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This lecture is dedicated to the memory of Brother Robert Smith. 

The late Reverend J. Winfree Smith, a long-time Annapolis tutor, a historian of 

the New Program, an Anglican priest, a scholar and a Virginia gentleman of the old 

school, used to assert that Charles Baudelaire was a greater poet than Homer. Winfree's 

view counts for quite a lot with me, but I would not go that far. I am willing to say that 

Baudelaire is the greatest poet of the last two hundred years or so, the first and most 

essential of"modern" writers and the one who best articulates our own feelings of what it 

is to be modern. And I think that Le Cygne is Baudelaire's greatest poem, although 

perhaps not his most typical one. This valuation sets the bar quite high enough for me, 

for this evening at least. Thus, for about the last twenty years, I have held the writing of 

this lecture before me as a daunting but imperative task. I have a further reason for 

trepidation: I believe that it's indispensable, before discussing any poem, first to read it 

aloud. But I am keenly aware that, unlike some of you, I am very far from a native or 

even a fluent speaker of French,. My hope is that in enunciating the poem aloud, I can 

bring out some of its metrical features through a kind of exaggeration; that may 

compensate you for having to hear my accented reading. So here it is-those without 

French can follow along on the right-hand side of the handout. [The handout, with 

French text and translation, is appended.] 



The poem begins abruptly; let that be my excuse for doing so as well. 

Andromaque,je pense a vous-in spite of the formal vous, the tone is oddly familiar, 

almost a postcard salutation. The abruptness comes partly from a metrical feature: Most 

of the poem will be written in classical alexandrines, twelve-syllable lines with a caesura 

or break in the middle-the most common meter in traditional French poetry. But this 

line is a "vers romantique," or "trimetre": Instead of 6+6, the syllables divide in three 

groups of four: 

I 2 3 4 I 2 3 4 I 23 4 

Andromaque, lje pense a vous! I Ce petitfleuve ... 

The trimetre adds rapidity to the opening as well as a less conventionally "poetic" tone. 

It is a startling opening, memorable in the same way as, say, the first line of John 

Donne' s "The Canonization": 

For God's sake hold your tongue, and let me love. 

Andromaque, je pense a vous. "Andromache, I'm thinking of you!" Despite the 

apparently simple directness of this address, there are complications and contradictions 

almost immediately. For example, in the phrase ce petitfleuve, ce could mean "this" or 

"that." Where is the speaker? Is he pointing to a little stream in Paris (perhaps the 

swan's waterless spring, or even the Seine itself), or is he remembering Andromache's 

stream far away? This latter seems more likely; but then how can that stream have made 

his memory fertile so as to make him think of her? Wouldn't he already have had to be 

thinking of her, in order to be thinking of the false SimoYs so as to have it fertilize his 

memory? And if his memory is already.fertile, why must it be feconde? The majesty of 

her widow's griefs is immense, etymologically, "unmeasurable"- and I should say at the 

outset that with Baudelaire, as with Milton in English, we should always be mindful of 
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the Latin or Greek, or sometimes even the English etymology of a French word. The 

grief is immeasurable-yet the comparison of the size of the griefs mirror, that is the 

stream, before and after it is swelled by her tears, suggests the possibility of 

measurement. Paradoxically, the word majeste (etymologically, "greatness") is applied 

to Andromache's widowhood, when she is no longer a queen. Although the mirror is 

"poor" and "sad," the majesty of the sorrows has some sort of splendor: resplendit is a 

strong word. A mirror should give back a faithful replica of the original; but this mirror 

seems to enhance what it contains. In all these ways and probably more, the 

conversational simplicity of the opening is deceptive; when we look carefully, the details 

of the first stanza qualify and complexify the apparently casual trimetre of the first line. 

I would like to add here that it is an enduring mystery to me, and I think it should 

be to all of us, that a great poem is an inexhaustible source of new insights. The more we 

look at the stanza, the more intricate and interesting it becomes. How is it possible to go 

on finding more, even after the fiftieth or five hundredth reading? Does the poem change 

because each reading of it changes us? In this way, the poem itself may be like 

Andromache's little river: We water it with our tears, it grows for us, and more splendor 

shows through it. 

The use of the trimetre is primarily identified with one romantic poet, the most 

important literary figure in France at the time of the poem's writing: Victor Hugo, who is 

also the object of the poem's dedication. I say "the most important figure in France," but 

in fact at that time Hugo was not in France. He was on the isle of Guernsey, in political 

exile-a fact which is crucial for the poem. Perhaps the meter of the first line obliquely 

implies that the speaker is "thinking" not only of Andromache, but also of Hugo. Does 

he mean to suggest some sort of identification between them? We shall see this kind of 
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indirection repeated in the poem; to think of one thing is to think of another, or of many 

others. Apparently distinct images are conflated, and each one seems to awaken a series 

of connections that is finally open-ended. 

The speaker is "thinking of' a literary character; in the course of the poem, this 

act of thinking will be extended to countless other characters, people, and animals. We 

will have to wonder what kind of thinking it is. Should we consider the poem a specimen 

of the stream of consciousness, an exercise in the association of ideas, or a Proustian 

study of involuntary memory? Can we reconstruct the order that leads the speaker to 

think of Andromache? We learn almost immediately that he refers not to the 

Andromache of the Iliad, nor to the Andromaque of Racine's great play. In its first 

publication, Baudelaire's poem bore a Latin epigraph: falsi Simoentis ad undam, "to the 

wave of the false Simols" (Aeneid III. 302); but even without the epigraph, several of the 

details of this first stanza make it clear that we are to think of an episode in Book III of 

Vergil's Aeneid. Aeneas and his followers have fled from burning Troy and wandered 

for an unspecified period of time in the Eastern Mediterranean. They land at Buthrotum, 

on the western coast of the Greek peninsula, near the island of Corcyra. There they learn 

that Andromache has come, after her enslavement by Pyrrus (also known as 

Neoptolemus), the son of her husband's slayer Achilles. She has been cast off and given 

to a new husband: Helenus, a militarily undistinguished son of Priam who has also been 

made a slave. Together they have built a miniature replica of Troy there on the coast of 

Epirus, and there they stay, almost in suspended animation, mourning the past that is 

gone. In Vergil's poem the episode serves as one of a number of false starts for Aeneas 

and the Trojans. They too must build a new city, a home to replace the Troy from which 

history has exiled them; but successive prophecies make it clear that they cannot simply 
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dwell in the past. It is their fate and their burden to create a city that is both old and new, 

inaugurating a new era in human history. The pathos of Andromache, brooding over her 

memories, is a kind of trap; she is stuck in a false replica of her past happiness. 

The theme of building, or rebuilding, recurs in Vergil's poem. Before he flees 

from Troy, Aeneas is shown a mysterious vision of the gods tearing down the city's 

walls: He sees that the city's destruction is an unalterably fated historical necessity. 

After he leaves Epirus, Aeneas is driven by storm to the coast of Carthage, where he sees 

Dido's Tyrians building a new city. In longing for his old home and the new one so far in 

the future, Aeneas exclaims, 0 fortunati, quorum iam moenia surgunt! ("Fortunate those 

whose walls are already rising," Aeneid I.437). Later, in Book IV, Jupiter through his 

emissary Mercury will scold Aeneas for helping to build those same walls, the citadel of 

what will be Rome's arch-foe. Once again, as in Troy, he must forsake what he loves and 

abandon Dido in favor of the grim uncertainties of his Roman future. Again in Book VIII, 

when Aeneas and King Evander visit the site where Rome is destined to be, the poet 

shows us a vision of the new city, glorious in shining marble, rising in speech from its 

present humble origins. The present is almost illusory; what is more real is the beauty of 

Rome's idealized future. Yet for Aeneas, that future is impossibly remote; we are told 

that he will not live to see the walls of his true city rise. Part of the mood of grave 

melancholy that suffuses Vergil's great poem comes from the sense that fulfillment is not 

possible in the here and now; it is an ever-receding goal, a memory of what is lost or a 

glimpse of an unattainable future. 

Clearly it is a matter of some importance in the Aeneid what walls are built, when 

and where and by whom. So we must wonder when the speaker of Baudelaire's poem 

moves from the Vergilian Andromache to the subject of cities being destroyed and 
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reconstructed. The new Place du Carrousel of line 6 is a part of Baron Haussmann' s vast 

project of urban renewal in the Paris of the 1850's. "The old Paris is no more!" In the 

third stanza we are given a vivid picture, in the mind's eye, of the fragmentation and 

dislocation during the building process. Rough-hewn capitals and shafts, the neoclassical 

pillars of the new Paris that will be, are heaped among the debris of the old. Little 

neighborhoods, huddled cozily together, must give way to imposing new squares and 

boulevards, wider and more vast, built in a neoclassical style reminiscent of the 

rebuilding of Rome by Augustus in Vergil's own time. (Augustus, it was said, "found 

Rome clay and left it marble.") 

There is much that may seem attractive about this building project. Like 

Washington, D.C, rising majestically out of a malarial swamp, Haussmann's building 

plan radiates all the confidence of the Enlightenment in the possibility of new beginnings. 

We remember Descartes, in the Discourse on Method, claiming that the spontaneous 

jumble of the old city of the mind must be razed to the ground in order to start over in a 

truly rational way. The Parisian project had been commissioned by Louis Napoleon, who 

had taken the title of Emperor Napoleon III. One of his first statements, after assuming 

the imperial throne, was that he wanted to be a new Augustus-to leave Paris marble. 

Yet many contemporary observers spoke negatively of the Haussmannisation - the 

Haussmannization--of Paris. Psychologically, its effect was to make the city less of a 

community, more depersonalized, more alienating, more of a spectacle. As might also 

have been said of the Augustan building plan, Louis' intentions were materially 

progressive but politically reactionary. Part of the point was to get the volatile, 

politicized poor people out of the city center, and by widening the streets to make them 

harder to barricade, as had been done in recent uprisings. Then, as now, "urban renewal" 
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was also "urban removal." Apart from the political aspects of Haussman's project, the 

Emperor hoped to inherit some of the imperial grandeur of his great-uncle Napoleon I, 

the real Emperor. Louis, like the false SimoYs, is only a simulacrum, an inadequate 

substitute; among other protesters, Victor Hugo was exiled for saying so. In spite of all 

the neoclassical architecture, or perhaps because of it, there is a modem tawdriness to the 

new Paris, at least for Baudelaire. How would he have reacted if he could have known 

that in the first few years of our twenty-first century, that same Place du Carrousel would 

become the site of an underground shopping mall? 

At this point in our reading, we may think that the building theme is the precise 

associative link that causes the speaker to think of Andromache. Like Andromache's 

replica of Troy, Haussmann's building offers a false image of the past. Paris is not 

Rome, as the replica is not Troy; the sterility of Haussmann's neoclassicizing does not 

meet our human needs: 

La forme d 'une ville 
Change plus vile, he las! que le coeur d 'un mortel. 

(lines 7-8) 

But tonally, the analogy is not quite right. Andromache mourns over a likeness that seeks 

to preserve what is past and gone. Haussman's old/new constructions do not seek to 

preserve the speaker's precious memories; rather, they have displaced and supplanted 

them. Andromache's building project, while misguided, is an act oflove and of 

solidarity with the past; the same cannot be said for Haussmann. The poem carries us 

further in search of the image that prompted the thought of Andromache. And thus, 

circuitously, we arrive at the swan. 
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At one place later in the poem-lines 36-7-the speaker seems to make it explicit 

that his thought of Andromache had been prompted by the image of the swan: 

Aussi devant ce Louvre une image m 'opprime: 
Je pense a mon grand cygne, avec ses gestes fous, 
Comme des exiles, ridicule et sublime 
Et range d'un desir sans treve! et puis a vous, 

Andromaque ... 

And before this Louvre, an image oppresses me: 
I think of my great swan, with his crazed gestures, 
Ridiculous and sublime, as exiles are, 
And gnawed by a ceaseless desire! And then of you, 

Andromague ... 
[emphasis mine] 

If we take this statement as definitive, perhaps we could reconstruct the sequence of 

associations somewhat like this: The speaker is crossing the Place du Carrousel, the area 

between the Louvre and the Tuileries Gardens, sometime in the late 1850's. As a self-

styled "dandy" andjldneur, he is a habitue of the streets and the squares of Paris. The 

Louvre too is a familiar haunt for him; he is an art critic-when he is working, that is-

and his descriptions in this poem bespeak a painterly eye. The Carrousel is "new" 

because it was newly rebuilt as the very first part of Haussmann' s project (begun in 1853, 

though the dismantling of the buildings on the old square had begun even in the 1830's). 

The poem's speaker remembers, without much fondness, the intermediate period of 

construction, as he recounts in the third stanza. Even before then, more than ten years 

before, when "the old Paris" still was, the area had been filled with the booths of petty 

tradesman. The little zoo from which the swan escaped was part of the motleyness of 

that landscape. It was then, on a cold clear morning, that he saw the swan; and that 

pathetic vision prompted the thought of Andromache then, or prompts it now. 
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Visually, Andromache and the swan have little in common: She is bent 

downward, "hunched in ecstasy" over Hector's cenotaph, weeping into the little stream of 

the false Simors. Though normally a swan's head would curve gracefully downward, this 

swan twitches nervously and stretches his head upwards, "like the man in Ovid." In 

Book I of the Metamorphoses, Ovid tells us that at the creation, man was made with 

upright posture, in the gods' image, so that he could look up and view the heavens. It is 

notable that Ovid's man looks up in proud recognition and praise; the passage was much 

admired by the Renaissance Humanists as an emblem of human dignity. In contrast, the 

swan looks up frantically in an attitude of desperation and reproach. But elsewhere in 

Ovid's poem, there is no lack of figures that reproach the gods for injustice-and some of 

them are talking animals, or humans metamorphosed into animals. No fewer than three 

of Ovid's characters are named Cygnus or Cycnus, "swan" in Latin from the Greek 

KUKVoc;, and are eventually transformed into that bird. The first of these (in Met. IL367-

80) is a dear friend of Phaethon who pines away in grief after the boy's fall from the sun 

god's chariot. After graphically describing the transformation of Cygnus into an ugly, 

ungainly new bird, Ovid comments: 

fit nova Cygnus avis nee se caeloque Jovique 
tradit, ut iniuste missi memor ignis ab illo; 
stagna petit patulosque lacus ignemque perosus 
quae colat elegit contraria flumina flammis. 

He becomes a new bird, a swan; nor does he entrust himself to 
the sky and Jove, remembering the fiery thunderbolt unjustly 
hurled by him (at Phaethon); he seeks out ponds and wide lakes, 
and hating fire, he chooses water, fire's opposite, for his abode. 

(Metamorphoses II. 377-380) 

Although Baudelaire is unambiguous about his source in Ovid's Book I, several of the 

details in this passage in Book II seem to fit well with the description of the swan in the 
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French poem-not only the grotesquerie, the pathos, and the profusion of vivid details in 

the physical description, but the connection of the swan with water, and his implied 

reproach of a god's injustice. So Baudelaire seems to have made a rather complex 

literary allusion: The local reference to Metamorphoses I.85-6 blurs into the passage 

from Book II, and thence into a more general recollection of the poem and even of its 

author-for Ovid too was an exile. Perhaps that is why he is mentioned by name, unlike 

Vergil and the other authors alluded to in the text. Or perhaps Baudelaire's leamed

sounding footnote reference to Ovid is ironic; we should be suspicious of all this 

literariness. 

If the swan does not look like Andromache, he resembles her in other ways. He 

has "escaped from his cage" but he is still a captive of his new environment, far from his 

natural home. Andromache has been freed from immediate servitude by the death of her 

captor Pyrrhus, but she is still a prisoner of her widowhood and the loss of Troy. The 

swan is referred to as la bete (line 20); in spite of his apparent possession of logos, he is a 

brute beast. Andromache's slavery has made her into a vii betail, a lowly chattel-an 

English word related to "cattle," as betail is related to bete. Her mute misery has made 

her into something like a dumb animal. We remember the speaker's passing comment: 

"The form of a city changes more quickly, alas! Than the heart of a mortal" (II. 7-8, my 

emphasis). There are mortals who are not humans, the swan for instance. Later in the 

poem, we see other animals: The list of exiles alluded to includes Romulus and Remus, 

who were cast out as infants and supposedly suckled by a benevolent she-wolf (line 49), 

as Livy and Plutarch tell us. Other orphans dry out like flowers (l. 48), while there are 

those who are watered with tears (l.46). Evidently the metamorphoses of sorrow can 

even make us into plants, as well as animals. 
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Judging from Part II, we have been supposing that the association of ideas has led 

the poem's speaker from his recollection of seeing the swan to thinking of the literary 

figure of Andromache. But the opposite movement-from Andromache to the swan-

seems to be implied in the very first stanza: The little stream of the false Simols has 

quickened, made fecund, the already fertile memory of the speaker. This act of 

insemination seems to introduce the recollections of the construction site of a few years 

before and of the old Paris, a few years before that. The poem goes out of its way to take 

us from Andromache to the swan, rather than the other way around. It is only in the 

second part that we go from the Louvre to the swan to Andromache. 

Does the sequence of associations matter? It does seem to matter to Baudelaire; 

he emphasizes it, even though he seems to contradict himself. The swan is at the center 

of the poem, a mythe etrange et fatal, and the sight of him makes interpretive demands on 

the speaker and on us. There is a grand rhetorical build-up leading to the bird's 

appearance. Starting from line l 3: 

Las 'etalaitjadis une menagerie; 
La je vis, un matin, a l 'heure OU sous !es cieu:x: 
Froids et clairs le Travails 'eveille, ou la voirie 
Pousse un sombre ouragan dans I 'air silencieux 

Un cygne ... 
(ll.13-17) 

Notice the sound effects of the first line. The word etalait, "displayed" or "spread out," 

is itself splayed,_spread out by the metre, as are the four-syllable words menagerie and 

silencieu:x:. (Baudelaire, like so many other great poets, is a virtuoso at using polysyllabic 

words. An analogous case in English would be Marvell's wonderful lines, "My 

vegetable love would grow" and "Deserts of vast eternity.") The wordjadis, which was 

also used in the first stanza, is a fancy, literary word, an old-fashioned word. I rendered 
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it as "long ago," but perhaps a better translation might be "in days of yore"; we think of 

Villon's great poem, "Balade des dames du temps Jadis," with its famous refrain, "Where 

are the snows of yesteryear?" The archaic diction gives a kind of narrative dignity to the 

occasion. (C.S. Lewis was playing on these connotations when he used the wordjadis as 

the proper name for the White Witch ofNamia; unfortunately, in Anglicized 

pronunciation, it tends to come out sounding rather like "Gladys.") After this first line, 

we get the anaphoric repetition of La, and thenje vis, "I saw," using the passe simple, the 

past definite or the historical past, a formal tense not used in conversation. Other than 

here, the poem uses this tense only in the first stanza, in recounting Andromache's plight. 

The tale of seeing of the swan has become a momentous narrative, even a heroic one. The 

elaborate parenthetical characterization of the time of the day becomes almost like one of 

Homer's long-tailed similes. Travail is capitalized to drive it home that we are in the 

realm of allegorical personifications; and the road-gang, the early morning street

sweepers, are given an epic dignity with their dark hurricane of dust. Yet the prosaic 

word voirie strains against the ostentatious literariness of its context. (Walter Benjamin 

uses voirie as an example in claiming that Baudelaire was the first French poet to use the 

lowly, anti poetic diction of urban grunge, of the humbler parts of the life of the city.) All 

this while, the syntax of the sentence has been put on hold: We are still waiting, even 

into the enjambment between the stanzas, for an object for the verb vis. Finally and 

melodramatically, the swan appears. 

As we are told at the beginning of Part II, tout pour moi devient allegorie. These 

sudden, visionary encounters in the streets of Paris are meaningful-they signify things 

beyond themselves. Hence the notorious pun in the poem's title: cygne, C-Y-G-N-E, 

"swan," is indistinguishable, when pronounced, from signe, S-1-G-N-E, "sign." If Paris is 
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a wilderness in which exiles wander, it is full of symbols and signs, like the temple of 

nature in Baudelaire's poem Correspondances. The narrator is like a prophet in the 

desert; an image is imparted to him which "oppresses" or even obsesses him, and he must 

give it voice. The swan, too, seems to be seeking for a sign in asking for the rain to rain 

and the lightning to roar. Signs are fertile; they evoke imaginings and memories. They 

have a private or hidden symbolic significance. Yet the words "myth" and "allegory" 

implicitly give a public character to the meaning of the sign of the swan. 

Le Cygne is one of a series of poems, in the larger volume of Les Fleurs du ma!, 

that have the subtitle, Tableaux Parisiens- "Parisian sketches," "scenes," "landscapes," 

"portraits," or "pictures." Within that subsection, it is the first of a group of four poems 

that focus on figures that are part of the street life of Paris. The first three are all 

dedicated to Victor Hugo. The second one tells of a nightmarish, visionary encounter 

with seven identically hideous, diabolical old men. It is this poem that begins with the 

lines that so fascinated T.S. Eliot: 

Fourmillante cite, cite pleine de reves, 
Ou le spectre en pleinjour raccroche le passant! 

Teeming city, city full of dreams, 
Where spectres in broad daylight accost the passerby! 

The city, where we walk alone and anonymous, presents spectacles that are wonderful 

and terrible. Baudelaire is the quintessential poet of the city, which accounts for much of 

his uncanny modernity. Like Dickens, the great novelist of urban life, he portrays the 

vast metropolis as an infernal region whose denizens lose their humanity; they become 

machines or monsters. At times the speaker of these poems seems to be a voyeur or a 

sensationalist, seeking out degradation, pathos and despair. The third and fourth poems 

that are grouped with Le Cygne show us their speakers seeking out grotesques to gaze 
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upon in fascination: Little old ladies who walk alone, each with a story that we will 

never know, or blind men, sleepwalking their way through spaces that remain inscrutable 

to them. In these cases, the signs remain untranslated; their power lies in their very 

otherness, their mystery. But this poem goes beyond sensationalism or voyeurism: the 

other must not remain alien. We must take ownership of it, interpret it, identify with it. 

Hence we are offered a number of possible ways to make some translation, some public 

sense of the sign of the swan. 

First, and inevitably, it must be said that birds in general and the swan in 

particular provide a venerable image of the poet. In Republic X, the Myth of Er, the arch-

poet Orpheus chooses for his next life the form of a swan (620 A). (It's true, however, 

that at Phaedo 84E Socrates uses the swan's song to represent prophecy, rather than 

poetry.) Vergil was often referred to as "the swan of Mantua," and Ben Jonson 

apostrophizes Shakespeare as "sweet swan of Avon." Both birds and bards sing, of 

course, and perhaps equally importantly, they both fly. Socrates says in the Ion that a 

poet is a light thing and a winged and holy one (534B). Poetic inspiration must seem to 

be like flying, taking the singer closer to the heavens; perhaps this resemblance is the 

source of Baudelaire's poem Elevation. We might also think of Milton's 

adventurous song, 
That with no middle flight intends to soar 
Above the Aonian mount, while it pursues . 
Things unattempted yet in prose or rhyme. 

(Paradise Lost, I. 13-16). 

For the swan in particular,we may refer, among other ancient sources, to Horace's Ode 

11.20. Here, in the climactic last ode of the second book, the poet prophesies that he will 

never die; rather he will be transformed into a swan, soaring across vast distances. 
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All of these literary swans assert the power of poetry to triumph over time and 

even death. They are images of ideality, pure and beautiful. And it is an indication of 

poetry's power over us that we do often, even usually, think of swans as beautiful birds, 

elegant and dignified, suited to poetic elevation. Baudelaire's great successor Mallarme 

appeals almost exclusively to this tradition in a famous sonnet (Le vierge, le vivace, et le 

bel aujourd 'hui) which is an obvious hommage to his master, Baudelaire. In it Mallarme 

portrays a doomed swan as frozen in a beautiful, clear, reflective lake of ice. Valery, too, 

among many other poets, uses the figure of the swan repeatedly to represent the ideal of 

la poesie pure, "pure poetry". Sometimes that ideal is challenged by the physical world; 

not all bird-poets are presented to us as soaring in flight. In one of his best-known 

poems, Baudelaire offers a memorable picture of the poet as an albatross trapped on the 

deck of a ship, where his huge awkward wings and ungainly gait make him an object of 

derision for the sailors. His native element is the air; there he is sublime (he "haunts the 

tempest"), but when earth-bound he is ridiculous. 

But once again, there seems to be a certain cognitive dissonance between literary 

tradition and our actual, concrete experience. As everyone knows, real swans are not 

particularly known for their prowess either in singing or in flying, as Ovid points out in 

his tale of Cygnus. Baudelaire's swan can do neither. Reminiscent of the albatross, he is 

described as comme les exiles, ridicule et sublime (line 35). His native element is not air 

but water, his beau lac natal (line 22). The unfriendly environment in which he is 

trapped is dry above all; the only tempest is a hurricane of dust raised by the sweepers. 

In that same dust he nervously "bathes" his wings, next to a stream without water. Here 

is another dissimilarity with Andromache: Her false Simoi"s is a real stream, at least, one 

which is swollen by her tears. That same stream makes fertile the speaker's memory: Is 
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there a suggestion here of poetic inspiration? Not only do poets fly; they drink from the 

sacred springs of Parnassus and Helicon. The swan, ironically, is inspired to speech, if 

not to song, by the absence of water: Eau, quand done pleuvras-tu? Quand tonneras-tu, 

foudre? ). That line of speech-the swan's swan song, if you will-is metrically ugly, 

for dramatic purposes, but almost frantically over-rhetorical, as well as meteorologically 

confusing: It becomes ridiculous by straining towards the poetical sublime. Baudelaire 

is an ironic risk-taker here, mocking his own classical and formal bent. 

Perhaps it is important that despite our experience, we normally think of swans as 

beautiful birds, Even though there is little of this dignity in the bird that we see in 

Baudelaire's poem, we are meant to feel that his awkwardness here does not fully define 

him. How different the poem would feel if it were entitled "The Duck" or "The Goose"! 

The image that we actually see of the swan here is conflated with a literary tradition of 

sublime swans, and both images are Le Cygne. In this sense too, the swan points beyond 

himself, as the punning title says. The beautiful, poetically traditional swan is both 

present and absent. Baudelaire both affirms and subverts that tradition, and the power of 

poetry itself. 

I hope no one is surprised or disappointed to find that this poem, like most poems, 

is at least partly about poetry. It is as a poet that Baudelaire identifies with the albatross. 

May it not be as a poet that the speaker identifies with the swan? Both are exiles, like 

Andromache, Ovid and Victor Hugo. But unlike the swan, the speaker seems to be 

inspired and nourished by his sorrow. The thought of Vergil's poem makes him fertile. 

Perhaps he is one of those who are suckled by Sorrow, the good she-wolf. Like 

Andromache, too, he is an imitator: His memories make sad little replicas of his 
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cherished past, little mirrors held up to nature. For Baudelaire as for Hesiod, recollection 

is an image of poetic inspiration; Memory is the mother of the Muses. 

In the second part of the poem, the speaker's "thinking" moves from the Louvre 

to the swan to Andromache. The movement seems to be away from physical experience, 

toward the recollection of poetic allusions; the poem is on the verge of becoming merely 

litterature. And indeed, the most flowery and self-consciously poetic moment in the 

poem comes at the third stanza of the second part (lines 37-40), with its classical 

parallelisms and theatrical declamation: Veuve d'Hector, helas! et femme d'Helenus! 

Many of the more old-fashioned commentators on Le Cygne, especially the French ones, 

have singled this stanza out for special praise, as a kind of emotional climax of the poem. 

But they are misreading it, I think. The true climax is in the shock of the real, in the next 

stanza. The speaker's "thinking" moves from Andromache to the unforgettable portrait 

of the tubercular black woman-apparently another chance meeting in the Paris streets, 

like the swan. In one limited way, this stanza is another literary quotation-not of Virgil 

or Ovid, but of Baudelaire himself. Just as the swan is a recension of his earlier image of 

the albatross, the portrayal of the black woman revisits an earlier poem entitled A une 

Malabaraise- "To a Girl of Malabar." In it, Baudelaire extols the grace and ease of the 

Malabar girl as she appears in her native country, lazily sensuous and devoted to her 

master. He implores her not to want to go to visit France, where she will only find cold, 

fog and isolation. Now, in Le Cygne, he imagines the fulfillment of that prophecy of 

future deracination and exile. Baudelaire may be quoting himself, but the picture we see 

does not feel like a literary stereotype or an exercise in intertextuality: 

Je pense a la negresse, amaigrie et phtisique, 
Pietinant dans la boue, et cherchant, l 'oeil hagard, 
Les cocotiers absents de la superbe Afrique 
Derriere la muraille immense du brouillard. 
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The harsh, brittle alliterations of pense, pietinant, and phtisique recall the jerky motions 

of the swan. The black woman searches "with haggard eye"-etymologically, an image 

drawn from falconry. As Othello says of Desdemona, 

If I do prove her haggard, 
Though that her jesses were my dear heartstrings, 
I'd whistle her off and let her down the wind 
To prey at fortune. 

(IIl.3.260-3) 

The black woman's eye is keen, but wild-either because it is not domesticated, 

in the older sense of the word, or because it has been made wild by suffering and 

deprivation, in the modern, transferred usage. The object of the eye's search is expressed 

in a magnificent line of classic balance and self-containedness: /es cocotiers absents de 

la superbe Afrique. The chiastic structure-noun-adjective-adjective-noun-seems to 

wall the beautiful coconut palms off from the haggard, searching eye. The nouns are 

specific: not just palms but coconut-palms, not just the tropics but Africa. But both the 

adjectives are oddly abstract: And why "proud Africa"? The same epithet was given to 

Pyrrhus in just the previous stanza. The trees are called absents, but in context the epithet 

does not quite make sense. The black woman does not seek the palm trees as "absent"; 

her hope is to find them as present. The metrical caesura after the word gives us this 

paradox; but if we run through the caesura and take de as "from," governed by absents, 

we get a different possibility: The trees she is seeking would be absent from Africa in 

order to be present in Paris. This makes a certain kind of sense, even if farfetched; except 

that it is surreal to think of the trees as having moved from Africa to Paris. Nonetheless, 

we seem to see the trees even though they are absents: Memory and longing give a 

presence even to absence. The imagination has this power to give a being to nothing. 
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The last line of the stanza is astonishingly onomatopoetic: Derriere la muraille 

immense du brouillard There are three "y" sounds, each a semivowel acting as a bridge 

between vowels that have been crammed into a woozy, destabilizing vowel-hiatus. Like 

many Europeans, the French do not like two vowel sounds in succession; normally the 

French language avoids vowel hiatus by the practices of elision and liaison. Like the fog, 

the line is palpable, yet shapeless-it lacks consonantal definition. Almost all the 

consonants we do have are liquids-r's, l's and nasals. They make us feel the dank 

moisture of the vast fog bank. The wall of fog is more literally immeasurable

immense-than the majesty of Andromache's grief in the first stanza. For Baudelaire, as 

for T.S. Eliot or Arthur Conan Doyle, fog and smoke make the modem city-dweller 

isolated and anonymous, trapped in his lonely modem consciousness, moving through the 

dark, infernal regions of Paris or London. We remember the somber hurricane of the 

street sweepers, at line 16. But there, for the swan, the city was too dry and dusty-Here, 

for the black woman, it is too wet and chilly. (Ice, as well as fire, appears in Dante's 

hell.) Each of these elements-earth, air, and water-serves as a kind of prison for an 

exile far from home. Dryness might seem to be the more primal, archetypal image-a 

lack of fertility or nourishment, as in Eliot's Waste Land. But the example of the black 

woman shows us that absence and exile can be either wet or dry, hot or cold. 

The themes of moisture and nourishment are developed in the next stanza, the last 

but one in the poem. The speaker thinks of those who "nourish themselves with tears" 

and "suck the breasts of Sorrow." How can tears and sorrow nourish them? The milk 

from the breasts of sorrow might be thought to make us even dryer-sadder, more 

desolate, exiled in more of a waste land-just as a wolf would seem to be an unhealthy 

wet nurse for human infants. Yet, through some homeopathic mystery, Sorrow is its own 
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solace and salt tears fertilize the dry ground. The speaker of the poem seems to welcome 

the sorrow that he shares, vicariously, with Andromache, the swan and the black woman. 

For him, at least, the role of "exile" seems almost to be assumed voluntarily. There is an 

ambiguity in the use of the reflexive at line 49: 

Ainsi, dans la Jaret ou mon esprits 'exile ... 

[ emphasis mine] 

Although the normal reading would be as I have translated it, in the passive sense ("my 

mind is exiled"), it is possible to read this phrase as "my mind exiles itself." Victor 

Hugo, by this time, was actually a voluntary exile; he had contemptuously refused an 

amnesty offered him by Louis Napoleon. And Baudelaire himself often seems to be self

exiled, to be his own victim. When he speaks in longing of a tropical paradise now lost, 

we remember in spite of ourselves that in life rather than art, his only exposure to the 

tropics was far from idyllic. At the age of twenty, having already shown himself to be a 

wastrel and an idler, Baudelaire was packed off by his stepfather to India, to serve in the 

colonial administration. But he got off the boat at the first available island, Mauritius, 

and took the next ship he could get back to Paris. So much for his longing for the sun on 

the sea. The tropics for which he yearned were not to be found in this world. 

This image of Baudelaire as a self-indulgent romantic, choking on his own self

pity, may be the one that some students take away from their sustained encounter with 

Les Fleurs du Mal. At his worst, he can certainly seem this way. But it seems important 

that in his unremitting self-scrutiny, he was fully and ironically aware of the indignity of 

his romantic stance. In Le Cygne, for example, the speaker associates himself with the 

exile of the swan after having characterized exiles as both ridicuous and sublime. 
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Baudelaire presents himself as resembling the nervous, convulsively twitching swan or 

the ungainly albatross, a grotesque figure indulging in incongruously lofty flights of 

rhetoric. He might even claim that the duality of ridiculous and sublime, of Spleen and 

Ideal, is a general human trait, common to all those who long for beauty or who pine for 

home. 

Perhaps the clearest statement of Baudelaire's aesthetic theory is in Le Peintre de 

la vie moderne ("The Painter of Modem Life") an essay on the work of the artist 

Constantin Guys. Here Baudelaire asserts: 

Beauty is always and inevitably of a double composition. 
although the impression it produces is single ... [It] is made up 
of an eternal, invariable element, whose quantity it is excessively 
difficult to determine, and of a relative, circumstantial element, 
which will be ... the age, its fashions, its morals, its emotions ... The 
eternal part of beauty will be veiled and expressed if not by fashion, 
at least by the particular temperament of the artist. The duality of art 
is a fatal consequence of the duality of man. Consider, if you will the 
eternally subsisting part as the soul of art, and the variable element 
as its body ... [The artist] is looking for that quality which you must allow 
me to call 'modernity' ... He makes it his business to extract from fashion 
whatever element it may contain of poetry within history, to distil the 
eternal from the transitory. 1 

[The Painter of Modem Life, tr. Jonathan Mayne, pp. 3, 12) 

The experience of the artist is a heightened or intensified version of common human 

experience-the experience of "fatal duality." If we want to be schematic, we can make 

a table of dichotomies that correspond to this duality": 

Ideal 
Classic 
Soul 
Sublime 
Elevation 

versus 
versus 
versus 
versus 
versus 

Spleen 
Romantic 
Body 
Ridiculous 
Depression, or ironic disillusionment 
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The Eternal versus the Transitory 
Home versus Exile 
There versus Here 

Past (or some indefinite future) versus Present 
Then versus Now. 

The "fatal duality" may be seen as a psychological or a spiritual condition; Baudelaire 

would probably attribute it to the Fall of Adam and Eve. We might infer that we are all 

self-exiled. 

I want to focus especially on the last item in my schematic list- "Then versus 

Now"-because it returns us to the theme of memory. Memory is mentioned four times 

explicitly in Le Cygne (at lines 5, 32, 49 and 51); but of course it is one of Baudelaire ' s 

great subjects, one to which he returns obsessively. By my count, at least a third of his 

lyric poems refer to memory, and many of these take it as a principal subject, including 

such masterpieces as La Vie anterieure, La Chevelure, Harmonie du Soir, Le Ba/con, 

Une Charogne, Le Voyage, Recueillement. I call your attention especially to the 

remarkable (and unjustly neglected) second poem of the four which are entitled Spleen; 

its first line is J 'ai plus de souvenirs que si j 'avais mi/le ans-" I have more memories 

than if I were a thousand years old" (LXXV). In that poem there is a striking moment 

where the complex relation between poety and memory is adumbrated. The speaker says: 

Je suis un cimetiere abhorre de la lune, 
Ou comme des remords se trainent de longs vers 
Qui s 'acharnent toujours sur mes marts /es plus chers. 

I am a cemetery abhorred by the moon, 
Where like gnawing regrets, long worms drag themselves, 
Battening always upon my most dear dead. 

( LXXV. 8-10) 

Here the speaker is wholly constituted of his memories, which both make him and 

unmake him. Through a darkly brilliant pun-vers can mean both "worms" and verses-
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he suggests that poetry is somehow parasitic upon our cherished memories. It is poetry 

that sucks at the breast of sorrow. 

In "The Swan," our memories are less destructive-regret, not remorse, is the rule 

here-but also less available to us. Memory is a locus of unattainable desires, of that 

which is lost and which can never be regained. We are forever and necessarily drawn 

toward the beauty and ideality of our memories, which enable our imaginations to 

transcend for a short while the oppression and the ugliness of the present. Thus they are a 

source of joy, but also of pain. Our regret for what is lost may also be a kind of guilty 

remorse for our failure to hold on to what was better; but finally the past is better because 

it is not now. 

Similarly in Le Voyage, the long last poem of Les Fleurs du Mal, the destination 

of the voyage is glamorized by remoteness. Once it is attained, it is found to be 

insufficient, and a new goal is proposed. A recollection or an anticipated goal is the 

presence of absence, the being of non-being. In Le Cygne it is epitomized by an empty 

tomb, a spring without water, the absent coconut palms. Andromache's ecstasy as she 

hunches before the tomb is also an absence; in a sense she is absent from herself. Time 

and change steal us from ourselves continually. In its riddling duality memory 
' 

epitomizes human finitude, the paradox of our time-bound existence. Because we all 

have pasts which are unattainable, we are all in some sense exiles or captives, marooned 

on the island of the present, lost in its dark forest or trapped in its dry, dusty streets. 

This universality accounts for the widening circle of reference in the last two 

stanzas of "The Swan." Here, Baudelaire's speaker is not bemoaning some private grief. 

From the heaviness of his own memories, his own unbudging melancholy, he reaches out 

toward nameless hosts of others with sorrows of their own. Like him, they are nourished 
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by their sorrow; we all feed on our pasts. The catalogue of those objects of his "thinking" 

is open-ended: The poem's daring last line gives a kind of gravitas to a vague, 

conversational gesture of inclusion. "Thinking" is no longer a mere exercise in the 

association of ideas; now it is a moral activity, an active sympathy and concern for all 

private human pain, a kind of charity. In its outward voyaging, the thinking of the speaker 

conflates the swan with the two women, Trojan and African; with the banished poets, 

Roman Ovid and French Hugo; with wandering founders of cities, Aeneas and Romulus, 

both founders of the same archetypal city which must be ever rebuilt; and finally with the 

doomed hero Roland at Roncevaux, blowing out a clarion blast on his horn. The grand 

allusive sweep of the poem makes it into another instance of epic, like those to which it 

alludes. 

The image of Roland's horn in the last stanza raises a number of questions. Like 

so many of the presences in the poem, it is a literary allusion, and doubly so: not only to 

the Chanson de Roland, "The Song of Roland," the great French medieval epic, but to a 

more recent poem, Le Cor ("The Hom") by the romantic poet Alfred de Vigny, which 

retells Roland's story. Roland is the great champion of the Emperor Charlemagne_ who 

with a small group of knights forms a rear guard to screen the passage of the Christian 

army in the pass of Roncevaux. Through an act of treachery they are surrounded by an 

overwhelming horde of Saracens and, after a gallant defense, annihilated. Roland, the 

last to fall, sounds his horn to call for help, but only when it is useless; Charlemagne and 

the Christian army arrive too late. As Vigny tells it, the melancholy sound of the hunter's 

horn in the wood begets a haunting but fascinating memory of Roland's fate. As in so 

many cases in Baudelaire's poem, what seems at first to be a mere literary allusion bursts 

the bounds of art and lays hold of our hearts and our memories. The poem itself is the 
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speaker' s full blast of the horn. It summons us to think and feel for the pain of others, 

and to connect it with our own sorrows. Like Roland, we are all doomed-Time, the 

Enemy, devours our lives-but in our thinking beyond ourselves, we build a different 

kind of city. In one sense we are all marooned sailors, isolated and forgotten; in our 

modem plight it seems to us that every man is an island. But here, as seldom happens in 

Baudelaire's poems, the activities of memory and imagination can recall us from our 

exile. The sailors are mentioned as "forgotten" in the speaker's very act ofremembering 

them. The "others" of the last line are only other- alien- to us until we particularize 

them; in the act of "thinking," we bind them to ourselves. I suspect a kind of bilingual 

pun in the poem's last word, encor: might it not also suggest en coeur, "in the heart"? If 

so, this mortal's heart has changed along with the form of the city. The swan, so 

clinically described in the first part as a prodigy or a spectacle, becomes mon grand 

cygne, "my great swan." In this act of ownership, the poem' s speaker imagines a 

community, a fellowship of feeling that reaches across barriers of place and time, ofrace 

and gender and species. And in doing so, he gives the lie to his claim that his melancholy 

has not budged. By the poem's end, he-and we-have come a long way. "Thinking" as 

the poem portrays it, is one of the highest human activities. It is a combination of 

imagination, empathy, heroic solidarity, and perhaps even love; and through it we seem at 

times to transcend our human limitations. Andromache, we think of you, and we are 

redeemed. 

* * * * * * * * * * * 
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Le Cygne 

A Victor Hugo 

Andromaque,je pense a vous! Ce petit fleuve, 
Pauvre et triste miroir ou jadis resplendit 
L' immense majeste de vos douleurs de veuve, 
Ce SimoTs menteur qui par vos pleurs grand it, 4 

A feconde soudain ma memoire fertile, 
Comme je traversais le nouveau Carrousel. 
Le vieux Paris n'est plus (la forme d'une ville 
Change plus vite, helas! que le coeur d'un mortel); 8 

Jene vois qu'en esprit tout ce camp de baraques, 
Ces tas de chapiteaux ebauches et de fOts, 
Les herbes, les gros blocs verdis par l'eau des flaques, 

Et, brillant aux carreaux, le bric-a-brac confus. 12 

La s'etalaitjadis une menagerie; 
Laje vis, un matin, a l'heure ou sous les cieux 
Froids et clairs le Travail s'eveille, ou la voirie 

Pousse un sombre ouragan dans I' air silencieux, 

Un cygne qui s'etait evade de sa cage, 
Et, de ses pieds palmes frottant le pave sec, 

Sur le sol raboteux tralnait son blanc plumage. 
Pres d'un ruisseau sans eau la bete ouvrant le bee 

Baignait nerveusement ses ailes dans la poudre, 
Et disait, le coeur plein de son beau lac natal: 

16 

20 

«Eau, quand done pleuvras-tu? quand tonneras-tu, foudre?» 

Je vois ce malheureux, mythe etrange et fatal, 

Vers le ciel quelquefois, comme l'homme d'Ovide, 
Vers le ciel ironique et cruellement bleu, 
Sur son cou convulsif tendant sa tete avide, 

Comme s'il adressait des reproches a Dieu! 
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The Swan 

For Victor Hugo 

Andromache, I'm thinking of you! That little river, 
Poor, sad mirror where long ago there shone 
The immense majesty of your widow's sorrows, 
That lying Simo"is which grew by your tears, 

Suddenly made fecund my fertile memory, 
As I was crossing the new Place du Carrousel. 
The old Paris is no more (the form ofa city 
Changes more quickly, alas! than the heart of a mortal); 

Only in my mind ' s eye do I see that camp of huts, 
Those heaps of rough-hewn capitals and shafts, 
The weeds, the great marble blocks made green by 

the water of the puddles, 
And shining on the paving stones, the jumbled 

debris. 

There, long ago, a little zoo was displayed; 
There I saw, one morning, at the hour when under 
Cold, clear skies Labor awakens, when the street 

sweepers 
Push a dark hurricane through the silent air, 

A swan, which had escaped from his cage, 
And, with his webbed feet scratching the dry 

pavement, 
Dragged his white plumes on the uneven ground. 
Near a waterless spring the beast, opening his beak, 

Nervously bathed his wings in the dust, 
And said, with his heart full of his fair native lake, 
"Water, when will you rain? When will you 

thunder, lightning?" 
I see that unhappy one, strange, fate-bound myth, 

Toward the sky sometimes, like the man in Ovid, 
Toward the ironic sky, cruelly blue, 
On his convulsive neck stretching out his 

head in longing, 
As ifhe were addressing reproaches to God! 



Paris change! mais rien dans ma melancolie 
N'a bouge! palais neufs, echafaudages, blocs, 
Vieux faubourgs, tout pour moi devient allegorie, 
Et mes chers souvenirs sont plus lourds que des roes. 

Aussi devant ce Louvre une image m'opprime: 
Je pense a mon grand cygne, avec ses gestes fous, 
Comme les exiles, ridicule et sublime, 
Et ronge d'un desir sans treve! et puis a vous, 

Andromaque, des bras d'un grand epoux tombee, 
Vil betail, sous la main du superbe Pyrrhus, 
Aupres d'un tombeau vide en extase courbee; 
Veuve d'Hector, helas! et femme d'Helenus! 

Je pense a la negresse, amaigrie et phtisique, 
Pietinant dans la boue, et cherchant, l'reil hagard, 
Les cocotiers absents de la superbe Afrique 
Derriere la muraille immense du brouillard; 

A quiconque a perdu ce qui ne se retrouve 
Jamais,jamais! a ceux qui s' abreuvent de pleurs 
Et tetent la Douleur comme une bonne louve! 
Aux maigres orphelins sechant comrne des fleurs! 

Ainsi dans la foret ou mon esprit s'exile 
Un vieux Souvenir sonne a plein souffle du cor! 
Je pense aux matelots oublies dans une ile, 
Aux captifs, aux vaincus!. .. a bien d'autres encor! 

II 

32 

36 

40 

44 

48 

52 

Paris is changing! But nothing in my melancholy 
Has budged! New palaces, scaffolding, blocks, 
Old neighborhoods, everything becomes allegory to me, 
And my dear memories are heavier than stones. 

And before this Louvre an image oppresses me: 
I think of my great swan, with his crazed gestures, 
Ridiculous and sublime, as exiles are, 
And gnawed by a ceaseless desire! And then of you, 

Andromache, fallen from a great husband's arms, 
A lowly chattel, under the hand of proud Pyrrhus, 
Next to an empty tomb hunched in ecstasy, 
Widow of Hector, alas! and wife of Helenus! 

I think of the black woman, thin and coughing, 
Stumping in the mud, and ~eeking with haggard eye 
The absent coconut-palms of proud Africa 
Beyond the immense wall of fog; 

Of whoever has lost what is never to be found, 
Never! Of those who are nourished with tears 
And suck the breasts of Sorrow, as of a good she-wolf! 
Of thin orphans drying out like flowers! 

Thus, in the forest where my mind is exiled, 
An old Memory sounds a full blast of the horn! 
I think of mariners, forgotten on an island, 
Of captives, of the vanquished!. .. of many 

others more! 

-Charles Baudelaire 

Les Fleurs du Mal, LXXXIX 
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