Exploring Modernity in Paris Through the Eyes of Baudelaire 
The Painter of Modern Life by Charles Baudelaire 
The essay published in 1863, articulates Baudelaire’s quest to define and make a social analysis of modernity in the 19th century Paris.  Baudelaire describes the novelty of modernity in Paris by exploring the standard of beauty, fashion, and happiness in his time.  He seems to be enamoured by the beauty of art for their ‘historical value’ and the feeling of capturing their own ‘present’ as, according to him, they give a certain “moral and aesthetic feeling of their time”.[footnoteRef:1] This essay will analyse the aesthetics of Baudelaire’s Parisian modernity. [1:  Charles Baudelaire, Sections I-IV and IX-XIII from ‘The Painter of Modern Life’ in Baudelaire, The Painter of modern Life and Other Essays, edited by Jonathan Mayne (Phaidon: London, 1995 [1863]), p. 2
] 


In the essay, Baudelaire’s description of modernity uses Guy’s art to present the city as beautiful and idealised, just as the women are required to maintain a standard of perfect beauty:
He marvels at the eternal beauty and the amazing harmony of life in the capital cities, a harmony so providentially maintained amid the turmoil of human freedom. He gazes upon the landscapes, …caressed by the mist. He delights in fine carriages and proud horses….[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Charles Baudelaire, Sections I-IV and IX-XIII from ‘The Painter of Modern Life’ in Baudelaire, The Painter of modern Life and Other Essays, edited by Jonathan Mayne (Phaidon: London, 1995 [1863]), p. 11
] 

Baudelaire suggests that beauty is the ultimate requirement for an artist’s work to be valued in Paris. For him, the beauty of modernity is in its fleetingness and the difficulty of capturing these brief moments. He defines modernity as “ephemeral, the fugitive, the contingent, the half of art whose other half is the eternal and the immutable”.[footnoteRef:3] Thus, a modern artist must have the ability to produce art that captures the ‘now’ moment. Even though, modernity is transient, capturing these fleeting moments means that it stays changeless through time and one is able to get a glimpse of modernity through time. [3:  Ibid. p. 12] 

He chooses Constantin Guys, whom he refers to as ‘Monsieur G’, as the perfect representation of what a modern artist should be. An artist like Guys is like a child, curious about the world and seeing it all in a new light. He refers to Guys as ‘a genius for which no aspect of life has become stale’ and ‘the painter of the passing moment’.[footnoteRef:4] Guys then becomes an epitome of Baudelaire’s ideal for the city.  [4:  Ibid. p. 9] 


The reasons why Baudelaire prefers Guys’ paintings are because they supposedly capture these fleeting moments especially since Guys uses water colour which is pretty normal because of its transitory purposes and the fact that the painting washes away along with time showing the transient state of modernity. Baudelaire describes Guys as a flaneur, like the narrator of the poem, a dandy, who is a spectator, able to experience and capture the cultural and social change in the society whilst also being unaffected by the constant change. The flaneur is a passionate spectator who is one and flesh with the crowd and also remains hidden from the crowd. Baudelaire presents him as a neutral observer. But a flaneur is also by definition middle to upper class, so Guys only experiences one aspect of Paris.  Furthermore, Baudelaire contradicts this idea of the neutrality of the flaneur, when he chooses Guys’ art as the ideal representation of modernity in Paris. Guys is a projection of Baudelaire’s persona, but by adopting Guys, Baudelaire is choosing a Paris that fits his ideal and is a reflection of what he wants to see rather than showing the less idealised aspects as well. The flaneur observes the city but does not really experience the city. Thus, when Baudelaire uses the flaneur persona, he only focuses on one aspect of the city.
Baudelaire says that few people have the gift of seeing. But the ability to observe and roam around the city is a luxury of the well-off. His description of the city focuses on those aspects of the city that only the aristocracy would have access to. But there is an aspect to Baudelaire whereby he is conflicted about class. Walter Benjamin, however, does not seem overly impressed with the flaneur, he thinks the flaneur is a ‘nonentity’ who revels in his turtle pace walk around the city without being perturbed. In Benjamin’s words, 
The poet enjoys the incomparable privilege of being and someone else, as he sees fit. Like those roving souls in search of a body, he enters another person whenever he wishes. For him alone, all is open; and if certain places seem closed to him, it is because in his view they are not worth visiting.[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Walter Benjamin and others, Selected writings (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1996), p. 32] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Even though the flaneur is vaguely aware of the social inequalities present around him while perusing the city, he loses himself to the glittering beauty and the ‘harmony so providentially maintained amid the turmoil of human freedom’. ‘He is an “I” with an insatiable appetite for the “non-I” …’.[footnoteRef:6] Here, Baudelaire is so engrossed in the flaneur that he turns to his companion for a validation on what ‘he’ the “Non I” (who may or may not be the flaneur) was feeling at that moment. So, he loses the I (his natural self without the flaneur aspect). In Baudelaire’s poem The Eyes of The Poor, the narrator who may be the flaneur sees a poor man, his two boys and a child looking at a café. The café he was in with his companion ‘glittered, the gas-lights themselves displayed all the ardour of a premiere...the dazzling sheets of glass in the mirror’.[footnoteRef:7] The narrator of the poem becomes conscious of the gazes upon them and the architecture, he feels ashamed of the extravagance around him while his companions finds it an insult to her social class that the ‘poor’ family were amazed by the architecture. The narrator however, blames his companion for not sharing and confirming his sentiments. This is probably due to the societal pressure of wanting to be identified as a part of a social group or class. [6:  Charles Baudelaire, Sections I-IV and IX-XIII from ‘The Painter of Modern Life’ in Baudelaire, The Painter of modern Life and Other Essays, edited by Jonathan Mayne (Phaidon: London, 1995 [1863]), p. 9
]  [7:  Charles Baudelaire and Keith Waldrop, Paris Spleen (Wesleyan University Press, 2010), p. 51
] 

In his description of the standard of beauty between men and women in Paris, Baudelaire states that the idea of beauty which a ‘man creates for himself imprints itself on his whole attire’. Thus, regardless of how the man dresses or carries himself, he ends up ‘looking like his ideal self’.  However, the woman is depicted as the one who has the responsibility of maintaining and devoting herself to appearing ‘magical and supernatural’, ‘an idol’ who has to charm and one who is ‘obliged to adorn herself in order to be adored’ to ‘make divine her fragile beauty’. There is a need to surpass nature’s beauty with fashion, gait, and gesture. This representation of the images of women in the city is clearly a bourgeois expectation of the very patriarchal structure of the 19th century where the woman’s image is solely for the consumption of the male gaze and her conduct has to be in accordance to the social norm.  Baudelaire goes on to talk about cosmetics as an instrument that is designed to get rid of the blemishes that nature has cast upon women. The reader gets the sense that there is a need for women to maintain this charade of perfection even though they know that the beauty may be artificial. Kerry Weinberg’s criticism of Baudelaire’s depiction of women in his essay and poems suggests that Baudelaire does not see women as fellow human beings who show intelligence, willpower and understanding. In her words, Baudelaire’s women lack;
In intelligence and morals, she is far below the level of the male species, which, though often corrupt, has the power of decision and the ability to judge. Since her only purpose is to serve man and to be used by him, she appears to be hardly more than an animal. The other extreme in this strange feminine polarity presents her in an exalted station, as a muse or a divine inspiration.[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  Kerry Weinberg ‘The Women of Eliot and Baudelaire’, Modern Language studies 14(3) (1984), 31-42 (p.31)] 

I certainly agree with Weinberg here as Baudelaire’s description of women, their fashion and appearances always seem to have a certain sensual connotation to them. His idealised worship of the woman is just similar to the way he idolizes the city.  
The essay also highlights the recurrent theme of women in the 19th either being ‘kept women’, ‘courtesans’ married women who had to rely on their husbands or as Baudelaire calls them ‘living dolls whose childish eyes betray a glimmer’.[footnoteRef:9]  Toril Moi suggests that Henrik Ibsen and Baudelaire were both unique major writers of modernity among the 19th century writers who share a clear-eyed and profound analysis of the relationship between men and women in modernity.[footnoteRef:10] This is in response to Henrik Ibsen’s play A Doll’s House which was published in 1879, a revolutionary story that addresses the restrictive and imbalanced role of women in the 19th century society. [9:  Charles Baudelaire, Sections I-IV and IX-XIII from ‘The Painter of Modern Life’ in Baudelaire, The Painter of modern Life and Other Essays, edited by Jonathan Mayne (Phaidon: London, 1995 [1863]), p. 37]  [10:  Toril Moi ‘Ibsen, Theatre, and the Ideology of Modernity’, Theatre Survey 45(2) (Nov 2004), 247-252] 

In conclusion, Baudelaire recognizes the beauty of change in modernity and embraces the significant changes to fashion, manner and gestures over the different time periods. 




Bibliography
· Baudelaire, Charles, and Keith Waldrop, Paris Spleen (Wesleyan University Press, 2010), p. 51
· Benjamin, Walter, Marcus Paul Bullock, Michael William Jennings, Howard Eiland, and Gary Smith, Selected Writings (Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1996), pp. 22, 32
· Moi, Toril, "Ibsen, Theatre, And The Ideology Of Modernism", Theatre Survey, 45 (2004), 247-252 https://doi.org/10.1017/s0040557404000213
· Tester, Keith, The Flaneur (London: Routledge, 1994)
· Weinberg, Kerry, "The Women Of Eliot And Baudelaire: The Boredom, The Horror And The Glory", Modern Language Studies, 14 (1984), 31 https://doi.org/10.2307/3194539 
· Baudelaire, Charles, Sections I-IV and IX-XIII from ‘The Painter of Modern Life’ in Baudelaire, The Painter of modern Life and Other Essays, edited by Jonathan Mayne (Phaidon: London, 1995 [1863]), p. 9

