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Heroism and Villainy in Les Fleurs du mal

Heroism, like villainy, may be defined as an indicator of the regard in which one is held. However, it is usually a judgement arrived at by considering a selection of the actions of the person concerned. Thus to be judged a hero, some actions are promoted at the expense of others and the same is true of villains. It is as though a person’s life has been broken down into constituent aspects and then reconstituted on the basis of some of them. Heroes and villains are made, not born. If a hero has some defects, these are construed as throwing into relief fundamental goodness. Similarly, the villain may have some admirable qualities but again these are perceived not to alter our basic judgment. 

Although we may know that real people are more complex than this, we persist in wanting to divide humanity into heroes and villains, creating a special relationship with the former, as though some of the regard we ourselves bestow on them may be reflected back on us for being the only ones capable of truly appreciating them. Consequently, the prosecution of Baudelaire over the publication of Les Fleurs du mal is deemed perverse by many modern readers, showing his contemporaries’ foolish lack of understanding of his genius. The original trial may have condemned Baudelaire but nowadays it is the judges who are likely to be censured as though readers today have some superior grasp of morality, one which aligns itself with Baudelaire who thereby becomes a heroic pioneer in such matters, as Sartre argues:

Mais, ne l’oublions pas, c’est en faisant le Mal consciemment et par sa conscience dans le Mal que Baudelaire donne son adhésion au Bien.

It is not just that his contemporaries were wrong about him but also that what they deemed wrong was in fact right and vice versa. That is why the breach of the rules has to be knowing rather than inadvertent. Baudelaire’s supposed greater awareness overturns the moral basis on which a society rests. It is revolutionary. Sartre, by his argument, is legitimising Baudelaire’s position but is, by association, deriving legitimacy from it, aided by the fact that by the time of writing, most people would have little sympathy with the judgment handed down against Les Fleurs du mal. Consequently, for Sartre, as for Sartre’s Baudelaire, deliberately flouting the conventions of what constitutes goodness can further the cause of right. To do so in the face of public displeasure, to be dragged in front of the courts is a tribute to the bravery of the hero. It confirms his heroism and provides the an opportunity for later vindication and for subsequent generations  to demonstrate their superior wisdom. 

However, Graham Robb has remarked:

Tout poète maudit exerce une puissante attraction: une fois traîné devant les tribunaux, il sera condamné à être défendu éternellement par des avocats littéraires. En découvrant l’histoire du procès, le lecteur moderne peut se féliciter de ses vues éclairées, mais au risque de faire preuve d’une pudeur, tout aussi nuisible que l’autre. Depuis plus d’un siècle, les Fleurs du Mal se purifient dans l’air supérieur de la critique académique.
 

What Robb means can be illustrated by A celle qui est trop gaie.
 This was one of the poems which the trial judges found to be obscene, imposing a fine of 300 francs, later reduced to 50. As Pichois points out in his note on the trial, subsequent generations disagreed. A law passed in 1946 ‘déchargeait Baudelaire et ses éditeurs du délit d’outrage à la morale publique et aux bonnes moeurs’ (OC, I, p.1183). No doubt many would see this as the long overdue righting of a wrong and the victory of common sense and freedom of speech, the vindication of Baudelaire’s heroic stance against the hypocritical pieties of his age. 

However, there are attitudes expressed in the text that would not find approval nowadays:

Ainsi je voudrais, une nuit,

Quand l’heure des voluptés sonne,

Vers les trésors de ta personne,

Comme un lâche, ramper sans bruit,

Pour châtier ta chair joyeuse,

Pour meurtrir ton sein pardonné

Et faire à ton flanc étonné

Une blessure large et creuse,

Et, vertigineuse douceur!

A travers ces lèvres nouvelles,

Plus éclatantes et plus belles,

T’infuser mon venin, ma soeur!

(OC, I, p.157)
Sensitivities have changed. It is disturbing to find violence against women expressed in such a fashion. The domination of the woman by the protagonist is linked to her gender. The lips cut in her flesh recall not just the mouth but also the vagina and the venin carries suggestions of a venereal disease. Such an idea is denied by the Note de l’éditeur that follows the poem:

Les juges ont cru découvrir un sens à la fois sanguinaire et obscène dans les deux dernières stances. La gravité du Recueil excluait de pareilles plaisanteries. Mais venin signifiant spleen ou mélancolie, était une idée trop simple pour les criminalistes.

Que leur interprétation syphilitique leur reste sur la conscience.

(OC, I, p.157)

This is a complex gloss on the poem. It stands on the edge of the main text, a paratext that creates a (false) intertext for as Pichois points out: 

Il y a lieu de remarquer que ni le substitut du procureur dans son requisitoire, ni les juges dans le libellé du jugement n’ont proposé une « interprétaton syphilitique »: celle-ci est du fait de Baudelaire! A qui fut seulement reproché une atteinte à la morale publique.

(OC, I, p.1133)

Baudelaire is seeking to control the reader’s response. He is in fact guiding us towards a judgement on the judges by means of a testimony that is false – in Baudelaire’s note they are not allowed to speak on their own behalf, but are represented by their prosecutor. In a further twist, by drawing attention to the obscene and violent meanings or, as Pichois claims, inventing or elaborating on them, Baudelaire is ensuring that they are very much in our minds. Thus at one level the note is being ironic, making fun of the legal profession’s tendency to take things literally. On the other hand, ironic or not, it draws attention to the complex interaction of literal and metaphorical meanings.


What is so objectionable is not just the fact that the woman is imagined being attacked but the exultant language used to describe it in the last quatrain (quoted above).  Up until that point, the attack could be described as the outcome of the speaker’s sense of his own inadequacy, his atonie, when faced with a woman who has the power to lighten sorrow and inspire poets. The first quatrain shows a woman who is possessed of what the speaker lacks:

Ta tête, ton geste, ton air

Sont beaux comme un beau paysage;

Le rire joue en ton visage

Comme un vent frais dans un ciel clair.

(OC, I, p.156)

The images in the first line demonstrate a progression. Ta tête is physical appearance, ton geste is movement animated by her mind or spirit while ton air is her spiritual essence. The woman is unconditionally beautiful in body and spirit, as the repetition of the adjective in the second line indicates. The image of the cool breeze in the clear sky is suggestive of a mixture of coolness and warmth that achieves a complementary wholeness and rightness. This rightness is apprehended by touch rather than sight and although colour is an important element in the description of the woman, it is her ability to affect other senses that gives her portrait its strength.  Thus the retentissantes couleurs of the third quatrain takes a visual image and gives it an aural dimension and indeed the adjective chosen makes it verge on the tactile.


Technically brilliant, the depiction of the woman is not entirely positive. The trop in the title casts a forward shadow. It evokes a sense of unease, stemming from a realisation that the speaker finds her joy overpowering: he feels threatened by it. Furthermore, although the woman is referred to as tu in the second and third quatrains and as te in the fourth (twice), the majority of references to her are metonymic, the part standing for the whole: ta tête, ton geste, ton air, ton visage, tes bras, tes épaules, tes toilettes and ton esprit. Thus, even in these quatrains, before the slashing of the later quatrains, the woman is, as it were, dismembered. Violence against women is inherent in the way they are thought about.

The only reference to the woman as a whole person, apart from the second person pronouns, is Folle in the fourth stanza:

Ces robes folles sont l’emblême

De ton esprit bariolé;

Folle dont je suis affolé,

Je te hais autant que je t’aime!

(OC, I, p.157)

It originates in the description of her dress.  What is applied initially to a non-essential attribute is appropriated to describe the person. This adjective-become-noun is her essence and all other qualities are subordinate. The word stands at the beginning of the third line, an object placed before its verb and acquiring extra emphasis. That verb is je suis affolé and here the echo (or extension) suggests that it is the woman’s madness that has infected the speaker, a suggestion reinforced by the use of the passive. If at the end of the poem it is the woman who is the passive victim of the speaker’s violence, here it is he who is supposed to be the victim.


She is not explicitly blamed, however. The inferences are subtly implied. Crude control unnecessary. Baudelaire’s power over words is described by Rivière:

Sur les poèmes le poète ne cesse d’exercer son empire. Il les mène, lents et suivis. Il fléchit à son gré leur intention. Il les dirige par l’influence de son goût. Il aime appeler à son service les mots imprévus, - on pourrait presque dire saugrenus. Mais c’est pour réduire aussitôt leur étrangeté, pour faire couler sur elle une harmonie, pour modérer l’écart que par leur caprice il ouvrit. Comme ceux qui se sentent parfaitement maîtres de ce qu’ils veulent dire, il cherche d’abord les termes les plus éloignés; puis il les ramène, il les apaise, il leur infuse une propriété qu’on ne leur connaissait pas


Il est poète, c’est-à-dire qu’il façonne des vers comme un ouvrage audacieux, utile et bien calculé.

An example of this is to be found in the Correspondances:

Il est des parfums frais comme des chairs d’enfants,

Doux comme les hautbois, verts comme les prairies.

(OC, I, p.11)

Although they are not the rich, complex perfumes of decay that transport senses and spirit and which end the poem in triumph, these perfumes turn out to be just as fascinating since they testify to the power of Baudelaire’s language to impose meaning. In the two lines quoted above, three adjectives are used to describe the parfums. These adjectives are in turn modified by the nouns (or in the first case) the noun-phrase that follows. The adjective Doux stands out at the beginning of its line. On reflection its application to oboes is problematical because the sound of the oboe is piercing. It can have a plangent quality, a bitter sweetness, but that is as close as we can get to justifying Doux in semantic terms. It is possible to interpret it in phonetic terms since hautbois with its long vowel sounds and single pronounced consonant is itself soft. Even so, there is a slippage between the sense of the adjective as applied to parfums and to hautbois. Doux does not have a simple, stable meaning to which one can appeal. The meaning is not innate. The conventions of language (moeurs) are being attacked. Words are used as the poet wills, often wrenched far from what the public consensus is. In linguistic terms it is une atteinte à la morale publique. However, there is no linguistic authority or panel of judges to enforce a definitive judgment. Thus the adjective is foisted on the noun and the oboe is made to sound as Baudelaire wills. It is not allowed to sound and so has to accept the sound that is applied to it – like a perfume, an extraneous essence applied to oneself so that one’s own scent (or sense) is changed. 


The other two descriptions are no less problematical. The adjective frais joins parfums and chairs d’enfants. Yet, perfumes and the flesh of children are fresh in quite different ways. For example, the freshness of a child’s flesh is warm while that of a perfume is cool. There is an antagonism between the elements as well as a sense in which thy are apt partners, and the power of the image comes from this fact. Next to this, the application of verts to prairies is simple, bordering on the obvious – so obvious in fact that the application to parfums might pass unquestioned. But what exactly are parfums verts? The use of frais encourages us to interpret it in the sense of immature or unripe. However, unripe is, if anything, a negative description. Fruits which are unripe are bitter. The two adjectives frais and Doux give the word a positive spin making us see it as a positive. However, prairies are green in a different way. The adjective refers to colour when applied to them. Thus verts undergoes a metamorphosis of meaning as we read it. The two interpretations are not incompatible since freshness is connoted by the green colour of nature. The reader slips from one to the other, making sense of the whole description: des parfums verts comme des prairies. The process does not end there. Prairies extend for a great distance and give one the impression of going on for ever and at the end of the first line of the tercet, when we find the complementary rhyme: l’expansion des choses infinies, the collocation casts backwards a sense of infinity, expanding the reach of these perfumes. This is in spite of the fact that it is not these perfumes but those that are corrompus, riches et triomphants that reach out towards infinity. Nonetheless, the rhyme and the comparison strongly suggest that this first set of perfumes also have (or have acquired) this attribute. They refuse to be limited,  to be pinned down. 


A similar semantic expansion is to be found with respect to the way Folle is manipulated in A celle qui est trop gaie. The first usage in robes folles is playful, suggesting freedom and lack of inhibition, a poetic disorder of the clothes that is attractive. When treated as a noun and applied to the woman as a whole rather than just her clothes, it diminishes her, treating her as someone who is incapable of reason. The verb-phrase that follows, dont je suis affolé, creates the impression that this madness has infected the speaker. The use of a verb gives the description a temporal dimension, implying that such a state is not his natural one nor for that matter necessarily permanent. A subtle distinction between the two madnesses is drawn, a distinction that is to the speaker’s benefit.


This can happen because the speaker, as the word itself suggests, controls language and through it the image of the woman. She is what he says she is. His voice analyses her, dissecting her image and defining her as mad. She is deprived of a voice. This is underlined, ironically, by the description of the wound as ces lèvres nouvelles. The lips surround the mouth, the empty space from which the voice emerges. These marginalia, like Baudelaire’s note, indicate in this instance a silencing of an alternative voice. The lips are displaced to the side of the body away from their natural place and away from their speaking function. Instead, their role as point of entry is given priority but what they admit is Baudelaire’s venom which dissolves the integrity of the other.

Thus the lips are displaced to the side but are these new lips the vagina or a gash in the side? Is it murder or rape or infection? In such circumstances meaning is uncertain. The adjective éclatantes may be applied to lèvres because of their bright red colour, a sign of beauty, or it might be applied because of the rawness of the wound. Similarly, belles could be applied because beautiful women traditionally have beautiful lips. However, if the adjective is referring to the image of the lips as wound, then its meaning is changed. Beauty is shown not to be an absolute. The beauty that excites the speaker and which he genuinely experiences is not a beauty that this reader can share in. In fact it is rather disgusting.


In this poem, there is something mean and spiteful. The speaker attacks the woman out of fear. Yet this fear does not originate specifically in the woman (or even in womankind). He feels under attack from the sun and punishes a flower on account of the insolence de la Nature. However, in claiming that the sun is cutting his chest open (the counterpart of his attack on the woman) and in attributing insolence to Nature, is not Baudelaire doing what he also does in respect of the judges – making it up by attributing malevolence to sources that cannot reply? Consequently, the conclusion, once we become aware of this strategy, is that Baudelaire’s fears lie, not in his apprehension of some real threat in the outside world but rather are the projection of his own mind. If Baudelaire feels fear, it comes from within himself. If he attacks, it springs not from courage, the heroic virtue, but from fear.


It would then be tempting to see the poem as an exercise in crude sexism. The male speaker is thus a villain who attacks the woman, the weaker sex, because he is a coward and cowards only attack those who are weaker than themselves. (This could itself be seen as a piece of crude sexism, not least for its unquestioned assumption that women are the weaker sex.) A celle qui est trop gaie is more subtle than that. Baudelaire’s inner fears are aroused by his confrontation with forces that might be deemed more powerful that he is: the sun, Nature and the judiciary. If therefore the woman arouses fear in him – and the verb is doubly appropriate in the context of this poem – then it because he sees her as a threat on account of her greater strength. That strength is not physical – in that respect she is weaker and that is why the assault is described in physical terms. The power of the woman lies in her self-possession that allows her to be gay, in her ability to transform a mood of sadness into something beautiful and, not least, in her ability to plant images in the minds of poets.

This last is closer to the traditional poetic image of woman as source of inspiration of great artists. However, in this case the image goes further. It is not so much that the poets are reacting to the woman as that she is giving them an image. They have no choice in the matter. The individual poetic voice is stifled and all poets become mouthpieces (reduced, as she will be later, to lèvres). Thus the poets are forced to speak in the way that she deems appropriate. Baudelaire’s attack on her, his attack on her voice, is his way of liberating his own. He is creating his own room to speak by silencing her – just as he is trying to establish his right to freedom of speech in the face of the judiciary.

Yet this freedom is still hemmed in by the image of the woman. If he speaks, it is still a speech dominated by her image. He cannot escape the ballet of flowers – which is why his reaction to the insolence of Nature is to attack a flower. The woman is his sister – the same as he is. If the images of horror and violence can be transmuted in his mind to belles, is that any different from the way she transmutes sadness into a image of light? Poetic power circulates between woman and speaker. Neither is completely in control.


The fact that the woman is perceived as having access to power and as being a threat may make the poem’s analysis of the relationship between bourreau and victime more complex than implied by the sort of oversimplified view, given above, of the poem as a piece of sexism that denigrates women. For all that, the struggle is depicted as brutal and violent, a resort to physical violence that is less and less acceptable these days. As pointed out above the response of fear to strength in another is not constructive engagement but to find the weakest aspect of the adversary (an adversary that is of one’s own creation, as much a real adversary as the sound of an oboe is Doux) and attack that. The question of how to respond to what is depicted still  remains. Perhaps like Borrell, one may dismiss content as being somehow beneath real artists:

L’artiste n’est plus un miméticien; les miméticiens, ce sont les autres, les faux artistes, les ‘singes’. S’il n’est pas miméticien, cela signifie qu’il n’a plus à représenter, le peuple ou l’idéal du beau. Travailleur de la singularité, il a pour tâche de pro-duire, de faire présent, de présenter, en amenant à la présence, ce qui est oublié, refoulé, rejeté ou ‘bizarre’.

This appears reasonable. It argues against ideological impositions on the artist. However when faced with a concrete example of the bizarre, we may hesitate. The moral dimension that has been eliminated from Borrell’s argument returns. Would we accept a depiction of paedophilia or racial prejudice? Both involve issues of power, of domination by violence or the the threat of it. The answer would have to be that it would depend on the stance of the author. A depiction seen to promote a positive image of paedophilia would get short shrift in many quarters. As would any promotion of racism. Similarly, the depiction of male violence against women in such a way that it is seen to be pleasurable or beautiful or part of a legitimate struggle against a perceived feminine threat is one that would arouse protests were it to be expressed in a newspaper or from the Bench. 


Thus to claim that Baudelaire has some special insight or knowledge that allows him to express violent thoughts towards women and thereby to demonstrate that he is, as Sartre puts it, showing ‘son adhésion au Bien’ is an example of Robb’s claim that Baudelaire’s views are sanitised and falsified by critics determined to show that he (and they) are on the side of the angels. Compagnon in his edition of Les Fleurs du mal argues that this is part of a wider trend:

Chaque fois, un seul poème ou quelques-uns sont censés représenter «le vrai Baudelaire»; toute l’oeuvre est perçue à partir de l’entrée qu’ils procurent. […] Or nous isolons du recueil le poème que nous privilégions, comme s’il valait pour l’oeuvre entière et qu’il lui conférait un sens absolu; Baudelaire est alors le poète d’Une charogne, ou celui des Correspondances, du Vin des chiffoniers, des Chats, du Cygne, des Petites Vieilles… Ces lectures ne sont jamais tout à fait fausses, mais pas non plus très fidèles. Les Fleurs du mal sont tout cela à la fois: tous leurs poèmes et toutes les épithètes qu’on a appliquées à leur auteur.

Baudelaire, for Compagnon, is not a stable essence, an author of unique status about whom the truth may be recovered once and for all. He is an invention of each reader who builds up a picture based on a reading of one or of a selection of poems. The critical view is always a partial view – just as is this view based largely on A celle qui est trop gaie. The reader does  to Baudelaire what he does to the woman in the first part of the poem. Both are treated as though the part were the whole. The woman is her clothing, her gestures and so on while Baudelaire is seen as the poet of this or that poem. The result, as Compagnon points out, is a vision that is neither true nor false.


We can only ever have a partial judgement of a poet and that judgment reflects on us as much as on the subject of that judgement. Sartre’s view of Baudelaire is one that reflects his own preoccupations. He recognises and identifies in Baudelaire that which resonates with his own needs and desires. In a like manner, Baudelaire identifies the features of the woman that most correspond to his inner needs and turmoil. He feels threatened and so identifies, in what for other people would be the most innocuous place, a source for that threat, a justification for it. The weakness is his. That he feels threatened by her is true. That she is a threat is more complex. 


Truth is a process of investigation not a definitive judgment. Laws are not eternal nor valid for all places. They are conventions – not convictions based on a some Absolute. The only convictions possible are impermanent, like the one handed down by the judges – contested by the author, erased by the National Assembly and, as Robb, has pointed out above, still debated. Dayan argues that this affected more poets than Baudelaire:

Did Baudelaire, Rimbaud, Lautréamont, Mallarmé believe in God? The question is, in the end, irrelevant; because whatever they believed in, it does not speak with the authority of the Christian God. Whatever speaks, in their work, has no absolute authority; and wherever the ideal is, it does not speak.

The notion of an absolute justice that can be used to regulate human activities is overthrown. The world is a  place of contestation where voices struggle. Words are, as in Correspondances, confuses paroles. They lack clarity – not, however, because they are emptied of meaning but because, as we have seen in the extract from the poem, they are invested with a multitude of meanings. The word confuses suggests a fusing together of different elements, not unlike the process Rivière has pointed out above, resulting in complexity and richness. In this world no perfumes, no words can be simple.


Thus to seek understanding is futile, as Les sept vieillards shows:

Exaspéré comme un ivrogne qui voit double,

Je rentrai, je fermai ma porte, épouvanté,

Malade et morfondu, l’esprit fiévreux et trouble,

Blessé par le mystère et par l’absurdité!

Vainement ma raison voulait prendre la barre;

La tempête en jouant déroutait ses efforts,

Et mon âme dansait, dansait, vieille gabarre

Sans mâts, sur un mer monstrueuse et sans bords!

(OC, I, p.88)

What is causing Baudelaire’s distress is not the fact that he lives in a world that is emptied of significance but rather that he lives in one where there there is order and pattern but whose design he cannot comprehend: there is too much of it. The soul is moving through a reality that is monstruous (non-human or resistant to the human) and limitless. This is reflected at a number of levels within the lines quoted above: for example, he is like a drunk who sees double and the adjective Exaspéré is echoed at the end of the second verse of the last quatrain by épouvanté in a way that creates a symmetry. The verb dansait is repeated like a dance step but its meaning is metaphorical rather than literal. Indeed the adverb Vainement stands out because it connotes emptiness rather than plenitude. It reveals the futility of seeking to comprehend through the faculty of reason the richness of life. Like the sea, life is huge and without limits – une mer monstrueuse et sans bords. We are borne upon it but, as in a tempest, we cannot control the direction we take. Control is impossible. If we try the grasp the meaning of life, it runs through our fingers and we are left with nothing. Thus life is a mystère, suggestive of meaning, and an absurdité, beyond  our comprehension. It is this tension  that is captured in the poetry of Baudelaire.


Such a view is, of course, only a part of what Baudelaire’s poetry  – like a vieille gabarre – conveys. But, as Compagnon has argued, that is both true and false. There is always something modern in Baudelaire’s poems – it is not just a vieille gabarre. Trying to pin Baudelaire’s poem to one particular meaning is at once a heroic and barbaric action. It is an epic attempt to come to terms with the teeming multitude of mystery and meaning. At the same time it is an attack on the integrity of the poetry. The whole can never be inclusively comprehended and each selection is a cut in the body of the poetry. Compagnon, who has alerted us to the dangers, and inevitability, of selecting poems and generalising on that basis, himself selects two poems as the basis of what he recognises as his Baudelaire. His first choice is A une passante ‘parce qu’il n’en reste rien une fois qu’on arrive au bout’ (Compagnon, p.390), a phrase that indicates that it is not just the woman who escapes the observer’s grasp but that the poem too is evanescent. Meaning is a journey not a destination. His second poem is the second one named Spleen ‘parce que c’est le premier poème de Baudelaire que j’ai lu’ (Compagnon, p.390). This poem is contradictorily both second (twice over: the second Spleen and the second in Compagon’s list) and first (because it was the first of Baudelaire’s that he ever read). He continues:

C’était pour une explication de texte au lycée et je n’ai pas cessé de vouloir retrouver le choc que j’ai ressenti alors, l’impression de la première fois.

(Compagnon, p.390)

It is an impossible search. The first and the second are now inextricably linked. The exercise, the explication de texte, is an analysis of the text by means of a division into its several aspects before coming to a general conclusion that is supposed to let us now appreciate the totality. Interestingly, the choc that Compagnon felt on reading the poem suggests that although he views the experience as pleasurable it was nonetheless an upset. It threatened his previous mindset. Furthermore, it is an irruption into his life like that described in A une passante. His way of reading the poem involves breaking it down and subjecting it to his invasive scrutiny. Thus the explication may be seen as the equivalent of Baudelaire’s slashing of the woman in order to appropriate her and neutralise the choc that she poses to him. It is a reminder that no analysis is neutral in that something of the investigator always gets in among the component parts, as he or she adds a new voice to the silent work – the venin is introduced into the body of the poem. A pure understanding is always denied us by the very investigative procedure that we undertake.


Consequently, no understanding is ever definitive. Something is always added by the investigation to the investigation. As we have seen, Sartre adds his own revolutionary concerns to his analysis. This is the dilemma of the critic who approaches a poem thinking, like Sartre, that his predecessors have not done full justice to the work. The problem is actually the reverse. Critics are prevented from having a full understanding of the poem because of what they inevitably add. Baudelaire’s false accusation against the judges rings true precisely because of this. He claims that they read too much into his poems – they injected it with their own venin. That the venin turns out in fact to be his, added by him in his role as critic of their judgment, is only a further demonstration of the process.


Justice is impossible and distortion is inevitable. The result is that categories are upset and reassigned. This may be a cause for rejoicing as Sartre claims. However, he seems to envisage not a process but rather an arrival at some ultimate settled state where justice prevails. This poem viciously attacks such a notion. It poisons the notion of justice. It provokes judgements that are never allowed to be final and it fascinates us like a venimous snake that hypnotises its prey. We the readers receive a shock, like the young Compagnon, and have our ways of thinking turned upside down. We are so fascinated by the beauty and power of the linguistic richness that we fail to see that  the aggressor has gained our sympathy, through this assault on our senses and reason, and is accepted as the victim. He manages to be both but unless we accept the villainy of the speaker along with the heroism we will continue our complicity in the violence against celle qui est trop gaie which is violence against us all. 
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