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au bec, il s’echappe d’un diner a I’ambassade pour aller a la maison de jeu’ 
(11, 183); or Hugo described as ‘academicien avant de naitre’ (11, 431); or the 
well-known judgement of Les Liaisons dangereuses: ‘ce livre, s’il brQle, ne 
peut briiler qu’a la maniere de la glace’ (11, 67). Indeed, the very choice of 
the adjective ‘pyrotechnique’ suggests Baudelaire’s choice of the title Fuskes 
for his own collection of pointes. Another aspect that connects Le Vavasseur 
with other poets Baudelaire admired lies in the way in which his poems are 
described as being ‘d’une sonoritC et d’un reflet si metalliques’ (11, 180), while 
of Gautier Baudelaire asks: 

rapellerai-je encore cette serie de petits poemes de quelques strophes, qui sont 
des intermedes galants ou rtveurs et qui ressemblent, les uns a des sculptures, 
les autres a des flews, d’autres a des bijoux, [...I et tous d’une coupe plus pure 
et plus decidee que des objets de marbre ou de cristal? (11, 126) 

However, one has a slight sense of unease here, an awareness that Baudelaire’s 
admiration is limited, a feeling that the stress lies on the surface appearance, 
not on the content of these works. And the uneasiness increases if we think 
of the many Fleurs du ma1 in which metals, for all their beauty, possess 
only a ‘froide majestt.’ Moreover, while the critic Fleury likewise noted Le 
Vavasseur’s skill ‘a faire manoeuvrer des escadrons de rimes et de petits vers’ 
and the way in which he ‘se dClecte en des rythmes rares et mCl~dieux,’~ the 
few other critics of the time who wrote on Le Vavasseur also placed particular 
emphasis on the suppleness of his verse and the mastery of form and rhythm, 
but almost invariably concluded by suggesting that formal virtuosity merely 
veiled intellectual vacuity.8 

Nevertheless, Baudelaire’s final sentence, with its ternary rhythms and its 
careful nuances, links together ‘la souplesse de son esprit’ with ‘celle de son 
corps,’ implying that Baudelaire at least saw rather more in Le Vavasseur 
than did his contemporaries: for him, Le Vavasseur’s conversation, if not his 
poetry, was ‘solide, nourissante, suggestive.’ The last of these adjectives 
is particularly revelatory: of Madame Bovary Baudelaire wrote: ‘ce livre, 
essentiellement suggestif, pourrait souffler un volume d’observations’ (11, 84) 
and he frequently implies and at times indeed asserts that the value of a 
work of art is often to be measured in terms of its ability to suggest ideas, 
images, emotions to its audience. Certainly one of Baudelaire’s most constant 
centres of interest was his pre-occupation with the way in which art affected 
and stimulated the human mind. Yet there is something oddly repetitive here: 
so often does he use the adjectives ‘solide’ and ‘nourissante’ to refer to 
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conversation - an art, it must be stressed, that he greatly valued9 - and 
particularly to the conversation of someone he admires, that one suspects 
that the friend of Baudelaire’s youth is merging into the ideal artist. This 
suspicion is strengthened by the affirmation that Le Vavasseur’s suppleness 
‘lui permet de tout comprendre, de tout apprtcier, de tout sentir, m&me ce 
qui a l’air, a premiere vue, le plus tloigni de sa nature’ (11, 181). This assertion 
is very close to Baudelaire’s conviction that the great artist possessed a form 
of intellectual and aesthetic cosmopolitanism, the ability that allowed Gautier 
to ‘britanniser son genie’ in assessing the paintings of the English school (11, 
123), and both Gautier and Leconte de Lisle to ‘habiller leur pensee des 
modes variables que le temps eparpille dans l’eternite’ (11, 177). 

In part, then, this review is an attempt to recreate the nature of a man 
whom Baudelaire associated with far happier days than those in which he 
now lived. He makes no exaggerated claims for Le Vavasseur’s poetry: Vire 
et les Virois is described as a chefd’oeuvre, true, but the adjective ‘petit’ 
places the work in its true perspective and the phrase ‘les ruses de I’escrime’ 
together with the insistence on technical virtuosity offers warning to the 
perceptive. Moreover, Baudelaire foresees potential criticisms: the poems, he 
insists, ‘n’exclu[ent] pas, comme aucuns le pourraient croire, on le voit, la 
rCverie et la balancement de la melodie’ (11, 180). Above all, however, ‘Gu- 
stave Le Vavasseur’ is less a piece of conventional criticism than a prose 
poem in which Baudelaire’s aim is not to judge or to assess but merely to 
convey ‘la ressemblance de ce poete.’ 
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NOTES 
For a detailed survey of the main studies of Baudelaire’s literary criticism see the 
introduction to my Baudelaire ’s Literary Criticism (Cambridge, University Press, 
1981), in which, for reasons of space, there is no assessment of this review. 
Quotations are taken from the Pliiade edition of Baudelaire’s Euvres cornplktes, 
edited by C .  Pichois: I (Pans, 1979, abbreviated as I; I1 (Pans, 1976), abbreviated 
as 11. 
The second of these comments is Baudelaire’s own addition to his American 
source: see W. T. Bandy, Edgar Allan Poe (Toronto, University Press, 1973). 
A. Duchesne, ‘Lettres franches’, Le Figaro, 2 May 1861. On the image of the 
saltimbank see J .  Starobinski, Portrait de l’artiste en sultimbanque (Geneve, Skira, 
1970). 
Compare 11, 103, 107, 129. 
See Baudelaire, Correspondance, edited C. Pichois, I1 (Paris, Pliiade, 1973), 257, 
787. 
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6. On ‘naivete’ see also D. Kelley, Le Salon de 1846 (Oxford, University Press, 1975). 
7. J. Fleury, ‘Poesies fugitives’, La Dtmocratie pacifique, 26 May 1847. 
8. See for example A. Durantin, ‘Vers’, L‘Echo de la litttrature et des beaux-arts, 

August 1843, 235-7; and ‘Poksies fugitives’, ibid., August 1846, 387-9; Prarond, 
De quelques tcrivains nouveaux (Paris, Michel Levy Freres, 1852), 1549; Sainte- 
Beuve, Nouveaux lundis, X (Paris, Gamier Freres, 1868), 125. 
See I, 558; 11, 107, 109, 181, 611, 692, 759, 764. 9. 
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