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Following the death of Charles Baudelaire in 1867, his mother, Mme Aupick discovered a bundle of notes penned by her son which comprised the makings of a projected book entitled Mon c‘ur mis à nu or My heart laid bare (Ruff 622).  Among the notebooks and scraps of paper recording the poet’s ideas on diverse subjects such as religion, love, art, women, politics, health, and money, lay what has become one of the defining passages in all of Baudelaire’s ‘uvre: “Il y a dans tout homme, à toute heure, deux postulations simultanées, l’une vers Dieu, l’autre vers Satan” (632).  The writer’s view of humanity’s dualistic posture before God, simultaneously turning toward and away from God, provides a foundation of paradox on which Baudelaire conceives and constructs a series of dualities that inform, in particular, his image of the artist and his art.  In “Le Peintre de la vie moderne” (1863), a significant portrait of the homo duplex as artist, Baudelaire reveals his æsthetic while depicting the contradictory nature both of the artist of modernity and of the contemporary beauty he represents.  As Baudelaire portrays the incongruities that characterize the painter of modern life and his work, he also offers certain philosophical and theological presuppositions with which to approach and better understand his own work and its dynamic tensions.

Though Baudelaire’s renown derives largely from his collection of poems, Les Fleurs du mal (1857), he remains a significant theoretician and critic of art, theatre, and literature of the nineteenth-century.  His 1863 essay “Le Peintre de la vie moderne,” in thirteen parts, emerges as one of his most important pieces, for in it he expounds his conception of modern art.  Curiously, the “painter” in question Baudelaire leaves unnamed, identifying him at the artist’s request only by the initials C.G.  Though scholars have since identified Baudelaire’s quintessential modern artist as the illustrator Constantin Guys, the relative anonymity of the “painter of modern life” leaves the studio door open for many a name.  Recent art historians and critics have applied Baudelaire’s portrayal of the artist to a number of nineteenth-century French painters, most notably to Édouard Manet as in T.J. Clark’s study entitled appropriately The Painting of Modern Life: Paris in the Art of Manet and His Followers (1984).  Similarly, my own scholarship has focused on Manet as a Baudelairian modern artist.  The relevance of Baudelaire’s principles to numerous painters, however, extends beyond the realm of visual art alone to literary art, especially that of Baudelaire himself.

In the opening paragraphs of “Le Peintre de la vie moderne,” Baudelaire reasserts his dualistic æsthetic, articulated years earlier in “Salon de 1846,” in which the art critic denounces the traditional theory of a unique and absolute beauty.  Rather, Baudelaire proposes, “[L]e beau est toujours, inévitablement, d’une composition double, bien que l’impression qu’il produit soit une. . . .  Le beau est fait d’un élément éternel, invariable . . . et d’un élément relatif, circonstanciel . . .” (547-50).  Every era, he concludes, establishes its own idea of beauty comprised of those elements which transcend time and space and those which pertain to and reflect the particular passions of contemporary society.  The duality of art--now eternal, now relative--according to Baudelaire, procedes inevitably from the duality of humankind.  Consider, he continues, the eternal portion as the soul of art, and the variable element as its body.  While humanity’s fundamental dualism of soul and body provides Baudelaire the foundation on which to theorize about the dualistic nature of art, it also offers Baudelaire a source for the particularly contradictory nature of the artist he depicts in “Le Peintre de la vie moderne.”

Baudelaire’s literary portrait of the painter of modernity materializes from a number of composite sketches of the figure.  Each of the four personae which together blend into the image of the Baudelairian artist comprises antithetical traits also characteristic of the poet’s images of beauty and artistic inspiration.  Baudelaire calls the artist the “homme du monde” or “man of the world” and describes him as one who exhibits in himself, as in his art, the “éternel” and the “relatif.”  At once a “spiritual citizen of the universe” and a man of  mid-nineteenth-century French culture, the painter represents in his art an understanding of the world and its customs as well as a comprehension of the mores of his own time and place (550-51).

Within the particularly urban milieu of mid-nineteenth-century Paris, Baudelaire locates a second persona, whom he names the “homme des foules” or “man of the crowd.”  Amid the throng of Parisiens, the paradoxical painter of  metropolitan landscapes combines the contrasting pleasures of multiplicity and solitude.  As he strolls the crowded streets of the city, the artist plays the dual role of participant and passionate observer enjoying intimacy with the masses yet maintaining his individuality.  Baudelaire himself expresses ardently the two-fold jouissance of the modern artist: “Être hors de chez soi, et pourtant se sentir partout chez soi; voir le monde, être au centre du monde et rester caché au monde. . . .  L’observateur est un prince qui jouit partout de son incognito” (552).

The immense pleasure of the artist as the “homme des foules,” whose experience and art reflect his ironic tendencies of involvement and detachment, prepares the canvas for the next picture of the artist, whose joy and inspiration originate in even more profound incongruities.  Drawing his illustration from a tale by Edgar Allan Poe, whose work Baudelaire both admired greatly and translated, the painter now appears as one whom he calls the “éternel convalescent” or “eternal convalescent.”  Baudelaire recounts the portion of Poe’s story, entitled “The Man of the Crowd,” in which he finds a compelling image for the artist.  A man sitting in a café window contemplates the passing crowd with Baudelairian jouissance.  At one and the same time he enthusiatically identifies with the passers-by as he observes their hustle and bustle.  The man himself has only recently escaped death from an illness and now enjoys a state of recovery.  “Enjoys” perhaps lacks the intensity of the pleasure Baudelaire suggests.  Indeed, the man breathes in with passionate delight the air of life he had nearly forgotten due to his illness.  Now he remembers and wants ardently to remember everything.  The story concludes as the man hurries out into the crowd in search of an unknown pedestrian whose face had suddenly fascinated him (551).

Clearly, Poe’s “man of the crowd” resembles Baudelaire’s “homme des foules” in his concurrent capacity to observe passionately and participate in the crowd.  Yet Baudelaire unveils a more essential duality in Poe’s figure by naming him the “éternel convalescent,” for the one who lives in a permanent state of recovery perpetuates an incongruous co-existence of life and death.  Baudelaire’s own existence was something of an “eternal convalescence,” though less pleasurably so than that of his modern artist.  His chronic physical and psychological challenges kept him in a persistent state of ill health rather than recovery of health.
  Despite his personal experience, Baudelaire recognizes in the modern artist a spiritual state akin to the physical and psychological condition of the “éternel convalescent”: “Supposez un artiste,” Baudelaire concludes, “qui serait toujours, spirituellement, à l’état du convalescent, et vous aurez la clef du caractère de M.G.” (551).  As “convalescence” inspires health, that is, movement from death toward life, it also provides Baudelaire with a spiritual metaphor for artistic inspiration.  In the context of the “painter of modern life,” “convalescence” signifies the recuperation of a fresh perspective; the “éternel convalescent” as artist, therefore, perpetuates the newness of his inspiration.

While “convalescence” implies movement between death and life, Baudelaire depicts another progression to which “convalescence” also relates and from which he figures the fourth persona of the “peintre de la vie moderne”: “convalescence” (and here we must understand the term as the artist’s inspiration), is like “a return to childhood” (551).  The “convalescent,” the inspired artist, like the child, according to Baudelaire, enjoys to the utmost taking a lively interest in even the most trivial things.  Here the writer beckons his readers to return to their earliest impressions as children and to recognize the similarity between their vividness and the vitality of their later impressions during a period of recovery.  For the inspired artist perceives the world as the child, whom Baudelaire represents as follows: “L’enfant voit tout en nouveauté; il est toujours ivre.  Rien ne ressemble plus à ce qu’on appelle l’inspiration, que la joie avec laquelle l’enfant absorbe la forme et la couleur” (552).  In-spirited by images of the world around him, drunken on form and color, the artist as “enfant” represents the sensitivity of the Baudelairian artist.  The “enfant,” however, embodies only half the image of the artist.  To be sure, the childlike sensitivity of the artist must coincide with mature analytic skills to render a complete portrait of the artist as the “homme-enfant.”  The paradoxical “man-child,” who combines reason and sensitivity, personifies for Baudelaire the genius itself of the “painter of modern life,” genius which Baudelaire claims is no more than “l’enfance retrouvée à volonté,” childhood equipped now to express itself with an adult’s physical means and analytical mind (552).

Together with the “homme-enfant,” Baudelaire blends the images of the “homme du monde,” the “homme des foules,” and the “éternel convalescent” to complete his portrait of the “peintre de la vie moderne.”  Each of the four figures presents its individual tensions to create a picture of the artist as a person of considerable complexity.  The source of these inherent conflicts as well as the source of the truth which paradoxically reconciles them, however, Baudelaire does not address until later in his essay.  In the section entitled “Éloge du maquillage” or “In Praise of Make-up” (Chanel, I presume!), Baudelaire offers pragmatically what may be deemed a theological explanation for the dualistic nature of man.  He condemns the false thinking of the eighteenth century with its rejection of the doctrine of original sin and its view of nature as the source and prototype of all possible forms of good and beauty declaring, “La négation du péché originel ne fut pas pour peu de chose dans l’aveuglement général de cette époque” (561).  Instead, Baudelaire argues that man’s nature drives him to all forms of evil.  Nature, or as Baudelaire characterizes it, “the inner voice of self-interest,” can do nothing but counsel crime.  He concludes his philosophical assessment of the nature of humanity: “Passez en revue, analysez tout ce qui est naturel, toutes les actions et les désirs du pur homme naturel, vous ne trouverez rien que d’affreux” (562).

Such an analysis of mankind’s dis-integrated nature alone would leave any reader despairing.  Baudelaire, however, proposes art as the true agent which reconciles man’s native differences allowing all the antithetical traits paradoxically to coexist as they do theoretically in Baudelaire’s “painter of modern life.”  “Le crime,” Baudelaire reiterates, “est originellement naturel. . . .  Le mal se fait sans effort, naturellement, par fatalité” (562).  Yet in distinct contrast with the naturalness of evil, Baudelaire opposes the artificiality of good: “Tout ce qui est beau et noble est le résultat de la raison et du calcul. . . .  La vertu . . . est artificielle, surnaturelle. . . . [L]e bien est toujours le produit d’un art” (562).  As he closes his discussion of good and evil, Baudelaire suggests that all he has to say about nature, as a bad counselor in matters of morality, and reason as the true power of redemption and reform, can be applied to beauty.  Indeed, throughout his poetry and prose Baudelaire himself transfers to art the idea of an agent of redemption and reform.  One must examine the nature of art chez Baudelaire, however, in order to judge the efficacy of art as a redemptive agent.

Earlier in Baudelaire’s essay, he has already established the dualistic nature of art comprising elements both “éternel” and “relatif.”  Now in the present section of the essay, “Éloge du maquillage,” Baudelaire elaborates his conception of art, in particular, as artifice.  The initial  duality of art represented above takes on another sense of doubleness best expressed by the word duplicity.  For in his representation of art as artifice, Baudelaire reveals the deceptive nature of his so-called redemptive agent.  Here Baudelaire turns to the world of fashion and make-up to illustrate art’s cunning.  It is the woman’s right, even her duty, he theorizes, to apply herself to achieving a magical and supernatural appearance.  “Il faut,” Baudelaire charges, “qu’elle étonne, qu’elle charme; idole, elle doit se dorer pour être adorée” (562).  In order to win the hearts and minds of men, she borrows from art the means of elevating herself above her natural state.  She paints her face with rice powder that hides nature’s blemishes; with rouge she creates depth that heightens the effect of her cheekbones; she outlines her eyes with a black pencil rendering them mysteriously like a window on the infinite.  With the craftiness of a trick artist, she artfully applies her make-up, embellishing her natural appearance.  The “ruse” and “artifice” she employs, though recognized by all, matters little, Baudelaire suggests, if their success is certain and the impression always irresistible! (562).

While Baudelaire praises the power of make-up to transform a woman’s natural image, he does not grant here that the results of make-up last for but a time.  “Maquillage” provides only a temporary embellishment of nature, and offers nothing at all, Baudelaire does concede, to ugliness.  As a symbol of art, particularly the artificial aspect of art, make-up dupes nature momentarily but supplies no lasting redemption or reform of nature’s graceless state.

One must look beyond Baudelaire’s theoretical work to his creative writing for evidence of the ultimate limitations of art.  “La Fanfarlo,” a nouvelle which Baudelaire published in 1847, offers, scholars agree, an ironical autoportrait of the author himself in the character of its hero, Samuel Cramer.
  “La Fanfarlo” recounts the tale of the poet Cramer, who agrees to aid his childhood friend Mme de Cosmelly in winning back her husband, for which favor Cramer believes he will be recompensed with more than her friendship.  M. De Cosmelly has become the lover of the celebrated dancer la Fanfarlo, whom Cramer seeks to distract, first by his outrageous criticism of her.  When he falls in love with her himself instead, and she with him, they marry, and the tale ends with the demise of their two artistic careers.

The similarities between Baudelaire and Cramer, though striking, are not the focus of this present study.  Likewise this paper cannot address the significant role of Samuel Cramer as Baudelaire’s literary precursor for the “painter of modern life.”  Rather, suffice it to say that Cramer, as a Baudelairian modern artist, figures all the familiar dualities and images, ironic at times, of the artist and his inspiration.  At issue here is Baudelaire’s own representation of the role of art as artifice and deception as well as its impotence vis-à-vis the truth about man’s degenerate nature and his inevitable death.

The most famous scene in “La Fanfarlo” illustrates humorously the concept of make-up Baudelaire would articulate some sixteen years later in “Éloge du maquillage.”  Despite three months of fierce criticism, Cramer has won the attention of the theatrical dancer la Fanfarlo.  Once in her bedroom, however, Cramer rejects the naturalness of her off-stage person prefering instead the artifice of her stage persona Colombine.  Childishly he shouts, “Je veux Colombine, rends-moi Colombine; rends-la-moi telle qu’elle m’est apparue le soir qu’elle m’a rendu fou avec son accoutrement fantasque et son corsage de saltimbanque” (285).  With a final imperative, Cramer calls out to la Fanfarlo’s costume maid, “Eh! n’oubliez pas le rouge!” (285).  Once married, however, the artistic theatricality of their lives devolves into prosaic domesticity to the great disgust of Baudelaire as narrator.  In the end, both Cramer and la Fanfarlo abandon the sham of their æsthetic lives as artists for most dissatisfying “honest” lives.  La Fanfarlo has borne twins, which translates as death to the æsthetic potential of her dancer’s body; the poet Samuel has given birth himself, though the four learned books he has written might be considered stillborn in terms of beauty.  In abandoning their artistic personae, in removing their masks, Cramer and la Fanfarlo reveal a certain Baudelairian truth: that beauty in art depends on artifice, on deception, on a lie.  Without deception, the “integrity” of the artist is ironically compromised, which proves to be deadly to his æsthetic potential.

Elsewhere in his work, however, Baudelaire does not limit to the æsthetic life alone his message of the inefficacy of art as the redemptive agent of nature.  In his volume of poetry entitled Les Fleurs du mal, the life and death of which he speaks represent more than the mere artistic career of the poet.  The collection of poems demonstrates a progression in Baudelaire’s thought presented by the six distinct sections: “Spleen et Idéal,” “Tableaux parisiens,” “Le Vin,” “Fleurs du mal,” “Révolte,” and “La Mort.”  From the duality of “Spleen et Idéal,” in which the poet balances between the theoretical redemptive “ideal” in art and the experience of “spleen,” that is, the despair in knowing that art will not ultimately redeem him from death, Baudelaire progresses through poems about the artificial means of escape from the hopelessness of life.  Finally, the artifice of art having proven itself deceptive and ineffective to redeem, Baudelaire’s work ends not with a plea to God for redemption and life, rather with a prayer to Satan to deliver him from this life by damnation and death.  In the absence from his schema of an effective redemptive agent, Death, personified in the collection’s final poem, becomes his captain, the one who will pilot him from this life.  For although art in Baudelaire embellishes nature, though art deceptively graces nature for a time, art as grace proves to be no saving grace at all.
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� Critic Jean Starobinski attests, in particular, to the psychological struggles with which Baudelaire lived continuously: “La mélancolie fut la compagne intime de Baudelaire” (La Mélancolie au miroir 15).


� Baudelaire’s friend and fellow writer, Charles Asselineau, was one of the first critics to identify Samuel Cramer as Baudelaire himself, based on the physical description of the hero (Heck 328).  Twentieth-century critics who elaborate the identification include Claude Pichois, Francis S. Heck, and Bernard Howells.





