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Paris and the lyric poet's encounter with • IIIOdem city were, no doubt, 
eaural to Baudelaire's el&boratim of 8 modem aesthetics. But if the city and 
its crowds are sancmw "camal,· it is also true, as Ross Chambers has 9bown. 
that of the la61eOJlX parniens, "relatively few oime poems lire specific.ally set 
in Paris· (97). Ralher than diillCU88 Baudelaire as "inaugural poet of high 
modernism" (Jameson 247), thm, 1 wan! to explore problems suggested by 
Chambers' title: •Are Baudelaire's 'Tableaux Parisiens' About Paris?" To 
rephrase my own tide. I ask. what happens when lhe poet loses himself in 
crowds? The answer, as ambiguow u the qucstioo. lies in 8 DeW 

understanding of cOm!3pondance3 because the same tensioo between 
t:ranscaldence and inDnanence oa3ts between the poet and the auwd and oem 
relations of self to other thai. will interest me in this paper. 

Essc:::nlial to these questions will be the ~c oftbefltinellr. who is at ooce 
a participanl rud abaver ofthe crowd, thai is, both swqX: up in the ~ 

ofthe crowd and detached Ih:m, even Woofand disdainful o( the II1lWeS. One 
oflhe opening poems ofUI ~1lr:J du mal, "L'albatros" offeB I good example 
of this disdain: 

Le Poete est semblable au prince des nuees
 
Qui hante ta IempCte et se rit de I'archer;
 
Exile sur Ie sol au milieu des hu6es,
 
Ses ailes de gtant l'emp6;hent de marcher. (10)
 

This vision of the poet's life as lIIl exile from the heavens recalls the 
romlllltiC theme ofthe miSlIDderstood aulhor-genius. The traditional form of 
the poem (fcur quotrllins of ale:xaodrines with regular ~ and altml&ting 
mucuJ.ine and feminine rhymes) does oothing to distinguish it u modem. On 
the ol.her hand, ifthi9 text seems to cultivate the privileged slatus of the poet, 
it may be 100 late, f()(" a different contract between reeder and Vr'riter had 
already been forged 8 few- pages earlier in the poem "To the Reoder.~ with its 
famous last line. ~Hypocrite lecteur,--moo sembtable,--mon frt:rel" (6). A!J a 
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kind of preface, this text shooId entice the reader, or as GeoetIe has written 
800ul pn:f.:eS in general, it should say, "This is wiry and this is ht::1w yoo sbookl 
read this book" (183). At the mercy of the market, the author invites the 
loathed bo~eois reader tD C9C8pe b:redm and to join in hisfldnerie, for both 
the poet and his audien::e IooIc fur!JJlllething new to e:9C8pe thr:iT nmJli. In this 
conlcxt, it makes sense that the Jut word of the last poem of Le3 Fleun du 
maJ, "1...e voyage.· !hould be ItOlWt'ml. in italics, no less: 

Nous voulons. tanl ce feu oous br1lle Ie cerveau, 
Plonger au food du gouffn:, Enfer au Ciel. qu'importe ? 
Au fond de l'Inconnu pour trouvcr du ItOllfWauJ 

The crowd offers such new smsalicm 10 the jlarrfllr and reader. But Ii.ke 
the changing relation between Miler and reader, 8 paradox results from. the 
interaction between the jlaneur and the crowd: just L'i his activity combines 
inunersion in and detachment:from the crowd, the latter represents at once II 
subject for the poet and a customer for his art. As Graeme Gilloch notes, in 
his book on !he city and Walter Benjamin, "The fldneur goes to the markd in 
the guise of a cwious onlooker. but in reality is there to gell his good.'l. 
Benjamin states '&j1aneun, the inteUigenlsi. came into the mad::etplace. A!l 
they thought, to observe it--but in reality it was already to find a buyer" 
(Gilloch 155). Benjamin puts this perhaps most m:cinctly in his essay "On 
Some Motifs in Boudelaire": "The aowd--no subject was more entitled to the 
8Uel:dion of nineteenth-century writer9.... It beaune II customer, it wished to 
find it3elfportrByw in the conlanpOrarynovel" (166). To be sure, there was 
no iihortage of wnter5 to accommodate this desire, and Benjamin cites as 
examples the woO:: of Victor 1-hJ8J and Eugene Sue. best·seUing 8LIthors oflhe 
period. 

T'bese analy~ chara:terize the changing relations between the public and 
the poet, but the question of how Boudelaire integrlUed the crowd into his 
work, in a manoer that is aloogetbc:r different from a Hugo or Sue, remains to 
be exploced. Sc\oenll, maybe all, of the FIeIll"S dll mal lend tlK:mselves to such 
quesl.ims, but. I will coocentrate first on one of\be tableau pari3;em, "A une 
passante". 

La rue assourdissante aulour de moi hurlait.
 
Longue, mince, en grand deWl, douleur majestueuse,
 
Doe femme passa, d'uDe main fastueux
 
Soulevant. bal~ant Ie feston et I'ourlet;
 
Agile et noble, avec so jambe de statue::.
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Moi. je buvais, arispe comme un extravagant, 
Dans 9OD. ocil. ciellivide 00 germe l'ouraglllL, 
La doooeut qui f83cioc ct Ie plaisir qui tuc. 
Un l!:clair...puis 18 nwl I---Fugitive beauit 
Dorat Ie regard m', fait!lOlJdainement reoailre, 
Ne le vern.i-je plU8 que dans I'Ctemiit? 

Ailletlr.l, bien loin d'ici 11rop tard 1~ peut.are I 
Car j'ignore oU tu fiJi!, tu De sais oU je vais, 
o lei que j'eusse llim6e, d toi qui 1e savais ! 

This pC'leJll demonstrates well why Baudelaire can be called the last 
romantic 8Ild first modem poet. The fmn is quite traditimal: a 30QDCt written 
in twdw syllable alexaodrines. The cmtcnt. howeYer. bleDds the pd with the 
modem. It recalls 8 lraditiooal theme of lyric poetry: the 8laooe of a woman 
evoked as loss. But the scene geCIDS to lake pIKe in the hU9tJ.e lind bustle of 
8 busy aowd,1hal. offen the chance eocounICI' with the Wmwt ooIy to take her 
bllCk. A3 Benjamin writes ofthis poem. 

In 8 widow's veil, mysteri<:JW1y and muti:ly bcmc a100g by the 
crowd. an unknown woman oomes into the poet's field of 
vi!lion... rl]hi!l VCI)' crowd brings to the city dwella' the figure thBl 
flL'lCinates. The delight: oftbe urban poet is love--not at first si¢tt, 
bU1 8' Wt sight. Il is a farewell fcrevcr which ooincides in the poem 
willi the moment of cncbantment. Thus the sonnet supplies the 
fi_ ofsbocl<. indeed af""""""Phc. (169) 

This shock is importanl in Benjamin's scheme. roc it 9trUctUres a shift in 
experience thai. arrived with modc:mity and first transcribed by Baudelaire. 
The appraisab of u& ./kun du mal as 8 rupture between traditional and 
m~ poetics often depenIs on this idea. yet it fails to underline an impcI1an1 
aspect afBlIlIde1aire's work tba1 aJso infCJllml the poet's relation to the crowd: 
narcissism. Il is bue thaL the dandy and iliDM have received attentioo from 
this ongle, IIlld rightly so, but in reading "A une passanle" IIlI the cxpcic:nce of 
modem man in the city, ooe f<qets that it abo stBges IIlong-staming theme of 
lyric poetry, the rerncatioo of woman lIS an object ofmalclreaclerly fantasy. 

In a briefessay on Lamartine, Barbara Jobn8on unveils this issue B!I "the 
equivalence alwuys implicit in lyric poe1Jy between the beloved and the dead, 
between beauty and death." She cites !Il'Jrtle stunning examples to show how 
"dead women seem repeatedly to be iMeparable from. mcmenls of poetic 
renewal.... This apparent necrophilia can be read IS a form of poetic self­
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reflexiveness: woman equals beauty equals the poem itxtf, \Wich is killed into 
1IJt. This reading, howC'o'er, neutralizes the Wlderlying misogyny of such 8 

"""". (629). 
The afliIUl)' between death and WOOlan in "A une pMS8llte" sOOws up first 

in the "grand deuil, douIeur majestueu!fe." One feels no sympathy fer the 
mourner, and we are drawn instead lo gaze al ha" skirt and then her leg: "Agile 
el noble, avec sa jambe de statue." 1be woman has hecane a statue, 
symbol.izing both beaul)' itself and oold slone, like the marble of a tombstone, 
and it is no ooincidmce thai. the rhyme with statue is "qui tue." Although it is 
the poet who is threalened by this death--and 1le has been frozen ("crispe 
comme \Dl exirav6Bant") by her penetrating gaze--il is me who exists only 88 

lID object ofart (the statue), an object ofhis desire and stare, and finally lIS the 
object of his poem. lrK1em. ~ inanimate is she, so devoid ofsubja:tivity, that 
ODC must. wonder ifshe ever existed at all, a hypothesis supported by the use 
of a SUbjWlCtive in the IllSI.line rO Ioi que j'eusse aimee"). In this fan.tasy, the 
rcf'erent may ~ have crossed the poel's path in the streets of Paris. 
Perhaps, in the end. this poem has much 1f:S9 lo do with life in the big city lban 
it does with PdrRrch's Laura, Scevc-'s nelie, erRmsard's Ioven, tn1t ofwbooi. 
matter as real people. (Johnson ccmments incisively on the case of LaUl1l's 
identity: "Better dead and idealized than real and pregnant" 629.) 

1be poem "La bcaute" reinforces this reading: 

Je suis belle, 6 mortels! comme un rl:ve de pierre,
 
Et mon sein, 00 chacun s'est meurtri tour atour,
 
Est fail pour inspirer au prete un amour
 
Etemel el moot ainsi que la matiere.
 

Je trOne dans l'azur comme un sphinx incompris;
 
funis un coeur de neige a la blancheur des cygne8;
 
Je hais Ie mouvemenl qui depl&ee les lignes,
 
Et jamais je ne pleure el jamais je ne ris.
 

Les potte9, devllDl roes grllndes attitudes,
 
Que j'ai l'air d'empnmter aux plU'i tiers moouments,
 
Consumet"onlletml jours en d'a~ etudes;
 

Car fai, pour fasciner ces dociles amsnls,
 
De purs miroin qui font loules ch0geS pllL'l belles:
 
Mes ycux, mes larges yeux IMJX c1artts et.emelles!
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This JXlCID com~s the theme ofbeauty as 8 (dead) wemsn with images 
of stmes: ~UIl reve de piem:: the hard bruising ~ the muteness ci ~18 

matiere.~ the sphinx and. other monuments. At the end. the last metaphor 
lIhows the reaJ. relatiooship between poet and objcet: lo gaze into her eyes is 
to look for 8 reflection of himself, rendered even more beautiful by these 
mirrors. This nol only neg8les any castrating)X)WeI" attributtd lo the eyes of 
wcman, it shows how the relal..ioo between ~mi olber, between !he poet and 
his object, is between the 5e1fam his own image. 

This allegory of beauty seems far removed frool the crowded city, yet the 
prose poem "Les Foules- displll)'!'l • similar logic. Multitude is like solitude aOO 
vice versa because it involve> projecting the ~If and its fllDlaSie:l' onto 8 
mirror-like and objectified body thai promises pleasure: 

nn'c:st pas dome 111 chacun de prendre un bain de multitude: joW 
de 10 Coole est un art.... Multitude. solitude: termes egaux et 
convertibles pour Ie pott.e aclif ct f6cood. Qui ne sail peupk.:r sa 
!IOlitude, De sait pas non plus etre seuJ. dans une roole affain!:e. Le 
poCte jouil de cet incompuable privilege, qu'iI peut .. sa guise etre 
lui-rneme et autrui... iI enlre. quand iI \'dII., dans Ie per.omage de 
chacun. . . . Le promeneur solitaire et pensif lire une singuliere 
ivresse de cette universelle ccxnmunion. Celui·lll. qui q,ouse 
fscilmtent 18 roule ronnaa"l. des jouissanoes fiem::u:a... Ce que Ies 
hommes noounen1 arncu est mal petit. , . compare 8 cette ineffable 
orgie, Bcette sainle prostitution de I'Arne qui 5e donne toot entiCnl. 
poCsie et chsrilt•... Bl'incccmu qui passe. (243-44) 

No longer does the poet soar above the crowd and its ~ as in 
"L'aJbatros;M here we find a Muniversal communion.Mthat is., community. But 
what is the nature of this community, of the poet's getting lost in the crowd? 
The U5e of the masculine "inconnu qui passeM instead ofa feminine plL'JSO'by 

does not hide what the overtly 9:XU8l vocabuhuy reveals: that the crowd, like 
the women in "La beoutt" and MA Wle p8SS8D~: provides a blank and 
ruuneless canvas, or mirror, for the poet's flllllaSies. 

It is signifiC&l1t that Baudelaire med the idea of a "universal analogy," an 
echo of this universal. communioo,. to express the idea of correspondences. 
How must we chonse our understanding ofCOlTe5pOOdenoes. then, in light of 
the poet's narcissistic relationship to the crowd in MLes fooiesM? 

La Nature est \Ul temple aU. de vivants piliel'"S 
Laissent porfois sortir de confuses paroles; 
L'honune y passe Btravers des fwets de symboles 
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Qui I'oba::rvcnt avo:: des regards ramiliers. 

ODe could claim thai "Nature,· the first word of the poem. has become 
simply the city and its auwds. 'JDig would make seIlge imlofar lIS nsWre. far the 
romantics, often reflected their state of mind; one lhinks again ofLamartine', 
apostrophe, "6 lac," among countless others, But il is one thing to per.JODify 
nature lind another 10 nal1nlize ~ city. Perhaps the city, which constantly 
o:ll'ers some1hing new 10 the poet. ultim8le1y fails prec~1y because the new is 
o.Iways the same. 

The "forest of symbols who observe [man] with familiar look.'I" are 
familiar because they are reflections ofthej7tinellt's own image lUld fanta.si.es. 
And for that matter, they nwy literlllly be his reflections. seen in ~ shop 
windows in the oever-eding hunt fur the new mel different. Corre!!pcnIenoe 
therefore, like the passerby, ~ anwd, and beauty itself, promise 
lrllllllCCDdenoe just as !he CO[IlJJX)(tity prcmi&es sanething new. But in the end, 
because the fantasy never cOm!Jponds to reality, the crowd will, as in 
"L'a1balro5," be a site of exile. The passerby in mourning rmwins indifferent; 
and art ilselfbecomes a cornmOOity the author must sell, like a street vendor. 
10 the hypocrite leek"', Fortunately for readers, even as it can provide a 
mirror for a narcissistic gsze, Baudelaire's poetry also offers itself as a city··s 
labyrinth where the reader is invited 10 get losL, lUld create, from ber own 
flanerie, a new map. 

John Carol1 University 
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