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Preface

Baudelaire’s Les Fleurs du Mal, which used to be the most in-
famous book of poems in French literature, has in this cen-
tury become the most famous, and the most admired; this
development would surely have astounded his nineteenth-
century contemporaries. But then the whole history of this
book, from beginning to end, is shot through with paradox.
Les Fleurs du Mal (which began life, in the 1840s and early
1850s, under two quite different titles: Les Lesbiennes and
Les Limbes) earned its initial notoriety from the trial and
judicial condemnation which followed its first publication in
1857; some ninety years later, in 1949, this condemnation was
to be officially annuiled by a judgment of the Supreme Court
of Appeal in Paris. But this ultimate canonisation, both legal
and literary, carries a further paradox. Les Fleurs du Mal now
owes its true prestige, its true attainment of ‘landmark’
status, to the sheer aesthetic quality of its verses, and it is this
above all, therefore, that we must study and appreciate; yet
even today a lingering and piquant aura of scandal, of
remembered bravado in a challenge to convention and
authority, persists from that first publication.

I add a few explanatory notes concerning the present text.
All Baudelaire references are to the companion two-volume
editions by Claude Pichois of the (Euvres complétes and the
Correspondance (both published by Gallimard, ‘Bibliothéque
de la Pléiade’, 1975-6 and 1973 respectively; abbreviated
OCP and CPI). Les Fleurs du Mal, with full documentary an-
notation and (on pp. 1581-91) an alphabetical index to the
poems, is in the first volume of the (Euvres complétes. (For
full details of all other books mentioned, see ‘Guide to
further reading’.) In providing English versions of the texts of
Baudelaire’s poems, I have chosen a composite and flexible

vii
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viii Preface

approach, combining more or less free translations, para-
phrases, summaries or simply amplified titles, as seemed
appropriate in each case; such a method best serves, in my
view, to convey to the English-speaking reader the sense,
imagery and vocabulary, in part or in full, of the original,
whilst avoiding the unidiomatic and stilted awkwardness that
so often afflicts even the best literal prose translations. (For
the question of verse translations, see pp. 100-3, below.) I
should finally mention that my fourth chapter, ‘Swan-song’,
has been adapted from my essay ‘The Originality of Le
Cygne’, as previously published in my Baudelaire. Collected
Essays, 1990, and that 1 have re-utilised, elsewhere also, other
and briefer passages from those same essays.

In conclusion, I must acknowledge my indebtedness firstly
to Andrew Macanulty, James Patty and Ted Taylor for the
bibliographical help they have given me; secondly and above
all to Peter Stern, for his helpful advice and comment on the
organisation of this book.
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