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Poet, aesthete and hedonist, Baudelaire was also one of the most groundbreaking art critics of

his time. Here he explores beauty, fashion, dandyism, the purpose of art and the role of the

artist, and describes the painter who, for him, expresses most fully the drama of modern

life.GREAT IDEAS. Throughout history, some books have changed the world. They have

transformed the way we see ourselves - and each other. They have inspired debate, dissent,

war and revolution. They have enlightened, outraged, provoked and comforted. They have

enriched lives - and destroyed them. Now Penguin brings you the works of the great thinkers,

pioneers, radicals and visionaries whose ideas shook civilization and helped make us who we

are.

About the AuthorCharles-Pierre Baudelaire was born in Paris in 1821 and wrote a series of

groundbreaking works on modern culture. His collection of poetry Les Fleurs du Mal (1857)

was prosecuted for indecency. --This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.
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PhotographyThe Painter of Modern LifeI. Beauty, Fashion and HappinessIn all social circles,

and even in art circles, there are people who go to the Louvre, walk quickly past a large

number of most interesting though secondary pictures, without throwing them so much as a

look, and plant themselves, as though in a trance, in front of a Titian or a Raphael, one of

those which the engraver’s art has particularly popularized; then they go out satisfied, as often

as not saying to themselves: ‘I know my gallery thoroughly.’ There are also people who, having

once read Bossuet and Racine, think they have got the history of literature at their

fingertips.Happily from time to time knights errant step into the lists – critics, art collectors,

lovers of the arts, curious-minded idlers – who assert that neither Raphael nor Racine has

every secret, that minor poets have something to be said for them, substantial and delightful

things to their credit, and finally that, however much we may like general beauty, which is

expressed by the classical poets and artists, we nonetheless make a mistake to neglect

particular beauty, the beauty of circumstance, the description of manners.I am bound to admit

that, for several years now, society has shown some improvement. The value that today’s

collectors attach to the delightful engraved and coloured trifles of the last century shows that a

reaction has begun in the direction needed by the public; Debucourt, the Saint-Aubins and

many others have achieved mention in the dictionary of artists worthy of study. But these

represent the past, whereas my purpose at this moment is to discuss the painting of our

contemporary social scene. The past is interesting, not only because of the beauty that the

artists for whom it was the present were able to extract from it, but also as past, for its historical

value. The same applies to the present. The pleasure we derive from the representation of the

present is due, not only to the beauty it can be clothed in, but also to its essential quality of

being the present.I have here in front of me a series of fashion plates, the earliest dating from

the Revolution, the most recent from the Consulate or thereabouts. These costumes, which

many thoughtless people, the sort of people who are grave without true gravity, find highly



amusing, have a double kind of charm, artistic and historical. They are very often beautiful and

wittily drawn, but what to me is at least as important, and what I am glad to find in all or nearly

all of them, is the moral attitude and the aesthetic value of the time. The idea of beauty that

man creates for himself affects his whole attire, ruffles or stiffens his coat, gives curves or

straight lines to his gestures and even, in process of time, subtly penetrates the very features

of his face. Man comes in the end to look like his ideal image of himself. These engravings can

be translated into beauty or ugliness: in ugliness they become caricatures; in beauty, antique

statues.The women who wore these dresses looked more or less like one or the other,

according to the degree of poetry or vulgarity evident in their faces. The living substance gave

suppleness to what appears too stiff to us. The viewer’s imagination can even today see a

marching man in this tunic or the shrug of a woman’s shoulder beneath that shawl. One of

these days perhaps some theatre or other will put on a play where we shall see a revival of the

fashions in which our fathers thought themselves just as captivating as we ourselves think we

are, in our modest garments (which also have their attractiveness, to be sure, but rather of a

moral and spiritual kind); and, if they are worn and given life to by intelligent actors and

actresses, we shall be surprised at our having laughed at them so thoughtlessly. The past,

whilst retaining its ghostly piquancy, will recapture the light and movement of life, and become

present.If an impartially minded man were to look through the whole range of French fashions,

one after the other, from the origins of France to the present day, he would find nothing to

shock or even to surprise him. He would find the transition as fully prepared as in the scale of

the animal kingdom. No gaps, hence no surprises. And if to the illustration representing each

age he were to add the philosophic thought which that age was mainly preoccupied with or

worried by, a thought which the illustration inevitably reflects, he would see what a deep

harmony informs all the branches of history, and that, even in the centuries which appear to us

the most outrageous and the most confused, the immortal appetite for beauty has always

found satisfaction.Here we have indeed a golden opportunity to establish a rational and

historical theory of beauty, in contrast to the theory of a unique and absolute beauty, and to

show that beauty is always and inevitably compounded of two elements, although the

impression it conveys is one; for the difficulty we may experience in distinguishing the variable

elements that go to make beauty’s unity of impression does not in any way invalidate the need

of variety in its composition. Beauty is made up, on the one hand, of an element that is eternal

and invariable, though to determine how much of it there is is extremely difficult, and, on the

other, of a relative circumstantial element, which we may like to call, successively or at one and

the same time, contemporaneity, fashion, morality, passion. Without this second element, which

is like the amusing, teasing, appetite-whetting coating of the divine cake, the first element

would be indigestible, tasteless, unadapted and inappropriate to human nature. I challenge

anyone to find any sample whatsoever of beauty that does not contain these two elements.Let

me take as an example the two extreme stages of history. In hieratic art duality is evident at the

first glance; the eternal element of beauty reveals itself only by permission and under the

control of the religion the artist belongs to. In the most frivolous work of a sophisticated artist,

belonging to one of those ages we vaingloriously call civilized, the duality is equally apparent;

the eternal part of beauty will be both veiled and expressed, if not through fashion, then at

least through the individual temperament of the artist. The duality of art is an inevitable

consequence of the duality of man. If you like it that way, you may identify the eternally

subsisting portion as the soul of art, and the variable element as its body. That is why Stendhal,

that impertinent, teasing, even repugnant mind (whose impertinences are, nevertheless,

usefully thought-provoking), came close to the truth, much closer than many other people,



when he said: ‘The beautiful is neither more nor less than the promise of happiness.’ No doubt

this definition oversteps the mark; it subordinates beauty much too much to the infinitely

variable ideal of happiness; it divests beauty too lightly of its aristocratic character; but it has

the great merit of getting away from the mistake of the academicians.More than once before I

have explained these things; these few lines are explanation enough for those who enjoy these

pastimes of abstract thought; but I am well aware that French readers for the most part take

little pleasure in them, and I am myself keen to enter into the positive and solid part of my

subject.II. Manners and ModesFor sketches of manners, for the portrayal of bourgeois life and

the fashion scene, the quickest and the cheapest technical means will evidently be the best.

The more beauty the artist puts into it, the more valuable will the work be; but there is in the

trivial things of life, in the daily changing of external things, a speed of movement that imposes

upon the artist an equal speed of execution. The multi-coloured engravings of the eighteenth

century are again enjoying the favour of current fashion, as I was saying just now; pastel,

etching, aquatint have provided their successive quotas to this vast dictionary of modern life in

libraries, in art collectors’ portfolios and in the humblest shop windows. As soon as lithography

was invented, it was quickly seen to be very suitable for this enormous task, so frivolous in

appearance. We possess veritable national records in this class. The works of Gavarni and

Daumier have been accurately described as complements to the Comédie humaine. Balzac

himself, I feel sure, would not have been unwilling to adopt that idea, which is all the more

accurate in proportion as the artist-portrayer of manners is a genius of mixed composition, in

other words, a genius with a pronounced literary element. Observer, idler, philosopher, call him

what you will, but, in order to define such an artist, you will surely in the end be brought to

giving him an attributive adjective that you could not apply to a painter of things eternal, or at

least things of a more permanent nature, of heroic or religious subjects. Sometimes he may be

a poet; more often he comes close to the novelist or the moralist; he is the painter of the

fleeting moment and of all that it suggests of the eternal. Every country, for its pleasure or its

fame, has possessed a few men of that sort. In our own time, to Daumier, to Gavarni, the first

names that come to mind, we may add Deveria, Maurin, Numa (all chroniclers of the

Restoration’s shady charms), Wattier, Tassaert, Eugène Lami, this last one almost English in

his affection for aristocratic society, and even Trimolet and Traviès, the chroniclers of poverty

and humble life.III. An Artist, Man of the World, Man of Crowds, and ChildToday I want to talk to

my readers about a singular man, whose originality is so powerful and clear-cut that it is self-

sufficing, and does not bother to look for approval. None of his drawings is signed, if by

signature we mean the few letters, which can be so easily forged, that compose a name, and

that so many other artists grandly inscribe at the bottom of their most carefree sketches. But all

his works are signed with his dazzling soul, and art-lovers who have seen and liked them will

recognize them easily from the description I propose to give of them. M. C. G. [Monsieur

Constantin Guys] loves mixing with the crowds, loves being incognito, and carries his originality

to the point of modesty. M. Thackeray, who, as is well known, is very interested in all things to

do with art, and who draws the illustrations for his own novels, one day spoke of M. G. in a

London review, much to the irritation of the latter who regarded the matter as an outrage to his

modesty. And again quite recently, when he heard that I was proposing to make an

assessment of his mind and talent, he begged me, in a most peremptory manner, to suppress

his name, and to discuss his works only as though they were the works of some anonymous

person. I will humbly obey this odd request. The reader and I will proceed as though M. G. did

not exist, and we will discuss his drawings and his water-colours, for which he professes a

patrician’s disdain, in the same way as would a group of scholars faced with the task of



assessing the importance of a number of precious historical documents which chance has

brought to light, and the author of which must for ever remain unknown. And even to reassure

my conscience completely, let my readers assume that all the things I have to say about the

artist’s nature, so strangely and mysteriously dazzling, have been more or less accurately

suggested by the works in question; pure poetic hypothesis, conjecture, or imaginative

reconstructions.M. G. is an old man. Jean-Jacques began writing, so they say, at the age of

forty-two. Perhaps it was at about that age that M. G., obsessed by the world of images that

filled his mind, plucked up courage to cast ink and colours on to a sheet of white paper. To be

honest, he drew like a barbarian, like a child, angrily chiding his clumsy fingers and his

disobedient tool. I have seen a large number of these early scribblings, and I admit that most of

the people who know what they are talking about, or who claim to, could, without shame, have

failed to discern the latent genius that dwelt in these obscure beginnings. Today, M. G., who

has discovered unaided all the little tricks of the trade, and who has taught himself, without

help or advice, has become a powerful master in his own way; of his early artlessness he has

retained only what was needed to add an unexpected spice to his abundant gift. When he

happens upon one of these efforts of his early manner, he tears it up or burns it, with a most

amusing show of shame and indignation.For ten whole years I wanted to make the

acquaintance of M. G., who is by nature a great traveller and very cosmopolitan. I knew that he

had for a long time been working for an English illustrated paper and that in it had appeared

engravings from his travel sketches (Spain, Turkey, the Crimea). Since then I have seen a

considerable mass of these on-the-spot drawings from life, and I have thus been able to ‘read’

a detailed and daily account, infinitely preferable to any other, of the Crimean campaign. The

same paper had also published (without signature, as before) a large quantity of compositions

by this artist from the new ballets and operas. When at last I ran him to ground I saw at once

that I was not dealing exactly with an artist but rather with a man of the world. In this context,

pray interpret the word ‘artist’ in a very narrow sense, and the expression ‘man of the world’ in

a very broad one. By ‘man of the world’, I mean a man of the whole world, a man who

understands the world and the mysterious and legitimate reasons behind all its customs; by

‘artist’, I mean a specialist, a man tied to his palette like a serf to the soil. M. G. does not like

being called an artist. Is he not justified to a small extent? He takes an interest in everything

the world over, he wants to know, understand, assess everything that happens on the surface

of our spheroid. The artist moves little, or even not at all, in intellectual and political circles. If he

lives in the Bréda quarter he knows nothing of what goes on in the Faubourg Saint-Germain.

With two or three exceptions, which it is unnecessary to name, the majority of artists are, let us

face it, very skilled brutes, mere manual labourers, village pub-talkers with the minds of country

bumpkins. Their talk, inevitably enclosed within very narrow limits, quickly becomes a bore to

the man of the world, to the spiritual citizen of the universe.Thus to begin to understand M. G.,

the first thing to note is this: that curiosity may be considered the starting point of his genius.Do

you remember a picture (for indeed it is a picture!) written by the most powerful pen of this age

and entitled The Man of the Crowd? Sitting in a café, and looking through the shop window, a

convalescent is enjoying the sight of the passing crowd, and identifying himself in thought with

all the thoughts that are moving around him. He has only recently come back from the shades

of death and breathes in with delight all the spores and odours of life; as he has been on the

point of forgetting everything, he remembers and passionately wants to remember everything.

In the end he rushes out into the crowd in search of a man unknown to him whose face, which

he had caught sight of, had in a flash fascinated him. Curiosity had become a compelling,

irresistible passion.Now imagine an artist perpetually in the spiritual condition of the



convalescent, and you will have the key to the character of M. G.But convalescence is like a

return to childhood. The convalescent, like the child, enjoys to the highest degree the faculty of

taking a lively interest in things, even the most trivial in appearance. Let us hark back, if we

can, by a retrospective effort of our imaginations, to our youngest, our morning impressions,

and we shall recognize that they were remarkably akin to the vividly coloured impressions that

we received later on after a physical illness, provided that illness left our spiritual faculties pure

and unimpaired. The child sees everything as a novelty; the child is always ‘drunk’. Nothing is

more like what we call inspiration than the joy the child feels in drinking in shape and colour. I

will venture to go even further and declare that inspiration has some connection with

congestion, that every sublime thought is accompanied by a more or less vigorous nervous

impulse that reverberates in the cerebral cortex. The man of genius has strong nerves; those of

the child are weak. In the one, reason has assumed an important role; in the other, sensibility

occupies almost the whole being. But genius is no more than childhood recaptured at will,

childhood equipped now with man’s physical means to express itself, and with the analytical

mind that enables it to bring order into the sum of experience, involuntarily amassed. To this

deep and joyful curiosity must be attributed that stare, animal-like in its ecstasy, which all

children have when confronted with something new, whatever it may be, face or landscape,

light, gilding, colours, watered silk, enchantment of beauty, enhanced by the arts of dress. A

friend of mine was telling me one day how, as a small boy, he used to be present when his

father was dressing, and how he had always been filled with astonishment, mixed with delight,

as he looked at the arm muscle, the colour tones of the skin tinged with rose and yellow, and

the bluish network of the veins. The picture of the external world was already beginning to fill

him with respect, and to take possession of his brain. Already the shape of things obsessed

and possessed him. A precocious fate was showing the tip of its nose. His damnation was

settled. Need I say that, today, the child is a famous painter.I was asking you just now to think

of M. G. as an eternal convalescent; to complete your idea of him, think of him also as a man-

child, as a man possessing at every moment the genius of childhood, in other words a genius

for whom no edge of life is blunted.I told you that I was unwilling to call him a pure artist, and

that he himself rejected this title, with a modesty tinged with aristocratic restraint. I would

willingly call him a dandy, and for that I would have a sheaf of good reasons; for the word

‘dandy’ implies a quintessence of character and a subtle understanding of all the moral

mechanisms of this world; but, from another aspect, the dandy aspires to cold detachment, and

it is in this way that M. G., who is dominated, if ever anyone was, by an insatiable passion, that

of seeing and feeling, parts company trenchantly with dandyism. Amabam amare, said St

Augustine. ‘I love passion, passionately,’ M. G. might willingly echo. The dandy is blasé, or

affects to be, as a matter of policy and class attitude, M. G. hates blasé people. Sophisticated

minds will understand me when I say that he possesses that difficult art of being sincere

without being ridiculous. I would willingly confer on him the title of philosopher, to which he has

a right for more than one reason; but his excessive love of visible, tangible things, in their most

plastic form, inspires him with a certain dislike of those things that go to make up the intangible

kingdom of the metaphysician. Let us therefore reduce him to the status of the pure pictorial

moralist, like La Bruyère.The crowd is his domain, just as the air is the bird’s, and water that of

the fish. His passion and his profession is to merge with the crowd. For the perfect idler, for the

passionate observer it becomes an immense source of enjoyment to establish his dwelling in

the throng, in the ebb and flow, the bustle, the fleeting and the infinite. To be away from home

and yet to feel at home anywhere; to see the world, to be at the very centre of the world, and

yet to be unseen of the world, such are some of the minor pleasures of those independent,



intense and impartial spirits, who do not lend themselves easily to linguistic definitions. The

observer is a prince enjoying his incognito wherever he goes. The lover of life makes the whole

world into his family, just as the lover of the fair sex creates his from all the lovely women he

has found, from those that could be found, and those who are impossible to find, just as the

picture-lover lives in an enchanted world of dreams painted on canvas. Thus the lover of

universal life moves into the crowd as though into an enormous reservoir of electricity. He, the

lover of life, may also be compared to a mirror as vast as this crowd; to a kaleidoscope

endowed with consciousness, which with every one of its movements presents a pattern of life,

in all its multiplicity, and the flowing grace of all the elements that go to compose life. It is an

ego athirst for the non-ego, and reflecting it at every moment in energies more vivid than life

itself, always inconstant and fleeting. ‘Any man,’ M. G. once said, in one of those talks he

rendered memorable by the intensity of his gaze, and by his eloquence of gesture, ‘any man

who is not weighed down with a sorrow so searching as to touch all his faculties, and who is

bored in the midst of the crowd, is a fool! A fool! and I despise him!’
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