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			Charles Baudelaire

			French poet

			
					Born in Paris in 1821 

					Died there in 1867 

					Notable works:	The Flowers of Evil (1857), poetry

	Artificial Paradises (1860), essay

	Paris Spleen (1869, after his death), poetry




			

			Baudelaire is considered to be one of the greatest poets of the nineteenth century. His collection The Flowers of Evil (1857) is a major work of modernity, through which Baudelaire reinvented poetic aesthetics.

			Born in 1821, at an early age Baudelaire was marked by a sense of loneliness, pain and bitterness caused by the death of his father. His mother remarried some time later to a soldier, commander Aupick, who the young Baudelaire hated as he represented the exact opposite of what he aspired to be, i.e. a creator, a poet. In his youth, Baudelaire led a dissolute, easy life. After having squandered his paternal inheritance, drowning in a sea of debts, he was placed back into the care of his mother and commander Aupick. Baudelaire then mixed with the great artists and intellectuals of his time such as Barbey d’Aurevilly, Théophile Gautier and Edgar Allen Poe, for whom he became a translator. He died in Paris in 1867 of syphilis.

		


		
			The Flowers of Evil

			A revolutionary works

			
					Genre: Poetry collection

					Reference edition: Baudelaire, C. (1999) Les fleurs du mal. Paris: Le Livre de Poche.1

					First edition: 1857

					Themes: melancholy, the city, rebellion, beauty, ugliness, death

			

			In 1857, the first edition of The Flowers of Evil was published. Upon its release, the collection was violently attacked by critics, to the point where a judicial investigation was opened against Baudelaire. He was accused of violating religious morality, public morality and public decency. In the end, only the last charge was upheld: the author was sentenced to a heavy fine and forced to remove six poems from the collection. This decision caused him despair, especially since he had always said that The Flowers of Evil followed a ‘secret structure’: the condemnation of six pieces questioned the integrity of his work. He began writing more poems to replace them, and the second edition of The Flowers of Evil appeared in 1861. This is a major work of the modernity that revolutionized the poetic aesthetic. This work alone reflects the entire poetic project of Baudelaire which involves extracting beauty from evil. 

			

			
				
					1 Quotes taken from the reference edition have been translated by BrightSummaries.com.

				

			

		


		
			The Flowers of Evil Collection

			The title

			A title has always been an indicator of the text, revealing the author’s intentions. Baudelaire hesitated for a long time before settling on a title:

			
					He first envisioned the title The Lesbians. The origin of the word goes back to a Greek poetess from the Classical Era, Sappho (7th-6th century, BC), who lived on the island of Lesbos, offshore of Greece. The term refers to his love for women and its glorification in his poems. With female homosexuality being rejected ever since the Classical Era, the term ‘lesbian’ very quickly gained a negative connotation and it had been used to refer to a woman of poor repute. This choice of title was consequently outrageous, as Baudelaire had wished, yet it was also of poetic inspiration as it referred to the poetess Sappho;

					Then, Baudelaire considered the title Limbos. This is a term in theology that means the place where the souls of those who lived before Christ’s redemption can be found, as well as those of unbaptized children. In the nineteenth century, it was also a term that was linked to socialism: it referred to a period of industrial misery before the advent of the long-awaited just and perfect society. This title therefore reflected Baudelaire’s ambition to tell the story of the spiritual agitation of his time and emphasized his poetic ambition to be modern;

					Finally, the strength of the title The Flowers of Evil, which the poet eventually chose, lies in the oxymoron, which reflects the poetic project of Baudelaire: extracting beauty – flowers are always considered beautiful – from evil. This fundamental opposition structures the entire collection, which will be discussed in more detail later on. 

			

			The secret structure of the collection

			The second edition of The Flowers of Evil, which became the definitive version, is divided into six sections, while the first only included five (without Parisian Scenes).

			Spleen and Ideal (Poems 1-85)

			This is the longest section of the collection.

			The poet firstly notices that two contradictory forces coexist within him: spleen and the ideal, to which he dedicates this section, in which he also engages in reflections on poetry and aesthetics. 

			The word ‘spleen’ comes from the Greek word ‘splen’. The Ancient Greeks thought that the human body was composed of four basic elements, housed equally in different parts of the body: this theory is known as humorism. It was thought that when these four elements became unbalanced, health was threatened. When black bile, the humor produced by the spleen, poured into the body, it caused a state of deep melancholy. By a shift of meaning, the world ‘spleen’ means a melancholic state with no specific cause. For Baudelaire, by extension, the term refers all at once to the feelings of stagnation, lassitude, mediocrity, boredom, distress and melancholy felt by the poet. In the poems it is associated with rain, water, mud, mist, darkness and all kinds of dark images, as well as with the pattern of decline and fall, and sometimes with the present moment. 

			Baudelaire opposes hope to spleen, hope being embodied by the ideal. The poet, alone on earth, dreams of rising to an ideal that can take various forms: for example, it may be beauty or love. Generally, in the poems, the ideal always belongs to times in the past or future, and is characterized by a lifting through light, clarity, fire and images of taking flight. The poem Albatross, which speaks of the poet’s condition, is particularly characteristic of this tension between spleen and ideal, since it shows both the movement of flight and the idea of elevation, suggested by the presence of the albatross, and the elements of water, the abyss and the fall.

			Note that the ideal constantly eludes to the poet, which further exacerbates his feelings of boredom and despair. Thus, Baudelaire dwells at length on spleen, which is omnipresent, and only mentions the ideal, which is more rare and ephemeral, through fragile and fleeting images.

			This section can itself be subdivided into three parts:

			
					The cycle of art, including the poems dealing with the grandeur of the chosen poet, such as Elevation, Interior Life or The Ideal. There are also pieces that deal with the poet’s misery such as Albatross and Benediction, as well as poems that personify beauty such as Beauty, The Giantess or The Mask;

					The cycle of love, in which we find poems dedicated to the various women that were important to Baudelaire: Jeanne Duval (Exotic Perfume, Hair, The Dancing Serpent), Apollonie Sabatier (All Together, The Flask) and Marie Daubrun (Poison, Invitation to the Voyage), as well as poems of secondary inspirations, i.e. the women to whom the poems seem to be addressed but who have not been identified;

					The cycle of spleen centers on the set of poems entitled Spleen, and ends with the trilogy of poems on bad conscience: The Self-Tormentor, The Irremediable and The Clock. It is within this cycle that the poems of boredom are found. 

			

			Parisian Scenes (Poems 86-103)

			In this section, Baudelaire definitively breaks away from romanticism and decidedly advances towards modernity by writing poetry centered around the city. Similarly, he seeks to extract the beauty from evil and here, he tries to extract the beauty of the city. The author presents poetic scenes anchored in the Paris of workers, pleasure and misery. He manages to transcend these images of everyday life through poetry that transforms all of these things into symbols and allegories. 

			Wine (Poems 104-108)

			This section refers to the artificial paradises celebrated by Baudelaire in the eponymous work. The first two poems in this section provide a continuation of ‘Parisian Scenes’ by conjuring up the Paris of workers and proletarians.

			The Flowers of Evil (Poems 109-117)

			This section is the keystone of the collection, as can be derived from its title, which highlights the intentions at the forefront of Baudelaire’s poetic project, namely extracting beauty from evil, as has already been explained. In these pieces, the poet turns to physical pleasures to try to escape human condition. They have also been said to be part of the ‘cycle of vices’.

			Revolt (Poems 118-120)

			This section includes three poems of blasphemy and rebellion. The last three sections, ‘Wine’, ‘The Flowers of Evil’ and ‘Revolt’, should read as the poet’s desperate attempts to escape his condition and spleen, through the intoxication of artificial paradises, physical pleasures and rebellion against God.

			Death (Poems 121-126)

			Finally, the last hope of escaping the feelings of boredom and distress that torment the poet: death. Indeed, in spite of all his attempts to escape, the poet fails to reach the ideal: the same deadly obsession is constantly revisited. However, death is not to be understood here in terms of finitude, but as a way forward to a new creation (underlined by the adjective ‘new’ that closes the collection). Death, according to Baudelaire, is the ‘soil of new flowers’.

		


		
			Context

			19th century poetry: from romanticism to symbolism 

			The literary history of the nineteenth century is characterized by a constant search for meaning and originality. Caught in the turmoil of the Industrial Revolution and its upheavals, both economic and social, writers and poets sought to give new meaning to literature and to man.

			Romanticism

			The early nineteenth century saw the appearance of romantic poetry. In 1820, in France – and already in the late eighteenth century in Germany -, writers such as Victor Hugo (1802-1885) or Alphonse de Lamartine (1790-1869) were the leaders of a poetry movement that wanted to put their inner expression at the forefront of their poetry. The poetic ‘I’ at the heart of the work allows for the lyrical expression of a whole range of emotions, from feelings of love to deep melancholy. This poetic meditation on the ‘self’ is the main characteristic of romantic poetry. But romantics also operated a number a formal changes, including rehabilitating ancient forms such as the rondo, the ballad and the ode. Finally, romantic poetry, as the poetry of sensitivity, also aims to be the mirror of the disenchantment of a whole generation. In fact, romantic writers, marked by the political upheavals of their times, were victims of what is called ‘le mal du siècle’, which can be roughly translated as ‘the evil of the century’: caught between their wishes for heroism and the despair caused by the succession of regimes that never kept their promises, they lost their illusions and fell prey to a strong feeling of boredom and melancholy.

			You could say that Baudelaire, who began writing in 1845, was in some way influenced by romanticists, with whom he had some affinities: his yearning for the infinite, in particular, is inherited from the romantic aesthetic.

			Parnassianism

			In the 1850s, in reaction to the romantic aesthetic, which was always prone to lyrical outbursts, the Parnassian poets (in homage to the Greek mountain of the same name), such as Théophile Gautier (1811-1872) or Leconte de Lisle (1818-1894) claimed a more impersonal approach, based on research into a rigorous formal aesthetic. This approach culminated in fixed, binding poetic forms such as the sonnet. In poetry, the Parnassians practiced a doctrine of art for the sake of art, which means that artistic expression is disinterested and only seeks an aesthetic ideal consisting of formal perfection. 

			Baudelaire is a contemporary of the Parnassians and dedicated the collection The Flowers of Evil to Théophile Gautier. However, the overly rational aspect of this literary trend offended his mystical sensibilities, and prevented him from identifying with that group.

			Symbolism

			Later on, Baudelaire greatly influenced symbolist poets such as Stéphane Mallarmé (1842-1898), the Count of Lautréamont (1846-1870), Paul Verlaine (1844-1896) or Arthur Rimbaud (1854-1891), to the extent where The Flowers of Evil has often been seen as a precursor of symbolism, a literary and artistic movement that originated in France in 1870. In the same way as Baudelaire, symbolists sought to establish links between very different realities and to represent reality through symbols. Poetic coherence then became
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