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Abstract and Keywords
This chapter demonstrates how Baudelaire in his Le Cygne refers to the 
Vergilian figure of Andromache in Aeneid 3 as he recalls the Second Republic. By 
recalling a figure who lives in a macabre, lifeless world of grief unable to escape 
the past, Baudelaire uses Andromache as a way of presenting and criticizing the 
policies of Napoleon III, depicted as a form of pseudo-continuity with the past. At 
the same time, historical realities are combined with the literary imagination, as 
Baudelaire draws on the sad and tragic figure of Vergil's Andromache in the 
creation of a poetics of deep melancholy.
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In Baudelaire’s Le Cygne, the connection between the Paris of Haussmann and 
Virgil’s Buthrotum in the third book of the Aeneid, the location of a brief 
stopover for Aeneas on his way towards Italy and the future Rome, is not as 
simple as the title of this chapter suggests. In this poem of the Tableaux 
parisiens, first published in 1860 in La Causerie, antiquity is not represented as 
a unified whole, but in a fractured form. Throughout the poem, fragmentation is 
inherent in the structure of the references which point back to antiquity.1 This 
aspect of the poem can be illustrated by both Baudelaire’s inclusion of a half-line 
from Aeneid 3.302 (falsi Simoentis ad undam, ‘by the streams of an improperly 
so‐called Simoïs’), at the beginning of the poem on its first publication (a 
quotation replaced in the edition of 1861 by a dedication to Victor Hugo), and by 
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the apostrophe of Andromache in the opening lines of the poem.2 The citation of 
the Virgilian text attests a broken continuity between modern times and the 
ancient past. By means of the citation, the Virgilian text is fragmented, whereas, 
at the same time, its poetic reality becomes part of the Tableau parisien.3 The 
name of Andromache,  (p.162) in turn, can be considered as a fragmented form 
insofar as it refers to the literary reality that it evokes.

The aim of the present enquiry is to show that the figure of Andromache has 
political significance and that it offers a reflection on the fallen Second French 
Republic and its continuation in the politics of the Second Empire. If this 
approach is correct, my contribution to the overall theme of this volume can be 
read as another study in the reception of the politics of Augustan Latin poetry, 
which reveals some of the ways in which later poets react to and are influenced 
by the various images and memories of the Roman Republic to be found in the 
poetry of the Augustan age.4 But it would be inappropriate to read the figure of 
Andromache exclusively as a political emblem. Moreover, in Andromache’s 
mourning at a false Simois, Baudelairean melancholy, a defining element of his 
poetics, has become an extraordinarily powerful image. By reflecting the ancient 
Virgilian myth, Baudelaire’s poem functions as a distorting mirror, extracting in 
a highly subjective manner the very essence of the ancient text.

Traditions of water and blood
In what follows, I will analyse the character of the relationship between 
antiquity and modern times in Le Cygne by means of a short comparison with the 
third of the Spleen poems. For the melancholic and cruel king, in whose veins 
circulates instead of blood l’eau verte du Léthé, the connection between 
antiquity and the poetic present is not created by a purely textual tradition, but 
by bains de sang:

Et dans ces bains de sang qui des Romains nous viennent,
Et dont sur leurs vieux jours les puissants se souviennent…(15–16)5

In Le Cygne, it is a river, the Simois, that creates a link between antiquity and 
the time of the lyrical I. Here too, a tradition is not created by texts, but by 
actual matter.6 In the first stanza, however, it is not the image of a  (p.163) 

bloodstained Simois that is evoked,7 but one of the river as a pauvre et triste 
miroir. In a concrete sense the surface of the Trojan river mirrors Andromache’s 
grief; in a figurative sense the Buthrotian river is the miroir of the Trojan river: 
miroir also signifies ‘ce qui représente une chose et la met pour ainsi dire sous 
nos yeux’.8 That a mirror can be fallacious is implied in the poem by the two 
adjectives pauvre et triste. The question of how far the Buthrotian river could 
also be the miroir of the nouveau Carrousel is one that I will address later.

In a projet de préface Baudelaire admits, not without sarcasm towards his 
critics, that he has plagiarized tout le morceau d’Andromaque.9 But there is a 
particularly striking difference in his treatment. While the Baudelairean 
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Andromache is capable of transforming the Buthrotian reality by her pleurs,10 

the tears (fletus) of the Virgilian Andromache remain futile:

talia fundebat lacrimans longosque ciebat
incassum fletus…(Aen. 3.344–5)
Words like these, intermingled with tears, she continued to pour 
forth,
Raising a lengthy and hopeless lament…11

Incassum reflects the perspective of the Trojan hero, who has to accomplish his 
destiny, and who must therefore constantly look ahead. Accordingly, 
Andromache’s backward-looking existence is on one level incomprehensible to 
the epic hero Aeneas. In Le Cygne, however, it is exactly these fletus of 
Andromache that are fruitful for the mémoire fertile of the narrator: they are the 
source of an inspiration that gives rise to many vivid memories. Within this 
scene of inspiration, the  (p.164) mémoire of the lyrical I becomes an element of 
the mythic literary landscape, a plain overflowed by a river. Another striking 
element is the semantic traductio expressed by the words fecondé-fertile. The 
pleonastic ‘fertility’ of the memory and the ‘fertilization’ by Andromache’s tears 
are antithetical to the painful loss, which determines both the situation of the 
ancient heroine and of the lyrical I. This scene of inspiration expresses the 
typical Baudelairean concept of a poiesis engendered by means of pain. The grief 
voiced in the image of the river represents an essential elixir for the lyrical I’s 

poiesis, which is based on memories of the past.

A falsified scene of inspiration
Let us consider this scene of inspiration more closely. The source of inspiration 
is a simulacrum, a false image, a fleuve menteur. Could these first six lines thus 
represent anything but a falsified scene of inspiration? The Simoïs menteur is 
itself a pauvre et triste miroir of the water of the Hippocrene; the Helicon has 
ceded its sovereignty to the ‘phantom city’ Buthrotum, and divine Mnemosyne 
has become the subjective memory of a mortal being. The falsification, then, 
could consist in the deviancy from an ancient scene of inspiration. Likewise, the 
logic of this scene of inspiration proves to be falsified by inversion; it misleads 
the reader, obviously wanting her or him to believe that it was not the nouveau 
Carrousel which evoked the literary memory of Andromache. The inspiration and 
the images that it evokes relate to one another in an inverted manner: the 
geography of the entire first stanza, which consists almost exclusively in the 

Simoïs menteur meandering over the limits of the lines, tells the sad story of 
Andromache, whereas the (fictitious) event, the crossing of the nouveau 
Carrousel that provokes that memory, could hardly be represented in a more 
peripheral way than in the form of a subordinate temporal clause.12

The river, which finds its way into the poem with ce petit fleuve, and gains 
intensity with ce Simoïs menteur at the beginning of the fourth line, reaches its 
poetic destination in the fifth line, suddenly interacting with the lyrical I’s 
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mémoire fertile. However, the act of crossing the square (Comme je traversais le 
nouveau Carrousel) is described by an imperfect providing exclusively 
background information. The rhetorical simplicity  (p.165) of this line is 
antithetical to the emphatic apostrophe of Andromache and the simultaneous 
moment of inspiration.

The nouveau Carrousel does not invite the narrator to take a stroll. On the 
contrary, the narrator crosses the square, i.e. he goes from one side to the other 
taking the shortest way in order to reach the Louvre. Aussi devant ce Louvre the 
lyrical I transgresses the reality of the museum as monument by withdrawing 
into the museum of his memories.

Does the pragmatism of Haussmannian architecture, in which grand, straight 
avenues replaced the old, narrow quartiers, conceal itself in the unremarkable 
word traverser? True, Haussmann’s rebuilding brought about progress as 
regards urban hygiene and economy, but it could not meet the artist’s aesthetic 
sensitivity, which was hurt by the linear monotony of the cityscape. Hans Robert 
Jauss has maintained that the destroyed ancient cityscape is reflected in the 
structure of the poem insofar as the poetic image transgresses the limits of the 
stanza.13 The absence of tournants, d’aventures de perspective,14 as the 
Goncourts observed, might find its expression in the monotonous repetition of je 
pense (1, 34, 41 and 51), in the circular structure of the images of Andromache 
and the swan, as well as in the words which end in the sound -vide (25 Ovide, 27 

avide and 39 vide).15 Positive statements regarding the new urban features such 
as the following by George Sand are comparatively rare:

Aujourd’hui de grandes percées trop droites pour l’œil de l’artiste, mais 
éminemment sûres, nous permettent d’aller longtemps les mains dans nos 
poches, sans nous égarer.16

It would be inappropriate, however, to consider Haussmannian architecture and 
the nouveau Carrousel merely from an aesthetic perspective. The demolition of 
the huts situated on the ancient place du Carrousel was a political act. With the 

place du Carrousel, a hot spot of the revolution of 1848 disappeared. It was in 
the shelter of the narrow streets that the revolutionaries had once erected their 
barricades. In the third stanza, the word traverser shifts from a spatial to a 
temporal dimension. The reality having become unbearable inspires the narrator 
to pass en esprit the different stages of the nouveau Carrousel. In the etymology 
of traverser may glimmer a subversive and revolutionary potential that has 
already turned to dust.

 (p.166) By passing mentally different stages, the lyrical I is not able to delete 
the reality of the Haussmannian architecture which surrounds him. But isn’t it 
already obvious in the first lines of this poem that the (literary) past carries 
more weight than the present moment, and that the new political and 
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architectonic Paris cannot really convince the narrator? The poem opens with an 
apostrophe, and thereby turns away from the reader. The lyrical I addresses 
neither a historical person nor a concrete object, but rather a mythic literary 
character.17 No narrative syntax clarifies the reference to Andromache. By 
addressing her, literature becomes a part of the lyrical I’s reality. The immediate 
character of the apostrophe seems to prevail over the immediacy of the urban 
experience (Comme je traversais le nouveau Carrousel) and hyberbolically 
marks the blank space filled by the lyrical I in the urban reality of Paris. His 
mental absence is reflected in the fact that the image is fragmented in a very 
subjective way, which is also stressed by the use of the demonstrative ce. So, the 
name itself has turned into a reference to an inner image.

This carousel of names
It seems that the Buthrotian Simois of Epirus relates to the Trojan Simois in the 
same way as the nouveau Carrousel relates to the former Carrousel,18 and that 
both Andromache and the lyrical I suffer from exile. These analogies, however, 
don’t exhaust all the details provided by the text. Whereas Virgil’s Buthrotum is 
transformed into a practically hyperreal version of Troy, the old Paris is no 
longer recognizable in its new architecture. In fact, in the Aeneid it is not the 
Simois itself, as geographical phenomenon, that deceives, but rather the name of 
Simois, the act of designating, which aims at transforming an unknown territory 
into a new home.19 In the Aeneid, the line falsi Simoentis ad undam is uttered 
 (p.167) from the perspective of Aeneas, a pseudo-intruder into the artificial 
world of Buthrotum. He is a pseudo-intruder in so far as this artificial world 
wishes to imitate exactly the reality from which he has just escaped:

progredior portu classis et litora linquens,
sollemnis cum forte dapes et tristia dona
ante urbem in luco falsi Simoentis ad undam
libabat cineri Andromache manisque vocabat
Hectoreum ad tumulum, viridi quem caespite inanem
et geminas, causam lacrimis, sacraverat aras. (Aen. 3.300–5)
Leaving the shore and my navy, I made my way up from the harbour,
Just as Andromache chanced to be standing in front of the city.
There in a grove by the streams of a make-believe Simoïs, she held
Rites of remembrance, with food for the dead, sad gifts, and 
libations,
Calling on Hector’s empty tomb that she’d hallowed with green turf,
And upon altars, twinned, like the cause of her tears: son and 
husband.20

Aeneas is highly conscious of the artificiality of this world. There is no tumulus 
Hectoris, but a tumulus Hectoreus (304).21 Moreover, it is inanis (304), empty, a 
cenotaph, but also perhaps empty of sense.22 Two altars  (p.168) are built as a 
causa lacrimis (305), an expression which should be considered as a revealing 
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comment on Aeneas’ part.23 Gradually, however, he comes to accept this 
simulacrum of Troy:

procedo et parvam Troiam simulataque magnis
Pergama et arentem Xanthi cognomine rivum
agnosco, Scaeaeque amplector limina portae. (Aen. 3.349–51)
On getting closer I know it: a miniature Troy, simulating
Mighty Pergamum, even a bone-dry creek that is now named
Xanthus. And I’m at the Scaean Gate, and embracing its threshold.

On recognizing (agnosco, 351) Troy en miniature, Aeneas emphasizes its 
decadent genealogy (parvam Troiam simulataque magnis | Pergama, 349–50) 
and calls the Buthrotian river into question by accentuating the act of (false) 
designation (et arentem Xanthi cognomine rivum, 350).24 Using the word 
agnosco, however, which could also be translated as ‘I accept’, he seems after all 
to give his consent. Finally, the portae Scaeae (351) cease to be mere duplicates, 
and Aeneas can embrace the threshold in a concrete as well as in a figurative 
sense (amplector, 351). Andromache, not being able to live without a place to 
mourn, acquiesces to a life in an artificial, pseudo-Trojan world, fully conscious, 
however, that the designation of her new home serves only to help her believe in 
the lost Trojan reality:

morte Neoptolemi regnorum reddita cessit
pars Heleno, qui Chaonios cognomine campos
Chaoniamque omnem Troiano a Chaone dixit (Aen. 3.333–5).25

…Neoptolemus now dead,
Deeds assign Helenus part of his realm, and he names it for Trojan
Chaon—hence the ‘Chaonian Plains’ and the region, ‘Chaonia’—…

The lyrical I in Le Cygne, on the other hand, cannot be deceived by the identical 
name of the place du Carrousel,26 which designates a place that ceased to be a 
long time before. Instead, he is completely detached from  (p.169) the new 
Paris; nouveau, the attribute of Carrousel, parallels menteur, the attribute of 
Simoïs. Far from accepting the place du Carrousel in its imperial version, 
because it maintained its name, he appears as the architect of his own Paris 
rebuilt from his memories. The Simoïs menteur represents a source of 
inspiration for the lyrical I: he turns away from the ‘Carrousel menteur’ in order 
to call to mind the true Paris. A reconciliation between the old Paris and the new, 
fake one, in the spirit of Aeneas’ unam faciemus utramque Troiam animis, seems 
impossible.27

The pseudo-continuity of the name place du Carrousel, which is revealed in 
comparison with Simoïs menteur, might as well express a hidden criticism of 
Napoleon III, who tried to gain the favour of the people by counting on the 
pseudo-continuity of the name Bonaparte. Napoleon III’s imitation of the great 
idol Napoleon I was not limited to the usage of the name Bonaparte. It also 
determined his political action. On 2 December 1851, Napoleon III staged a coup 
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d’état, exactly forty-seven years after the coronation of Napoleon I and forty-six 
years after the Battle of Austerlitz.28 The following passage from Mon cœur mis 
à nu could illustrate that the political circumstances of that time occur in a 
poetized form in Le Cygne, namely in a structure which reflects the continuity of 
names:

Ma fureur au coup d’État. Combien j’ai essuyé de coups de fusil. Encore un 
Bonaparte! quelle honte!29

The question arises whether that which is valid for urban architecture is also 
valid for a human being. The inconspicuous pseudo-continuity in the designation 
of the place du Carrousel hides a project of urban planning that leaves nothing 
as it was. The ancient is perpetuated only in the memory of a cœur mortel. 
Although Andromache keeps her name, she loses her identity after the death of 
Hector:

Andromaque…
Veuve d’Hector, hélas! et femme d’Hélénus! (37, 40)

 (p.170) The repetitive structure of line 40 (an apposition consisting of a noun 
and a genitive attribute), which is interrupted by an exclamatory comment, 
illustrates the perfidious interchangeability of designations. The perfidy 
culminates in a slight deviation from the former marital relation: it is no longer 
Hector who is the husband of Andromache, but his brother Helenus; the pseudo- 
continuity of the name, which we could observe in the designation place du 
Carrousel, appears here as a pseudo-continuity in the ties of kinship.30 The tenth 
stanza reflects on lines 317–19 of the third book of the Aeneid:

‘heu! quis te casus deiectam coniuge tanto
excipit, aut quae digna satis fortuna revisit,
Hectoris Andromache? Pyrrhin conubia servas?’
‘Oh, what befell to uplift you, when left cast down by your great 
spouse?
Hector’s Andromache, say what worthy,—well, adequate—Fortune
Visits you? Do you maintain your spousal relations with Pyrrhus?

In Virgil, the caesura obviously links the name of Andromache to Hector; in this 
syntactic affinity Andromache stands in sharp contrast to Pyrrhin conubia 
servas? But by placing the name Andromache next to Pyrrhus and in between 

Hector and Hélénus, Virgil illustrates Andromache’s tragic fate.

Brief stopover: in between two worlds
If we liken the whole plot of the Aeneid and Aeneas’ voyage towards Latium to a 
river, Buthrotum is a lifeless backwater. It is in Latium that the Rome of Romulus 
and Remus, of the Republic, and of Augustus will rise to power. Although 
Helenus’ prophecy temporally exceeds the walls of Buthrotum, Virgil’s 
Andromache is far too deeply afflicted by her past and so prevents Helenus’ 
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prophecy from creating a clear vision of future time. Andromache and Helenus 
live in a kind of world in between: in between destroyed Troy and Rome to come; 
in between a world of the living and a world of the dead.

For a political reading of Le Cygne this existence ‘in between’ may be crucial. 
Andromache accepts to live in a world built on a simulacrum, on a pseudo- 
continuity of names. Since the regime of Napoleon was also based on a pseudo- 
continuity, it may be possible to consider  (p.171) Andromache an emblem of 
the Second Empire. Perhaps it is possible to draw a close analogy between her 
existence ‘in between’ and the prince-président who is on the threshold between 
the Second Republic and the Second Empire. In Virgil, the historical sense of 
Buthrotum seems to become evident in the last words Aeneas speaks right 
before his departure (unam faciemus utramque | Troiam animis, Aen. 3.504–5): 
as an imitation of Troy the city continues its monarchical regime. And Aeneas’ 
words represent an anticipation of the future insofar as the Roman Principate as 
a form of rule will be constituted by both monarchical and Republican 
elements.31 To Aeneas Andromache is a sort of negative mirror: she behaves in a 
manner which the Trojan hero must reject in order to fulfil his fatum.32 Thus, 
Andromache acts as a reminder of the Rome that Aeneas is to found in the 
future.

But is it appropriate to read Le Cygne from a purely political perspective? True, 
the poem opens with a dedication to Victor Hugo, the great expatriate under the 
rule of Napoleon III; the architectural axis Tuileries–place du nouveau 
Carrousel–Louvre could account for a political approach just as the négresse… 

piétinant dans la boue could be interpreted as a criticism of the colonial policy of 
Napoleon III. But does the text allow the reader to assume a connection between 
the imaginary and the historical reality? Doesn’t the apostrophe to Andromache, 
this allusion to a time codified on a literary level, exclude every attempt to bring 
the reality of the poem close to a historical reality? Considering the dramatically 
shortened, and so highly subjective, character of Andromache’s image, isn’t it 
absurd to suppose a direct connection with the historical course of events?

 (p.172) By apostrophizing Andromache, the lyrical I of Le Cygne amalgamates 
the literary world with the poetic plot, i.e. the flânerie through Paris. He seems 
to prefer living in the parallel world of his thoughts and memories rather than in 
the architecturally altered Paris of Haussmann. The textual analysis of the initial 
scene of inspiration shows that the association between the nouveau Carrousel 
and Andromache is founded on a comparable act of designation which only 
feigns unbroken continuity. Since the Carrousel has been demolished, the 

nouveau Carrousel turns out to be an illusory euphemism. Old Ilion, in turn, is 
rebuilt in a hyperreal version on the coast of Epirus, while in an almost neurotic 
way, the Trojans give old names to their new home. The lyrical I refuses the 
Andromachean way of life and, accordingly, the adaptation to a Second Empire 
seen as a pseudo-Troy. It is, however, exactly his complete inability to adapt to 
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the new Paris that gives rise to his poetry. The feeling that he could never 
reconcile himself to the new city conjures up the images of the mémoire fertile. 
In her adaption Andromache seems ridiculous to the lyrical I:

Je pense à mon grand cygne, avec ses gestes fous,
Comme les exilés, ridicule et sublime,
Et rongé d’un désir sans trêve! et puis à vous, ||
Andromaque…(34–7)

Repeating old attitudes, gestes fous (34), as the lyrical I comments, the swan too 
tries to deal with the world outside his cage. He opens his beak to drink (Près 
d’un ruisseau sans eau la bête ouvrant le bec, 20) and bathes his wings—in the 
dust of the street (Baignait nerveusement ses ailes dans la poudre, 21). The 
strange charm of the expatriates, of Andromache, the swan and the négresse, 
lies in the combination of the ridiculous and the sublime.33 In what follows, 
therefore, I would like to illustrate the character of the Baudelairean sublime by 
focusing again on the apostrophe of Andromache and the ensuing scene of 
inspiration from another perspective.

Andromache, the river, and the memory
Andromache, je pense à vous! This apostrophe of the tragic mythical figure at 
the very beginning of the poem is astonishing. The name of  (p.173) 

Andromache emerges quite unexpectedly. Baudelaire doesn’t even give the 
reader the time of a line as he does in Le Guignon.34 Aeneas’ slow approach 
towards Buthrotum has nothing in common with the French narrator’s sudden 
movement, apparently desperate in its immediacy, towards a literary mythic 
past. In the Aeneid Andromache exists only in the mode of memory, that is, she is 
part of Aeneas’ narrative, in which he remembers his Odyssean journey. In 
Baudelaire’s poem, however, the lyrical I releases Andromache from the mode of 
narration and transforms the act of remembering into an apostrophe of 
surprising presence.

Jean Starobinski considers Andromache’s attitude of sorrow to be the 
iconography of melancholy.35 Perhaps a further constituent element of the 
Baudelairean concept of melancholy can already be found in the Virgilian text: 
by comparing the latter with the eleventh book of the Odyssey, David Quint 
shows that Andromache acts as if she already belonged to the realm of the 
shadows.36 When she follows the rituals of necromancy and calls up the manes, 
we are reminded of the scene in the Odyssey in which Ulysses, standing at the 
shores of the Acheron, conjures up the spirits of the dead with the blood of a 
lamb (Od. 11.23–50). The roles, however, are reversed. In the Aeneid, it is not 
Aeneas, as Andromache first believes, who is the shadow, but herself. When she 
asks Aeneas if Ascanius is still alive and if he follows Hector’s and Aeneas’ 
example, the Buthrotian episode once more proves to be an ironic version of the 
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Homeric chthonian scenes: in Homer, Agamemnon enquires if Orestes is still 
living and Achilles if Neoptolemus has become a great warrior.

As the following lines of the third of the Spleen poems show, a parallel can be 
drawn between Andromache living in the realm of the shadows and the lyrical I 
loving to perform the role of a living corpse:

Son lit fleurdelisé se transforme en tombeau,
Et les dames d’atour, pour qui tout prince est beau,
Ne savent plus trouver d’impudique toilette
Pour tirer un souris de ce jeune squelette. (9–12)37

 (p.174) Both the attitude that Andromache displays (auprès d’un tombeau vide 
en exstase courbée), and her role in the Buthrotian episode, which alludes to the 
eleventh book of the Odyssey, make her a melancholic prototype.

The scene of inspiration, following the apostrophe of Andromache in Le Cygne, 
has both a spatial and a temporal dimension. The river inundating the landscape 
of the mémoire fertile is a spatial metaphor; the sudden ‘fertilization’, however, 
is temporally marked. But how are the continuous flowing of the river and the 
suddenness of the memory to be combined?

The suddenness inherent in the image induces a belief that the beginning of Le 
Cygne is comparable in its structure to the Proustian mémoire involontaire. 
Should we therefore suggest an analogy between the famous Proustian 

madeleine and the Baudelairean Cygne? As the Proustian narrator, tasting a 

madeleine dunked in lime-blossom tea, is reminded of the time he passed at his 
aunt Leonie’s in Combray, we could say that the Baudelairean narrator is 
reminded of the old Paris by looking at the new one. The difference, however, is 
striking. While in Proust the world of the narrator and the world of his memories 
are connected by the taste of the madeleine, in Le Cygne, it is the void of the 

place du Carrousel that makes the lyrical I escape into the world of his 
memories. In contrast to the Proustian memory, which is triggered by 
sensuousness, the memory of the narrator in Le Cygne is retrieved, even forced, 
by a blank space. Our main concern, however, is not with the connection 
between the trigger of memories (le nouveau Carrousel) and the memories 
themselves, but with the relation between the suddenness (of the memory) and 
the continuity (of the river). Let us try to shed light on this relation by looking at 
Montaigne.

In his essay De la tristesse, Michel de Montaigne tells the story of a king who at 
first sight is far less affected by the death of his son and the fate of his enslaved 
daughter than by the death of one of his servants. Asked about this unintelligible 
reaction, he answers thus:
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C’est…que ce seul dernier desplaisir se peut signifier par larmes, les deux 
premiers surpassans de bien loin tout moyen de se pouvoir exprimer.38

Karl Heinz Bohrer, who in Ekstasen der Zeit sets Montaigne’s essay in the 
context of his reflections on historical and poetical grief, concludes from the 
king’s reaction that grief is a problem of expression and hence of form.39  (p. 
175) As the structure of Le Cygne shows, the form of the city is destroyed. 
Doesn’t the lyrical I try to express its grief in the figure of Andromache? Is she 
anything other to the lyrical I than (ridiculous) grief embodied in a literary 
myth? Therefore, form means here the literary form of the myth, the tragedy of 
Andromache. But there is a further dimension. With the apostrophe, the content 
obtains a new shape. I have already mentioned that the lyrical I cuts itself, so to 
speak, out of the reality of Paris and thus emphasizes the supremacy of his world 
of thought. To what extent, however, is Andromache as the addressee significant 
to the lyrical I? Though the apostrophe seems to be the starting point of a 
mental movement towards Andromache, it is at the same time a rhetorical form 
used by the lyrical I in order to speak about itself.40 In the apostrophe, 
Andromache mirrors the mourning lyrical I; its compassion towards her— 

conveyed by the preposition à, as Starobinski maintains41—becomes a disguised 
declaration of its own feelings.42 Is it the void inherent in the figure of 
Andromache that condemns her to be only a pattern? She always keeps her 
expressionless eyes fixed on the past, and even in her name—provided that we 
agree that Andromache is etymologically a homage to Hector—she is not herself, 
but only a reference to her dead husband.43 Andromache, whose douleurs de 
veuve are reflected by the surface of the river, is closely linked with fleuve by an 
alternate rhyme: doesn’t it seem that in this rhyme Andromache’s empty 
identity, her existence, consisting in the reference to Hector (veuve), completely 
flows away in the river of grief (fleuve)? In his analysis of the opening sequence 
of Le Cygne, Michael Jakob quotes Walter Benjamin: in Baudelairean poems, the 
first lines always mark an ‘Auftauchen aus dem Abgrunde’;44 ‘ihnen’, as Jakob 
puts it, ‘liegt stets etwas zuvor’.45 In Baudelaire, Andromache’s appearance is 
preceded by the petit fleuve, a dark succus melancholicus, ‘der die 
Gehirnventrikel des grübelnden Ich in Gang bringt und befruchtet’.46 The 
continuity of the river and the  (p.176) suddenness of the ‘fertilization’ of the 

mémoire can now be combined. According to the ancient humoral pathology, 
black bile, the succus melancholicus, circulates through the veins of the human 
body with the other humours, namely yellow bile, blood, and phlegm; the excess 
of one of these humores always causes disease. In Le Cygne, this ‘zuvor’ is not 
only the mere existence of the succus melancholicus, but the overflow of this 
fluid in the lyrical I’s mind. Its surplus is evidence of the excessive pain endured 
by the lyrical I; the ‘Abgrund’, which according to Benjamin precedes the first 
lines of all Baudelairean poems, here consists in the immeasurability of the 
melancholic mood.
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As in the third Spleen-poem, it is materialized and translated into a mythological 
image: in the Spleen-poem into the image of the river of Lethe; in Le Cygne into 
the image of Andromache mourning on the shore of a false Simois. For 
Baudelairean poetics it is furthermore crucial that only the feeling of 
overflowing pain can set in motion the poetic process. In the literary figure of 
Andromache, the medical discourse of humoral pathology is linked with a topos 

of Baudelairean poetics, i.e. the immeasurability and the excess, in order to 
perform a memory-based act of inspiration.

At the end of the poem, the lyrical I seems to be mentally exhausted: his thinking 
that at first condensed its sorrow into the apostrophe of a literary figure 
(Andromaque, je pense à vous!) has apparently dissipated its energy (Je pense 
aux matelots oubliés dans une île, | Aux captifs, aux vaincus!…à bien d’autres 
encor!, 51–2): shouldn’t we read the first entry in Mon cœur mis à nu: De la 
vaporisation et de la centralisation du Moi—Tout est là between the lines of Le 
Cygne in an inverted way?47

Conclusion
The Baudelairean Andromache is a symbol of the adaptation to a new political 
reality and at the same time a woman eternally auprès d’un  (p.177) tombeau 
vide en exstase courbée. These two approaches do not seem to form a coherent 
whole. However, it is precisely on this disparate foundation that the architecture 
of Le Cygne is based. Therefore, an interpretation which restricts itself to the 
identification of the places and events of a historical epoch would neglect the 
subterranean web of melancholy that undermines this Tableau parisien. The 
lyrical I traverses the nouveau Carrousel like a melancholic Aeneas. While the 

simulacrum Buthrotum reminds Aeneas of the future city of Rome insofar as he 
has to leave behind the Buthrotian political reality, the melancholic Aeneas takes 
possession of the Paris of the Second Empire and transforms it poetically so that 
the Republican city, although having disappeared, continues to exist. Should this 
be seen as the Baudelairean way of fulfilling Aeneas’ words unam faciemus 
utramque Troiam animis?48

To what extent is the name of Andromache and her apostrophe of relevance for 
the conception of this inner Paris? The apostrophe of Andromache right at the 
beginning of the poem denies the reader access to the text: in it, the lyrical I 
turns away from the reader, within his world of thoughts, directing his attention 
to a mythic poetical figure. It is precisely the name of this figure pointing to a 
distant past which undermines the immediacy of the apostrophe. Beside the 
temporal paradox, there is a formal one: the name of Andromache doesn’t 
designate a person beyond the textual reality, but a figure formed in literature. 
In the first stanza, then, the reader remains in the lyrical I’s subjective image of 
an Andromache, whose tears make a false Simois grow. The reader will leave the 
lyrical I’s gallery of memories only twice to glance at the real, architecturally 
transformed Paris: in line 6 (Comme je traversais le nouveau Carrousel) and in 
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line 33 (Aussi devant ce Louvre une image m’opprime). Both Andromache’s and 
the lyrical I’s eyes are exclusively fixed on the past. In her melancholy and 
grandeur, the widow Andromache, who is deprived of her home, is sublime (35); 
but in her adaptation to a pseudo-Trojan Buthrotum, founded on a deluding 
designation, she appears to be ridicule (35).49 In the last stanza of Le Cygne 
historical and political time perhaps form one whole in a literarily codified 

memento mori: should we hear in the word cor (50): the cor which Don Ruy 
Gomez blows in Victor Hugo’s famous play Hernani?50 Don Ruy Gomez, wearing 
a mask and a domino noir, personifies death, and at the very end of  (p.178) the 
play blows the horn to remind Hernani of the pact, namely Hernani’s promise to 
commit suicide. Could we see in the rhyme cor–encor a textual reminiscence of 
Hernani or is this rhyme too common? If we assume a reminiscence of Hugo’s 
text, the poem would be seen both in a political context, in which the dedication 
to Victor Hugo is usually placed, and in a literary one: the poem’s oscillation 
between historical reality and literarily codified imaginary would be complete.
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Le Cygne
I

Andromaque, je pense à vous! Ce petit fleuve,
Pauvre et triste miroir où jadis resplendit
L’immense majesté de vos douleurs de veuve,
Ce Simoïs menteur qui par vos pleurs grandit,     4

A fécondé soudain ma mémoire fertile,
Comme je traversais le nouveau Carrousel.
Le vieux Paris n’est plus (la forme d’une ville
Change plus vite, hélas! que le cœur d’un mortel);     8

Je ne vois qu’en esprit tout ce camp de baraques,
Ces tas de chapiteaux ébauchés et de fûts,
Les herbes, les gros blocs verdis par l’eau des flaques,
Et, brillant aux carreaux, le bric-à-brac confus.     12

Là s’étalait jadis une ménagerie;
Là je vis, un matin, à l’heure où sous les cieux
Froids et clairs le Travail s’éveille, où la voirie
Pousse un sombre ouragan dans l’air silencieux,     16

Un cygne qui s’était évadé de sa cage,
Et, de ses pieds palmés frottant le pavé sec,
Sur le sol raboteux traînait son blanc plumage.
Près d’un ruisseau sans eau la bête ouvrant le bec     20

Baignait nerveusement ses ailes dans la poudre,
Et disait, le cœur plein de son beau lac natal:
‘Eau, quand donc pleuvras-tu? quand tonneras-tu, foudre?’
Je vois ce malheureux, mythe étrange et fatal,     24

Vers le ciel quelquefois, comme l’homme d’Ovide,
Vers le ciel ironique et cruellement bleu,
Sur son cou convulsif tendant sa tête avide,
Comme s’il adressait des reproches à Dieu!     28

 (p.179) II

Paris change! mais rien dans ma mélancolie
N’a bougé! palais neufs, échafaudages, blocs,
Vieux faubourgs, tout pour moi devient allégorie,
Et mes chers souvenirs sont plus lourds que des rocs.    32

Aussi devant ce Louvre une image m’opprime:
Je pense à mon grand cygne, avec ses gestes fous,
Comme les exilés, ridicule et sublime,
Et rongé d’un désir sans trêve! et puis à vous,     36

Andromaque, des bras d’un grand époux tombée,
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Vil bétail, sous la main du superbe Pyrrhus,
Auprès d’un tombeau vide en extase courbée;
Veuve d’Hector, hélas! et femme d’Hélénus!     40

Je pense à la négresse, amaigrie et phtisique,
Piétinant dans la boue, et cherchant, l’œil hagard,
Les cocotiers absents de la superbe Afrique
Derrière la muraille immense du brouillard;     44

À quiconque a perdu ce qui ne se retrouve
Jamais, jamais! à ceux qui s’abreuvent de pleurs
Et tètent la Douleur comme une bonne louve!
Aux maigres orphelins séchant comme des fleurs!     48

Ainsi dans la forêt où mon esprit s’exile
Un vieux Souvenir sonne à plein souffle du cor!
Je pense aux matelots oubliés dans une île,
Aux captifs, aux vaincus!…à bien d’autres encor!     52

Notes:

I would like to thank Anke Walter, Kathrin Winter, and Fabian Jacquier for all the 
help they offered me in translating my text into English.

(1) Cf. Jacquier 2010: 168–91.

(2) On the significance of the Virgilian text for Le Cygne cf. Nelson 1961: 332–45; 
on the significance of the epigraph cf. Laforgue 1996: 97–110; and on the 
dedication to Victor Hugo cf. Murphy 2008: 87–112.

(3) Cf. Plath and Pantenburg 2002: 7–23.

(4) See also the contribution of J.-C. Jolivet in this volume.

(5) Charles Baudelaire, Œuvres complètes I, ed. C. Pichois (Paris, 1975), Les 
Fleurs du mal, LXXVII, Spleen, 74. In the following, this volume will be 
abbreviated by ‘Oc I’; the second volume, published in 1976, by ‘Oc II’. For the 
complete text of the poem see the appendix to this chapter.

(6) Compare for a material conception of antiquity also the poem La Voix: though 
ancient texts are mentioned, they have already turned to dust: Mon berceau 
s’adossait à la bibliothèque | Babel sombre, où roman, science, fabliau, | Tout, la 
cendre latine et la poussière grecque, | Se mêlaient. J’étais haut comme un in- 
folio (Baudelaire, Oc I, Pièces diverses, XVII, 170, 1–4).

(7) See the following: et Thybrim multo spumantem sanguine cerno. | non Simois 
tibi nec Xanthus nec Dorica castra | defuerint (I see…|…the Tiber frothing with 
torrents of bloodshed. | Simoïs, Xanthus, the Dorian camp: there’ll be features to 
match them, Aen. 6.87–9); ubi tot Simois correpta sub undis | scuta virum 
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galeasque et fortia corpora volvit (where the Simoïs snatched up and rolled in 
the swirl of its waters | So many warriors’ shields, men’s helmets, and valiant 
bodies, Aen. 1.100–1).

(8) Littré 1869: 573, 6. See also the following example cited by Littré: ‘Mais il 
[un songe] passe dans Rome avec autorité | Pour (sic) fidèle miroir de la fatalité, 
Corn. Poly. I, 3’.

(9) Baudelaire, Oc I, Reliquat et dossier des ‘Fleurs du mal’, [Projets de 
préfaces], [III, 3], 184: Note sur les plagiats.—Thomas Gray. Edgar Poe (2 
passages). Longfellow (2 passages). Stace. Virgile (tout le morceau 
d’Andromaque). Eschyle. Victor Hugo.

(10) Barchiesi 1975: 488.

(11) Translations of the Aeneid are taken from Ahl 2007.

(12) For a different view cf. Leakey 1973: 40.

(13) Jauss 1960: 255–6.

(14) The French text is cited from des Cars and Pinon 1991: 181.

(15) Starobinski 1992: 74.

(16) Des Cars and Pinon 1991: 181.

(17) On Andromache’s apostrophe cf. Brombert 1973: 258. Cf. also Stempel 1990: 
437.

(18) See Labarthe 2003: 152.

(19) For a different view see Stenzel 1977: 475: Stenzel understands falsus as 
‘imitated’: ‘Für Vergil ist der Simois “falsus”, weil er nicht der echte ist, sondern 
eine Nachbildung.’ Also Runyon 2010: 165: ‘…the poet is put in mind of the 
simulated river Andromache had built to remind her of the Simoïs of her native 
land.’ For Runyon, ‘the simulated river returns in another form’ in the lines 5–7 
of Les Sept Vieillards, the poem which follows Le Cygne:… dans la triste rue | 
Les maisons, dont la brume allongeait la hauteur, | Simulaient les deux quais 
d’une rivière accrue. This connection however, is no proof for a hyperreal 
version of the river, but accentuates the importance of imagination. 
Furthermore, it seems impossible to imitate a geographical phenomenon. Musti 
1988, however, points to marked geographical similarities between the cities 
named Troy. See OLD , s.v. falsus, 4, 674: ‘Improperly so called, pretended…~ 

falsi Simoentis ad undam VERG. A. 3. 302’ and also Hexter 1999: 75. Bettini 
quotes a passage from Chateaubriand’s Génie du Christianisme which underlines 
the importance of the designation for the expatriates. Chateaubriand illustrates 
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his point with the example of Andromache: Tantôt c’est une cabane qu’on aura 
disposée comme le toit paternel; tantôt c’est un bois, un vallon, un coteau à qui 
l’on fera porter quelques-unes de ces douces appellations de la patrie. 
Andromaque donne le nom de Simoïs à un ruisseau. Et quelle touchante vérité 
dans ce petit ruisseau, qui retrace un grand fleuve de la terre natale! (cited from 
Bettini 1997: 28–9). Bernardelli 1976: 625–33 considers even Chateaubriand’s 

Génie du Christianisme as the source of Baudelaire’s Cygne. Neither Bettini nor 
Bernardelli directs attention to the act of designation as the key link between 
Baudelaire’s (respectively Virgil’s) and Chateaubriand’s text. Cf. on the meaning 
of menteur Fietkau 1978: 43–5.

(20) In contrast to Ahl, I would translate falsi (302) as ‘improperly so‐called’.

(21) See Kühner and Stegmann 1971: 213: ‘Die Umwandlung in das attributive 
Adjektiv tritt gern in generellem Sinne zur Bezeichnung der Gattung ein. Aber 
ebenso gut steht das Adjektiv auch individuell zur Bezeichnung einer 
bestimmten Person oder Sache.’ I assume that in this passage Hectoreus 

functions as a ‘generic term’. In favour of this point could be added that the 
imitative character of this tomb is furthermore accentuated by other narrative 
elements.

(22) So Grimm 1967: 154 n. 11: ‘inanem in line 304 may mean “empty” in both its 
literal and figurative sense.’

(23) See OLD, s.v. causa 5b, 289: ‘a situation considered as an opportunity, an 
occasion (for doing something); an occasion for becoming operative…(w. dat) 
geminas, ~am lacrimis…aras VERG. A. 3. 305.’

(24) Labate 1991: 183: ‘Per la falsa Troia dell’Epiro, chiusa in un passato ormai 
irraggiungibile, la piccolezza è invece quella della decadenza.’

(25) On the close connection between identity and name see also Aen. 12.823–4: 
ne vetus indigenas nomen mutare Latinos | neu Troas fieri iubeas Teucrosque 
vocari (‘Don’t require those who were born here, the Latins, to alter their 
ancient | Name, become ‘Trojans’, be known as ‘The Teucrians’, or alter their 
language’).

(26) On the origins of the name place du Carrousel see Richter 2001: 926 n. 1.

(27) Aen. 3.500–5: si quando Thybrim vicinaque Thybridis arva | intraro gentique 
meae data moenia cernam, | cognatas urbes olim populosque propinquos, | Epiro 
Hesperiam (quibus idem Dardanus auctor | atque idem casus), unam faciemus 
utramque | Troiam animis: maneat nostros ea cura nepotes (‘Should it be that I 
ever | Enter the Tiber and enter the ploughlands bordering the Tiber, | See the 
walls granted my people, some distant day in the future, | We’ll bring our two 
states together, uniting our neighbouring nations, | Linking Hesperia to Epirus. 
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This same Dardanus founded | Both of our bloodlines, each bore identical 
hardships. In each mind | Troy shall be one and the same. Here’s the task for our 
grandsons to settle’).

(28) On the phenomenon of doubling and renaming cf. Vinken 2006: 430.

(29) Baudelaire, Oc I, Journaux intimes, V, 679.

(30) For a different view cf. Oehler 1987: 157–8.

(31) Walde 2004 stresses the importance of the experience of Troia deleta for a 
new beginning in Latium. Cf. for a different view Quint 1982: 37, 30–1, who 
considers the ‘act of oblivion’ necessary both for the Trojans and the 
contemporary readers of the Aeneid: ‘[The] emphasis in Virgil’s fiction upon the 
need to forget the past and to start over again cannot be separated from the 

Aeneid’s political context, the establishment of a new Augustan order after the 
catastrophe of the Roman civil wars.’ On the significance of Buthrotum in 
Baudelaire’s poem cf. Vinken 2006: 432: ‘“Le Cygne” rereads history and 
refigures Paris in negative-typical traits.’ Cf. also Vinken 1991: 249. On the 

Cygne between politics and rhetoric cf. Hampton 1982: 446: ‘Baudelaire’s 
placement of his poem in history seems to move contrary to Virgil’s….Virgil 
presents his text as a prophecy…For Baudelaire the point is rather to turn 
political actuality and imperial centralization into rhetorical decentralization and 
myth.’

(32) Hardie 1993: 16 underlines the poetic impact of this passage: ‘In this place 
of memory Andromache stands as a warning by the poet to himself of the danger 
of epic failure: she looks to Ascanius to re-embody the “former virtue” of Troy, 
roused by the thought of father Aeneas and uncle Hector, pointing to the 
continuity of generational succession, but her own devotion to the memory of 
Hector involves calling on the shades of a tomb empty even of a body.’

(33) A different reading in Greiner 1993: 175.

(34) Baudelaire, Oc I, Les Fleurs du mal, XI, 17, 1–2: Pour soulever un poids si 
lourd, | Sisyphe, il faudrait ton courage! Cf. Vinken 2006: 430: ‘The image has 
nothing of the tranquil reminiscence of classical images.… Andromache’s return 
is…the result of an aggressive, painfully hard new reading against the grain of 
the tradition.’

(35) On the artistic representation of melancholy see Starobinski 1992: 48; on 
the figure of Andromache in particular see Starobinski 1992: 60.

(36) Quint 1989: 22–4.

(37) Baudelaire, Oc I, Les Fleurs du mal, LXXVII, 74.
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(38) Montaigne 2007: 36.

(39) Bohrer 2003: 30. For an interpretation of Le Cygne emphasizing the 
temporal aspects and excluding any historical reference cf. Bohrer 1997: 181– 

209. Cf. as well Bohrer 2009: 151–9.

(40) So Culler 1981: 141–2 on the apostrophe of objects. On Le Cygne as parody 
of its own ‘apostrophic procedures’ cf. Culler 1981: 144–5, here 144.

(41) Starobinski 1992: 78–79.

(42) On the apostrophe of Andromache and the significance of je pense à see also 
Marty 2002: 65–73.

(43) Carnoy 1957: s.v. Andromache.

(44) Cited from Jakob 2000: 277.

(45) Jakob 2000: 277.

(46) Jakob 2000: 277. The ‘trias’ of melancholy, river, and poetic creation can also 
be found in the Salon de 1859. Baudelaire discusses here Delacroix’s painting 

Ovide chez les Scythes. The image of the mélancolique fleuve des Tristes 
symbolizes here both poetic inspiration and poetic production: Le voilà couché 
sur des verdures sauvages, avec une mollesse et une tristesse féminines, le 
poète illustre qui enseigna l’art d’aimer. Ses grands amis de Rome sauront-ils 
vaincre la rancune impériale? Retrouvera-t-il un jour les somptueuses voluptés 
de la prodigieuse cité? Non, de ces pays sans gloire s’épanchera vainement le 
long et mélancolique fleuve des Tristes; ici il vivra, ici il mourra.…comme l’exil a 
donné au brillant poète la tristesse qui lui manquait, la mélancolie a revêtu de 
son vernis enchanteur le plantureux paysage du peintre (Baudelaire, Oc II, 
Critique d’art, Salon de 1859, V, Religion, histoire, fantaisie, 635–6; in the 
original too, Tristes and art d’aimer are highlighted).

(47) Baudelaire, Oc I, Journaux intimes, Mon cœur mis à nu, I, 676. In the 
original too, ‘Moi’ is highlighted.

(48) On the significance of antiquity for modern aesthetics in general cf. Jacquier 
2010: 193–209.

(49) On the mélange of sublime and ridiculous in Horace see Hardie 2008b: 119– 
72 = 2009a: ch. 6.

(50) See Hugo 1979: 427.
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