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Traveller from the rural area or city 
dweller? 

Wordsworth: The Prelude 
(Book VII: Residence in London) 

• He lives in the rural area 
• Traveller (temporary guest), „pre-
flâneur” (Peter Larkin) 

Baudelaire: The Flowers of Evil 
(Parisian Scenes) 

• He lives in the city 
• Flâneur: constant cruising in the 
streets 



Traveller from the rural area or city 
dweller? 

Wordsworth: Prelude, Book VII 

• The lack of cohesion in metropolitan community: 

„how men lived 
 Even next-door neighbours, as we say, yet still 
 Strangers, and knowing not each other’s names.” (VII. 118-120) 



•  The tension between different systems of symbols: 

- Rural community: 

„The face of every neighbour whom I met 
 Was an open volume to me.” (IV. 58–59) 

-  Metropolitan community: 

„the face of every one 
 That passes by me is a mystery.” (VII. 597–598) 



• For him is an unfamiliar and repulsive place: 
- the constant flow of stimuli in the crowd 
-  the constant risk and temptation of becoming morally corrupt 
-  commercial activity rules over the city: large advertisements, 

artificial values 
• London remains a stopping place in the poet’s journey back to 

nature 



Wordsworth’s „pre-flâneur” 

•  „the illimitable walk”: experience of the infinite 

„And first the look and aspect of the place, 
 The broad high-way appearance, as it strikes 
 On Strangers of all ages, the quick dance 
 Of colours, lights and forms, the Babel din, 
 The endless stream of Men, and moving things, 
 From hour to hour the illimitable walk 
 Still among Streets with clouds and sky above.” (VII. 154–160) 



Baudelaire: The Flowers of Evil 

• The iconic year of 1857: Baudelaire’s and Flaubert’s trial 
• Baudelaire change the focus from theological issues to the 

social ones 
• 1861: a 2nd edition with a new section (Parisian Scenes) 
• The depiction of city life by the flâneur: the change of the city 

scape, social phenomena and  social promblems (alienation, 
alcoholism, poverty, homelessness, immigrants came from the 
colonies) 



Tension between new and old 

• Classical forms and romantic subject vs. provocative imagery 
and content 

• Protesting against the reforms wrought upon by Napoleon III 
and his prefect Baron Hausmann: medieval Paris vs. modern 
Paris 

„The old Paris is gone (the form the city takes 
 More quickly shifts, alas, than does the mortal heart)” 

The Swan, trans. James McGowan 



The city of displacement 

„City of swarming, city full of dreams 
 Where ghost in daylight tug the stroller’s sleeve! 
 Mysteries everywhere run like the sap 
 That fills this great colossus’ conduits.”  

The Seven Old Men 

David Ashford: „we haunt rather than inhabit the modern city” 



Infinite in finite 

• Wordsworth: city as a constantly changing mass, a place of 
endless stimuli 

„[Its inhabitants are] Living amid the same perpetual flow 
 Of trivial objects, melted and reduced 
 To one identity, by differences 
 That have no law, no meaning, and no end.” (VII. 703–705) 

„The apparition of these faces in the crowd; 
Petals on a wet, black bough.” (Ezra Pound: In a Station of the 

Metro) 



Infinite in finite 

• Nature as the symbol of the divine: 

The enlisted elements in the Alps: 
„Were all like workings of one mind, the features 
 Of the same face, blossoms upon one tree, 
 Characters of the great Apocalypse, 
 The types and symbols of Eternity, 
 Of first and last, and midst, and without end.” (VI. 568–572) 



• Ulmer: Wordsworth’s description takes after the Christian 
apologetics where the power of reveals in a geographical object 

• Burke: 
- Obscurity is needed for the feeling of terrible, when we cannot 

know the whole extent of the object 
- Objects with great dimensions are linked to the term of terror 

• We cannot apprehend the permanent change of stimuli in the 
city. 



The city and its inhabitans 

• Chambers: cities have different historical layers, which are the 
imprints of the events happened in the recent and remote past 

• For Baudelaire the modern Paris is the allegory of the medieval 
one: 

„Paris may change, but in my melancholy mood 
 Nothing has budged! New palaces, blocks, scaffoldings, 
 Old neighborhoods, are allegorical for me, 
 And my dear memories are heavier than stone” 

Baudelaire: The Swan 



• Wordsworth: the confusion of being constantly addressed in the 
city: 

„Here, there, and every where weary Throng, 
 The Comers and the Goers face to face, 
 Face after face; the string of dazzling Wares, 
 Shop after shop, with Symbols, blazoned Names, 
 And all the Trademan’s honours overhead; 
 Here, fronts of houses, like a title page 
 With letters huge inscribed from top to toe” (VII. 171–177) 



Homelessness 

• Common features between beggars and poets: 
-  both of them are marginalised people 
-  they are cruising in the street in order to find something what 

they need 
-  the poets collect various kinds of cultural fragments (like rag-

pickers and scavengers) and recycle these items 



The blind beggar 

• Wordsworth: his speaker is under the permanent audio-visual 
stimuli, only the blind beggar could be exempted from the visual 
stimuli 

• He is the only fixed point in his poem 
• The difficulty of addressing: lack of eye contact 

„[The blind are] vaguely ridiculous, 
  Peculiar, terrible somnambulists, 
  Beaming–who can say where–their eyes of night.” 

Baudelaire: The Blind    



The spectacle of the blind beggar 
Wordsworth: 

„lost 
Amid the moving pageant, ’twas my chance 
Abruptly to be smitten with the view 
Of a blind Beggar” (VII. 609–612) 

„My mind did at this spectacle turn round 
As with the might of waters” (VII. 616–617) 

Baudelaire: The Seven Old Men 

„Bedazzled, like a double-visioned drunk, 
 I staggered home and shut the door, aghast, 
 Shaking and sick, the spirit feverous, 
 Struck by this mystery, this absurdity! 

Vainly my reason reached to clutch the helm; 
 The giddy tempest baffled every grasp, 
 An my soul danced in circles like a hull 
 Dismasted, on a monstrous shoreless sea!” 

Burke’s definition of astonishment: „the mind is so entirely filled with its object that it cannot 
entertain any other, nor by consequence reason on that object which employs it.” 



Beggar – tombstone – advertisement 

Wordsworth: 
„a blind Beggar, who with upright face 
 Stood propped against a Wall, upon his Chest 
 Wearing a written paper, to explain 
 The Story of the Man and who he was” (VII. 612–615) 

„this unmoving Man, 
 His fixèd face, and sightless eyes, I looked 
 As if admonished from another world.” (VII. 621–623) 



Saint Bartholomew’s Fair 

• Wordsworth’s description of London ends up in a carnival-like 
atmosphere, which works as grotesque parody of the real 
society 

• The fair is described as a huge factory, a living and pulsing 
organism: 

„tents and booths, 
 Meanwhile, as if the whole were one vast Mill, 
 Are vomiting, receiving, on all sides 
 Men, Women, three year’s, Babes in arms.” (VII. 692–695) 



Awakening from the Parisian Dream 

• Baudelaire’s carnival is a Danse macabre 
• He closes the cycle with two awakenings: 
- Parisian Dream: the speaker wakes up in a nightmare-like 

reality 
- Dawn: the inevitable and absurd repetition of modern life 

„Old Paris rubbed his eyes, woke to the day again, 
  And gathered up his tools, that honest working man.” 



Thank you for your attention! 


