pieds nus”).
Where “La Femme sauvage et la petite-maitresse” poses the question of a
woman’s productivity along with the production of gender (the savage woman
as her husband’s capital, the mistress as the poet’s luxury), “La Belle Dorothée”
complicates these matters by putting the body in the embedded economies of
sexual and colonial labor. The poem’s final allusions to money and its various
currencies (“piastres,” “écus,” and, as it turns out, “beauté”) unveil what actu-
ally animates both Dorothée and the island: that is to say, Dorothée’s progres-
sion in the sun and Bourbon’s progressive yield of products. If by the end of
the poem, “la belle Dorothée” is converted to “la bonne Dorothée” and the
narrator predicts the success of her mission (“elle réussira, la bonne Dorothée”),
this is not because of the goodness of her natural state (the simple créature as a
bon sauvage). Rather, as the poem hints wryly, her success will be thanks to a
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“conversion” operated by the colonial system itself, a system that expertly con-
verts not only souls but also—and most profitably—bodies. The golden age
offered up for our visual pleasure is always already an age of gold. And exile, it
would seem, is the very condition of the native.

Baudelaire conjures up a tropicalist stereotype of native indolence, a world
of noontime siestas from which all signs of labor are banished, except for
Dorothée “working it” in the sun, only to sabotage this solar utopia.>® As I
suggested earlier, “La Belle Dorothée” and its luminous celebration of indo-
lence is a Mascarene version of the “pays de cocagne,” the luxurious utopia de-
scribed in “Llnvitation au voyage,” a utopia whose colonial underpinnings
Baudelaire made quite explicit in the prose version: “Les trésors du monde y
affluent, comme dans la maison d’un homme laborieux et qui a bien mérité du
monde entier” (OGC, 1: 302). In “La Belle Dorothée,” the question of labor, and
of the female colonial subject’s labor in particular, is completely elided. But as
the French officer’s speculated reports on the beautiful balls of the Paris Opera
might suggest, the flow of treasures will travel across the ocean and into the
chests of the French capital.

“La Belle Dorothée” and its oscillation between idealization and kitsch, be-
tween ekphrasis and tourist brochure, tells us something about how a foreign
body—its racial, cultural, and geopolitical altericy—is familiarized and con-
sumed as a visual spectacle. Where “Une Martyre” and “La Femme sauvage et
la petite-maitresse” demystify the violent production of femininity as matter
and figure, or as beast, art, and commodity, “La Belle Dorothée” discloses the
violence of representing the black body as at once primordial nature and ex-
otic commodity.>!

It is standard to read Baudelaire as an exemplary voice for the nineteenth
century’s exoticist literary imagination and its symbolic collaboration with
colonial conquest. His biographical position as a white male poet of the
metropole celebrating the dark female body makes such an ideological assim-
ilation all too easy.”> My readings attempt to demonstrate that his poetry’s
ironic texture resists full cooptation by such critical scripts, and explore alter-
nate possibilities opened up by its self-demystifying tropological construc-
tions. Frangoise Lionnet has also challenged readings of Baudelaire’s masculine
imperial gaze upon dark others of an exotic femininity. In a carefully contex-
tualized reading of “La Belle Dorothée,” she proposes that the poet’s inclusion
of the word cafrine—a specifically Creole word designating black women—re-
veals his attunement to the specificity of the Mascarene Islands and their ac-
tual historical subjects. She sees Baudelaire’s poetry “as one of the first places
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for the emergence of the native Creole woman’s voice.”> While I agree with
Lionnet that the complexity of Baudelaire’s rhetorical structures resists the ide-
ological erasure of such historical subjects, I am less certain that his poetry
gives these subjects a voice. In “La Pipe,” for instance (a mock-orientalist son-
net) cafrine describes the color of the talking pipe as it puffs tobacco, which
may well have been harvested by a cafrine from Bourbon’s plantations, but
whose smoke conjures up the image of a cozy countryside cottage.5* The mi-
gration of the word cafrine—from the designation of a Creole subject to the
description of a circulating object whose final destination is rural France—ex-
emplifies how the exotic is reified, circulated, and consumed in the homeland.
It may be too hopeful to turn to Baudelaire for the “voice” of the other. I have
attended instead to the construction of corporeal alterity in his poetry, rather
than seeking signs of these bodies’ subjectivity or voice. Yet, as I hope to have
shown, his poetry discloses with unparalleled force the contours of an other’s
reification and the imbricated violences that make such “other” bodies matter,
produce, and signify.

Violence embeds competing ideological contexts within the poem, all of
which are in tense dialogue with one another and with the process of making,
reading, and contextualizing poetry. It is precisely the collusion and the colli-
sion between different terms, such as “nature,” “race,” “the body,” “commodity,”
“femininity,” “figuration,” and so forth—their correspondance and dissonance—
that enable the poem to engage and challenge the competing ideological in-
vestments of its historical moment.

From Baudelaire to Mallarmé: Poetry’s Diminishing Body

Mallarmé¢’s symbolism is often read as a culmination of Baudelaire’s poésie
pure, its evacuation of reference and its autonomy from contextual determina-
tions. His famous declarations on poetry’s power to dissolve bodies and things
into language are usually perceived as part of an idealist program that banishes
all signs of the body, materiality, and history from the poem, inaugurating
what we might call a “poetics of disembodiment.” Yet Mallarmé’s fascination
with bodies, and with performing bodies in particular, is amply documented
in his writings on ballet, pantomime, and fashion (Crayonné au théitre, La
Derniére Mode). It is true that these bodies are so intricately crafted, so “tex-
tual” in fact, that they could be read as simply perpetuating Baudelaire’s legacy
of representing femininity as pure figuration (“la femme est fatalement sug-
gestive”). This view of femininity is particularly visible in Mallarmé’s writings

129



Violence and Representation in Baudelaire

on dance, where the body of the dancer is transformed into a purely semiotic
surface. Indeed, for Mallarmé, dance was a form of corporeal writing, an ex-
pression that—Tlike the poem—constituted its own reality and embodied what
it signified. In these texts, performers such as La Cornalba, Rosita Mauri, and
Loie Fuller are treated not as bodies on stage but as instances of thought in
motion. It follows that for Mallarmé, the dancer is not a woman but a sign.
She does not dance, she produces poetry, and this poetry is located not in her
body but in the viewer’s imagination: “A savoir que la danseuse st pas une
femme qui danse, pour ces motifs juxtaposés qu'elle nest pas une femme, mais
une métaphore résumant un des aspects élémentaires de notre forme, glaive,
coupe, fleur, etc., et gu'elle ne danse pas, suggérant, par le prodige de raccour-
cis ou d’élans, avec une écriture corporelle ce qUil faudrait des paragraphes en
prose dialoguée autant que descriptive, pour exprimer, dans la rédaction :
poeme dégagé de tout appareil du scribe.”>

We might assume that Mallarmé is interested in such bodies only insofar as
they can be dematerialized and recast as vehicles for semiotic play in the
viewer’s imagination (a stance that is not free of misogyny, since the ballerina
would be an infinitely suggestive petite-maitresse). But let us follow up on the
previous readings of Baudelaire and tease out another possible perspective on
this vision of the human body as a series of productions rather than as an ob-
ject of representation. When Mallarmé presents dance as a phenomenon that
unfolds in the viewer’s imagination, he suggests that what matters in dance or
writing is not the representation of an object but rather, the representation of
this object’s effect. This shift from the theater on stage or page to the theater
of the mind is famously put in his letter to Cazalis regarding Hérodiade: “j’in-
vente une langue qui doit nécessairement jaillir d’'une poétique tres nouvelle,
que je pourrais définir en ces deux mots : Peindre non la chose, mais effet
quelle produit” (Oeuvres, 479). Are we to understand this shift from the visual
to the virtual, from what is displayed to what is experienced by the viewer, as
a ploy to abolish the represented body, to dissolve it into language in order to
resurrect it as pure ideal? Or could we instead perform a Baudelairean reading
of this shift as conveying something about the actual historical conditions of a
body’s construction (through desire, language, and spectatorship)? And how
might this in turn challenge the thoughtless consumption of the body in a cul-
ture of exhibition?

Mallarmé’s prose poem “Le Phénomeéne futur” gestures in this direction.
Significantly, this poem—steeped in Baudelairean imagery—is also the only
piece by Mallarmé that Baudelaire is known to have commented on. Although
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not published until 1875, “Le Phénomene futur” was composed much earlier
and circulated in literary circles. Baudelaire summarized the poetic plot thus:
“Un jeune écrivain a eu récemment une conception ingénieuse mais non ab-
solument juste. Le monde va finir. Chumanité est décrépite. Un Barnum de
'avenir montre aux hommes dégradés de son temps une belle femme des an-
ciens 4ges artificiellement conservée. ‘Eh ! quoi ! disent-ils, 'Thumanité a pu
étre aussi belle que cela 2”7 Always the pessimist, Baudelaire then reproaches
Mallarmé’s faith in mankind’s ability to recognize and mourn beauty:
“Chomme dégradé s’admirerait et appellerait la beauté laideur” (OC, 2: 831).

Mallarmé’s poem is set in a bleached out, crepuscular Baudelairean land-
scape sometime in the future. A Shower of Things Past (Montreur de choses
passées) claims to have in his tent a body that defies all description, a “femme
d’autrefois,” a glorious Venus emerged from the primordial sea with salt still
clinging to her limbs. The living specimen of a bygone era of beauty, she has
been preserved from the beginning of time by the miracle of science. As in
Baudelaire’s “La Femme sauvage et la petite-maitresse” and “La Belle Dorothée,”
an archaic, anachronistic female body is displayed—or rather, advertised—as
a vestige of primeval nature. She is no less than the original matrix of an evo-
lutionary chain that ends in collective decay. Significantly, this state of decay
is not embodied by the men in the crowd but by their wives, described as de-
crepit, bald women, whose diseased wombs carry the rotten fruits by which
the world will perish. Once again the feminine is inscribed as the collective
body’s origin and end, its redemptive norm and pathological aberration. The
blonde counterpart to Baudelaire’s Black Venus, an Eve future avant la lettre,
Mallarmé’s female phenomenon is reified as a pure object of visual consump-
tion. Like Baudelaire’s martyre, whose sight is displaced onto the decorative
belt of her garter, the primordial woman’s gaze is located not in her jewel-like
eyes, but as an emanation from her very flesh (the tips of her breasts): “et les
yeux, semblables aux pierres rares ! Ne valent pas ce regard qui sort de sa chaire
heureuse : des seins levés comme §ils étaient pleins d’un lait éternel, la pointe
vers le ciel.” This is, at least, what the barkers titillating sales pitch, his “boni-
ment,” would have us believe.

Yet, just as the spectators crowd around the tent and the poem promises to
deliver its splendid body—a phénomene is, after all, a thing to be seen—we en-
counter a blank space, an elision of the body (the famous Mallarméan blanc)
and a description, instead, of its effect on the viewers. Our expectation of visual
pleasure is thwarted as image is displaced by rhythm: “Quand tous auront con-

templé la noble créature . . . les uns indifférents . . . mais d’autres navrés . . . les
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poetes de ce temps, sentant se rallumer leurs yeux éteints, s’achemineront vers
leur lampe, le cerveau ivre un instant d’une gloire confuse, hantés du Rythme
et dans 'oubli d’exister & une époque qui survit a la beauté.” Between antici-
pation and remembrance, between the sales pitch and the review, then, the
body is suppressed, its exhibition sealed off in the unlocatable time of the fu-
tur anterior. Like Mallarmé’s suppression of the dance in Hérodiade (which he
was beginning at the time), what is represented here is not the thing—or the
body—Dbut the effect it produces on its viewers. As in Baudelaire’s “Une Mar-
tyre,” what the reader witnesses is, not a body displayed in its “originary” state,
but rather its verbal production as an exhibition piece saturated with eco-
nomic, scientific, and cultural value: the myth of a vestigial Eve conserved by
science for profitable sideshows and to which only poets can attest.

Mallarmé, like Baudelaire, makes explicit the body’s verbal construction as a
commodity on display, as a repository for conflicting cultural inscriptions. This
attention to the semiotic fashioning of bodies (be it through language, elec-
tricity, or clothing) is hardly surprising from an author who single-handedly
wrote twelve issues of a women’s magazine called La Derniére Mode. Rather
than dissolving the body into the autotelic language of poetry, then, Mallarmé
shows us what the “nature” of this body owes to such languages. In texts such
as “Le Phénomene futur,” Mallarmé is not so much engaged in obliterating or
abolishing the body and reference as in reframing this reference and body
within a broader field of cultural productions.

Of course, Mallarmé and Baudelaire cannot be conflated in their attitudes
toward the bodies staged in their poems. Where Baudelaire conducts a hyper-
bolic rehearsal of the cultural processes through which bodies emerge,
Mallarmé proceeds by ellipsis and elision; his irony is far more gentle. His
meticulous attention to the body’s semiotic potential does not seem invested in
the level of ideological critique that Baudelaire’s works conduct. One formula-
tion of the difference between them might be that whereas Mallarmé’s primary
objective is to “peindre non la chose mais U'effet quelle produit,” Baudelaire’s
objective is to “peindre non la chose mais l'effet qui I'a produite,” to paint not
the thing but the effect—or nexus of effects—that have produced it.

In presenting women’s bodies as exhibition pieces, Baudelaire and the mod-
ernist tradition he exemplifies call into question the very nature and ground of
these bodies, pointing out instead the ideological investments that produce the
feminine as “naturelle” and as “fatalement suggestive.” Significantly, this de-
mystification of the body’s emergence is conducted by literary figures usually

said to remove poetry from social and historical concerns and to inaugurate
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the aesthetic of self-reflexivity and autonomy that we generally associate with
high modernism. As I have tried to show in the preceding chapters, the self-
reflexivity that supposedly banishes history from Baudelaire’s poetry is exactly
what lets history back in.5¢ The poems read in this chapter all capture the vi-
olence of an allegorical process at work in aesthetic and cultural productions.
They expose the conditions of a subject’s emergence in the broader cultural
field, and this at a time when a body’s performance—its value, productivity,
visibility, and yield—were increasingly at stake. Their representations of
women as corpse and ornament, as primitive savagery, as civilized artifice and
as exotic commodity, disclose what Gordon Teskey describes as “capture,” or
the “point of contact between allegory and violence” (Teskey, Allegory and
Violence, 6).

Teskey presents allegory as a rhetorical mode that “oscillates between a pro-
ject of reference and a project of capture,” one that exercises a figural violence
upon the heterogeneous materiality of the world (ibid., 8). Allegory’s imposi-
tion of meaning upon matter is disclosed in the moment of capture, which is
“not so much a literary figure as it is a moment of revelation in which the ori-
gin of figures may be seen” (30). In all allegorical processes, there exists a point
of disclosure that reveals as it conceals the violence done to the mobile hetero-
geneity of a world of bodies and things. Teskey’s discussion of allegory and vi-
olence provides an eloquent commentary on Baudelaire’s poetic practice: “It is
more broadly characteristic of allegory—though by no means more true of
it—for violence such as this to be concealed so that the female will appear to
embody, with her whole body, the meaning that is imprinted on her. When
this occurs, we have personification. But the violence inside personification is
exposed when that figure is, by an act I shall refer to as capture, turned inside
out. Whart the act of capture exhibits is the truth over which allegory is always
drawing its veil: the fundamental disorder out of which the illusion of order is
raised.”>’

I have addressed this capture as the moment of metapoetic reflection that,
in Baudelaire, becomes a point of contact between the poem and a referential
world of bodies and things. Baudelaire’s degraded muses—the female bodies
struck, dismembered, and displayed—spectacularly unveil the violence of a lit-
erary tradition and a contemporary set of cultural practices that converge to
define “woman” as a substance cither inviting or resisting the imprint of mas-
culinized form.>8 In “La Femme sauvage et la petite maitresse,” the parodic
beating of the mistress and muse generates the nature and substance—the
physis—of a body that is then made to signify as regressively savage or as un-
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intelligibly performative (“Et que peuvent signifier pour moi ces soupirs. . . 27).
In “Une Martyre,” the body is an ornament that circulates in pieces. “La Belle
Dorothée” turns the figure of the Black Venus inside out to disclose the vio-
lence of the colonial allegory (a violence that is visually discharged in the pink
dress slashing across Dorothée’s dark body). It is through the mutilation of
such figures that Baudelaire unveils—from within—the forgotten and often
violent transactions that produce poetic objects and cultural subjects.>

Let us return to Walter Benjamin’s declaration (discussed in Chapter 2) that
he aimed to show how Baudelaire lay embedded in the nineteenth century.
For Benjamin, the imprint left behind would stand out clear and intact, like
that of a stone. Yet, as his own writings on the poet attest, Baudelaire is as re-
calcitrant to historical embedding as his bodies are to allegorical closure. His
imprint upon—and by—the nineteenth century, while certainly more lasting
than the imprint of Dorothée’s bare foot on her native soil, shares its volatility
and critical charge. This is in part because his poetry imbricates so many dif-
ferent contexts at once, an imbrication that resists any one embedding and, in
fact, questions the very ground of context. But it is precisely this imbrication
that weaves poetry into a broader field of cultural practices, allowing us to read
and reread Baudelaire’s poems neither as hieratic expressions of pure poetry
nor as symptomatic imprints of the shocks of modernity, but rather as contes-
tatory and self-contestatory pieces that unveil some of the hidden violences of
his historical moment. Just as Baudelaire continually invites and resists new
theoretical and historical embedding, his poetry also solicits a constant reeval-

uation—and recontamination—of our own critical practice.
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PART TWO

Unlikely Contestations

Baudelaire’s Legacy Revisited

The preceding chapters situated Baudelaire within a reading of French mod-
ernism that attends to the ideological valences of literary form, and to irony as
a mode of historical contestation. The representation of the body—and of
womens bodies in particular—emerges as a key locus for the converging vio-
lence of aesthetic modernism and historical modernity. Baudelaire’s represen-
tations of the human body make visible the multiple symbolic forces that
shape a subject’s emergence into being. They offer a genealogy of the overlap-
ping violence of poetry and ideology at a particular historical juncture. The
body of the martyr, the conspirator, the sovereign, the artist, the dandy, the
prostitute, the beggar, and the savage are sites of contest that reveal central—
and often contradictory—cultural assumptions about the meaning of “moder-
nity” itself. The fate of these bodies as they circulate in the poetic text and its
cultural contexts opens up a critique of the Second Empire’s ideologies of paci-
fied class struggle, urban development, modern progress, and colonial con-
quest. “Woman”—in the writings of Baudelaire and others—functions as the
site for an inquiry into the cultural processes that make an embodied subject
matter and signify in economic, political, sexual, and aesthetic terms. The
spectacle of bodies marked by competing values give insight into the consoli-
dation of a postrevolutionary bourgeois capitalist and colonial modernity. The
explicit production of “femininity” through the violence of allegory, spectacle,
and commodity fetishism participates in a broader critique of the conditions
that inscribe matter into form—and bodies into subjects—on the poetic scene
and the historical stage.



Unlikely Contestations

My readings of Baudelaire strive to account for the volatile critical energy
of his poetry in terms that make room for dialogic, differential, and even com-
bative relations between text, reader, and historical horizon. Baudelaire’s ironic
counterviolences open up a range of positions for the reader—as victim, exe-
cutioner, accomplice, and witness—toward the cultural logics rehearsed in the
poems. The act of reading itself becomes a form of counterviolence, in which
the reader is coerced into collusion with and resistance to the text’s interpella-
tions and exclusions. It makes sense, then, that Baudelaire’s legacy continues
to be revitalized in intertextual rereadings of his poetry, and that some of the
most vital and compelling “counterviolent” readings are by those who are
excluded by his intended readership, that is, women authors and committed
intellectuals.

In “Assommons les pauvres !” Baudelaire gives us an allegory of reading it-
self as counterviolence, as a practice of violence not only against another but
against oneself, as well as against past literature. Before turning from Baude-
laire to some of his most unexpectedly provocative readers, it may be useful to
return briefly to this poem. As we saw in Chapter 2, the poet-intellectual of
“Assommons les pauvres !” suffers from an overdose of indigestible literature
from his idealist past. He rushes outside and beats up a random beggar on the
streets, until his victim finally retaliates and in turn beats him up. The reason
for the blows remains mysterious but they have something to do with the na-
ture of the literature the poet has swallowed—utopian theories that advise all
paupers to turn themselves into slaves or persuade them that they are “tous des
rois détronés.” The impotence of these texts before the material conditions of
history is likened to the beggar’s own impotent gaze, one of those unforget-
table gazes that would topple thrones if only mind could move matter. What
is at stake, then, is the idealist belief in the transformative power not only of
theory but also of literature itself. Indeed, what is perhaps also at stake is po-
etry’s power to “move matter” and to produce social change. Such alchemical
transformations have woefully failed: the poet’s ingestion of revolutionary
thought was earnest but stupefying, the beggar’s gaze is soulful but impotent.
In the words of Marx, “the tradition of all the dead generations weighs like a
nightmare on the brain of the living” (The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bona-
parte, in Marx-Engels Reader, 595). Yet the act of reading does rouse the poet
from his torpor and into action. Ejected from his ivory tower, he tumbles into
the city streets and confronts the beggar’s solicitation. The ongoing impact of
past writing is rehearsed as a collision between bodies that unfolds across his-
torical time, for the poet’s beating responds to texts written some sixteen odd
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years before. The shift from theory (or reading) to practice (or beating) is
staged as a violent encounter between self and other in a particular historical
moment that is woven out of unacknowledged relations of inequity and force.
The poem thus gestures to the constant renewal of literature’s energy as it is
transferred from one subject to another: through reading, through blows,
through retaliations and counterblows.

Baudelaire’s allegory macterializes the legacy of literature over time, insofar
as the struggle between poet and beggar is a corporeal reenactment that tests
the historical relevance of past theory (the republican promise of freedom and
equality) through irony. As we have seen, Baudelaire’s ironic violence actual-
izes latent relations of force that continue to structure postrevolutionary soci-
ety. In “Assommons les pauvres !” as in the other poems studied thus far, these
relations of force are restaged as a physical encounter between embodied sub-
jects who inflict, suffer, and witness pain. In a characteristically dialectical
maneuvet, for Baudelaire, the discovery of agency is accompanied by the
recognition of one’s own fragility. Our philosopher-poet is himself turned into
a body vulnerable to the beggar’s multiplied blows. Theory is rehearsed
through pain (“la théorie que j’ai eu la douleur d’essayer sur votre dos”). What
emerges out of this parodic exchange of douleurs, leading to the partage de la
bourse, is nothing less than a mutual recognition of one’s vulnerability to the
violence of history, whether this history is textual, figural, and symbolic, or
empirical, corporeal, and material.

The politics of the poet-philosopher’s intervention are, of course, open to
conflicting interpretations. The exchange of blows has been persuasively read
by different critics as a Nietzschean initiation into anarchist revolt, as a prefig-
uration of totalitarian power, and even a parody of Proudhon’s theory of mu-
tualism.! Yet, as a broader allegory of reading, Baudelaire describes the vital,
often dolorous exchange that occurs between a text and its readers, which is ir-
reducible to an ideologically determined agenda. Marie Maclean’s reading of
this poem eloquently captures this openness to combative resignification:
“However, one fine day it may all become too much. The passive receiver may
suddenly pick himself up and, with a look of hate, realize that two can play at
the text game. The realization comes in two stages: first the transgressive read-
ing of the authoritarian text and then the production of a new text, either
mentally as an active reader or eventually as a reader turned writer. Beat cer-
tain readers over the head long enough and, to the consternation of many,
they will produce A Season in Hell, Ulysses. . . .

The last two chapters of this book pursue this legacy of literary blows and
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counterblows in three French authors whose combative rereadings of Baude-
laire illustrate the value and relevance of his poetics of irony for crucial histor-
ical junctures, including our own. I trace this intertextual dialogue in the work
of the decadent woman writer Rachilde, in the contemporary writer—film di-
rector Virginie Despentes, and in Albert Camus’s intervention in the postwar
debate on literary commitment. These readings are not proposed as a history
or genealogy of Baudelaire’s influence on subsequent literary production but,
rather, as beacons, or “phares ironiques,” that illuminate his legacy of coun-
terviolence in diverse cultural sites. In this regard, my selection of authors has
not been motivated by a readily discernable or canonized relationship to
Baudelaire but by the vectors of analysis their counterblows enable. Indeed,
the very heterogeneity of these writers—decadent Rachilde, absurdist Camus,
punk Despentes—is meant to suggest that productive engagements with
Baudelaire are to be found in rather unlikely places. Given Baudelaire’s cen-
trality to modern literature, there are, to be sure, any number of other figures
who might have been included here. My choice of these writers has been
prompted by their continued—albeit easily overlooked—meditation on a
constellation of Baudelairean themes. The experimental flights taken up in
these pages pursue the lines of inquiry opened by the previous chapters: liter-
ary form as a site for ideological critique, writing as combative intertextual ex-
change, irony as a vehicle of aesthetic counterviolence to historical violence,
and the body as locus for the claims of reference.
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Bad Girls Talk Back

Ce livre nest pas fait pour mes femmes, mes filles ou mes soeurs.
Baudelaire, Les Fleurs du mal

Baudelaire’s readers are men. It is men who have made him
Jamous; it is them he has redeemed.
Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project

[W]e had some brilliant writers in the 19th century, brilliant
intellects, especially about sex and love. Flaubert, Baudelaire,
then Bataille, Genet. If I hadn’t read French authors like this
before, I don’t think I'd have written Baise-Moi.

Virginie Despentes

This chapter examines two women writers who revisit Baudelaire and the
canon of high literature he has come to represent. Their combative rewritings
attest to the vitality of Baudelaire’s legacy of counterviolence and its power to
stimulate ethical and political critique in the most unlikely places (the work of
an until recently marginalized decadent author, and that of a contemporary an-
archist punk writer). My choice of these works, and of Baise-moi in particular,
may raise skeptical brows. Yet an underlying impetus in this book is to open the
canon to alternate readings. The following discussions of texts that may be
considered “unliterary” or unworthy of scholarly interpretation is also motivated
by a reconsideration of high literature and its fetishism of style and form. The
preceding chapters have argued that even in Baudelaire, aesthetic form is sub-
jected to scrutiny for its complicity with other regimes of power. Thus, while
occupying the canonical position of /a7t pour l'art, Baudelaire opens up a crit-
ical modernity that makes room for authors such as Rachilde and Despentes
as points of relay in an ongoing meditation on art and violence.!

Rachilde and Virginie Despentes are women writers, that is to say, readers
explicitly excluded from Baudelaire’s intended readership. Their works both
acknowledge and contest the cultural legacy traditionally associated with the
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poet: matter’s redemption by form, the violence of allegorical inscription, the
gendering of poet and muse, the supremacy of poetry over history. From their
respective and very different historical vantage points, Rachilde and Despentes
turn the tables on Baudelaire’s legacy through counterviolent dialogues with
its dominant topoi: the dandy, the flineur, intoxication, ailleurs, and the
woman as prostitute, beast, or vehicle for literary transports.2 These counter-
violent reappropriations enact what I call “matter’s revenge on form.”

Mlle Baudelaire: The Dandy and Prostitute Resignified in Rachilde’s
L Animale and Monsieur Vénus

Rachilde was born Marguerite Eymery to a middle-class military family in
1860. In a bold and eccentric legitimation of her desire to write, she adopted
her pen name from a dead Swedish man for whom she claimed to serve as a
“medium” during occult séances. In the 1880s, she moved to Paris with her
mother and was introduced to avant-garde literary circles. She contributed to
Anatole Baju’s magazine Le Décadent and was catapulted into notoriety with
the publication of Monsieur Vénus (1884), a novel banned as pornographic in
Belgium. Married to Alfred Valette, editor of Mercure de France, Rachilde re-
mained active in literary circles until the 1930s as a prolific writer and reviewer.
Her best-known novels include La Marquise de Sade (1887), Madame Adonis
(1880), La Tour d'amour (1899), and La jongleuse (1899).3

Rachilde’s oeuvre continues to solicit controversial readings. Her resolutely
anti-feminist stance, her decadent elitism, and general hostility to progressive
social or political agendas, make it difficult to assign an emancipatory politics
to her fiction. She was heralded as the “queen of decadents” by her peers, who
included such figures as Jean Lorrain, Catulle Mendés, and Villiers de I'Isle
Adam, and her works seem to embrace the apolitical tendencies of the deca-
dent movement, with its radicalization of /art pour l'art and its disdainful re-
treat from the democratic principles of the Third Republic. Rachilde rehearses
the dominant motifs of decadence—the femme fatale, the dandy, the beauty of
evil, the cult of artifice, the fascinated horror with organic decay, the aristo-
cratic disdain for the masses.4 Still, in recent decades, her work has become a
point of reference for feminist readers who argue that the inversion of such
motifs carves out a space for rethinking sexual difference. As critics such as
Janet Beizer, Diana Holmes, Rita Felski, and others have argued, in the volatile
sexual politics of the Third Republic, as feminist movements proliferated and
a growing number of women gained access to education and joined the work-
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force, the fields of medicine, psychology, and the natural sciences coalesced in
attempts to locate sexual difference in the body.> In the fin de siécle cultural
imagination, the Commune’s pérroleuses or Charcot’s hysterics displace the
prostitute as figures for the association of femininity with savagery and irra-
tionality.® When read against this horizon, Rachilde’s ludic inversions of
gender roles challenge the givenness of sexual difference and open up a carni-
valesque play that rubs against the grain of the regulatory norms for gender
and sexuality. Her celebration of the semiotic, theatrical dimension of identity
and desire even foreshadows such contemporary theoretical lenses as perfor-
mativity, gender, and identity as masquerade. The fluid, textual nature of self-
hood and desire are epitomized by the protean heroine of La Jongleuse, whose
masterful juggling becomes a metaphor for the emergence of identity through
performance and masquerade. Yet even when read through the critical appa-
ratus of performativity and gender, the negativity of Rachilde’s dystopias may
prove disappointing to readers seeking a celebration of alternate forms of self-
hood and desire. While her characters explore transgressive modalities of iden-
tification and desire in fantasies that celebrate the plastic, semiotic quality of
the human body, these femmes fatales and their destructive agency often seem
merely to reverse the existing relations of force in the erotic scenarios of deca-
dent literature. Rarely does Rachilde present a utopian space of “free play”
where alternate bodies and desires may be imagined and lived out.”
Rachilde’s oeuvre poses a familiar critical bind to readings seeking to recu-
perate a progressive political agenda from an ostensibly reactionary text. She
fails both in the realm of praxis and in the space of textuality, neither offering
an explicit critique of women’s oppression nor envisioning an imaginary
ailleurs. Her negative dystopias offer little by way of consolation or critique.
Yet this eminently Baudelairean negativity is precisely where we may maneu-
ver to recover the critical force of her intervention in the decadent legacy. Like
Baudelaire’s, Rachilde’s choreographed perversity enacts invisible social struc-
tures of power and makes legible underlying relations of force that crisscross
the aesthetic, erotic, and social domains. The private dramas of the Third Re-
public’s upper echelons are portrayed as a vicious battle between sexes and
classes, waged between men and women, but also between the military, the
bourgeoisie, the aristocracy, and a disempowered proletariat represented by
passive ephebes. With Baudelaire, but also with other fin de siécle contempo-
raries, Rachilde envisions the social arena as a sacrificial space: the family and
social order are a shifting network of victims and executioners, love and sexual
desire are a battle in which sovereignty is maintained by inscribing one’s will
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on the body of another and the price of one’s life is the death of another.8 As
we shall see, Rachilde’s engagement with the decadent legacy can be read as a
vector of an ongoing critique of modernity that illuminates the cultural con-
ditions that allow certain subjects to emerge by repressing others.

In his preface to the 1889 edition of Monsieur Vénus, Maurice Barres fa-
mously baptized Rachilde as “Mlle Baudelaire.” Professing his admiration for
the refined perversity of the nineteen-year-old author, he cast her as the latest
representative of literary lineage that included such figures as Sainte-Beuve and
Baudelaire: “Ramenant gentiment ses jupons entre ses jambes, cette fillette se
laissa gentiment rouler sur la pente de I'énervation qui va de Joseph Delorme
aux Fleurs du mal” (13). Rachilde’s literary production is pathologized as the
physiological record of an ambient mal du siécle, and legitimated in its ventril-
oquism of established precursors.? Barres illustrates the contradictory treat-
ment of woman as both “naturelle” and “fatalement suggestive” that we have
seen in Balzac, Baudelaire, and Mallarmé. Declaring that “la petite fille qui
rédigeait ce merveilleux Monsieur Vénus n’avait pas toute cette esthétique en
téte. . . . Simplement, elle avait de mauvais instincts” (13), he reads the novel
as an expression of the body’s instinct and as a textual point of relay for the
decadent legacy. Once again the literary text is reduced to a symptomatic in-
scription of the cultural contradictions from which it issues.

In some sense, Barres’s disparaging assessment of Rachilde’s debt to Baude-
laire hit the nail right on the head. Yet Rachilde’s engagement with such mas-
culine precursors is irreducible to the docile mimicry suggested by the preface.
Her incursions into the French literary heritage are counterviolences that ap-
propriate and resignify some of its key topoi. In La Marquise de Sade (1887),
which traces the descent of its young protagonist into sexual depravity,
Rachilde not only provides a female counterpart to Sade’s libertine but also
rewrites a founding scene of French allegorical tradition: the plucking of the
rose in Le Roman de la rose.’® In the medieval romance, the pilgrim who rep-
resents masculine quest violently possesses the feminine virginal flower in the
love garden of Déduit. In Rachilde’s version, the naughty little marquise de
Sade—Mary Barbe—frolics in a dreamy fin de siecle erotic garden with the
young Sirocco. They come upon garden’s most precious blossom, a perfect
rose called /émotion. Compared to a maid poised on the first blush of sensual
awakening, the exquisite rose mirrors the pale and virginal, though not so in-
nocent, Mary Barbe. The traditional allegorization of femininity as a rose to
be ravished by the pilgrim, however, is overturned. Instead, it is the maid who
plucks the rose and eats it: “Mary ne se lassait pas de respirer la rose. . . .
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Soudain, elle y mit les dents et, dans un raffinement de plaisir, elle la mangea”
(97). Mary devours the virginal rose to become instead an unruly fleur du mal.
This moment of cannibalistic jouissance captures an essential feature of
Rachilde’s appropriation of her literary heritage. Her defiant intrusion into the
rhetorical blossoms of predecessor texts do not merely reproduce their topoi
through a simplistic inversion of gender that leaves the process of allegoriza-
tion intact. Instead, Rachilde’s curious reinscription of the rose discloses some-
thing about the sexual politics of allegory itself. It alerts us to the violence of a
creative process in which a masculine subject inscribes its will upon a feminine
matter, mistress, and muse.!!

Rachilde engages in dialogue with dominant topoi from the literary tradi-
tion, as well as with more contemporary writings by Baudelaire, Huysmans,
Villiers de I'Isle Adam, Barbey d’Aurevilly, and others. Characters such as
Mary Barbe are female incarnations of the Baudelairean dandy. Androgynous,
opposed to reproduction and maternity, plagued with ennui and disgusted at
the tepid mediocrity of their times, Rachilde’s female protagonists are aesthetes
whose cruel and refined sexual practices extract la beauté du mal. Yet Barress
theory of passive and ventriloquized influence is belied by Rachilde’s often
comical counterviolent treatment of her literary predecessors. In La jongleuse,
Baudelaire himself is unceremoniously dispatched as a decadent cliché. In-
deed, the mysterious Eliante Donalger initially appears to be a typical Baude-
lairean female idol. Her body is seamlessly encased in black dresses, and her
alabaster face is permanently painted into artifice. Léon, a medical student,
thwarted in his attempts to seduce her, muses as she dances past him: “un
tourbillon passait en réve. Une valseuse noire dont les jupons s’envolaient
comme de sombres feuilles d’acanthe autour du beau fruit défendu, d’un corps
lisse et souple, que 'on révait plus blanc, plus lisse et plus souple parce qu’il
était voilé de deuil. Deuil de qui ? Deuil de quoi ? Un affreux deuil prémédicé
avant la lettre, pour aguicher les pierrots dont I'imagination aigrie de bonne
heure avait picoré le fumier de Baudelaire, les jours de pluie. Nom d’un chien I”
(Jongleuse, 63). Through Léon’s caustic eyes, Eliante momentarily embodies
Baudelaire’s marmoreal passante, her flying skirts recalls the woman mourning
who walks by, “soulevant, balangant le feston et l'outlet” (OC, 1: 92). Yet this in-
tertextual incarnation is dismissed as a bit of clichéd rubbish lying in the
Baudelairean dungheap. Baudelaire’s passante is caricatured as “passing fash-
ion” and trashed; the poet who would turn mud into gold is turned back into
mud, his legacy mocked as an obsolete charogne curdling the imagination.
Rachilde turns Baudelaire’s polarized images of women (as material decay and
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as marmoreal ideal) against the poet himself. The character of Eliante both re-
hearses and eludes these images of femininity. The passing object of the poet’s
fascination in “A une passante” becomes, in La Jongleuse, a performing subject
in her own right, one who deliberately cultivates her semiotic possibilities.!2

“Mlle Baudelaire” is at her most Baudelairean in such contestatory rewrit-
ings of her precursor. Her dialogue with Baudelaire takes up the challenge of
“Assomons les pauvres !” and its invitation to reading as counterviolence. This
combative play with precursor texts also opens a meditation on the body’s
plasticity before the other’s erotic and aesthetic gaze. Indeed, Rachilde rewrites
the traditional opposition between female materiality and masculine form, be-
tween femme sauvage and dandy, in sexual scenarios that show the violence
through which a body is turned into a meaningful semiotic object. In dislo-
cating the gender positions associated with the creative process, she reveals
how allegory itself is “engendered” through violence. As in Baudelaire, who
serves as an intertextual thread in the following readings of L’Animale and
Monsieur Vénus, violence and counterviolence are textual modalities that con-
vey the vulnerability of the human body and the painful—as well as pleasur-
able—conditions under which certain bodies emerge, are empowered, or are
cast into abjection.

“La femme est naturelle, cest-a-dire abominable’:

Rachilde’s L Animale

As its title suggests, Rachilde’s LAnimale ambiguously rehearses the decadent
topos of the bestial woman. Whether /animale of the title is the heroine or the
feline pet that finally kills her is left ambiguous, but Laure Lordes is a parody
of the Baudelairean femme sauvage. There is more than a hint of charogne to
her loveliness even as a child. Born to parents who performed gastronomical
experiments worthy of Huysmans’s des Esseintes to increase their fertility, she
is a hothouse plant, a flewr du mal whose beauty is on the verge of organic de-
cay: “Lenfant n'était pas seulement avancée, elle érait pourrie, d’une jolie
pourriture de champignon blanc et brodé. Elle se montrait naturellement dé-
composée, comme les bulles qui s'arrondissent sur les ondes stagnantes, sur les
mares oll 'on a mis des chanvres a rouir, lesquelles bulles, tres jolies, sirisent
de toutes les couleurs de I'arc en ciel et n’en sont pas moins montées de I'in-
fection. . . . Nulle innnocence ne pouvait, du reste, égaler la sienne, puisqu’elle
était née avec le germe du mal.”!3 Rachilde’s portrait of Laure Lordes’s corrupt
femininity rehearses a host of conventional Baudelairean motifs. The italicized
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reference to her “natural” decay echoes Baudelaire’s view of woman as “na-
turelle . . . abominable”; the venom flowing in her veins recalls the venereal
imagery of “A celle qui est trop gaie”; her long, fragrant tresses—a metonymic
sign of her bestial disposition—invoke the musky sexuality of his exotic
women.'4 Laure’s bestiality will find its perverse expression in her passionate
intimacy with a cat called Lion. This too seems a wink at Baudelaire, since it
is well known that cats became the poet’s signature, such that the black cat in
Manets scandalous Olympia served both as a metonym for the prostitute’s
genitals and as a bawdy hommage to the poet.!

Rachilde’s protagonist is thus a caricature of the cultural logic that produces
“woman” as “la sauvagerie dans la civilisation,” a logic illustrated in the cen-
tury’s obsession with the prostitute’s contagious sexuality (as we saw earlier).
Laure Lordes’s precocious, unbridled instincts and ennui drive her to corrupt
the boys in her village. She then seduces her father’s notary, the repulsive, one-
eyed Lucien Séchard.'® Her next victim is a young priest, whose religious
fervor conceals an incestuous obsession with his sister. As the priest finally suc-
cumbs to Laure’s advances, he mouths the opening lines of Baudelaire’s “LIn-
vitation au voyage”: “Oui mon enfant . . . ou mieux, ma soeur” (4, 1o1). Their
fleeting communion is filtered through the ecstatic transports of Baudelaire’s
love lyric. Laure’s tresses billow around him in a hot fragrant haze reminiscent
of “la langoureuse Asie et la brilante Afrique” slumbering in the aromatic for-
est of “La Chevelure”:

Ils demeurerent une seconde enlacés ; Laure se fondait tout entiére sur sa
bouche, comme un fruit s'écrasant. Des odeurs de roses dans les cheveux . . .
des bras nus, une forét de bras nus, se nouaient 4 son cou ; il était caressé
par une tresse de cheveux noirs flottants qui prenait la dimension d’une
fumée d’incendie, et il ne pourrait plus s'echapper, car une mutine voix
d’enfant lui criait

— Porte moi, mon frére, porte-moi, emporte-moi ! (4, 103)

Given this parody of the love lyric’s conventional scenario, it is perhaps not an
accident that Rachilde called her heroine Laure Lordes. The echoing of
“Laure” recalls Petrarch’s Laura, the quintessential mistress and muse of the
Renaissance love lyric. The protagonist’s name is perhaps an ironic gesture to-
ward a literary tradition that has constructed femininity as a passive erotic and
aesthetic object and as the vehicle to an ideal destination. But Rachilde re-
verses the direction of poetic transportation, for in this passage and through-
out the novel, it is Laure who turns her male beloved into a muse and vehicle
to an ideal ailleurs (“Porte moi, mon frére, porte-moi, emporte-moi !”).
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This ailleurs however is systematically banalized and co-opted by the bour-
geoisie. Instead of a land of “luxe, calme et volupté,” the paradise promised by
her fraternal priest turns out to be the confining platitude of a bourgeois mar-
riage. Indeed, to ensure Laure’s salvation (from his own desire and the conse-
quences of her affair with her father’s notary), the priest arranges her marriage
to Henri Alban, a tepid bourgeois Parisian. The jilted and jealous notary tells
the would-be groom of his affair with Laure before committing suicide. Laure
is disowned by her family, abandoned by her fiancé, and cast out of the village.
She flees to Paris, where she joins Henri and offers to serve as his petite-
maitresse instead of his legitimate wife, an arrangement that he accepts with or-
derly aplomb.

Henri Alban’s mean and calculating spirit epitomizes the deadening con-
formism of an American-style status quo based on the reign of profit. De-
scribed as a “chef d’oeuvre de sa fin-de-si¢cle . . . apothéose du genre américain
francisé . . . fier de la France, que la raison et un bel équilibre social momifiait
honnétement” (4, 169), he represents a cold, masculine, bureaucratic bour-
geoisie invested in a purely transactional model of human relations. Sapped of
vital force and nobility, worshipping at the altar of commerce, and incapable
of any emotion that has not been scripted in advance for profit, he is a comic
sample of Baudelaire’s civilized man.!” Henri’s deadening—and deadly—con-
formism drives Laure into the madness and abjection he believes is intrinsic to
her. Neglected by her lover, who wants to sell her off to one of his friends,
treated like a lunatic, kept in solitary confinement like a harem girl, with only
her cat for company, Laure slowly mutates into a feline creature.

Laure thus comes to embody the lunacy, bestiality, and prostitution that
the social order (her family, the church, her village, and her fiancé) attributes
to her essential nature. Embracing her social construction as abject and bestial,
as the vital, feminized irrational principle repressed by the bourgeois life-
world, Laure moves beyond the symbolic order and becomes a phantasmagor-
ical nocturnal prowler who crawls around the rooftops of Paris, peering
through windows in an indiscriminate quest for communion with men and
beasts. After a brief affair with a young working-class boy, she is abandoned by
Henri and sinks into a coma. When she recovers, she is a pauper, and she de-
cides to prostitute herself in order to survive. On her first nocturnal excursion
in search of clients, she meets an older man, who vows to take her away to
Africa. Yet once again, the promise of the ailleurs or an escape route from de-
pendency and abjection proves a mirage. Her beloved cat, Lion, who escaped
during her illness, returns in a state of rage, starvation, and jealousy to attack
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his owner. Laure’s spectacular combat with the feline monster is reminiscent of
Balzac’s La Fille aux yeux d’or, only the relations of power are reversed.!8 She is
ripped to shreds by the animal she has kept, rather than by a pantherish
“keeper” like Balzac’s marquise. Yet no executioner is needed to kill Laure. She
is, Rachilde ostentatiously points out, slaughtered by her own inner beast. At
the end, a glimpse into the mirror will reveal “un félin diabolique, un monstre
inconnu, effroyable. . . . A travers son voile de sang, Laure s’était vu dans la
glace” (4, 268). Laure’s metamorphosis into a beast is complete: her animal na-
ture, materialized in Lion, devours her. The novel closes on woman and cat,
locked in a grotesque em