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This thesis explores the transformation of the mirror’s symbolic role in the poetry and 
visual art of late nineteenth-century Paris. For centuries the mirror has been associated 
with both truth and artifice, whether in religion, popular culture, art, or theories of 
aesthetics. In the context of nineteenth-century literature, M. H. Abrams uses the 
mirror to represent the age-old idea of the artist as an objective reflector of the world, 
juxtaposing this with the nineteenth-century notion of the artist as a subjective lamp. 
However, this thesis shows that, far from being abandoned as a symbol of artistic 
expression, the mirror motif was reclaimed and reinterpreted by Baudelaire and his 
artistic and poetic successors. The thesis argues that their works highlight the 
distortions and ambiguities that the mirror can produce, using it as a motif to 
challenge and alter our mode of vision. 
 
This thesis focuses on the visual and poetic culture of Paris between 1850 and 1900, 
when mirrors were increasingly visible in a range of public and private settings.  
Building on Walter Benjamin’s descriptions of Paris as a city of mirrors and a locus 
of multiple, shifting gazes, the thesis examines how the perceptual experiences of 
modernity feed into the development of the mirror’s symbolic role. Through a series 
of close readings, the thesis analyses the dynamics of mirror-vision and explores the 
shared preoccupations of art and poetry in their treatment of subjectivity, vision, and 
self-reflexive artistic practices. 
 
The thesis is arranged into three sections, examining texts by Charles Baudelaire, 
Henri de Régnier, Jules Laforgue, Stéphane Mallarmé, and Marie Krysinska, and 
artworks by Edgar Degas, Edouard Manet, Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec, Berthe 
Morisot, and Mary Cassatt. The first section assesses Baudelaire’s works as a turning 
point for the mirror’s symbolic significance, particularly examining how Baudelaire 
reinterprets the association between mirrors and femininity. The second section 
explores this latter connection in the art and poetry of Baudelaire’s late nineteenth-
century successors. The third section examines the mirror’s appearance in various 
ambiguous or ill-defined spaces, assessing how this affects the reader’s or viewer’s 
perceptions. I conclude that in the art and poetry of this period, the mirror becomes an 
emblem of self-reflexivity. Through works that prioritise mobility, multiplicity, and 
fragmentation, these artists and poets subvert the mirror’s associations with mimesis 
in order to expose the dynamic uncertainty of vision and artistic representation.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



3 

Dynamic Reflections: Mirrors in the Poetic and Visual Culture of Paris from 1850 
to 1900 
 
Extended Abstract 
 
This thesis explores the transformation of the mirror motif and its symbolic purpose in 
the avant-garde poetry and visual art of late nineteenth-century Paris. For centuries 
the mirror’s connotations have been contradictory, comprising associations with 
mimesis, truth, and revelation, as well as mysticism, artifice, and trickery. These 
connotations have influenced the mirror’s role in theories of aesthetics, where, from 
Plato’s Republic onwards, it recurs as an emblem of art’s relationship with reality. In 
the context of nineteenth-century literature, M. H. Abrams uses the mirror to represent 
the age-old idea of the artist as an objective reflector of the external world, 
juxtaposing this with the nineteenth-century notion of the artist as a subjective lamp 
that ‘makes a contribution to the objects it perceives’. However, this thesis argues 
that, far from being abandoned as a symbol of artistic expression, the mirror motif 
was reclaimed and reinterpreted by Baudelaire and his artistic and poetic successors.  
Their works challenge and reconfigure the mirror’s mimetic associations to suggest 
the mutability of subjective perspective, forcing us to question not only what we see, 
but also how we see it.  
 
This thesis focuses on the poetic and visual culture of Paris between 1850 and 1900, 
arguing that the shift in the mirror’s significance is connected to the sense of visual 
proliferation that characterised the metropolis in this period, when mirrors were 
increasingly visible in public and private spaces. Building on Walter Benjamin’s 
descriptions of Paris as a city of mirrors and a locus of multiple, shifting gazes, the 
thesis examines how the perceptual experiences of modernity feed into the 
development of the mirror’s symbolic role in art and poetry. Through their 
reassessment of the mirror, these artists and poets show that vision is inherently 
multifaceted, exposing our doubled existence as viewing subjects and viewed objects. 
Their mirrors also initiate the fragmentation, displacement, and juxtaposition of 
images, producing unexpected connections by disrupting our usual relationship with 
space and perspective. Through a series of close readings, the thesis analyses the 
dynamics of mirror-vision and explores the shared preoccupations of art and poetry in 
their treatment of subjectivity, vision, and self-reflexive artistic practices. 
 
I situate this thesis in relation to several significant studies that explore the connection 
between literature and visual art in nineteenth-century France, including those by 
James Kearns, Dee Reynolds, David Scott, Ulrich Finke, and Peter Collier and Robert 
Lethbridge. While these studies focus on a discussion of how intermedial 
relationships operate, this thesis aims to provide a specific thematic comparison. By 
considering the role of the mirror in this period from an interdisciplinary perspective, 
the thesis also aims to offer a broader assessment of its significance than previous 
studies. Through a series of close readings, this study shows avant-garde artists and 
poets to be engaged in comparable efforts to explore how their media relate to time, 
space, movement, and subjective perception. In both media the mirror becomes the 
ideal symbol of this self-referential endeavour.   
 
This thesis is arranged into three main sections. The first focuses on mirrors in the 
works of Charles Baudelaire. The second and third explore the visual art and poetry of 
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the later nineteenth-century avant-garde, including the artworks of Edgar Degas, 
Edouard Manet, Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec, Berthe Morisot, and Marie Cassatt, and 
the poems and prose writings of Stéphane Mallarmé, Henri de Régnier, Jules 
Laforgue, and Marie Krysinska. I begin my assessment of the mirror motif’s 
development with Baudelaire, whose innovative approach to vision in the modern city 
has significant ramifications both for his own mirror imagery and for that of later 
poets and visual artists. The second section specifically examines the connection 
between mirrors and femininity in works of these poets and artists, while the third 
explores their treatment of the mirror in different spatial contexts.  
 
In Chapter 1 I argue that Baudelaire’s work uses the mirror as a powerful symbol of 
the ironic gaps and disparities that characterise modern life. Mirrors can be distorted 
by the speaker’s personal perspective or imagination; they also inherently invert 
whatever they show. For Baudelaire the mirror is connected both with man’s 
awareness of his own corruption and with the ironic satisfaction that this awareness 
produces. Throughout Baudelaire’s poetry, the mirror alerts the reader to the 
unreliability of the poetic persona and the partiality of the perspective from which 
each scene is presented. This is particularly true in Le Spleen de Paris, where the 
kaleidoscopic mirror-gaze offers fragmented visions of modern Parisian life. The 
dualities that saturate Baudelaire’s poetry are deeply connected to his use of the 
mirror motif. Baudelaire uses the mirror to bring together opposing concepts: the past 
meets the present, the ideal meets with the base, the movement of poetry meets the 
stillness of the visual image, and the subject meets the object. In each case the mirror 
surpasses its imitative capacity and becomes a focal point for Baudelaire’s ironic 
double vision.  
 
Chapter 2 expands on these ideas in its exploration of Baudelaire’s depiction of 
women and mirrors. Given Baudelaire’s well-documented misogyny, it is not 
surprising that he frequently transforms women into mirrors within his poetry. Both 
the woman and the mirror are objects of the poet’s fascination. Like the modern city, 
they are mobile and multifaceted. However, while at times Baudelaire’s mirror-
women facilitate the speaker’s idealised self-regard, they more often pose a threat to 
male selfhood, eluding his control and alerting him to his own status as a viewed 
object. This contributes to the fragmentation of the poetic persona’s totalising 
viewpoint, exposing his flaws and presumptions.  
 
In the second section of the thesis I explore the connection between mirrors and 
femininity in the work of avant-garde artists and poets of the later nineteenth century. 
Baudelaire’s conception of modernity, including his treatment of mirror imagery, had 
a significant impact on these later artists and poets. For instance, in their poems and 
artworks we find numerous examples of Baudelairean mirror-women who threaten to 
fracture male selfhood. However, this is combined with a more pronounced interest in 
the woman’s own identity. Female acts of mirroring take on a greater significance 
here than in Baudelaire’s works, as the reflected woman’s interaction with the mirror 
becomes a means of asserting her desire for detachment and control. 
 
Chapter 3 specifically explores artworks by Degas, Manet, and Toulouse-Lautrec and 
poems and prose writings by Régnier, Laforgue, and Krysinska. It particularly 
assesses the recurring connection between mirroring and prostitution, using female 
self-commodification to suggest that both modern femininity and art are consciously 



5 

fabricated illusions. However, the uncertainty of our viewing perspective in several of 
these works means that, as in Baudelaire’s poetry, the seeing power of the viewed 
female object increasingly comes to the fore. Our ability to reconcile the woman’s 
dual identity as a viewed object and a viewing subject varies in these works according 
to the degree of psychological access that they provide. The dominance of the 
subjective male gaze still asserts itself in the eroticising perspectives that these works 
often adopt, meaning that our understanding of the mirrored woman’s perspective is 
rarely comprehensive. This also serves to emphasize our inability to access the 
represented space of the artwork or poem. In those works that offer a greater degree 
of insight into the mirrored woman’s mutable self-perception, female self-
commodification gives way to a more profound self-fashioning that has deeper 
connections with creativity. The links between female mirroring and a self-reflexive 
form of artistry become more profound here, marking an important development in 
the mirror’s symbolic shift away from mimesis and towards the creative power of 
subjective vision. 
 
Chapter 4 examines this development in greater detail, particularly assessing the 
works of Manet, Régnier, and Mallarmé, as well as those of Krysinska, Morisot, and 
Cassatt, whose status as female creators may partially account for their nuanced 
treatment of female identity. In their works the mirrored woman examines and 
consciously shapes her own identity, frequently positioning herself in opposition to 
the expectations placed upon her by society. She also refuses to present herself as a 
straightforwardly submissive object of male desire, either detaching herself from the 
sexualised dynamics of visual interaction or else rewriting her own role within them.  
In this way she is analogous to the self-referential artists and poets of the late 
nineteenth century avant-garde. The self-reflexivity of both the mirrored woman and 
the artworks and poems in which she is depicted encourages us to adopt a similarly 
self-reflexive approach in our role as readers or viewers. 
 
The third and final section of this study focuses more closely on the difficulties that 
the reader or viewer must negotiate in attempting to mentally envisage the spaces 
where mirrors appear. This struggle manifests itself in different ways in poetry and 
visual art, since in poetry the depicted space is not visibly realised. Furthermore, our 
ability to envisage it can be thwarted by ambiguous syntax and verbal doubling, as we 
often see in Mallarmé’s mirror-poetry. In visual art, too, our ability to conceive of the 
depicted space on a three-dimensional level can be stymied by the apparent conflation 
of mirrors with other framed images. The oscillating mirrored spaces of late 
nineteenth-century poetry and visual art expose the instability of conceptual divisions 
separating the interior from the exterior, the self from the other, and the real from the 
created. 
 
Chapter 5 explores this instability in poems by Mallarmé and Krysinska, as well as 
artworks by Morisot, Degas, and Manet. The chapter particularly focuses on the 
connection between poems, artworks, and mirrors as frames that expose absences. In 
their exploration of the limits of vision and visualisation, these works use the mirror 
to evoke the unseen or to destabilise the coherence of visible phenomena. Presence 
and absence are shown to be two interpenetrating concepts that can never be fully 
separated. The spatial collapse initiated in these works is counterbalanced by formal 
patterns of mirroring that reveal the conscious processes of selection and framing 
inherent in artistic production.  
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Chapter 6 looks more closely at the fragmentation of mirrors in works by Manet, 
Mallarmé, and Krysinska in the context of the visually chaotic modern city. In this 
chapter I examine mirrors that can be confused with other framed spaces, as well as 
different surfaces that take on the mirror’s reflectivity, including windows and pools 
of water. In windows, in particular, the gazer sees objects, spaces, and people framed 
both behind the glass and reflected in it, producing a dual, superposed image. As the 
mirror object begins to lose its definition, it also serves to highlight and collate the 
fragmented experiences of different gazers in the modern city. This produces a range 
of correspondences, uniting the interior with the exterior, the public with the private, 
the viewer with the viewed, and the everyday with the symbolic. Just as patterns of 
meaning can be found in the mirrored absences discussed in Chapter 5, so too can 
they be captured in the fragmented visual experiences to be had in the modern city. In 
both cases, the mirror takes on the properties of an artistic or poetic analogy, 
illustrating the self-reflexive nature of the works in which it appears. 
 
Over the course of this study I offer parallel close readings to suggest that the 
connections between visual and verbal interpretations of the mirror illuminate art and 
poetry’s shared creative goals. This allows for a reconsideration of the relationship 
between Symbolist poetry and Impressionist art, exposing a range of similarities in 
their aesthetic projects. These include the use of the mirror motif to explore their 
mutual preoccupation with art’s relationship to the visible world. The thesis concludes 
that in late nineteenth-century Paris, the mirror is both a symbol of modernity and a 
tool of modern modes of creation. In avant-garde art and poetry the mirror encourages 
the viewer or reader to contribute to a complex and dynamic play of gazes. We are 
asked to mentally recreate the spaces of the work, unfolding its reflections in order to 
give them life. By highlighting the subjectivity of perception through their 
juxtaposition of multiple conflicting viewpoints, these artists and poets use the mirror 
to remind us that no two subjective standpoints are ever identical, and thus that pure 
mimesis is an unachievable artistic goal. 
 
The ramifications of this late nineteenth-century fascination with mirror imagery can 
be felt well into the twentieth century. The Conclusion to this study offers a brief 
overview of the surge of interest in mirror imagery in the early decades of the century. 
In the works of Paul Eluard, Louis Aragon, Pablo Picasso, and René Magritte, the 
blank or broken mirror is a recurring presence. The fragmentation of the mirror 
initiated in the latter half of the nineteenth century here reaches its apotheosis. This 
interest in the mirror is apparent not only in twentieth-century art and poetry, but also 
in cinema and in philosophical theories of perception. Writers and thinkers including 
Jacques Lacan and Maurice Merleau-Ponty explicitly discuss the uneasy perceptual 
experience of realising one’s dual position as a viewing subject and viewed object. 
Both use the mirror to conceptualise this process of realisation. For Merleau-Ponty as 
for Lacan, the mirror becomes a way of representing visual perception as fragmented 
and therefore inherently multiple. By situating the mirror within this framework, the 
writers, artists, philosophers, and psychoanalysts of the twentieth century pursue in 
detail ideas that late nineteenth-century artists and poets had begun to examine in their 
treatment of the dynamics of vision.  
 
This thesis demonstrates that the twentieth-century interest in mirrors as a symbol of 
fragmented selfhood is anticipated in Parisian art and poetry from 1850 to 1900. 
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Beginning with Baudelaire’s poetry and prose works, the mirror is reclaimed as a 
symbol of artistic production. However, for Baudelaire and his successors operating 
in the context of the modern metropolis, the mirror’s allure lies in its anti-mimetic 
qualities, including its capacity for inversion, mutability, and fragmentation. It 
therefore represents the fragile threshold between art and reality, becoming the visible 
locus of this transfer. In the process the late nineteenth-century mirror is transformed 
into an emblem of fractured, unstable modes of seeing, heralding a new aesthetic of 
dynamic reflections in poetry and visual art. 
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Introduction 
 

‘Paris is a city of mirrors.’1 
—Walter Benjamin  
 
 
By the late nineteenth century, Paris had become a city of mirrors. Due to 

technological advances that had made its production cheaper and easier, the mirror 

was increasingly present in the city’s public and private spaces, not least in the 

fashionable department stores of the nation’s capital.2 These spaces included the 

city’s arcades, which were predominately constructed in the first half of the century, 

as well as cafés, theatres, the Opéra Garnier, completed in 1874, and an increasing 

number of bourgeois homes. This rise in the popularity of mirrors as a decorative 

device can be connected to a change in the nature of seeing in the modern city. In The 

Arcades Project, an unfinished, fragmented text examining urban life in nineteenth-

century Paris, Walter Benjamin explores the role of mirrors in changing visual 

perception. At times he logs evidence from historical accounts that provide details of 

mirror production in the nineteenth century, posing questions about how and when 

mirrors came to prominence in Parisian spaces.3 At others he offers ruminations on 

the effect that these many mirrors had on modes of perception: ‘[w]here doors and 

walls are made of mirrors, there is no telling outside from in, with all the equivocal 

illumination.’ This optical confusion is heightened when ‘two mirrors reflect each 

other; then Satan plays his favourite trick and opens […] the perspective on infinity.’4 

For Benjamin Paris’ profusion of mirrors transforms it into a city of spectacle and 

illusion. 

                                                
1 Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project, trans. Howard Eiland and Kevin McLaughlin (Cambridge, 
Mass.: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1999), p. 877. 
2 See Elizabeth Carlson, ‘Dazzling and Deceiving: Reflections in the Nineteenth-Century Department 
Store’, Visual Resources 28.2 (June 2012). 
3 See Benjamin, The Arcades Project, pp. 538-9. 
4 Benjamin, The Arcades Project, p. 877. 
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Nowhere is this more apparent than in the arcades, which Benjamin suggests are 

characterised by ‘an ambiguity of space.’5 Due to their multiple mirrors, the arcades 

are filled with ‘[t]he whispering of gazes […]. There is no thing here that does not, 

where one least expects it, open a fugitive eye’.6 In this realm of proliferating 

perspectives, even the spaces and objects reflected in the mirror fleetingly acquire a 

mysterious kind of gazing power. Indeed, the mobile gaze almost takes on a life of its 

own. How is the viewing subject to react when he becomes the viewed object of these 

many shifting gazes? Benjamin’s unfinished text does not answer this question in any 

detail. However, the notion of nineteenth-century Paris as a locus of vision and 

movement has been the subject of numerous subsequent studies. For instance, 

Christopher Prendergast comments on the ubiquity of ‘[t]he idea of Paris as an 

endless adventure and feast for the eyes, a vast and inexhaustibly interesting catalogue 

of choses vues’.7 Prendergast also emphasises the importance of movement in the 

modern metropolis, describing it as ‘a mobile swirling landscape dominated by 

chance encounter, fast transaction, [and the] frenetic circulation of money, goods and 

bodies.’8 Whether due to the new custom of flânerie or simply the increase in 

population density resulting from the influx of new residents, movement became 

perhaps the most evident hallmark of the city’s identity and of the artworks that it 

inspired.  

 

Within this bustling urban environment, vision and movement were fundamentally 

connected. This link between a moving city and a new kind of art is most famously 
                                                
5 Benjamin, The Arcades Project, p. 877. 
6 Benjamin, The Arcades Project, p. 878. 
7 Christopher Prendergast, Paris and the Nineteenth Century (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1992), p. 
31. 
8 Prendergast, Paris and the Nineteenth Century, p. 5. 
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captured by Baudelaire in Le Peintre de la vie moderne, where he compares the 

flâneur-artist to ‘un miroir aussi immense que cette foule’ and a ‘kaléidoscope doué 

de conscience qui, à chacun de ses mouvements, représente la vie multiple et la grâce 

mouvante de tous les éléments de la vie.’9 As this analogy suggests, the dynamism 

characteristic of the modern city may be seen to have produced a new kind of artist, 

who now resembles a moving mirror and is encouraged to devise new modes of visual 

perception in order to capture the fleeting, fragmented nature of urban life. Baudelaire 

considers Constantin Guys to be the archetypal modern painter, admiring his ability to 

seize the essence of fast-moving events through sketches produced from memory. 

Rather than showing scenes copied directly from life, Guys’s works showcase ‘une 

contention de mémoire résurrectioniste, évocatrice’.10 For Baudelaire, ‘tous les bons 

et vrais dessinateurs dessinent d’après l’image écrite dans leur cerveau, et non d’après 

la nature’.11 As a mirror of urban life, the modern artist is not merely replicating the 

world; instead he engages in a process of imaginative recreation. Like a kaleidoscope, 

he gathers the fragments of remembered images to produce versions more evocative 

and aesthetically harmonious than their original counterparts. In his articulation of 

this new mode of seeing, Baudelaire repurposes the mirror motif as a symbol of 

subjective perception, distortion, and artistry. Following his lead, later poets and 

visual artists adapt the mirror motif to fit the new experiences of modern life, and to 

question how their respective media should operate in this ever-changing setting. 

      

Mirrors play a central role in the move towards self-reflexivity in visual art and poetry 

from 1850 to 1900. Artists in both media use the mirror as a means of challenging 

                                                
9 Charles Baudelaire, ‘Le Peintre de la vie moderne’, in Œuvres complètes, ed. Claude Pichois, 2 vols 
(Paris: Gallimard, 1975-76), ii, p. 692. 
10 Baudelaire, ‘Le Peintre de la vie moderne’, in OC, ii, p. 699. 
11 Baudelaire, ‘Le Peintre de la vie moderne’, in OC, ii, p. 698. 
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how we see and interpret the content and style of their work. This forces the reader or 

viewer to pose numerous questions. From what perspective do we view the depicted 

scene? Who or what might be altering our perspective? How is the scene framed and 

what correspondences does this produce? Can visual perspectives be fractured or 

multiplied, and what impact does this have on our interpretation of the artwork? By 

addressing these questions we discover that the mirror becomes a dynamic tool used 

to express the perceptual tensions that characterise late nineteenth-century art and 

poetry. In the process the mirror is transformed into a symbol of artistic and poetic 

practices, encompassing both representation and self-reflexivity. 

 

Mirrors and Mimesis: Between Truth and Illusion 

 

In order to understand this development in the mirror’s symbolic function, we must 

first briefly trace its historic cultural role. The earliest excavated objects thought to be 

mirrors date from around 6000 BC and were found in the ruins of the Çatal Hüyük 

settlement, situated in present-day Turkey. Hope Werness describes its culture as 

‘matriarchal’. This connection between women and mirrors persists through the 

centuries, recurring in Ancient Greece, where mirrors were associated with various 

goddesses, and in the Middle Ages, when they were incorporated into the cult of the 

Virgin Mary as a symbol of her miraculous purity.12 These examples also demonstrate 

that the mirror has often been associated with religion and the supernatural. Mark 

Kauntze notes that mirrors regularly appear in ancient Greek literature as ‘magical 

objects, in which one would look not primarily to see oneself but rather something 

that is invisible to others.’ Indeed, the fact that Greek and Latin use the preposition 

                                                
12 Hope B. Werness, The Symbolism of Mirrors in Art from Ancient Times to the Present (Lewiston, 
New York: The Edwin Mellen Press, 1999), pp. 7, 4. 
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‘through’ when talking about looking at mirrors is suggestive of the historic belief 

that mirrors were portals to other realms.13 However, Mark Pendergrast notes that as 

technological developments allowed mirrors to become more commonplace, they 

became associated with ‘everyday reality and vanity’ and thus ‘gradually lost their 

magic lustre’.14 In the Renaissance the mirror is a familiar vanitas trope, as well as a 

symbol of eros. In this capacity its connection with femininity persists, most notably 

in images of Venus with a mirror, such as those by Titian and Paolo Veronese.15 

Although the mirror has lost its mystical power here, it continues to possess an 

enchanting quality that is increasingly connected with earthly artifice and illusion. 

 

This trajectory in the mirror’s symbolic development directly contrasts with its 

important role as a beacon of truth. Indeed, this connotation has also existed for 

centuries. In the Middle Ages, the mirror appeared in the titles of texts to signify that 

their contents offered a faithful, if reduced, reflection of real-world phenomena. For 

example, Vincent of Beauvais, a thirteenth-century French Dominican friar, produced 

a compendium of medieval knowledge entitled Speculum Maius (Great Mirror). Such 

references to mirrors in the titles of texts continued into the Renaissance. Debora 

Shuger associates this type of text with the qualities of the convex mirrors that were 

used in this period, since both offered ‘a small-scale version of a large subject’.16 In 

the fifteenth-century the glassmakers of Murano developed techniques that facilitated 

the production of larger, flat mirrors that did not warp the reflected image, using glass 
                                                
13 Mark Kauntze, in Miranda Anderson (ed.), The Book of the Mirror: An Interdisciplinary Collection 
Exploring the Cultural Story of the Mirror (Newcastle: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2007), pp. 60-
61. 
14 Mark Pendergrast, in Anderson (ed.), The Book of the Mirror, p. 3. 
15 Titian, Venus with a Mirror, c. 1555. Oil on canvas, 124.5 × 105.5 cm. National Gallery, London; 
Paolo Veronese, Venus at Her Toilette, c. 1582. Oil on canvas, 165.1 × 124.46 cm. Joslyn Art 
Museum, Omaha, NE. All subsequent references to visual artworks will use the English title by which 
they are commonly known. 
16 Debora Shuger, in Patricia Fumerton and Simon Hunt (eds), Renaissance Culture and the Everyday 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1999), p. 22. 
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backed by a tin-mercury amalgam.17 From around this point onwards, visual art 

frequently showcases the mirror within allegorical representations of truth and 

prudence, including, for instance, Annibale Carracci’s An Allegory of Truth and Time 

(c. 1584-85), Simon Vouet’s Allegory of Prudence (c. 1645), and Jules Lefebvre’s 

Truth (1870).18  

  

In art and poetry’s most sophisticated representations of reflectivity, these two 

competing histories of the mirror’s symbolic role can be seen to come together.19 

Such tensions are particularly apparent in the art and poetry of the Renaissance and 

Baroque periods. For instance, Jan Van Eyck and Diego Velázquez have produced 

some of the earliest complex depictions of the mirror, since their works force the 

viewer to contemplate the artwork and the mirror as twin frontiers between truth and 

illusion. In The Arnolfi Portrait (1434, fig. 1), Van Eyck uses the convex mirror on 

the wall behind the couple to suggest his own presence in front of the picture plane. 

Yvonne Neyrat suggests that this work makes Van Eyck ‘probablement le premier 

[artiste] à se représenter au miroir’.20 In The Maids of Honour (1656, fig. 2) 

Velázquez similarly exploits the mirror’s revelatory capacities in order to depict a 

portrait-painting scene in which the king and queen, the ostensible subjects of the 

portrait, appear in a mirror behind the artist.21 The canvas itself almost acts as would a 

mirror, inverting conventional modes of representation to reveal the scene viewed 

                                                
17 Pendergrast, in Anderson (ed.), The Book of the Mirror, p. 3. 
18 Annibale Carracci, An Allegory of Truth and Time, c. 1584-85. Oil on canvas, 130 × 169.6 cm. 
Hampton Court Royal Collection, London; Simon Vouet, Allegory of Prudence, c. 1645. Oil on canvas, 
116.5 × 90.5 cm. Musée Fabre, Montpellier; Jules Lefebvre, Truth, 1870. Oil on canvas, 264 × 112 cm. 
Musée d’Orsay, Paris. 
19 All subsequent uses of the term ‘reflectivity’ will denote the capacity of the mirror-surface to reflect 
an image, while the term ‘self-reflexivity’ will denote the capacity of a mirror-surface, text, or image to 
reflect itself. In the case of artworks or poems it will therefore suggest their self-referential quality. 
20 Yvonne Neyrat, L’Art et l’autre: le miroir dans la peinture occidentale (Paris: L’Harmattan, 1999), 
p. 43. Jan Van Eyck, The Arnolfi Portrait, 1434. Oil on oak, 82.2 × 60 cm. National Gallery, London.  
21 Diego Velázquez, The Maids of Honour, 1656. Oil on canvas, 318 × 276 cm. Museo Nacional del 
Prado, Madrid. 
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from the subjects’ perspective rather than from that of the artist. The mirror image 

within the work poses further complications, since the viewer cannot be sure whether 

it reflects the real king and queen beyond the picture plane or merely the depicted 

artist’s portrait of them.22 Velázquez thus uses the mirror as a tool to expose the 

fragility of the divides separating truth from illusion and art from life. 

 

In French poetry of the early modern era, the expression of these concerns is most 

apparent in the oeuvre of Pierre de Ronsard. Indeed, Ian D. McFarlane suggests that 

reflections and reflective surfaces play an important role within Ronsard’s work 

because ‘they bring together the central preoccupations of life and illusion that are so 

marked a feature of […] [his] poetry.’23 In poems such as ‘Sonnet LXXV’ of Le 

Premier Livre des Amours, Ronsard uses the mirror to suggest the ambivalences 

inherent in processes of reflection. He also plays on the double meaning of the verb 

‘mirer’ to suggest both mirroring and admiration: 

 

Heureux miroër, tout ainsi que mon mal 
Vient de trop voir la beauté qui m’enflame : 
Comme je fay, de trop mirer ma Dame,  
Tu languiras d’un sentiment égal.  (ll. 5-8)24 
 

 
Here the speaker addresses the looking glass, suggesting that it shares his suffering as 

a result of mirroring/admiring a beautiful woman. This conflation exposes the 

connections between seeing, responding, and reflecting; to look at the woman is to 

admire her, and to admire her is to reproduce her image. Elsewhere in the poem, the 

                                                
22 See Leo Steinberg, ‘Velázquez’ “Las Meninas”’, October 19 (Winter 1981), p. 52; and Werness, The 
Symbolism of Mirrors in Art from Ancient Times to the Present, p. 115. 
23 Ian D. MacFarlane, in Terence Cave (ed.), Ronsard the Poet (London: Methuen & Co, 1973), p. 23. 
24 Pierre de Ronsard, ‘Le Premier Livre des Amours’, in Œuvres complètes, ed. Jean Céard, Daniel 
Ménager, and Michel Simonin, 2 vols (Paris: Gallimard, 1993-94), i, p. 62. 
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woman’s eyes are mirrors and, within them, Love examines his reflection. However, 

the woman’s apparent enjoyment before the mirror suggests her vanity, which 

threatens to undermine the possibility that she and the speaker perfectly reflect each 

other in their mutual admiration. Ronsard emphasises the complexity of this network 

of gazes when the speaker tells the mirror: ‘je t’admire, | D’aller mirer les beaux yeux 

où se mire | Amour’ (ll. 9-11). The original source of love is ambiguous here: as the 

woman’s eyes, the speaker, and the mirror all operate as reflectors, it is impossible to 

determine where Love resides and, indeed, where it is directed. In this way, Ronsard 

constructs an elaborate network of gazes that recalls Velázquez’ The Maids of 

Honour. In both works the mirror is an agent of dislocation, encouraging the reader or 

viewer to cast doubt on the appearances of things and on the reliability of vision in 

interpreting them.  

 

These rich associations between the mirror and both truth and artifice have 

profoundly influenced its position in Western aesthetic theory. Since the infancy of 

such ideas among Ancient Greek philosophers, notably including Plato and Aristotle, 

the perceived relationship between art and the world has been fraught with 

complications. The multifaceted nature of ‘art’, which might be literary, visual, 

plastic, or musical, and of ‘the world’, which might be internal or external, subjective 

or objective, real or imagined, obfuscates this question still further. However, within 

this web of connected concepts, theories of mimesis have persistently defined how we 

view art in relation to the world. According to M. H. Abrams, the notion of art as an 

imitation of the world appears for the first time in Plato’s dialogues, where Socrates 
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suggests that painting, poetry, music, dance, and sculpture are all imitations.25 

Famously, in Book X of Plato’s Republic, Socrates argues that art and poetry are only 

ever imitations of the appearances of things rather than creations in their own right. In 

this they perform the same role as the mirror, which, like art and poetry, is at two 

removes from genuine creation.26 

 

Abrams demonstrates that this idea of imitation was dominant in the perception of art 

from the time of Plato until the end of the eighteenth century. While ideas about 

mimesis naturally underwent changes during this period, Abrams suggests that after 

the ‘great burst of aesthetic theory in sixteenth-century Italy’, critics trying to define 

art would usually mention ‘imitation’, or else ‘“reflection,” “representation,” 

“counterfeiting,” “feigning,” “copy,” or “image.”’27 The lexical frameworks on offer 

here expose the manifold associations that the term ‘imitation’ raises. On the one 

hand ‘reflection’ and ‘image’ draw imitation into the realm of the visual, evoking the 

physical world of mirrors and water. ‘Representation’ and ‘copy’ also suggest a more 

or less faithful re-creation of reality. On the other hand, ‘counterfeiting’ and 

‘feigning’ imply artifice, trickery, and lies. Indeed, David Summers suggests that an 

‘unease about images, the sense of their inevitable duplicity has persisted in critical 

language at all levels to modern times.’28 This tension highlights the contradiction 

implicit in interpreting art as a mimetic tool: while attempting to depict the world 

faithfully, it simultaneously cannot avoid lying to us by pretending to be something 

other than it is. 

                                                
25 M. H. Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp: Romantic Theory and the Critical Tradition (New York: 
W. W. Norton & Company, 1958), p. 8. 
26 Plato, Republic, trans. C. D. C. Reeve (Indianapolis: Hackett, 2004). 
27 Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp, p. 11. 
28 David Summers, in Robert S. Nelson and Richard Shiff (eds), Critical Terms for Art History, 2nd edn 
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press: 2003), p. 5. 
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Francis Bacon, a pioneering figure in the tradition of modern empiricism, suggests 

that this duplicity is also rooted in the human mind. For Bacon human understanding 

is ‘like an uneven mirror receiving rays from things and merging its own nature with 

the nature of things, which thus distorts and corrupts it.’29 Once again the lexis of 

mirroring is employed not only in order to demonstrate mimesis within the mind’s eye 

but also to suggest deception. The reference to corruption introduces further 

complications: if the mind distorts ‘the nature of things’ then every sensory 

perception is rendered uncertain, including our gaze into the real-world mirror. The 

visual vocabulary that is habitually applied to mental processes of perception appears 

here to fortify the connection between the interior world of imagination and the 

exterior world of art, the mirror, and viewed reality.30  

 

Ut pictura poesis? Text, image, and the artist’s mind 

 

These complications are also present in the relationships between different art forms. 

Of these, the link between poetry and the visual arts has been the subject of many 

studies since Horace’s Ars poetica, with its famous dictum ‘ut pictura poesis’ (l. 

361).31 David Scott suggests that this idea was taken out of context in the post-

Renaissance period by neoclassical theorists, who used it ‘to express the idea of the 

fundamental similarity of poetry and painting’s aims.’ Both were thought to be 

                                                
29 Francis Bacon, The New Organon, ed. Lisa Jardine and Michael Silverthorne (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2000), p. 41. 
30 See Summers, in Nelson and Shiff (eds), Critical Terms for Art History, p. 4. 
31 Horace, The Art of Poetry, trans. Burton Raffel (verse) and James Hynd (prose) (Albany, New York: 
State University of New York Press, 1974). 
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‘essentially descriptive arts’, which aimed to imitate Nature or heroic action.32 From 

the middle of the eighteenth century this conflation of the two arts faced rigorous 

scrutiny. Lessing’s Laocoön (1766), whilst still adhering to the idea that art and 

poetry are essentially mimetic, nevertheless focuses on their differing effects.33 

Painting, he argues, is a primarily static means of depicting objects, while poetry is a 

temporal and descriptive means of depicting actions. This important distinction 

between painting and poetry changed the perception of the relationship between the 

two arts. In the nineteenth century artists and poets exploited this connection in new 

ways, at times seeking to defy the alleged limitations of their respective forms.34  

 

A more nuanced understanding of their inherent formal differences allowed for a 

subtler infusion of the characteristics of one art form into the other. Scott suggests that 

while for seventeenth- and eighteenth-century poets ‘words were the servant of 

thought’, this notion was subverted in the nineteenth century in the use of imagistic 

language, ‘which through a combination of what the words themselves signify with 

what their formal organisation suggests, provokes or demands intense visualization.’ 

In the visual arts, meanwhile, the notion of narrative began to triumph over that of 

stasis, as artists like Eugène Delacroix ‘[invited] the eye to range over a dynamic 

composition spread over a vast […] canvas, rather than to focus on a carefully 

constructed central complex of figures or images’.35 This newfound connection 

between the arts was compounded by the increasing significance of the artist or poet 

as an expressive agent, which highlighted the creator’s particular perspective on the 

                                                
32 David Scott, Pictorialist Poetics: Poetry and the Visual Arts in Nineteenth-Century France 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), p. 5. 
33 Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, Laocoön: An Essay on the Limits of Painting and Poetry, trans. Edward 
Allen McCormick (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1962). 
34 Scott, Pictorialist Poetics, p. 6. 
35 Scott, Pictorialist Poetics, pp. 14, 2, 6. 
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world. Along with the generic boundaries dividing the arts, traditional interpretations 

of truth and artifice were now placed under closer scrutiny, as the acknowledgement 

of subjectivity destabilised the notion that the world could be reflected in fixed ways.  

   

Etienne Souriau develops this connection between Romanticism and the interior 

world in his use of the terms ‘visuel’ and ‘visionnaire’ to distinguish between 

neoclassical and Romantic views of the visual artist. While the neoclassicist poet sees 

the artist as ‘un visuel’ who portrays reality and the truths of things, the Romantic 

poet requires the artist to be a ‘visionnaire’, someone who can paint the unknown, the 

distant past, the vague future, the exotic, or the hallucinatory.36 Indeed, Baudelaire 

admires these visionary qualities in Delacroix in his Salon de 1859.37 The interplay 

between the seen and the unseen, which Souriau implicitly indicates here, is rendered 

more explicitly in his comparison of poetry and painting. For Souriau the painter 

directly appeals to our senses, showing us things in terms of their ‘apparence 

concrète, et […] [leur] présence immédiate’. The poet, by contrast, is ‘l’homme des 

mondes intérieurs. Il veut de nous des émotions, des frissons, des élans.’ Souriau adds 

that in order to speak of the external world, the poet must evoke it ‘dans notre 

imagination, comme en songe. Son incantation ne suscite que des illusions fugitives 

de visionnaire.’38 The visionary quality that Souriau attributes to all poets is thus the 

same quality that Romantic poets find in certain visual artists. While the artist must 

transcribe his own visionary mental image onto the canvas, the poet must rely on the 

reader to conjure such an image from the words on the page. In both media, this focus 

on the visionary suggests an increase in the importance of the unseen and of the 

artist’s mind in shaping his interpretation of the world. 
                                                
36 Etienne Souriau, La Poésie française et la peinture (London: The Athlone Press, 1966), p. 21. 
37 See Baudelaire, ‘Salon de 1859’, in OC, ii, pp. 631-32, 636-37. 
38 Souriau, La Poésie française et la peinture, p. 8. 
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Abrams, in his seminal 1958 text, The Mirror and the Lamp, suggests that this shift in 

the artist’s perceived role changed the terms in which he was described. He argues 

that before this point the artist’s mind was compared to a mirror, or ‘a reflector of 

external objects’, but from the nineteenth century onwards it became a lamp, ‘a 

radiant projector which makes a contribution to the objects it perceives.’39 This 

brought with it a shift in focus onto the artist and away from ‘external nature, […] the 

audience, or […] the internal requirements of the work itself’.40 This idea is extremely 

helpful in outlining an important development in nineteenth-century attitudes towards 

the role of the artist. However, despite the elegance of Abrams’ hypothesis, his 

analogical division between imitation and expression is too rigidly controlled.41 

William Hazlitt makes a more fitting comparison when, as Abrams himself notes, he 

‘complicates the [mirror] analogy by combining the mirror with a lamp’. 42 Hazlitt 

writes: 

 

Neither a mere description of natural objects, nor a mere delineation of natural 
feelings, how ever distinct or forcible, constitutes the ultimate end and aim of 
poetry […]. The light of poetry is not only a direct but also a reflected light, 
that while it shews us the object, throws a sparkling radiance on all […] 
around it[.]43  
 
 

In Hazlitt’s analogy, the mirror is still an important metaphor for the creation of art. In 

mixing the mirror metaphor with that of the lamp, Hazlitt anticipates Baudelaire’s 

                                                
39 Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp, p. vi. 
40 Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp, p. 3. 
41 When considering Abrams’ theories it is important to remember that he was primarily concerned 
with the British tradition. However, given that he also refers to French and German writers and artists, 
it is legitimate to assume that he saw this to be a more broadly European phenomenon. 
42 Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp, p. 52. 
43 William Hazlitt, ‘Lectures on the English Poets’, in The Selected Writings of William Hazlitt, ed. 
Duncan Wu, 9 vols (London: Pickering & Chatto, 1998), ii, p. 167. 
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claims that the poet’s creative process should be an ‘[é]quation entre l’impression et 

l’expression’.44 Even as he reflects his perceptions of the world within his work, the 

poet also infuses it with something of his inner life. However, this combination of 

impression and expression does not offer straightforward, unfettered access to the 

poet’s subjective experiences; rather, it often involves deliberate distortions and 

manipulations. 

 

The Context and Legacy of Baudelaire’s Mirroring 

 

Baudelaire’s poetry amply demonstrates this conscious artistic reworking of 

subjective experiences. Before psychoanalytical interpretations of the fragmented self, 

Baudelaire was already using the mirror image to question the idea of a unified 

artistic persona and his relationship with the modern world. The idea of the 

fragmented self would later appear in Sigmund Freud’s ‘On Narcissism’, which 

suggests that we are not born with a unified ego. Instead, it develops over time.45 In 

‘Le Stade du miroir’, Jacques Lacan uses this as the basis for his argument that when 

we first see our own reflection we become aware of ourselves as whole beings, which 

jars with our poor coordination as small children. The impression of wholeness is 

reinforced each time we look into the mirror. However, this is ultimately a fleeting 

and false moment of unity that, as time passes and our identity changes, reveals itself 

to be illusory.46 By connecting the mirror with the fragmentation of the self, 

Baudelaire explores ideas pertinent to Lacan’s theories almost a century before they 

                                                
44 Baudelaire, ‘Puisque réalisme il y a’, in OC, ii, p. 58. 
45 Sigmund Freud, ‘On Narcissism: An Introduction’, in The Standard Edition of the Complete 
Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, trans. and ed. James Strachey et al, 24 vols (London: Hogarth 
Press and the Institute of Psycho-Analysis, 1957; repr. 1995), xiv, pp. 73-102. 
46 Jacques Lacan, ‘Le Stade du miroir comme formateur de la function du Je’, in Ecrits (Paris: Seuil, 
1966), pp. 93-100. 
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were formulated. In this, and in his exploration of the mirror’s mutability, Baudelaire 

was an innovator and paved the way for later artists and writers, including many 

Impressionists and Symbolists. 

 

Baudelaire’s novel treatment of the mirror motif is connected to a broader nineteenth-

century fascination with various forms of doubling. These include the mysterious 

reflections that feature prominently in the tales of Edgar Allan Poe, such as the 

ghostly inversions in the tarn at the start of ‘The Fall of the House of Usher’, as well 

as the split selves that recur in the stories of E.T.A Hoffmann. Rosemary Lloyd notes 

that both Hoffmann and Baudelaire were interested in analysing themselves from 

external perspectives, which she sees as an example of ‘le Doppelgängermotiv, thème 

riche de significations.’47 This preoccupation with doubling, perception, and self-

analysis finds its ideal embodiment in the mirror symbol.  

   

There are also precedents in prose works for Baudelaire’s use of the mirror to 

complicate the reader’s perspective on his poems. Indeed, the concept of the novel as 

a mirror is a familiar one; the topic of mimesis in prose texts has been the subject of 

many studies, notably including Erich Auerbach’s Mimesis: The Representation of 

Reality in Western Literature and Christopher Prendergast’s The Order of Mimesis: 

Balzac, Stendhal, Nerval, Flaubert.48 The most famous nineteenth-century example of 

the comparison between the novel and the mirror is Stendhal’s declaration, dubiously 

attributed to Saint-Réal and later reiterated by the narrator, that ‘un roman est un 

miroir qui se promène sur une grande route. Tantôt il reflète à vos yeux l’azur des 
                                                
47 Rosemary Lloyd, Baudelaire et Hoffmann: Affinités et influences (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1979), p. 91. 
48 Erich Auerbach, Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature, trans. Willard R. 
Trask (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1953, repr. 2013); and Christopher Prendergast, The 
Order of Mimesis: Balzac, Stendhal, Nerval, Flaubert (Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, 1986). 
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cieux, tantôt la fange des bourbiers de la route.’49 However, this analogy is more 

problematic than it may first appear. We note, for instance, that Stendhal combines 

the mirror with movement in a similar manner to Baudelaire in his comparison of the 

flâneur-artist to a kaleidoscope. Indeed, Morris Dickstein suggests that Stendhal ‘only 

appears to be invoking the mirror as an impersonal mechanism, a carbon copy that 

displays the world as it actually is.’ Upon closer inspection, the mirror is in fact ‘a 

dynamic reflector shifting position’, which ‘must be held or carried by someone, and 

the images it provides will be framed, constantly changing, a series of partial views 

contributing to a larger picture.’50 This fragmented, ever-moving mirror is highly 

reminiscent of the many mirrors that appear in Baudelaire’s poetry. For both Stendhal 

and Baudelaire, the writer’s ability to shape the world within his work renders its 

mirroring capacity unstable. 

  

The works of Théophile Gautier provide another foreshadowing, and possibly even a 

source, of Baudelaire’s fascination with mirrors as a subjective tool. As a prolific art 

critic and poet Gautier’s interests immediately anticipate those of Baudelaire, and it is 

certainly telling that he was the dedicatee of Les Fleurs du Mal. For Gautier as for 

Baudelaire, subjectivity is central to artistic production. In his Salon de 1841 Gautier 

argues that true artistic geniuses, such as Delacroix, see the world as if by way of a 

prism: 

 

M. Delacroix est doué au plus haut degré de ce don de s’assimiler les objets, 
[et] de les colorer à son prisme […]. Sa couleur, avant d’arriver de son œil au 
bout de son pinceau, a passé par sa cervelle et y a pris des nuances qui peuvent 

                                                
49 Stendhal, ‘Le Rouge et le Noir’, in Œuvres romanesques complètes, 3 vols, ed. Yves Ansel and 
Philippe Berthier (Paris: Gallimard, 2005-14), i, p. 671. 
50 Morris Dickstein, A Mirror in the Roadway: Literature and the Real World (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2005), p. 8. 
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sembler d’abord bizarres, exagérées ou fausses, mais chaque touche concourt 
à l’harmonie générale […].51 
 

 
Through this prismatic form of vision, the artist is able to reveal elements of the Ideal 

within the exterior world. Robert Snell suggests that this is ‘a version of Plato’s 

universal world of Idea, […] the unchanging formal pattern of the absolute, of which 

the mortal, sensually perceptible world was but a pale reflection.’52 For Gautier, then, 

the artist’s mind takes the ‘pale reflection’ that is the mortal world and revives it by 

recreating it according to the artist’s own particular vision. The world is but an 

indistinct mirror image that the artist is able to flip into a more harmonious state, just 

as the brain rotates the upside-down image that it receives from the eye. For both 

Plato and Gautier the world is already an imitation: it is the Ideal that the true artist 

attempts to access and capture through the creative process.  

  

Baudelaire’s writings repeatedly suggest that the Ideal can be found in a vague, 

reflected realm. Baudelaire makes this clear in his use of the mirror to evoke a 

dreamworld, and also in his technique of uncovering beauty by inverting traditionally 

unpleasant or morbid imagery. Both Gautier and Baudelaire use the mirror symbol as 

a tool to explore the mutable nature of the gaze and the position of the reader in 

relation to a work of art. In Gautier’s oeuvre this is clear in poems such as ‘A deux 

beaux yeux’, which, in its exploration of the female gaze as a form of mirroring, 

recalls Ronsard’s ‘Sonnet LXXV’. Gautier’s poem also uses multiple patterns of 

gazing and reflecting to demonstrate the transmutative effect of the poetic imagination 

                                                
51 Théophile Gautier, ‘Salon de 1841’, Revue de Paris (18th April 1841), pp. 159-60. 
52 Robert Snell, Théophile Gautier: A Romantic Critic of the Visual Arts (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1982), p. 59. 
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and the destabilising encroachment of the reader’s gaze.53 Baudelaire and Gautier’s 

shared interest in these questions of perspective suggest that Gautier’s works may 

have been the early model for the innovative approaches to the mirror that we see in 

Les Fleurs du Mal, Le Spleen de Paris, and Baudelaire’s art criticism.54  

 

These innovations are closely connected to what André Gide calls Baudelaire’s 

‘conscience de lui-même et de son art’, which elevates him ‘au-dessus des vagues et 

faciles transports de ses plus éminents contemporains’.55 This self-awareness, which 

is a hallmark of both Baudelaire’s critical style and his poetic work, is analogous to 

the gazer’s self-recognition in the mirror. Within Baudelaire’s verse, prose poetry, 

and essays the mirror is a recurring presence. Indeed, Peter Broome describes the 

mirror as both ‘a haunting motif in Baudelaire’s poetry’ and ‘an influence (sometimes 

intuitive or subconscious) on aspects of form, structure and expression […]. The 

poet’s wider writings return time and again to explore the obsession.’56 Baudelaire’s 

innovative interpretation of the mirror motif is closely related to his overall poetic 

endeavour, which is, in turn, influenced by the poet’s experiences of the modern city.  

 

As this study will explore, Baudelaire’s use of the mirror is integrated into his wider 

ironic perspective. In Seeing Double: Baudelaire’s Modernity, Françoise Meltzer 

argues that Baudelaire’s work is marked by a kind of ‘double vision’, which is to say 

that ‘he saw two times, or things, at once’. These included ‘the ideal and the 

concrete’, as well as two differing versions of a woman or an artwork. In short, 

                                                
53 Théophile Gautier, ‘La Comédie de la mort’, in Poésie complètes, ed. René Jasinski, 3 vols. (Paris: 
A. G. Nizet, 1970), ii, p. 195. 
54 See David H. T. Scott, Sonnet Theory and Practice in Nineteenth-century France: Sonnets on the 
Sonnet (Hull: University of Hull Press, 1977), pp. 28-29. 
55 André Gide, ‘Préface’ to Anthologie de la poésie française (Bruges: Gallimard, 1949), p. ix. 
56 Peter Broome, Baudelaire’s Poetic Patterns: The Secret Language of ‘Les Fleurs du Mal’ 
(Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1999), p. 448. 
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Baudelaire’s double vision involves ‘seeing two contradictory things at the same 

time.’57 This hypothesis allows for a richly productive reading of Baudelaire’s irony, 

and it can also be used to interpret the distortions and disparities that his mirrors 

produce. Many of these mirrors destabilise the poetic persona’s self-perception. This 

is particularly true when women are compared with mirrors: far from reassuring the 

poet of his own identity, Baudelaire’s mirror-women often threaten to fracture it. In 

this way, Baudelaire can be seen as one of the first poets to employ the mirror as a 

symbol of unstable selfhood in the context of the modern city. In his work it becomes 

a means of exploring the relationship between the inner self and the physical self in 

the material world. 

 

Baudelaire’s use of the mirror has significant ramifications for the poets and visual 

artists who were familiar with his work and may have been influenced by it. As a 

prominent art critic who describes numerous artworks as ‘poèmes’ and who 

comments that ‘le meilleur compte rendu d’un tableau pourra être un sonnet ou une 

élégie’, Baudelaire is clearly open to the idea of reciprocal influence between the two 

media.58 Although the relationship between visual art and poetry in the second half of 

the nineteenth century was often one of rivalry, as Linda Goddard has shown, the 

dialogue between them was nevertheless productive.59  

  

In the decades following Baudelaire’s explorations of mirror imagery, other poets and 

visual artists began to emulate his new manner of articulating reflectivity. 

                                                
57 Françoise Meltzer, Seeing Double: Baudelaire’s Modernity (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2011), pp. 1-2. 
58 Baudelaire, ‘Salon de 1846’, in OC, ii, p. 418. For references to artworks as ‘poèmes’, see, for 
instance, Baudelaire, ‘Salon de 1846’, in OC, ii, pp. 431, 440, 444, 459, 464; ‘Salon de 1859’, in OC, 
ii, p. 664; and ‘Le Peintre de la vie moderne’, in OC, ii, pp. 693, 702. 
59 Linda Goddard, Aesthetic Rivalries: Word and Image in France, 1880-1926 (Bern: Peter Lang, 
2012). 
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Baudelaire’s influence on the poets and visual artists of the late nineteenth century has 

been well documented. Scott designates the 1860s as a turning point, marking not 

only Baudelaire’s death (in 1867), but also the first publications by Paul Verlaine and 

Stéphane Mallarmé, and the first exhibitions by Edouard Manet and Claude Monet. 

For Scott this represents ‘the end of the Romantic period in French painting and 

poetry and the beginning of Impressionism’. However, he also acknowledges 

Baudelaire’s role in bridging the two movements by advocating proto-Impressionist 

views on the importance of colour and harmony in art.60 Indeed, Baudelaire’s art 

criticism had a decisive impact on avant-garde artistic production, and on the works 

of Edouard Manet in particular.61 Charles Harrison, for example, claims that 

Baudelaire’s Le Peintre de la vie moderne ‘did more than any other single text to 

establish the character of modernity as represented in art during the later nineteenth 

century.’62 

 

In poetry, too, Baudelaire’s influence was profound. Symbolists such as Mallarmé 

and Henri de Régnier viewed him with reverence, as Régnier’s Cahiers inédits attest. 

Régnier recalls Mallarmé describing the fascination that gripped him when he first 

discovered Baudelaire’s poetry: ‘[c]e fut une possession, quelque chose à rendre 

fou.’63 For Régnier, writing in 1890, Baudelaire’s poems remain ‘peut-être ce qu’il y 

                                                
60 Scott, Pictorialist Poetics, pp. 30, 33, 31. 
61 See Katherine Golsan, ‘The Beholder as flâneur: Structures of Perception in Baudelaire and Manet’, 
French Forum 21.2 (1996), pp. 165-86. See also Lauren S. Weingarden, ‘The Mirror as a Metaphor of 
Baudelairean Modernity’, in Claus Clüver, Véronique Plesch, and Leo Hoek (eds), Orientations: 
Space/Time/Image/Word (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2005), pp. 17-36. Weingarden argues that in Le Peintre 
de la vie moderne ‘the mirror functions as both metaphor and metonymy of modernity’, laying the 
groundwork for its appearance in the works of Manet and the Impressionists. She suggests that the 
mirror is used as a parodic tool to explore the experience of modern life, particularly in relation to 
memory. Weingarden, ‘The Mirror as a Metaphor of Baudelairean Modernity’, p. 17. 
62 Charles Harrison, Painting the Difference: Sex and Spectator in Modern Art, (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 2005), p. 261. 
63 Henri de Régnier, Les Cahiers inédits 1887-1936, ed. David J. Niederauer and François Broche 
(Paris: Editions Pygmalion / Gérard Watelet, 2002), p. 101. 
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a de plus beau dans la poésie française comme texture, structure, valeur des mots, 

autorité, échos.’64 Jules Laforgue was also an attentive student of Baudelaire’s poetry, 

as his notes on Baudelaire demonstrate.65 Grappling with Baudelaire’s legacy was an 

especially complex process for female writers, including the Symbolist poet Marie 

Krysinska. Tracy Paton comments that Krysinska ‘both emulates and parodies 

Baudelaire’ and in doing so appropriates his ‘concept of “correspondances” to 

discredit the traditional myth of the feminine ideal in her poems.’66 In this way, late 

nineteenth-century art and poetry both adapt and challenge Baudelaire’s new ways of 

perceiving and interpreting the world. 

 

Many artists and poets also take up the mirror as a means of exploring the function of 

art. In poetry, the writings of Mallarmé, Régnier, Krysinska, and Laforgue offer 

numerous intriguing examples. There is an even wider selection in the visual arts, 

where Manet, Edgar Degas, Berthe Morisot, Mary Cassatt, and Henri de Toulouse-

Lautrec have produced some of most thought-provoking works. Each of the three 

poets in question uses mirroring to explore optical perception, visual representation, 

and the conflict between inner and outer worlds. This invites comparisons with the 

Impressionists’ efforts to physically observe and portray modern Paris, particularly 

documenting the effect of changes in light. Mallarmé notes in ‘The Impressionists and 

Edouard Manet’, an article that now exists in translation only, that Impressionist 

artworks are ‘composed of a harmony of reflected and ever-changing lights’.67 Here 

Mallarmé evokes mirror-like, almost kaleidoscopic images, seven years before 

                                                
64 Henri de Régnier, Les Cahiers inédits, p. 223. 
65 Jules Laforgue, ‘Baudelaire’ in Œuvres complètes, ed. Jean-Louis Debauve et al, 3 vols (Lausanne: 
Editions L’Age d’Homme, 1986-2000), iii, pp. 159-81. 
66 Tracy L. Paton, ‘Marie Krysinska’s Poetics of Parody: Figures of the Woman Artist’, Nineteenth-
Century French Studies 33.1-2 (Fall-Winter 2004-05), p. 159. 
67 Stéphane Mallarmé, ‘The Impressionists and Edouard Manet’, in Œuvres complètes, 2 vols, ed. 
Bertrand Marchal (Paris: Gallimard, 1998-2003), ii, p. 456. 
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Laforgue’s suggestion that Impressionist artists see reality ‘dans l’atmosphère vivante 

des formes, décomposée, réfractée, réfléchie par les êtres et les choses, en incessantes 

variations’.68 

 

However, we must be wary of indiscriminately applying the term ‘Impressionist’ to 

any avant-garde artist of the late nineteenth century. Indeed, Toulouse-Lautrec, 

productive from the 1880s, belonged to a later generation than Degas, Manet, 

Morisot, and Cassatt. Even though these earlier artists are often considered as 

Impressionists, each of them transcends this label. For example, despite Manet’s 

social connections with the Impressionists and his role in inspiring their innovations, 

he never exhibited alongside them. Degas, who did exhibit with them, nevertheless 

distanced himself from their movement by eschewing their plein air style. Werner 

Hoffmann declares that ‘Degas was not an Impressionist, and never thought of 

himself as an Impressionist.’ For Hoffmann the distinction between Degas and the 

Impressionists lies in his avoidance of ‘the clear realities’ that they sought to show in 

their art: ‘Degas […] preferred to open several windows onto several views at a time, 

to look both outside and inside, penetrating into […] areas of double meaning’.69 This 

dual perspective is reminiscent of Baudelaire’s poetry. While Morisot and Cassatt can 

more easily be categorised as Impressionists than Degas or Manet, their art was 

particularly avant-garde in its depiction of womanhood from female perspectives. 

Each of these four artists was associated with Impressionism, yet their simultaneous 

detachment from it enabled them to offer radical depictions of modern life, often 

conveyed through self-referential acknowledgements of art’s illusory nature. 

 

                                                
68 Laforgue, ‘L’Impressionnisme’, in OC, iii, p. 330. 
69 Werner Hoffmann, Degas: A Dialogue of Difference (London: Thames & Hudson, 2007), p. 9. 
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In his article on Manet and the Impressionists Mallarmé underplays this aspect of 

their aesthetic venture, referring to the Impressionist gaze as ‘steadfast’ and praising 

the ‘truth, simplicity and child-like charm’ of their art.70 Indeed, T.J. Clark 

acknowledges the simplifications in Mallarmé’s approach, arguing that ‘[t]he 

steadfast gaze rather quickly gave way to uncertainty’, ultimately leading to ‘doubts 

about almost everything involved in the act of painting; and in time the uncertainty 

became a value in its own right’.71 Nowhere is this more evident than in paintings that 

exploit the mirror image. Through unconventional manipulations of light, perspective, 

and blurring techniques such as scumbling, these works provoke visual disorientation 

and encourage viewers to question their position in relation to the picture plane. This 

uncertainty reminds us of the gap between representation and reality. The open 

declaration of this illusion is perhaps clearest in the works of Manet and Degas. 

Manet’s motivations, in particular, seem to transcend the purely visual, since his 

works allude to the art historical canon, including the works of Velázquez and the 

Dutch masters, as well as to contemporary literature.72 This lends weight to George 

Mauner’s argument that Manet uses formal experimentation to explore complex 

theoretical and thematic issues.73 Manet and his avant-garde followers use formal 

innovation and visual uncertainty to question the nature of art, often by evoking 

mirrors in a highly Baudelairean manner. 

 

This self-referential approach connects these avant-garde artists to the poets 

associated with Symbolism. Although the link between them may seem unclear, both 

                                                
70 Mallarmé, ‘The Impressionists and Edouard Manet’, in OC, ii, p. 468. 
71 T.J. Clark, The Painting of Modern Life: Paris in the Art of Manet and His Followers (London: 
Thames & Hudson, 1985), p. 12. 
72 Richard Shiff, in 12 Views of Manet’s Bar, ed. Bradford R. Collins (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1996), pp. 6-7. 
73 George Mauner, Manet, Peintre-Philosophe: A Study of the Painter’s Themes (University Park, 
Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1975). 
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groups were interested in their medium’s relationship with the observable world. 

Artists attempting to depict scenes viewed according to their subjective impressions 

could not escape the difference between the visually perceived world and its 

subsequent representation as markings on canvas. In a reversal of this, poets 

attempting to transcend modernity by writing allegorical, dream-like texts could not 

escape the fact that existing words evoke real-world referents. James Rubin comments 

upon this connection in relation to Manet and Mallarmé: ‘[a] dual reading of 

Mallarmé’s poetry as both symbolic and concrete is […] not so distant from our 

experiences of Manet’s art as simultaneously mimetic and semiotic.’74 Rémy de 

Gourmont makes a related point in an article published in Mercure de France in 1892. 

Here Gourmont compares Impressionist and Symbolist painting: 

 

Ces deux arts valent par leur sincérité : pratiquement ils se joignent et se 
complètent, — car il faut au symboliste un fond d’impressionnisme, et 
l’impressionniste qui ne chercherait qu’à emmener des nuances en captivité 
serait le plus vain des détrousseurs de paysages. 
 
 

While the Impressionist must always seek to surpass fleeting naturalism, the 

Symbolist, for his part, cannot fully escape the transitory material world.75 Georges 

Rivière takes this idea further in an 1887 article in L’Impressionniste, in which he 

argues that the Impressionists can be distinguished from other painters in that they 

‘[traitent] un sujet pour les tons et non pour le sujet lui-même’.76 This viewpoint 

draws the Impressionists closer to the Symbolist poets in their apparent prioritisation 
                                                
74 James H. Rubin, Manet’s Silence and the Poetics of Bouquets (London: Reaktion Books, 1994), p. 
155. 
75 Rémy de Gourmont, ‘Les Premiers salons’, Mercure de France 29 (May 1892), p. 61.  
76 Georges Rivière, ‘L’Exposition des impressionnistes’, L’Impressionniste 1 (6th April 1877), p. 3. 
Lilian R. Furst uses Rivière’s comments to argue that the Impressionists prioritised capturing the 
effects of colour and light over producing realistic depictions of modernity. She suggests that they 
selected ‘[s]ubjects close to hand’ mainly because these enabled them to directly observe changes in 
light. See Lilian R. Furst, in Ulrich Finke (ed.), French Nineteenth-Century Painting and Literature 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1972), p. 170. 



33 

of form over content. However, both the Symbolists and the Impressionists produced 

formal innovations through artworks that were to varying degrees anchored in the 

material world. As such, their respective projects, which initially seem divergent, 

reveal a fundamental truth: that neither poetry nor painting can avoid its condition as 

art, which, as Oscar Wilde tells us, is ‘at once surface and symbol.’77 In each medium, 

the mirror motif becomes a way for artists and poets to express this truth while also 

exploring the capabilities and limitations of their respective forms. 

  

The extraordinary dialogue that flourished between artists working in different media 

may have encouraged this shared preoccupation with the nature of art. This 

manifested itself in written correspondence and social gatherings: Manet, Degas, 

Morisot, and Toulouse-Lautrec joined Régnier and other poets at Mallarmé’s mardis, 

while Krysinska married an artist and she, Laforgue, and Toulouse-Lautrec attended 

gatherings at the famous Chat Noir cabaret.78 These connections were profoundly 

related to aesthetic production. Degas asked Mallarmé’s advice when writing sonnets, 

for example, whereas Mallarmé, Laforgue, Krysinska, and Régnier all engaged 

critically with the techniques and aims of avant-garde visual art.79 Mallarmé also 

repeatedly asked his artist friends to provide illustrations for his poems. While his 

requests were often unsuccessful, he did, for instance, secure illustrations from Manet 

for his translation of Poe’s ‘The Raven’ and for ‘L’Après-midi d’un faune’. These 

numerous overlaps between the arts lead Scott to suggest that ‘[n]ever before had the 

                                                
77 Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray, ed. Joseph Bristow (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2008), p. 3. 
78 See, for example, Henri de Régnier, Les Cahiers inédits, pp. 62, 103, 107; Rosemary Lloyd, 
Mallarmé: The Poet and His Circle (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1999); Florence R. J. Goulesque, 
Une femme poète symboliste, Marie Krysinska: la calliope du Chat Noir (Paris: Honoré Champion, 
2001); Paton, ‘Marie Krysinska’s Poetics of Parody’, pp. 147-48. 
79 See James Kearns, Symbolist Landscapes: The Place of Painting in the Poetry and Criticism of 
Mallarmé and his Circle (London: The Modern Humanities Research Association, 1989), p. 88. 
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relationship between poetry and painting been as dynamic and creative as it was at 

this time.’80  

 

Reading the Mirror: An Interdiscipinary Approach 

  

The particular potency of this relationship in late nineteenth-century Paris has made it 

the subject of numerous important studies. James Kearns’ Symbolist Landscapes: The 

Place of Painting in the Poetry and Criticism of Mallarmé and his Circle and Dee 

Reynolds’ Symbolist Aesthetics and Early Abstract Art: Sites of Imaginary Space are 

two pertinent examples.81 Both Kearns and Reynolds examine the relationship 

between Symbolism and Impressionism. Kearns assesses how the Symbolist poets 

interpreted Impressionism through the framework of their own aesthetic ideals, while 

Reynolds examines the two movements’ differing relationships with visible and 

imaginary spaces. Other studies apply an interdisciplinary methodology to the 

nineteenth century more broadly. David Scott’s Pictorialist Poetics: Poetry and the 

Visual Arts in Nineteenth-Century France, Ulrich Finke’s French Nineteenth-Century 

Painting and Literature, and Peter Collier and Robert Lethbridge’s Artistic Relations: 

Literature and the Visual Arts in Nineteenth-Century France are perhaps the most 

prominent in this category.82 Each of these offers useful insights into the possible 

ways of exploring connections between text and image. Indeed, all three of them 

place their principal emphasis on the intermedial dynamics at play rather than on 

specific thematic comparisons between the works of different artists. 

 

                                                
80 Scott, Pictorialist Poetics, p. 2. 
81 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995). 
82 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994). For Scott and Finke, see above, nn. 32 and 76 
respectively. 



35 

Lethbridge is particularly sceptical of the thematic mode of enquiry. Remarking on 

the abundance of criticism comparing Manet and Baudelaire’s works, he asserts that it 

is less helpful to comment on ‘the thematic relation’ between such works as 

Baudelaire’s ‘Le Vin’ or ‘Le Vin des chiffoniers’ and Manet’s Le Buveur d’absinthe 

than it is to note ‘the Baudelairean incongruities’ that Manet’s painting shows.83 It is 

certainly true that when comparing Manet and Baudelaire we should explore their 

shared aesthetic aims. However, a reluctance to acknowledge any value in thematic 

comparisons might lead us to overlook the ways in which themes or motifs can shed 

light on profound creative principles. Such a connection is perhaps less suggestive in 

Lethbridge’s example of the alcohol motif than it is in the case of the mirror motif, 

which, as we have already seen, carries complex cultural and aesthetic connotations.  

 

Studies of the mirror motif in the late nineteenth century have not tended to offer an 

interdisciplinary perspective. Guy Michaud’s ‘Le thème du miroir dans le symbolisme 

français’ offers a sweeping overview, highlighting the prevalence of the mirror in the 

work of poets from Mallarmé to Rollinat.84 Margaret Stojar’s ‘Mirror and Self in 

Symbolist and Post-Symbolist Poetry’ more probingly explores the implications of 

the mirror as a tool to expose fractured identities, although she, too, focuses solely on 

verbal art.85 Others, such as Steven Z. Levine in Monet, Narcissus, and Self-

Reflection: The Modernist Myth of the Self, choose to examine related issues within 

the visual arts. Levine’s study also incorporates poets such as Baudelaire, Mallarmé, 

Régnier, and Paul Valéry. However, he predominantly focuses on the mirroring 

                                                
83 Lethbridge, in Collier and Lethbridge (eds), Artistic Relations, p. 150.  
84 Guy Michaud, ‘Le thème du miroir dans le symbolisme français’, Cahiers de l’Association 
internationale des études françaises 11 (1959), pp. 199-216. 
85 Margaret Stoljar, ‘Mirror and Self in Symbolist and Post-Symbolist Poetry’, The Modern Language 
Review 85.2 (April 1990), pp. 362-72. 
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effects of water rather than on the mirror as a material object.86 Indeed, any study of 

the mirror must address the distinctions between the mirror-object, the process of 

mirroring associated with other reflective surfaces, and the mirror invoked 

metaphorically or figuratively. The last of these should be treated with some caution 

given that in a figurative context the mirror may lose its ambiguity. The verb ‘to 

mirror’ is a perfect example of this, since it often suggests a process of direct 

replication and downplays any inversions or distortions that the process of reflection 

may produce. The mirroring qualities of other reflective surfaces should also be 

considered in the context of their specific symbolic connotations: mirroring water is 

particularly suggestive of the myth of Narcissus, for instance. Although this study will 

include discussions of water, glass, and other mirroring surfaces, it will 

predominantly focus on the mirror-object as it appears within the depicted space of 

poems and artworks. As such, it will not address the topic of self-portraiture, since the 

mirrors used to produce self-portraits are often absent from the pictured area. 

 

This study seeks to demonstrate that thematic comparisons can play a useful role in 

nuancing our understanding of visual art and poetry within an interdisciplinary 

framework. In a rejection of the simplistic outlook that Lethbridge criticises, it aims to 

situate the mirror motif within the wider aesthetic project instigated by Baudelaire, 

which influenced both art and poetry in the later decades of the nineteenth century. 

Rather than citing ekphrasis or theories of transposition d’art to suggest that artists 

and poets directly borrow from each other’s work, it will offer a series of close 

readings to demonstrate that their shared use of the mirror motif reveals parallel 

attempts to test the capabilities of their respective media. For both artists and poets the 

                                                
86 Steven Z. Levine, Monet, Narcissus, and Self-Reflection: The Modernist Myth of the Self (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1994). 
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mirror becomes a way of exploring their medium’s relationship with vision, time, 

movement, framing, and the dynamics of power between subject and object. Together 

these concerns show that from the 1850s onwards the mirror, far from being 

abandoned as a symbol of direct imitation, was reclaimed and reinterpreted to explore 

the mutability of personal perspective. In the process it is ultimately transformed into 

a symbol of artistic and poetic self-reflexivity.  

 

In order to assess these developments in mirror symbolism, we must take Baudelaire 

as our starting point. Beginning with an assessment of Baudelaire’s mirrors as an 

expression of numerous opposing dualities, we will then examine how Baudelaire 

couples women with mirrors as a means of undermining the subjective perspective 

that his own works adopt. As we have already seen, the connection between women 

and mirrors has existed since their invention. While women gazing into mirrors have 

been associated with vanity and eros, those who become embodiments of the mirror’s 

symbolic function, such as the Virgin Mary, have been connected with purity and 

virtue. When women’s eyes appear as mirrors, their relationship with the poetic 

persona has become more ambiguous, as Ronsard and Gautier have shown. 

 

This long-standing link between women and mirrors seems so ubiquitous that the 

underlying reasons for it merit a brief reassessment. Although any explanation of this 

phenomenon can never be conclusive, it is nevertheless possible to identify two main 

factors that have influenced historic depictions of mirrored femininity. The first 

relates to the perception of women as objects of desire. In societies where a woman’s 

value lay in her marriageability or her sexual allure, which, in turn, were affected by 

her physical appearance, it is perhaps unsurprising that women were often depicted 
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with mirrors. Jenijoy La Belle highlights the prominence of the idea of the woman as 

a viewed object:  

 

[I]n European culture for at least the last two centuries a female self as a 
social, psychological, and literary phenomenon is defined, to a considerable 
degree, as a visual image and structured, in part, by continued acts of 
mirroring.87 

 
 

Indeed, the phenomenon that La Belle identifies can be seen to stretch back further 

than the late eighteenth century, as the Renaissance images of Venus at her mirror 

illustrate. The vanity and sexuality of this mirrored woman is at times portrayed as a 

dangerous temptation, capable of luring the male gazer into sin. The second feature 

influencing portrayals of women with mirrors is related to the centuries-long 

dominance of male voices and gazes in artistic production. From a male perspective, 

the apparent Otherness of the female sex could account for the more mystical and 

allegorical connections that developed between women and mirrors. In these works 

the woman becomes a cipher for concepts that the male artist or poet can never fully 

understand. The mirror possesses a similarly enigmatic quality. Revealing an 

ephemeral other world, it, too, signifies the impenetrable unknown. 

 

In the late nineteenth century, these long-standing ideas began to be challenged, 

nuanced, and at times replaced with new associations. The second chapter of this 

study will examine how Baudelaire’s often violently misogynistic texts feed into 

previous traditions of mirrored femininity and subvert them in unexpected ways. Like 

the kaleidoscopic modern city, Baudelaire’s mirror-women are mutable: when the 

                                                
87 Jenijoy La Belle, Herself Beheld: The Literature of the Looking Glass (Ithaca: Cornell University 
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poet catches sight of his reflection in her moving glass, the experience is often jarring. 

At times it even threatens to undermine his power as a subjective seer and creator. 

The woman’s Otherness is not merely a source of fascination and longing: it also 

poses a fundamental threat to male selfhood.  

 

The second part of the study will take a broader focus, examining how Baudelaire’s 

depiction of women and mirrors is adapted and challenged in the art and poetry of 

Régnier, Laforgue, Krysinska, Mallarmé, Degas, Manet, Toulouse-Lautrec, Morisot, 

and Cassatt. The fractures in male identity that Baudelaire exposes through his use of 

mirror-women only widen in these later works, where the woman is increasingly 

shown to be autonomous, moving beyond male control. Her psychology also begins 

to feature more explicitly in her mirroring. As chapter four demonstrates, this is 

perhaps most pronounced in the works of female artists and poets, who use the mirror 

to explore the connection between women’s physical and mental selves. Particularly 

in the works of Krysinska, Morisot, and Cassatt, but also in those by Manet and 

Mallarmé, the mirror allows the depicted woman to take control of her destiny and 

create her own identity, often by resisting the roles usually prescribed to her by men. 

In the process she becomes an emblem of self-reflexive art. 

 

The final part of the study examines how these artists and poets incorporate mirrors 

into different contexts and use them as a means of demonstrating the shifting and 

complicated nature of our perceptual relationships with spaces, objects, and people. It 

particularly addresses the unseen or unimaginable spaces that are indicated in the 

mirror, examining the differing means of representing such spaces in avant-garde 

poetry and visual art. The final chapter examines how these artists and poets use 
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processes of framing to represent the visual confusion of life in the modern city. From 

1850 to 1900, the mirror becomes a means of exposing and juxtaposing conflicting 

subjective experiences in the metropolis. Moving beyond mimesis, in the works of the 

Parisian avant-garde the mirror takes on a new significance as an agent of 

fragmentation and eventually comes to represent self-reflexive artistic processes. 
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I 

Baudelaire's Mirrors: The Art of the Shifting Gaze 

 

1: Mutable Mirrors: Baudelaire’s Subjective Vision 

   

The mirror motif plays a central role in Baudelaire’s articulation of modernity and in 

his exploration of subjective experiences. However, only a small number of critics 

have studied Baudelaire’s mirrors in any depth and the existing literature draws few 

satisfactory conclusions. Jean Starobinski and Fabrice Wilhelm have spoken at some 

length about mirrors in Baudelaire’s works.88 Starobinski focuses on the relationship 

between the poet’s spleen and his destructive self-reflexivity. For Starobinski 

creativity is the poet’s sole solace, performing a mirror function in its use of allegory 

to displace his pain. Starobinski’s assessment is helpful in outlining the link between 

Baudelaire’s mirrors and the themes of self-destruction and escape. However, 

Wilhelm challenges Starobinski’s suppositions by questioning his assumption that 

mirrors inherently reveal truth. Wilhelm argues that the kinds of mirrors seen in ‘Le 

Poème du hachisch’ serve as ‘un instrument de l’auto-exaltation, de la divinisation du 

moi’, and that this instrument ‘est donc un vecteur du mensonge. […] Baudelaire 

associe très majoritairement le miroir à l’illusion et non à la vérité’.89 The question of 

the mirror’s reliability is central to its significance as a Baudelairean motif. It also has 

ramifications for the debate surrounding the mimetic function of art and its 

corresponding truthfulness. The notion of subjective perception is crucial here, as 

Baudelaire manipulates the mirror to reflect the workings of the creative mind just as 

much as the materiality of the exterior world. 
                                                
88 Jean Starobinski, La Mélancolie au miroir (Alençon: Julliard, 1990) and Fabrice Wilhelm, 
Baudelaire: L’Écriture du narcissisme (Paris: L’Harmattan, 1999). 
89 Wilhelm, Baudelaire: L’Écriture du narcissisme, p. 67. 
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In his use of the mirror image Baudelaire encourages the reader to contemplate the 

function of the gaze within his texts and its corresponding impact on our 

understanding of the poetic persona. Baudelaire portrays the poet’s mind as a 

distorting mirror that can access dreamworlds and invert reality. However, the mirror 

also represents the ironic self-awareness of humanity after the Fall. Here the reader 

and poet are both implicated in the process of mirroring. In his prose poems, 

meanwhile, Baudelaire further fragments the mirror-gaze and uses it to destabilise the 

reader’s perception of Parisian life, as well as his understanding of poetic perspective. 

Within his works as a whole, Baudelaire also manipulates the process of mirroring in 

a linguistic sense. By closely examining these various uses of the mirror, we can 

reach a more nuanced understanding of the complexities of poetic perception in 

Baudelaire’s writing. 

 

Imaginary Visions: The Mirror of the Poetic Mind 

 

Within Baudelaire’s poetry mirrors are often associated with the force of the poet’s 

imagination and his visions of oneiric states. For example, in ‘Rêve parisien’ 

Starobinski notes that the dream develops ‘la magie d’un immense miroir mouvant, et 

composé lui-même d’infinies surfaces miroitantes.’90 The first section of this poem is 

replete with images of mirrors, water, polished surfaces, and sparkling light. The 

poetic persona evokes ‘un palais infini’ with its textures of ‘cristal’ and its ‘étangs 

dormants’ in which ‘gigantesques naïades, | Comme des femmes, se miraient’ (ll. 14, 

18, 22-24). There are also ‘nappes d’eau’, ‘flots magiques’, and ‘[d]’immenses glaces 

                                                
90 Starobinski, La Mélancolie au miroir, pp. 86-87. 
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éblouies | Par tout ce qu’elles reflétaient’ (ll. 30-32).91 The word ‘glace’ here is 

ambiguous, potentially referring to icy landscapes or perhaps to enormous mirrors 

dazzled by their own reflections. Even darkness takes on a reflective shine, as ‘tout, 

même la couleur noire, | Semblait fourbi, clair, irisé’ (ll. 41-42). These lines are 

characteristic of the poem’s mirror-like inversions. While blackness seems bright and 

polished, mythical naiads, who might otherwise be at home in this fantastical setting, 

are made banal through a comparison to ordinary women as they examine themselves 

in the ‘étangs dormants’. Elsewhere Baudelaire reverses vertical hierarchies, 

redirecting oceans beneath tunnels of stone, making rivers fall from the sky and 

describing the depths of the earth as diamond-like, while the stars, which are more 

usually compared with diamonds, become the realm of the Ganges (ll. 34-40). This 

repeated emphasis on the shifting reversal of familiar images demonstrates how 

fantasy worlds such as this, dominated by reflective surfaces and depicted in the 

mirror of the poetic persona’s imagination, can disrupt our usual mode of seeing. 

 

This process of inversion is replicated in the poem’s structure, as section II reverses 

the ideas outlined in section I. The image of the sky pouring shadows onto the world 

(ll. 59-60) provides a dark counterpoint to the rivers gushing into diamond gulfs 

earlier in the poem. Furthermore, whilst the first section describes the ‘silence 

d’éternité’ that reigns in a dreamworld where the visual is given precedence (‘[t]out 

pour l’œil, rien pour les oreilles !’), in the second section this is interrupted by the 

clock cruelly ticking ‘aux accents funèbres’ (ll. 51-52, 57). This presage of mortality 

inverts the sense of infinite splendour evoked in the first section. The scenes depicted 

                                                
91 Baudelaire, ‘Les Fleurs du Mal’, in OC, i, pp. 101-03. Further references to Les Fleurs du Mal and 
Le Spleen de Paris will be to this edition and henceforth given in the main text as FM and page 
number, and SP and page number. Where no page number is given, the previous reference in the text 
continues to apply. 
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in section I are such that ‘jamais mortel n’en vit’ (l. 2), suggesting that they belong to 

a realm beyond time or death. The multiple mirror-surfaces that replicate each other 

ad infinitum confirm this reading. We are also told that in this ‘palais infini’ waterfalls 

‘[c]omme des rideaux de cristal | Se suspendaient’ (ll. 18-9), a description that freezes 

gushing water into an eternal and unchanging image. Elsewhere Baudelaire replaces 

natural imagery with artificial and reflective constructions that are impervious to 

decay (‘[j]’avais banni de ces spectacles | Le végétal irrégulier’ and ‘[n]on d’arbres, 

mais de colonnades | Les étangs dormants s’entouraient’) (ll. 7-8, 21-22).  

 

Baudelaire’s focus on artificiality is tied to the artistic identity of the poetic persona. 

In yet another mirror-like inversion, the supposedly unconscious dreamer becomes the 

conscious creator of a magical landscape. This disjunction suggests the presence of a 

further gaze: that of the self-aware writer who crafts the poem and acts as a mirrored 

double of the sleeping poet who views the scene in his dreams. By showing both sides 

of the poetic persona’s split identity, Baudelaire imbues the conscious creator with the 

mystical properties of a voyant, whose sleeping mind conjures unreal images. 

Furthermore, the first stanza of the poem initiates this doubling effect by evoking the 

second, reflected image that lingers in the speaker’s memory after he has woken: 

 

De ce terrible paysage, 
Tel que jamais mortel n’en vit, 
Ce matin encore l’image, 
Vague et lointaine, me ravit.  (ll. 1-4) 
 
 

The landscape is so fantastical that no mortal has seen anything like it, suggesting that 

the speaker is exceptional in his visionary capacities. While he can perceive a world 

beyond our imagining, the reader, a mere mortal, can only reach it through the 
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remembered reflections of the speaker’s dreams. Its absence from the visible material 

world relegates this dreamland to a realm of non-being, a space that is analogous to 

the unreachable reflections in a mirror. 

  

The speaker emphasises the visual element of his conscious re-creation when he 

refers to himself as an artist: ‘peintre fier de mon génie, | Je savourais dans mon 

tableau […]’ (ll. 9-10). This designation confirms the importance throughout the 

poem of the process of looking, an idea that Baudelaire instigates in his dedication to 

Constantin Guys. The diminished role of language, meanwhile, is suggested in the 

reference to Babel (l. 13) and its implications of linguistic confusion, which is 

appropriate in a world that effectively silences oral communication. This prioritisation 

of image over word proves to be illusory, however, given that this static, visual scene 

is conveyed to us through the verbal and temporal progression of a consciously 

crafted poem. 

 

The moving stillness suggested by this synthesis of poetry with visual art is replicated 

in the evocation of the mirror and its infinite reflections. The seemingly passive 

mirror is an agent of motion, since the spectator’s gaze bounces back towards him. 

Thus even a still figure looking at a mirror can suggest movement, as the gaze focuses 

on a distant object and comes back towards itself, repetitively moving and yet making 

no physical advance. In this way, the mirror’s attributes are desirable for Baudelaire’s 

ideal art form, synthesising poetry and painting in its capacity to depict movement 

and thus temporal processes, just as poetry does, within a fixed frame, like a painting. 

This contradictory notion of moving stillness, the infinite cycle of looking and the 
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poem’s destabilising inversions all contribute to the fantastical atmosphere of the 

poetic persona’s imaginary mirror-world in ‘Rêve parisien’.  

 

Mirror Distortions: Transforming the Familiar 

 

While the mirror can evoke invented worlds, it also produces disturbing images of 

familiar phenomena. For example, Lloyd Austin suggests that ‘Horreur sympathique’ 

is indicative of Baudelaire’s ‘symbolique renversée, non plus céleste, mais 

infernale’.92 This poem turns familiar imagery upside down and, mirror-like, presents 

its flipped image (FM, 77-78): 

 

Cieux déchirés comme des grèves 
En vous se mire mon orgueil; 
Vos vastes nuages en deuil 
 
Sont les corbillards de mes rêves, 
Et vos lueurs sont le reflet 
De l’Enfer où mon cœur se plaît.  (ll. 9-14) 
 

 
The image of Hell reflected in the sky is an inversion of the usual image of the sky 

reflected in earthly phenomena, such as lakes or oceans. Baudelaire’s habit of 

reversing familiar imagery and seeing in the world the opposite of what others see 

makes him, in a sense, a mirror. Like the looking glass, he faces the world and reflects 

an image that corresponds but does not precisely imitate, since it produces uncanny 

inversions. The sky reflects the gulfs and bowels of the earth, whilst all things rotting 

and depraved can contain kernels of beauty.  

 

                                                
92 Lloyd James Austin, L'Univers poétique de Baudelaire: symbolisme et symbolique (Paris: Mercure 
de France, 1956), p. 335. 
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Elsewhere, however, Baudelaire suggests that it may be the observer’s perspective, 

rather than the mirror, that produces distortions. We see this in ‘Le Cygne’, where it is 

the poet’s memory that imbues the mirror-surface with the power to distort (FM, 85-

87). Water here is both a mirror and a portal that transports Andromache’s Troy into 

the present day. The idea of the illusory mirror recurs here; this river is merely a 

shadowy imitation of the Simoeis, just as Paris is a shadow of the city that the poet 

remembers. This ability to recall a lost past is a characteristic particular to the poet. 

The commanding opening address to Andromache with its exclamatory ‘je pense à 

vous !’ highlights the conjuring effect of the poetic voice. Despite the fact that the 

river is merely a ‘[p]auvre et triste miroir’, the poet’s imagination ties it to the 

‘immense majesté’ of Andromache’s grief (ll. 2-3). Her remembered tears fill the 

river, or perhaps magnify the mirror, until it can nourish the poet’s memory. It is not 

Andromache herself but rather the poet’s ability to use the mirror-river to recall her 

that triggers his prolonged reminiscence. However, Baudelaire also presents the 

poet’s power as a curse: ‘tout pour moi devient allégorie | Et mes chers souvenirs sont 

plus lourds que des rocs’ (ll. 31-32). The mirror-river that initially grants the poet 

access to the past ultimately floods, burdening him with an allegorical way of seeing 

the world. Just as the mirror displaces the image of the self, so too does the mirror-

river inspire visions of displaced people and things, uprooted and projected into 

unfamiliar realms. As a result of this, the reader must also view the city allegorically, 

through the poet’s fractured vision. 

 

Baudelaire stresses the subjectivity of the artistic gaze by contrasting the moving city 

with the poet’s intransigence: ‘Paris change ! mais rien dans ma mélancolie | N’a 

bougé !’ (ll. 7-8). The same sentiment can be found in the first section: ‘la forme 
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d’une ville | Change plus vite, hélas ! que le cœur d’un mortel’ (ll. 29-30). Here the 

poet’s professed emotional constancy enables him to retain the image of a city that 

has disappeared. Viewing past and present simultaneously, in an example of what 

Meltzer calls Baudelaire’s ‘double vision’, the poet elevates the past to the status of a 

second present moment.93 This doubled vision promotes a mirror mode of looking, 

where one vision of the city does not match the other. A similar effect can be found in 

the mismatched reflections of Manet’s paintings.94 Both ‘Le Cygne’ and Manet’s 

works demonstrate how the perspective that an artwork encourages us to adopt can 

disrupt our habitual modes of looking. Baudelaire thus demonstrates that the world 

captured in the mirror varies depending on the perspective and memories of the 

viewer. Through the evocative power of poetry the past is made visible and rises from 

the river’s waters as a ghostly, mirror-like double.  

 

Mirrored Depths: Irony and Postlapsarian Dualism 

 

The ambiguity of the mirror image is perhaps one reason for its appearance alongside 

depictions of water. Oceans and pools are both reflective on the surface and possess 

mysterious depths. They also recall the fate of Narcissus. In poems such as 

‘L’Homme et la mer’ the mirroring power of the sea is metaphorical as well as literal, 

allowing the viewer to contemplate his inner identity through the visual recognition of 

his reflection (FM, 19). Baudelaire ties the effects of mirroring to the notion of 

infinity, suggesting that the sea’s endless billowing reflects the bottomless depths of 

the human soul. In this instance reflection links two infinite entities and, if such a 

thing were possible, redoubles them. However, as we saw in ‘Rêve parisien’, the 

                                                
93 Meltzer, Seeing Double, p. 1. 
94 See Chapter 4’s analysis of A Bar at the Folies Bergère (1881-82). 
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connections established by the act of mirroring are fraught with contradictions. For 

example, the poem’s curious opening address to the ‘[h]omme libre’ initially seems to 

tie into the concept of boundless expanses that the infinite sea implies. However, 

Baudelaire repeatedly undermines the possibility of freedom as the poem progresses. 

For example, upon gazing into the oceanic mirror, the viewer’s heart ‘se distrait 

quelquefois de sa propre rumeur’ (l. 7). The concept that the viewer uses his reflection 

to escape the confines of his own fallible body contradicts the idea that he was ever 

truly free. Furthermore, any sense of distraction or escape that the mirror-gaze affords 

must surely be illusory, since the mirror ultimately imprisons the viewer in an 

unending process of introspection. These tensions between freedom and confinement 

are reminiscent of Baudelaire’s interest in the evocative power of constraining frames. 

Discussing the sonnet form in a letter to Armand Fraisse in 1860, he remarks: ‘[p]arce 

que la forme est contraignante, l’idée jaillit plus intense.’95 The same principle applies 

to ‘L’Homme et la mer’, where Baudelaire describes the dual depths of the sea and of 

man’s soul within the space of sixteen lines. The written frame of the poem traps the 

concept of infinity just as the inescapable fact of man’s mortality traps the ‘homme 

libre’ even as he stares into the ocean. The poetic form acts as a mirror frame, 

delineating set boundaries within which the notion of the infinite is more powerfully 

evoked through reflective waters. 

 

The dichotomy between freedom and limitation is compounded in the poem’s final 

quatrain, which reveals the combative relationship between man and the sea, and thus 

between man and his mirror image: ‘[ô] lutteurs éternels, ô frères implacables !’ (l. 

16). In this way ‘L’Homme et la mer’ expresses the dichotomy between familiarity 

                                                
95 Charles Baudelaire, Correspondance, ed. Claude Pichois and Jean Ziegler, 2 vols (Paris: Gallimard, 
1973), i, p. 676. 
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and strangeness that lies at the heart of the mirror image. In this poem mankind’s soul 

and the sea are also depicted as equally bitter and shadowy gulfs that are drawn to ‘le 

carnage et la mort’. The darkness that infiltrates the mirroring effect here returns in 

‘La Musique’, a poem otherwise characterised by active imagery and the soaring of 

both musical and oceanic swells (FM, 68). When the mirror image is introduced, 

following the rather abrupt caesura in the penultimate line, it acts as the portent of 

melancholy: ‘[d]’autres fois, calme plat, grand miroir | De mon désespoir !’ The 

sudden shift in this line is made more disconcerting by the mirror’s implacable 

stillness. Furthermore, Baudelaire disrupts the analogy comparing the effects of music 

on the poet to the effects of the sea on a ship by introducing a seemingly new, 

although ostensibly related, metaphor. This analogy within an analogy distances us 

from the original point of comparison whilst also using mise en abyme to mimic the 

mirror effect that it describes. The poem’s form also replicates its content both aurally 

and visually in its placement on the page. The alternation of long and short lines 

echoes the movement of crashing and receding waves. The word ‘miroir’ hangs 

suspended on the end of a longer line, leaning over the misery that it reflects in the 

final line of the poem. This highlights the vertical trajectory of the reflected gaze as it 

applies to the oceanic mirror. In this poem mankind must look down into the ocean’s 

depths in order to see itself. The same is true in ‘L’Homme et la mer’: ‘[t]u te plais à 

plonger au sein de ton image’ (l. 5). Introspective mirroring thus follows the 

descendant trajectory of the Fall. However, like self-awareness within sin, the 

narcissism of the melancholy viewer paradoxically acts as his mode of escape. 

 

In ‘L’Héautontimorouménos’ the tension between freedom and incarceration is 

explored through the motif of sadomasochism (FM, 78-9). Here, rather than observe 
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his own reflection, the poetic persona becomes a mirror for the personification of 

irony: ‘[j]e suis le sinistre miroir | Où la mégère se regarde’ (ll. 19-20). The direct 

metaphorical replacement of the poetic persona with the mirror is indicative of his 

subordination, which undoes his portrayal as a torturer in the first three stanzas. The 

use of the mirror symbol also emphasises the numerous divisions that pervade the 

poem. These divisions are reminiscent of the rift between the self and its mirror 

image. Baudelaire uses the concept of irony to assert the importance of the theme of 

disparities, since irony highlights the discrepancy between expectations and reality. 

This notion is central to Baudelaire’s worldview because it corresponds to the poet’s 

quest for the Ideal, which is abruptly halted when he remembers the baseness of 

reality. In Baudelaire’s poetic universe the rupture inherent in irony plays as crucial a 

role as the disjunction between art and life, between past and present, and between the 

mirror image and the real self. 

 

The importance of disparities manifests itself in the poem’s title, which uses a single 

long word in two different languages (French, evident in the accented letters, and 

Greek) to reconcile two conflicting identities (victim and torturer). Throughout the 

poem irony underscores the notion of a diversion from an expected mode of thinking, 

which is analogous to the mirror diverting our expected mode of vision. Indeed, 

Starobinski describes irony as a ‘réflexion de la réflexion’, which ‘ne possède selon 

Baudelaire aucune valeur libératrice’.96 The image of irony as a double reflection 

evokes a hall of mirrors in which the speaker becomes trapped. In 

‘L’Héautontimorouménos’ we see this in the disjunction between the speaker’s 

violent intentions towards an unknown victim, always expressed in the future tense, 

                                                
96 Starobinski, La Mélancolie au miroir, p. 31.  
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and the reality of his paralysing self-abasement. It is ostensibly this discrepancy that 

leads the speaker to describe himself as ‘un faux accord | Dans la divine symphonie’ 

(ll. 13-14). Baudelaire portrays the irony of the speaker’s situation as both an internal 

and an external phenomenon. Initially it shakes and bites him, suggesting its existence 

as a separate entity, but then it emerges from within, in the speaker’s voice and as a 

black poison in his blood (l1. 15-18). This ruptures the personification of irony, which 

already represents dissonance, into two separate manifestations that examine 

themselves in the mirror-poet. This poet also has a split personality that is intertwined 

with irony. This confuses our interpretation of the mirror, which produces further 

splits in its separation of the self from its reflection. In a poem replete with binary 

divisions, the mirror is unlikely to produce a whole and straightforwardly imitative 

reflection. Indeed, it seems more capable of generating a potentially infinite series of 

fractures that subvert our understanding of how the mirror-gaze operates. 

 

Baudelaire’s sadomasochist is nevertheless painfully self-aware, which means that his 

endlessly fractured mirror-gaze perceives the true ugliness of the human condition. 

Indeed, Pendergrast links the self-awareness of mirror recognition to the growth of 

sadistic impulses: ‘[w]hat would sadists know about exquisite torture unless they 

could imagine what it felt like?’97 Poetry, like sadomasochism, also performs a mirror 

function. In 1860 Armand Fraisse described Les Fleurs du Mal as ‘le miroir fidèle 

dans lequel une grande intelligence tourmentée offre sincèrement le reflet de ses 

oscillations, de ses incertitudes passées’.98 Whilst Baudelaire’s sincerity or fidelity is 

never certain due to his frequent irony, Fraisse nevertheless highlights the despair 

often caused by the inward gaze in his poetry.  
                                                
97 Pendergrast, in Anderson (ed.), The Book of the Mirror, p. 10. 
98 Armand Fraisse, Armand Fraisse sur Baudelaire: 1857-1869, ed. Claude and Vincenette Pichois 
(Gembloux: Duculot, 1973), p. 42. 
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Baudelaire deems the process of self-perception to be painful primarily because it 

reminds the viewer of his fallen nature. Despite this, he also shows that this awareness 

is the only consolation available to postlapsarian humanity. This link to sin might 

underpin Starobinski’s suggestion that ‘l’image que renvoient les miroirs […] reste 

des appartenances de Satan’.99 In allegorical terms, the Fall represents mankind 

finally seeing its true darkness reflected in a mirror. This is best shown in 

‘L’Irrémédiable’, which invokes a series of powerful images to demonstrate Satan’s 

skill (FM, 79-80). The only relief afforded to the individual in his otherwise relentless 

suffering is self-awareness. Baudelaire describes this as ‘un cœur devenu son miroir’ 

(l. 34), once again suggesting that the split self can think, feel, and contemplate its 

own suffering.  

 

Baudelaire indicates this throughout the poem in the themes of darkness, vision, and 

awareness. In the first section every image of suffering involves either disorientation 

or some form of blindness. The first stanza connects the image of descent with the 

loss of vision that it entails:  

 

 Une Idée, une Forme, un Etre  
Parti de l’azur et tombé 
Dans un Styx bourbeux et plombé 
Où nul œil du Ciel ne pénètre.  (ll. 1-4) 
 

 
The poem repeatedly plunges into darkness, as the Angel of the third stanza pirouettes 

in the ‘ténèbres’ of a whirlpool, the man trapped in a den of reptiles searches for ‘la 

lumière et la clé’, and the damned man ‘sans lampe’ approaches the edge of an abyss. 

                                                
99 Starobinski, La Mélancolie au miroir, p. 32. 
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Finally the monsters of the abyss look out with ‘les larges yeux de phosphore’ which 

‘[f]ont une nuit plus noire encore | Et ne rendent visibles qu’eux’ (ll. 16, 17, 21-24). 

This suffocating succession of images establishes a strong link between damnation 

and blindness. The damned man is both incapable of seeing and incapable of hiding 

from unsolicited gazes. Deprived of God’s potentially protective or redemptive gaze, 

he is thrust instead before the gaze of unknown monsters whose form and identity he 

cannot decipher. While the gaze of God may bring illumination, the gaze of these 

creatures has the power both to intensify the blackness surrounding the damned man, 

and to insist upon his status as the object of another’s gaze. This is precisely 

analogous to the experience of being objectified, as Sartre describes it in L’Etre et le 

néant:  

 

Par le regard d’autrui, je me vis comme figé au milieu du monde, comme en 
danger, comme irrémédiable. Mais je ne sais ni quel je suis, ni quelle est ma 
place dans le monde.100  

 

 
In view of this, the true punishment for Baudelaire’s damné is a lack of self-

awareness, in both a purely visual sense and in a metaphysical sense. It is this implied 

removal of the mirror-gaze that terrifies us, for it leads to endless darkness and a 

complete obliteration of our sense of self.  

 

The second gaze observing the scenes in ‘L’Irrémédiable’ belongs to the reader, who 

visually follows the various descents described in the poem’s downward column of 

stanzas. The second section of the poem acknowledges the awareness that the reader 

gains, and, in reflecting on the first section, seems separated from it by a conceptual 

                                                
100 Jean-Paul Sartre, L’Etre et le néant: essai d’ontologie phénoménologique (Paris: Gallimard, 1980), 
p. 314. Sartre’s emphases. 
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mirror-line. The eight lines of the second section also reflect in a condensed form the 

eight stanzas of the first section. Where darkness and blindness reign in these eight 

stanzas, in the final section the infernal light associated with the mirror image brings 

awareness and understanding. This reminds us of Hazlitt’s description of poetry as 

combining the effects of the mirror with those of the lamp.101 Here the reader, and 

perhaps also the sinner, finds comfort in his ability to see himself as both the gazing 

subject and the viewed object, enabling an awareness of his own fallen condition. 

 

For Baudelaire’s reader this same mirror mode of looking is advocated throughout 

Les Fleurs du Mal, after initially appearing in the closing line of ‘Au Lecteur’ to 

suggest his complicity with the speaker: ‘—[h]ypocrite lecteur, – mon semblable, – 

mon frère !’ (FM, 6). This line, directly addressing the reader, aims to expose his dual 

nature and force him into a position of self-awareness. The final poem of the 

collection, ‘Le Voyage’, again evokes the redemptive power of this self-awareness 

(FM, 129-34):  

 
Amer savoir, celui qu’on tire du voyage ! 
Le monde, monotone et petit, aujourd'hui, 
Hier, demain, toujours, nous fait voir notre image : 
Une oasis d’horreur dans un désert d’ennui ! (ll. 109-112) 
 

 
These lines suggest that the mirror image, and our corresponding self-awareness, 

represents our only opportunity of being roused from life’s interminable boredom. In 

this way ‘Le Voyage’ closes the collection by mirroring the ideas expressed in ‘Au 

Lecteur’, and by making a similar appeal to the reader to adopt a self-reflexive mode 

of seeing. 

                                                
101 See p. 21. 
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Subjective Mirroring in Le Spleen de Paris 

 

In Baudelaire’s prose poems, the line distinguishing self-awareness from self-

recognition and self-satisfaction becomes less clear. Self-awareness is the privilege of 

thinking men such as the poet, whereas if the man of the crowd contemplates his 

reflection Baudelaire is more inclined to accuse him of vulgar narcissism. This 

distinction is most apparent in ‘Le Miroir’ (SP, 344). The ‘homme épouvantable’ in 

this poem could represent a member of the self-satisfied middle class, just as blind to 

his own flaws as the hypocrite in ‘La Fausse Monnaie’. However, Maria Scott offers 

an alternative reading, positing the ugly man as the poet, and the narrator, with his 

common sense, as the bourgeois. Scott reminds us that, like the man in the mirror, the 

poet is capable of finding beauty within ugliness, even as the crowd scorns him.102 

‘Le Miroir’ manipulates the reader’s standpoint, which changes our understanding of 

where the irony is directed. It is also significant that Baudelaire avoids any 

description of the mirror or of the image that the man sees within it. By positioning 

himself within the scene, facing the man and potentially unable to see the mirror, the 

poet maintains our uncertainty about both the man’s internal responses and his 

relationship with his reflection. These ambiguities are typical of Baudelaire’s use of 

the mirror motif. Its role as a tool of exposure or a portal to a dreamworld varies 

according to the observer’s position. How we receive and interpret this depends upon 

the perspective of the poet, who, like a painter, arranges the spatial components of the 

scene to demonstrate the complexities of the mirror-gaze. Far from a straightforward 

                                                
102 Maria C. Scott, Baudelaire’s ‘Le Spleen de Paris’: Shifting Perspectives (Hampshire: Ashgate 
Publishing, 2005), pp. 137, 139-40. 
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embodiment of imitation, the mirror instead exposes both the distorting power of the 

poetic voice and the subjectivity of the act of vision. 

 

This statement has important repercussions on our understanding of Baudelairean 

self-reflection, a concept that has already been the focus of much critical literature. 

Although this might therefore seem to be a well-worn topic, returning to the abstract 

notion of mirroring in the light of new ideas about Baudelaire’s mirror-objects allows 

us to draw fresh conclusions. In Le Spleen de Paris the theme of mirroring is tied to 

the constant dichotomy between the poet’s idealism and reality. We see this in ‘Le 

Mauvais Vitrier’, where the glass panes that so offend the narrator must be smashed 

precisely because of their transparency (SP, 285-87). Unlike the mirror, they do not 

redirect or alter our trajectory of vision. This is particularly evident when the narrator 

requests ‘des vitres magiques, des vitres de paradis’. (SP, 287) Given the prevalence 

of the phrase ‘miroir magique’ in popular culture, we are led to make an association 

between the two glass surfaces.  

 

It is clear that Baudelaire’s mirrors and his exploration of the mirror-gaze pose 

questions about how, and through whom, we see. While the narrator demands to see 

through a filter that will show ‘la vie en beau’, we see Paris through the filter of 

poetic perspective. For example, the speaker spends the first half of the poem 

describing an ‘espèce d’énergie qui jaillit de l’ennui et de la rêverie’ that manifests 

itself among ‘les plus indolents et les plus rêveurs des êtres.’ (SP, 285) This 

establishes the speaker as a would-be philosopher meditating on human impulses, 

which alters our view of his absurd and cruel actions towards the vitrier. It also 

demonstrates that the speaker, along with his fellow rêveurs, may have a split 
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identity. This separates the thinking self from the active self and introduces a 

distorted, doppelgänger-like mirroring. On closer inspection, the structure of the poem 

reinforces this idea. In the first half the speaker ruminates on the concept of dual 

identities; in the second, he commits his own ‘action d’éclat’ (SP, 286). Immediately 

we see that the poem itself echoes the speaker, at first concerned with mental 

processes but then shifting suddenly towards violent action. 

 

The contemplative first section of the poem and its more active second section are 

brought together by a hinge sentence that lies precisely at the centre of the poem:  

 

J’ai été plus d’une fois victime de ces crises et de ces élans, qui nous 
autorisent à croire que des Démons malicieux se glissent en nous et nous font 
accomplir, à notre insu, leurs plus absurdes volontés. 

 

 
Not yet moving into an account of the incident itself but nevertheless introducing the 

active ‘je’ voice for the first time, this sentence could be seen as the mirror-line within 

the text, allowing the ideas of the first half of the poem to reflect onto our reading of 

the second half. As readers we are led to examine the vitrier incident through the filter 

of the speaker’s assertive hypothesis about dual personalities. We therefore watch the 

speaker reflecting on his own actions whilst also understanding his ruminations as he 

does so. This, like a ‘vitre magique’, colours our view of the scene and demonstrates 

how art can perform a mirror function by disturbing the direction of our gaze. 

 

The depiction of windows in ‘Les Fenêtres’ furthers this concept of distortion. While 

in ‘Le Mauvais Vitrier’ the transparent vitres are seemingly worthless because they do 

not transform the gaze, in ‘Les Fenêtres’ the speaker asserts that ‘[i]l n’est pas d’objet 
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plus profond, plus mystérieux, plus fécond, plus ténébreux, plus éblouissant qu’une 

fenêtre éclairée d’une chandelle.’ (SP, 339) These two poems present opposing 

arguments about the evocative power of the window, since ‘Les Fenêtres’ places more 

emphasis on the effect of the imagination. This discrepancy reveals the importance of 

the poetic persona and the influence of his perspective on the world of Le Spleen de 

Paris. The speaker’s ironic self-mockery, evident in the bathos of such poems as ‘La 

Soupe et les nuages’, complicates the reader’s position in relation to the poems. By 

showing us Paris through another’s eyes, as the title of the collection implies by 

seemingly presenting the city in relation to its impact upon the poetic persona, 

Baudelaire demonstrates how poetic self-scrutiny affects the reading process.103 

 

At the end of ‘Les Fenêtres’ the speaker uses the Parisian window as a mirror both to 

interpret his identity and to confirm his own existence as a subject: ‘Qu’importe ce 

que peut être la réalité placée hors de moi, si elle m’a aidé à vivre, à sentir que je suis 

et ce que je suis ?’ In this final line the window, previously a transformative filter, 

now becomes a mirror to the speaker’s mind. This echoes an earlier moment in the 

poem, when the speaker declares that ‘avec presque rien, j’ai refait l’histoire de cette 

femme, ou plutôt sa légende, et quelquefois je me la raconte à moi-même en 

pleurant.’ Here the speaker is both the writer of fictions that he imagines taking place 

behind the glass, and their reader, revisiting these stories and allowing them to move 

him. In this way the window is also a mirror for the process of creating and observing 

art.104 As readers of the poem, we too are implicated in this analysis. The page of text, 

like the window or mirror, frames concepts that we are invited to interpret. Indeed, the 
                                                
103 However, Sima Godfrey suggests that it is not clear to whom the ‘Spleen’ of the title belongs, 
arguing that it could just as easily be the spleen of ‘Paris with its multitudes of “foules”’. She therefore 
suggests that ‘[t]he lack of stable frame […] implies with it a lack of stable focus or centre.’ See Sima 
Godfrey, ‘Baudelaire’s Windows’, L’Esprit créateur 22 (Winter 1982), p. 87. 
104 See Godfrey, ‘Baudelaire’s Windows’, p. 87 and pp. 93-94. 
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final line of ‘Les Fenêtres’ could just as easily apply to the reader of the poem as to its 

creator. For us, the factual accuracy of Baudelaire’s anecdote is relatively 

insignificant; instead we focus on its capacity to move, intrigue, and challenge us to 

reflect on our own position. Baudelaire’s use of the self-reflexive mirror-gaze 

therefore calls into question the reader’s perspective in relation to art. 

 

Other gazers in Baudelaire’s work operate in similar ways. For example, the 

experiences of the flâneur-artist permit both a sense of escape from the individual 

mind and the possibility of seeing its reflection in the crowd. In this way, he is akin to 

the reader, who experiences literature as a phenomenon that exists outside of himself 

but with which he is in perpetual dialogue. When discussing the flâneur-artist in Le 

Peintre de la vie moderne, for example, Baudelaire suggests that: 

 

Être hors de chez soi, et pourtant se sentir partout chez soi; voir le monde, être 
au centre du monde et rester caché au monde, tels sont quelques-uns des 
moindres plaisirs de ces esprits indépendants, passionnés, impartiaux […].105 
 

 
This description encapsulates the experience of the reader, whose gaze upon the text 

places him within its framework and allows him to participate silently and invisibly.  

 

Double Vision: The Flâneur-Artist 

 

While Baudelaire describes the flâneur-artist as impartial, he is nevertheless required 

to see and depict the world as it appears from his own subjective viewpoint. 

Baudelaire perhaps champions modernity within art in order to replicate the flâneur’s 

                                                
105 Baudelaire, ‘Le Peintre de la vie moderne’, in OC, ii, p. 692. 
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experience, as it allows artists and viewers to scrutinise their own culture through the 

distorting mirror of the creative imagination. At the end of the Salon de 1845 

Baudelaire laments the lack of novelty in the ideas and temperament of contemporary 

artists, and calls for a truly modern painter:  

 

Celui-là sera le peintre, le vrai peintre, qui saura arracher à la vie actuelle son 
côté épique, et nous faire voir et comprendre, avec de la couleur ou du dessin, 
combien nous sommes grands et poétiques dans nos cravates et nos bottines 
vernies.106 
 

For Baudelaire, art is capable of capturing the quotidian elements of modern life and 

transforming them into something profound. In looking at this kind of art the viewer 

would recognise an imaginatively altered version of his own world. This would give 

him the uncanny sense of observing the familiar self and the unfamiliar Other, as 

though in a mirror. Part of the strangeness of seeing ourselves in art comes from our 

awareness that it has been consciously created. David Carrier reminds us that when 

looking at a painting we see ‘what it depicts and a pigmented object’.107 As soon as 

we become aware of the painting, the poem, or the mirror in terms of its form as well 

as its content, this duality occurs and we understand its significance as surface as well 

as symbol. In the decades following Baudelaire’s publications, this duality became 

more pronounced in Parisian poetry and painting, perhaps most notably in the works 

of Mallarmé and Manet. The overtly created nature of their poems and paintings 

draws our attention to the role of the artist as an observer.108 With every prominent 

smudge of paint or visually striking line of verse, the viewer increasingly senses the 

ever-present gaze of the creator.  

                                                
106 Baudelaire, ‘Salon de 1845’, in OC, ii, p. 407. 
107 David Carrier, High Art: Charles Baudelaire and the Origins of Modernist Painting (University 
Park, Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1996), pp. 6-7. 
108 See Chapter 4. 
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This principle would come to underpin the tenets of Impressionism, which, according 

to Laforgue, aimed to depict the world through an ‘œil naturel’, unhindered by 

Western pre-conceptions of how art should operate. As we have seen, Laforgue writes 

in ‘L’Impressionnisme’ that the Impressionist artist ‘arrive à voir la réalité dans 

l’atmosphère vivante des formes, décomposée, réfractée, réfléchie par les êtres et les 

choses, en incessantes variations’.109 Through this mode of vision, the gazes of both 

artist and viewer turn towards modern life. The artist sees reality in terms of never-

ending reflections, and, through the distorting power of his work, allows the viewer to 

glimpse a familiar and yet different world. Laforgue’s description of the Impressionist 

mode of seeing, written in 1883, is remarkably reminiscent of Baudelaire’s comment 

in Le Peintre de la vie moderne that compares the modern artist to a conscious, ever-

moving kaleidoscope.110 This powerful simile casts the artist as not just one mirror 

but a series of fragmented mirrors that focus upon disparate forms and make patterns 

of them, tracing shapes and connections that transform the everyday into something 

oddly beautiful. This image can be mapped directly onto Laforgue’s ideas about 

Impressionism. Both writers use the concept of repeated and reflexive mirroring to 

describe the role of the artist in relation to the modern world. 

 

Formal Frames: Patterns of Reflection 

 

The connections that Baudelaire’s poetic persona sees in the modern world are 

outlined in a different context in ‘Correspondances’, which brings together nature, the 

realm of symbols, and the human mind (FM, 11). These connections are outlined 

                                                
109 See n. 68. 
110 See p. 11. 
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through the spoken word (‘de vivants piliers | Laissent parfois sortir de confuses 

paroles’) and the gaze (‘des forêts de symboles’ observe the passer-by with ‘des 

regards familiers’) (ll. 1-4). In this world where symbols and senses speak to each 

other, Baudelaire imbues his creation with a strange consciousness. The idea that 

forests of symbols are accustomed to staring out at us is unsettling. It also recalls the 

objectifying gaze of the invisible monsters that stare at the damned man in 

‘L’Irrémédiable’. In both cases the text itself gains a specular power, establishing a 

mirroring effect between the reader or writer and the created work. Gide describes a 

similar process in his Journal, where he states his belief in ‘l’influence du livre sur lui 

qui l’écrit, et pendant cette écriture même. Car en sortant de nous, il nous change, il 

modifie la marche de notre vie’.111 It is possible to read the images of communication 

employed in ‘Correspondances’ as a manifestation of this mutually influential 

relationship. As we also saw in ‘Les Fenêtres’, the poet experiences the products of 

his imagination as would a reader. Standing before the mirror of his writing, he both 

creates and responds to his own work.  

 

The mirroring implied in the internal communications and synaesthesia of 

‘Correspondances’ continues both thematically and linguistically in the pantoum 

‘Harmonie du soir’ (FM, 47). With the first and third line of each stanza respectively 

repeating the second and fourth lines of the previous stanza, the poem is constructed 

on the basis of internal reflections. This mirroring structure is developed through rime 

embrassée that employs only two rhyme sounds, /-iʒ/ and /-waʁ/, which is irregular 

for the pantoum form. This manoeuvre of complex mirroring has the effect of making 

each stanza internally symmetrical whilst also connecting it to the rest of the poem. 

                                                
111 André Gide, Journal: 1889-1939 (Paris: Gallimard, 1951), p. 40. 
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Scott explores this notion of structural mirroring in his study of the self-reflexive 

sonnet. Here he suggests that the Baudelairean sonnet uses the split between the 

octave and the sestet to introduce ‘a marked shift in angle of perception, a revision of 

the poet’s attitude towards his material’.112 This ‘angle of perception’ suggests that 

the poet looks back on the octave during the sestet as though in a mirror. Scott 

extends this to suggest that ‘the relationship between the poet and the poem is 

mirrored in the relationship between the sestet and the octave’, as ‘the poet is obliged 

by the very form of the verse to look back critically at his own work’.113 This makes 

the process of writing and refining a poem into a self-conscious feature of the work 

itself, a technique later seen in Mallarmé’s work. The idea of poetic mirroring once 

again reminds the reader of the poet’s ever-present gaze.  

 

Baudelaire extends this self-referential acknowledgement of poetic practice in his 

works to incorporate an imagistic stillness reminiscent of visual art. Rhyme is a clear 

example of this. As we move along the lines of a poem we return constantly to 

familiar sounds, which create the paradoxical impression of moving stillness.114 This 

again evokes the mirror-gaze, which is both active and motionless. A poem such as 

‘Harmonie du soir’, with its two rhyme sounds and repeated lines, exemplifies this 

idea. Baudelaire evokes the movement of the setting sun through the temporal 

progression of the poem, and yet suggests its power as a pictorial image through the 

stasis of the poem’s repetitions. He reinforces this in the line: ‘[l]e soleil s’est noyé 

dans son sang qui se fige’ (l. 15). The movement of the sun drowning in blood is 

counteracted by the implied stasis of the blood clotting and trapping it. This clotting 

process is also echoed in the near-homophones of ‘dans’, ‘son’, and ‘sang’, which 
                                                
112 Scott, Sonnet Theory, p. 47. 
113 Scott, Sonnet Theory, p. 51. 
114 See Scott, Pictorialist Poetics, p. 75. 
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further stagger the sun’s downward movement. The poem thus performs a mirror 

function, keeping in contention the possibility of both poetic movement and painterly 

stillness. 

 

Pure Illusions and the Mirror-Mind 

 

Within Baudelaire’s writing there is another mode of seeing, that of the drug-taker, 

that combines a visual experience akin to looking at a painting with a temporal 

experience similar to reading a poem. In Les Paradis artificiels Baudelaire tells us that 

hashish ‘sera, pour les impressions et les pensées familières de l’homme, un miroir 

grossissant, mais un pur miroir.’115 The description of a magnifying mirror as ‘pur’ 

seems almost paradoxical. We may instinctively believe that a ‘pur’ mirror should 

show reality exactly as we recognise it. However, given that all mirrors show inverted 

images, this assumption is flawed. Indeed, for Baudelaire the mirror’s distortions are 

at the heart of its appeal. 

 

To fully understand this apparent contradiction, it is useful to examine Baudelaire’s 

employment of the mirror image in two contrasting comments about Henry Monnier 

and Carle Vernet in Quelques caricaturistes français. In the first sentence of this 

essay Baudelaire describes Carle Vernet’s work as ‘une petite Comédie humaine ; car 

[…] les croquis de la foule et de la rue, les caricatures, sont souvent le miroir le plus 

fidèle de la vie.’116 In this case the caricaturist’s works are favourably described as a 

faithful mirror of life. James Hiddleston explores the implications of this line, 

commenting that ‘just as Balzac’s ‘realism’ is rooted in his creative imagination and 

                                                
115 Baudelaire, ‘Les Paradis artificiels’, in OC, i, p. 409. 
116 Baudelaire, ‘Quelques caricaturistes français’, in OC, ii, p. 544. 
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his status as visionnaire […], so also the truth of Vernet’s time is caught in the 

deforming mirror of his sketches and caricatures.’117 We see here that for Baudelaire 

it is the deforming mirror that is desirable and artistically productive, even though the 

word ‘fidèle’ may lead us to believe otherwise. Baudelaire is untroubled by any 

seeming contradiction in the idea that a faithful mirror should also be one that distorts. 

This is because fidelity for Baudelaire means staying true to one’s own mode of 

seeing. A faithful mirror must therefore accurately reflect the artist’s view of the 

world; it should never reflect the world viewed passively and unimaginatively. This is 

the problem with the mirror that Baudelaire evokes to describe Monnier, who 

possesses ‘la froideur, la limpidité du miroir, d’un miroir qui ne pense pas et qui se 

contente de réfléchir les passants.’118 This implies that mirrors of art can have varying 

qualities and that some are more desirable than others. By suggesting that Monnier’s 

mirror is somehow deficient because it does not think or add anything new to its 

reflections, Baudelaire implies that the ideal mirror should be doing precisely that. 

These differing uses of the mirror symbol corroborate the treatment of mirrors in 

Baudelaire’s wider writing. The interest surrounding the mirror as a symbol of art and 

its consequent efficacy depend on the artist’s capacity to contort it so that it may offer 

distinctive, altered images. 

  

To return to Les Paradis artificiels, we can now see how the distorting effects of 

drugs on vision give rise to comparisons with a pure yet distorting mirror. In this text 

Baudelaire explicitly connects mirrors with an artistic mode of vision. He compares 

the state of hallucination to ‘un miroir magique où l’homme est invité à se voir en 

                                                
117 J. A. Hiddleston, Baudelaire and the Art of Memory (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1999), p. 134. 
118 Baudelaire, ‘Quelques caricaturistes français’, in OC, ii, p. 558. 
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beau, c’est-à-dire tel qu’il devrait et pourrait être’.119 This drug-induced mode of 

vision is like a looking in a magic mirror, a mutable surface through which the gazer 

accesses a perfected version of himself. This corresponds to Baudelaire’s ideas about 

the visual arts, since in 1846 he described ‘de vrais portraits’ as ‘la reconstruction 

idéale des individus’.120 Here portraits creatively rework reality rather than directly 

copying it. Art, like hallucination, is a mirror that breaks down the original version of 

the self and pieces it back together so that it appears beautifully reimagined. This 

again recalls the kaleidoscope, which uses numerous mirrors to resolve simple 

fragments of coloured glass (that material so desired in ‘Le Mauvais Vitrier’) into 

complex, beautiful patterns. In each case, the beauty of the artificially reconstituted 

whole far outweighs that of the original. 

 

***** 

 

From this initial assessment of Baudelaire’s work, we have seen that the mirror 

symbol represents a point of convergence between the stillness of painting and the 

movement of poetry, becoming an emblem of his ideal form of art. Baudelaire’s use 

of the mirror also illuminates his attitudes towards metaphysical dualities, irony, and 

memory, all of which are central to his aesthetic. The description of irony as a mirror 

in ‘L’Héautontimorouménos’ reveals that the complex dynamics of vision greatly 

deepen our understanding of Baudelaire’s ironic outlook. This outlook amounts to a 

form of double vision; Baudelaire’s personae cannot view reality without also 

perceiving the abortive reflection of their unfulfilled expectations. This sense of a 

mismatch between two states is central to Baudelaire’s mirror symbolism. The mirror 

                                                
119 Baudelaire, ‘Les Paradis artificiels’, in OC, i, p. 402. 
120 Baudelaire, ‘Le Musée classique du Bazar Bonne-Nouvelle’, in OC, ii, p. 412. 
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both inspires dreams of the world within the glass, and, in its reflectiveness, shows us 

that this world is but an illusion perpetrated by our imaginative gaze. Both the quest 

for the Ideal and the awareness of its inaccessibility are ultimately noble attributes, 

even if they appear, like all Baudelairean dualities, to be irreconcilable.  

 

Above all, Baudelaire’s mirrors synthesise the ideas that underpin his aesthetic 

principles. In one symbolic object, the mirror represents the distance between dreams 

and reality, the allure of self-reflexivity, and the concept of opposing dualities. This 

process of devising correspondences relies upon both the poet’s creative gaze and his 

understanding of the reader’s perspective. In ‘Rêve parisien’, ‘Le Cygne’, and Les 

Paradis artificiels, the poet uses mirrors to demonstrate the gap between his creative 

vision and the world as viewed by the reader. At other moments he places both 

himself and the reader before the mirror in order to expose humanity’s dual nature. In 

a third case, and most commonly in Le Spleen de Paris, the poet’s mirror-gaze 

disorientates the reader and makes him question his view of the scenes evoked. These 

three types of mirror-gaze highlight the remarkably mercurial properties of the mirror 

image. Perhaps more than any other symbol the mirror is for Baudelaire an expression 

of the poet’s capacity to change how the reader sees and to open his eyes to a 

doubled, ultimately ironic mode of vision. 
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2: Framing Femininity: Baudelaire’s Mirror-Women 

 

Baudelaire uses mirrors as a means of exposing gaps and confounding expectations. 

This effect is central to his poetic output and is particularly evident in his use of 

metaphor. Pierre Laforgue comments on ‘la non-pertinence de la métaphore’ in 

Baudelaire’s work, noting that where typically metaphor is connected to its referent 

by verisimilitude, Baudelaire’s imagery derives its ‘force incomparable’ from the 

instability of this connection.121 This suggests that Baudelaire deliberately exposes 

gaps that poetry cannot, or should not, bridge. For example, he exploits the distinction 

between the word ‘miroir’ intended to evoke a concrete object within his poetic 

world, and ‘miroir’ in a metonymic or metaphorical sense. The word appears 

ambiguously in ‘L’Irrémédiable’: ‘[t]ête-à-tête sombre et limpide | Qu’un cœur 

devenu son miroir !’ (ll. 33-34, FM, 80). Clearly this image evokes the shock of self-

awareness, yet, in the context of the poem, a visually observable mirror-object does 

not exist. ‘Le Miroir’ is an obvious exception. Here the mirror is more allegorical than 

metaphorical, existing as potentially both a concrete object and a symbolic referent. 

There is therefore some slippage in the use of the word ‘miroir’ in these different 

contexts. In ‘Le Miroir’ it may be considered as a visible object in its own right, 

whereas in ‘L’Irrémédiable’ another object must be transformed into a reflective 

surface. 

  

In many cases Baudelaire chooses women to become mirror-objects, which raises 

numerous questions. First, what characteristics do Baudelaire’s women share with his 

mirrors? Extending this, how do Baudelaire’s mirror-women elucidate the themes of 

                                                
121 Pierre Laforgue, Œdipe à Lesbos: Baudelaire, la femme, la poésie (Saint-Pierre-du Mont: Eurédit, 
2002), p. 232. 



70 

self-reflexivity, the role of the artist, and the connection between poetry and the gaze? 

Before seeking answers we must first acknowledge Baudelaire’s misogyny, which is 

clear in his numerous denouncements of femininity.122 However, this concerns us 

only insofar as it affects key ideas within his art, including illusion, movement, 

multiplicity, irony, and violence. Martine Reid argues that misogyny infiltrates each 

of Baudelaire’s major aesthetic preoccupations.123 However, the critical studies 

devoted to this subject have avoided conclusive statements. Baudelaire’s work 

certainly precludes the possibility of easy generalisations, but numerous texts have 

highlighted the Baudelairean woman’s elusiveness and multiplicity.124 Woman is 

capable of representing both an idea and its opposite, becoming a site of multiple 

contradictions. Furthermore, she resembles a mirror in her reflectivity, her ceaseless 

movement, her unreality, and her capacity for revelation and illusion. 

 

Indeed, several critics have viewed Baudelaire’s woman as a series of unstable 

metaphors, since the poet constantly transforms her into places, animals, and objects. 

Baudelaire takes this further in the prose poem ‘L’Invitation au voyage’, where the 

speaker asks his lover: ‘[n]e serais-tu pas encadrée dans ton analogie, et ne pourrais-tu 

pas te mirer, pour parler comme les mystiques, dans ta propre correspondance ?’ (SP, 

303) Here Baudelaire openly casts the woman as a self-reflexive mirror. However, 

Barbara Johnson notes that the woman is required to do nothing but ‘se mirer, […] se 

signifier, sans que l’identité de « se » soit pour autant établie’.125 The woman’s 

                                                
122 See, for example, Baudelaire, ‘Mon cœur mis à nu’, in OC, i, pp. 677, 689, 693, 694; Baudelaire, 
Correspondance, i, p. 425. 
123 Martine Reid, in Christine Planté (ed.), Masculin/Féminin dans la poésie et les poétiques du XIXe 

siècle (Lyon: Presses Universitaires de Lyon, 2002), p. 257. 
124 See, for example, Tamara Bassim, La Femme dans l’œuvre de Baudelaire (Neuchâtel: Editions de la 
Baconnière, 1974), p. 9. 
125 Barbara Johnson, Défigurations du langage poétique: la seconde révolution baudelairienne (Paris: 
Flammarion, 1979), p. 124. 
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endless self-mirroring is impossible because the poet’s descriptions do not allow her 

to become a stable, fully-fledged entity. She is, by definition, allegorical; she can 

therefore only mirror the many analogies that the poet makes about her. 

 

Eliane DalMolin emphasises this fluctuating quality, arguing that ‘[t]he Baudelairean 

woman is always moving between two infinites, the infinitely ideal, mineral, whole, 

and the infinitely modern, fleshy, fragmented.’126 Several dualities emerge here — 

woman is both ideal and base, whole and fractured, eternal and modern. As Pierre 

Laforgue comments, ‘la femme, c’est l’autre.’ However, perhaps most troublingly for 

the poet, Laforgue also argues that ‘la femme, c’est la poésie […]. On voit ici la 

contradiction première à laquelle Baudelaire est confronté […] et la poésie ne fait que 

la redoubler indéfiniment.’127 If woman is poetry then she occupies a privileged 

position within art, immediately posing a threat to the poet, who seeks not only to 

create but also to control her. Considering this in the context of Baudelaire’s wider 

writing, how are we to reconcile the idea of woman as poetry with his belief that she 

is ‘naturelle, c’est-à-dire abominable’?128 Through unravelling Baudelaire’s views on 

women in relation to nature and art, we can assess the complex relationship between 

femininity and mirrors in his poetic and critical work. 

 

Misogyny in the Mirror: Nature, Art, and Artifice 

 

In ‘Mon cœur mis à nu’ Baudelaire portrays the natural woman as impulsive and 

animalistic: ‘[l]a femme a faim et elle veut manger. Soif, et elle veut boire. Elle 

                                                
126 Eliane DalMolin, Cutting the Body: Representing Woman in Baudelaire’s Poetry, Truffaut’s 
Cinema, and Freud’s Psychoanalysis (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 2003), p. 49. 
127 P. Laforgue, Œdipe à Lesbos…, p. 10. 
128 Baudelaire, ‘Mon cœur mis à nu’, in OC, i, p. 677. 
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est en rut et elle veut être foutue.’129 This emphasis on the female body’s voracious 

consumption emerges in Baudelaire’s depictions of vampiric women in Les Fleurs du 

Mal. Her desire for food, drink, and sex is both instinctive and dangerous, since it 

threatens to engulf the male poet. However, female sexual urges are also connected to 

the possibility of pregnancy, which Samuel Cramer sees as ‘une maladie d’araignée’ 

in La Fanfarlo.130 The female body can propagate life even as it decays, as we see in 

‘Une charogne’ when Baudelaire describes the ‘larves’ surging from the female 

cadaver (l. 19, FM, 31). Baudelaire demonstrates that while this urge is natural, so too 

is mortality. Unlike man, however, woman is deemed incapable of transcending her 

position as a pawn in this cycle of life and death: ‘[l]a femme ne sait pas séparer l'âme 

du corps. Elle est simpliste, comme les animaux. — Un satirique dirait que c’est parce 

qu’elle n’a que le corps.’131 Female simplicity differentiates her from man, who is, in 

Baudelaire’s estimation, inherently divided. Unable to separate her barely extant soul 

from her body, woman is overtly compared to an animal. Her fundamental lack of 

self-awareness means that she is unlikely to benefit from the understanding that 

mirrors can afford. Indeed, very few animals can recognise their reflections in a 

mirror. By aligning women with beasts, Baudelaire implies that they are not only 

incapable of reflection but also lack the sense of self, albeit fractured, that makes the 

mirror so revelatory for astute male gazers.  

 

The ideal male gazer is the dandy, who must ‘vivre et dormir devant un miroir’. 

Baudelaire also tells us that woman is ‘toujours vulgaire, c’est-à-dire le contraire du 

Dandy.’ Woman, as the dandy’s opposite, can surely gain nothing from the mirror-

gaze and is excluded from what should be the dandy’s ultimate aspiration: ‘être 
                                                
129 Baudelaire, ‘Mon cœur mis à nu’, in OC, i, p. 677. 
130 Baudelaire, ‘La Fanfarlo’, in OC, i, p. 577. 
131 Baudelaire, ‘Mon cœur mis à nu’, in OC, i, p. 694. 
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sublime, sans interruption’.132 There is also a marked difference in their personal 

relationships. While Baudelaire’s animalistic woman possesses an insatiable sexual 

appetite and thus seeks connections with humanity, the dandy cultivates an attitude of 

almost asexual indifference through his self-objectification.133 This mirror-like 

process makes the dandy privy to an artificial reworking of the world. He is no longer 

just the active subject in his own life but also exists as a separated being, viewing the 

world from a distance and, in an elaborate mise en abyme, attempting to perceive 

himself doing so. This is clearest in La Fanfarlo, when Cramer uses a mirror to watch 

himself crying.134 

 

Given the distance that Baudelaire establishes between the woman and the mirror-

obsessed dandy, it may seem odd that mirrors and women are so closely connected in 

his work. However, woman’s self-awareness is not a prerequisite for her to enable 

self-awareness in others. In short, she can become the mirror despite her alleged 

inability to use it as effectively as the dandy and the poet do. Jean Baudrillard touches 

on this in his exploration of the subject/object relationship: ‘[l’objet] n’est pas divisé 

en lui-même, ce qui est le destin du sujet, et il ne connaît pas le stade du miroir, où il 

viendrait se prendre à son propre imaginaire. Il EST le miroir.’135 We see this in ‘Tu 

mettrais l’univers entier dans ta ruelle’, where the ‘[f]emme impure’ (l. 2) understands 

neither her own beauty and its deterioration, nor the uses to which nature puts her 

(FM, 27-28). Her eyes are ‘illuminés ainsi que des boutiques’ (l. 5), an image that 

connects the woman with the emptiness of commerce, thus inverting the cliché of the 

eyes as the gateway to the soul. Furthermore her eyes, like mirrors, ‘[u]sent 
                                                
132 Baudelaire, ‘Mon cœur mis à nu’, in OC, i, pp. 677-78. 
133 See Deborah Houk, ‘Self Construction and Sexual Identity in Nineteenth-Century French 
Dandyism’, French Forum 22.1 (January 1997), p. 60. 
134 Baudelaire, ‘La Fanfarlo’, in OC, i, p. 554. 
135 Jean Baudrillard, Les Stratégies fatales (Paris: Bernard Grasset, 1983), pp. 166-67.  



74 

insolemment d’un pouvoir emprunté, | Sans connaître jamais la loi de leur beauté’ (ll. 

7-8). The source of this power may be nature, as in Le Peintre de la vie moderne, 

where woman is described as ‘un miroitement de toutes les grâces de la nature 

condensées dans un seul être’.136 Equally, though, it could be a sly nod to the poem 

itself: the eyes may derive their ‘pouvoir emprunté’ from the poet’s analogy, 

becoming interesting only as a result of verbal comparison. In any case they remain 

unknowing, and, as the second stanza indicates, blind to the causes of their beauty.  

 

When the woman encounters her reflection, the speaker suggests that she cannot 

decipher it: ‘Comment n’as-tu pas honte et comment n’as-tu pas | Devant tous les 

miroirs vu pâlir tes appas ?’ (ll. 11-12). The woman may not have noticed her beauty 

fading because her subjective gaze and remembered self-image alter the nature of her 

reflection. In this case her ignorance and pride distort her mirror-gaze and prevent her 

from using it to attain self-awareness. Baudelaire repeatedly emphasises the ironic 

gap separating the woman’s belief that she is self-aware from the reality of her 

ignorance: ‘[s]ans connaître jamais […]’; ‘[m]achine aveugle et sourde’; ‘[s]alutaire 

instrument’; ‘[l]a grandeur de ce mal où tu te crois savante’; ‘vil animal’, and so on 

(ll. 8-10, 13, 17). As the poem progresses Baudelaire dismantles his initial depiction 

of a cruel and lascivious woman, revealing that she is merely a tool used by nature 

‘pour pétrir un génie’ (l. 17). Although this line remains ambiguous, we might 

associate this ‘génie’ with the poet, who uses the woman as inspiration for his art. 

This interpretation corroborates the idea that her eyes’ ‘pouvoir emprunté’ might 

reflect either nature’s power or the power of the poet’s analogies. Created by nature 

but recreated and elevated by the poet into art, the woman’s primary role is to act as 

                                                
136 Baudelaire, ‘Le Peintre de la vie moderne’, in OC, ii, p. 713. 
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an unknowing mirror of the poet’s creativity, ratifying his sense of self by confirming 

his genius. 

 

The suggestion that women mirror the poet in Baudelaire’s work is not a new one. 

Tamara Bassim remarks that ‘Baudelaire poursuit et achève sa quête de la Femme, 

penché sur le miroir sombre où il retrouve et reconnaît enfin, en elle, son vrai 

visage.’137 Furthermore, Johnson suggests that poems such as ‘L’Invitation au 

voyage’ and ‘La Chevelure’ transform the woman into ‘le lieu de rencontre privilégié 

entre le poète et lui-même’, thus making her into a mirror.138 For the woman to be 

able to reflect the poet we might assume that she should be as divided as he is. 

However, any struggle between divine and base impulses is incompatible with 

Baudelaire’s view of woman as animalistic. Instead she is fractured almost solely in 

relation to how the poet receives and responds to her. If woman appears at times as a 

demon and at others as a goddess, this is because the poet both fears and adores her. 

She is fragmented because she remains unknowable to him, an ever-changing 

presence whose motivations are never wholly understood. Her status as a mirror thus 

becomes increasingly complicated. What self-awareness can the poet find by gazing 

into an inaccessible mirror that never stops changing, and that often threatens to 

overwhelm or annihilate the viewer? Unsurprisingly, any mirroring between the poet 

and the woman produces distorted images.  

 

In addition to this, examining the gamut of Baudelaire’s women reveals further 

fractures. DalMolin comments upon the sheer range of women that feature in Les 

Fleurs du Mal, noting that ‘[t]he very eclecticism of such an extensive list hints at a 

                                                
137 Bassim, La femme dans l’œuvre de Baudelaire, p. 185. 
138 Johnson, Défigurations du langage poétique, p. 45. 
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division between ideal women and modern women.’139 These categories echo the two 

types of beauty that Baudelaire describes in Le Peintre de la vie moderne: ‘le beau est 

fait d’un élément éternel, invariable […] et d’un élément relatif, circonstanciel, qui 

sera […] l’époque, la mode, la morale, la passion.’140 These two types could be 

characterised as the beauty of stillness and the beauty of movement respectively; the 

sexualised woman of ‘Tu mettrais l’univers entier dans ta ruelle’ falls into the latter 

category.  

 

By contrast, the ideal woman repeatedly appears as a remote goddess of impossible 

and monolithic beauty. She is seemingly the opposite of the animalistic woman, 

although Baudelaire comments in his Choix de maximes consolantes sur l’amour that 

every woman is ‘un morceau de la femme essentielle’.141 The ideal woman therefore 

represents female beauty distilled, removed from temporal contexts, and fixed in a 

statuesque form redolent of Parnassian models. She is also repeatedly associated with 

mirrors, offering the poet glimpsed reflections of an ideal world that he cannot fully 

access. This is the source of her otherworldly allure, as we see in ‘La Beauté’ when 

the female personification of Beauty tells the reader: 

 

Les poètes, devant mes grandes attitudes, 
Que j’ai l’air d’emprunter aux plus fiers monuments, 
Consumeront leurs jours en d’austères études 
  
Car j’ai, pour fasciner ces dociles amants, 
De purs miroirs qui font toutes choses plus belles : 
Mes yeux, mes larges yeux aux clartés éternelles !  (ll. 9-14, FM, 21) 
 

 

                                                
139 DalMolin, Cutting the Body, p. 41. 
140 Baudelaire, ‘Le Peintre de la vie moderne’, in OC, ii, p. 685. 
141 Baudelaire, ‘Maximes consolantes sur l’amour’, in OC, i, p. 552. Baudelaire’s emphasis. 
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It seems counterintuitive that Beauty would borrow her ‘grandes attitudes’ from 

monuments. As the personification of beauty, we expect her to be the original source 

of visual power, lending her majesty to fine man-made works. If Beauty borrows her 

own looks, she is comparable to the bestial woman in ‘Tu mettrais l’univers entier 

dans ta ruelle’, with her eyes’ ‘pouvoir emprunté’. However, the monuments that 

Beauty mentions may exist only in an ideal, perhaps Platonic realm. This reinforces 

the notion that Beauty is a mirror for a magnificent world beyond our own. Her 

transformative mirror-eyes enchant the poets because they see within them something 

at once enticing and unreachable. 

 

Despite the clear significance of Baudelaire’s ideal woman, it is difficult to decipher 

her connection with human femininity. Indeed, in ‘La Beauté’ the speaker’s 

femininity is subordinate to her role as the embodiment of an abstract concept. This 

dual identity magnifies the poet’s fearful obsession with her, yet his lack of speaking 

power frustrates his usually overt contempt for womanhood. The ideal woman is thus 

afforded a dangerous advantage, while in other works Baudelaire prevents female 

speech and portrays woman as a purely visual entity. Reid notes that in essays such as 

‘La Femme’, ‘[l]’idole […] ne parle pas, c’est une belle image, et c’est d’ailleurs à ce 

seul titre qu’elle intéresse’. Citing Cramer in La Fanfarlo, who admires the 

eponymous actress only when she is in costume, Reid adds that ‘pour plaire, la femme 

doit être autre, […] se conformer au regard de l’autre (sans lequel elle n’existe 

pas).’142 In adapting to please the male gazer, woman confirms her existence as a 

mirror to his conception of female beauty. In his ‘Éloge du maquillage’ in Le Peintre 

de la vie moderne, Baudelaire comments that: ‘[l]a femme […] accomplit une espèce 

                                                
142 Reid, in Planté (ed.), Masculin/Féminin, p. 251. 
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de devoir en s’appliquant à paraître magique et surnaturelle; […] idole, elle doit se 

dorer pour être adorée.’143 For Baudelaire woman must artificially enhance her beauty 

in order to surpass her animalism and strive towards ideal femininity. This process 

implies a degree of self-awareness, as we see in the aurally reflexive construction ‘se 

dorer pour être adorée’. In acknowledging her role as a viewed object, woman is at 

least aware of her mirror status even if she must never become a viewing subject. 

 

It is perhaps this basic self-awareness that draws the poet towards the prostitute. 

Although she may be the archetype of the natural woman, as Sophie Boyer argues by 

noting that prostitution opposes civilised metropolitan values, the prostitute’s constant 

role-playing and exploitation of artificial visual codes complicates this narrative.144 

Elsewhere in Le Peintre de la vie moderne, Baudelaire describes the courtesan as 

belonging on the fringes of society but half-attempting to hide within it by borrowing 

its artificial adornments.145 He describes the young ‘femme galante’, ‘posant en avant 

son pied pointu dont la chaussure trop ornée suffirait à la dénoncer, à défaut de 

l’emphase un peu vive de toute sa toilette[.]’146 The courtesan relies on accessories to 

enhance her beauty; indeed, her overdone apparel betrays her social status. By 

attempting to mask her natural savagery she paradoxically, and perhaps wilfully, 

draws attention to it, signalling her availability to potential clients. Thus the prostitute, 

while not truly self-aware, at least relies upon an understanding of her appearance. As 

the purveyor of her own body, she is, as Walter Benjamin notes, ‘seller and sold in 

                                                
143 Baudelaire, ‘Le Peintre de la vie moderne’, in OC, ii, pp. 716-17. 
144 Sophie Boyer, La Femme chez Heinrich Heine et Charles Baudelaire: le langage moderne de 
l’amour (Paris: L’Harmattan, 2004), pp. 96-97, p. 108. 
145 Baudelaire, ‘Le Peintre de la vie moderne’, in OC, ii, p. 720.  
146 Baudelaire, ‘Le Peintre de la vie moderne’, in OC, ii, p. 721. 
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one’.147 In this way the prostitute, like the dandy, is both an active subject and a 

passive object.  

 

The prostitute’s mirroring qualities are different to those of other Baudelairean 

women, since she is more aware of her objectified body and her ability to adopt 

guises. These attributes bring her closer to both the dandy and to Baudelaire himself, 

who, in one of his projected prefaces to Les Fleurs du Mal, presents himself as a role-

player who would enjoy posing as a rake, a drunkard, an atheist, or an assassin.148 

When the poet uses the prostitute as a mirror it is at least partially because he 

identifies with aspects of her character, including her conscious self-creation and her 

isolation from bourgeois society. Furthermore, both poet and prostitute sell an aspect 

of themselves for public consumption: ‘[q]u’est-ce que l’art ? Prostitution.’149 

However, the poet’s use of the word ‘prostitution’ in other contexts reveals more 

subtle parallels. In ‘Les Foules’ he employs it positively to describe the flâneur-poet’s 

relationship with the metropolitan crowd as ‘cette sainte prostitution de l’âme qui se 

donne tout entière […] à l’imprévu qui se montre, à l’inconnu qui passe’ (SP, 291). 

This moment of quasi-divine communion recalls Baudelaire’s wry remark in Mon 

cœur mis à nu describing God as ‘[l]’être le plus prostitué, […] puisqu’il est le 

réservoir commun, inépuisable de l’amour.’150 Prostitution is thus elevated, becoming 

an act that synthesises the disparate fragments of humanity. John Barberet suggests 

that ‘[t]he “divine” prostitute is the communicating vessel linking the poet to other 

men’, arguing that Samuel Cramer desires to see his lover in full costume because he 

                                                
147 Walter Benjamin, The Writer of Modern Life: Essays on Charles Baudelaire, ed. Michael W. 
Jennings, trans. Howard Eiland, Edmund Jephcott, Rodney Livingston, and Harry Zohn (Cambridge, 
Mass.: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2006), p. 41. 
148 Baudelaire, ‘Reliquat et dossier des Fleurs du Mal’, in OC, i, p. 185. 
149 Baudelaire, ‘Fusées’, in OC, i, p. 649. 
150 Baudelaire, ‘Mon cœur mis à nu’, in OC, i, p. 692. 
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wishes to perceive, ‘through her stage dress, other men seeing her’.151 The prostitute 

therefore becomes a kind of mirror in which the poet sees her other admirers, a mass 

of men who reflect his own sexual desires ad infinitum. When the woman beneath the 

prostitute’s persona becomes visible, the illusion is broken and the mirror-surface 

shattered.  

 

Although Baudelaire desires this communion, he remains cautious about how it may 

affect his sense of self: 

 

Goût inamovible de la prostitution dans le cœur de l’homme, d’où naît son 
horreur de la solitude. —Il veut être deux. L’homme de génie veut être un, 
donc solitaire. La gloire, c’est rester un, et se prostituer d’une manière 
particulière.152 
 

 
Baudelaire equivocates on this subject. Whilst he acknowledges the human desire for 

duality and for self-abnegation within others, he suggests that geniuses crave solitary 

wholeness. Baudelaire attempts to combine these two positions in the ideal notion of 

remaining solitary whilst also prostituting oneself, thereby allowing escape from the 

self without causing an irreversible rupture. As we shall see, however, this ideal 

position is rarely, if ever, attainable in practice, despite Baudelaire’s ongoing 

obsession with it: ‘[d]e la vaporisation et de la centralisation du Moi. Tout est là.’153 

The difference between poet and prostitute is that the poet is not content to give 

himself to others: he also seeks to remain distinct and superior. Nevertheless, the 

common ground between them means that the prostitute mirrors the poet in a manner 

unlike that of other women in Baudelaire’s corpus.  
                                                
151 John R. Barberet, in Dominique D. Fisher and Lawrence R. Schehr (eds), Articulations of 
Difference: Gender Studies and Writing in French (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1997), p. 54. 
152 Baudelaire, ‘Mon cœur mis à nu’, in OC, i, p. 700. 
153 Baudelaire, ‘Mon cœur mis à nu’, in OC, i, p. 676. 
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The only other type of woman with whom Baudelaire feels a comparable affinity is 

the lesbian. Like prostitutes, lesbians evade the confines of bourgeois society and 

subvert its sexual mores. However, Boyer comments that the lesbian ‘représente une 

menace bien plus sournoise que la prostituée’ as ‘[elle] ne remplit aucune espèce de 

fonction sociale’.154 As Sapphic love does not facilitate procreation, it exists solely for 

its own sake and also entails a narcissistic enjoyment of the female image, as 

Baudelaire indicates in ‘Lesbos’ (FM, 150-52):  

 

Lesbos, terre des nuits chaudes et langoureuses,  
Qui font qu’à leurs miroirs, stérile volupté !  
Les filles aux yeux creux, de leur corps amoureuses,  
Caressent les fruits mûrs de leur nubilité […].  (ll. 16-19) 
 

 
Here Baudelaire contrasts the lesbians’ physical allure with the alleged barrenness of 

their sexual proclivities. The ‘stérile volupté’ that they enjoy when they examine their 

mirrors jars with the description of their bodies as ‘fruits mûrs’. These ripe figures 

will not ultimately bear fruit because the lesbians have rejected pregnancy. This 

contrast is reinforced in the negation of their ‘yeux creux’, the emptiness here 

contrasting with the fertile warmth of the ‘terre des nuits chaudes et langoureuses’. 

Baudelaire takes pleasure in disparities of this kind. Indeed, the play between 

presence and absence is also central to the viewer’s relationship with the mirror. The 

narcissist’s fixation with the mirror derives both from self-love and from an attraction 

to a surface representation that does not materially exist. 

 

                                                
154 Boyer, La Femme chez Heinrich Heine et Charles Baudelaire, p. 114. 
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This is the cause of the ‘stérile volupté’ common to the narcissist and Baudelaire’s 

lesbians. Freed from the biological trappings of their sex, the lesbians derive pleasure 

from a detached contemplation of their own image. This experience echoes their 

attraction to other women. Indeed, Dominique Fisher argues that Baudelaire’s lesbian 

is a modern copy of Sappho, the definitive lesbian love poet.155 The lesbian also 

mirrors Baudelaire’s poetic persona.156 Both admire their own image, but while the 

lesbians’ enjoyment is ‘stérile’, for the poet it inspires the creativity that facilities the 

entire poem: 

 

[…] Lesbos entre tous m’a choisi sur la terre  
Pour chanter le secret de ses vierges en fleurs,  
Et je fus dès l’enfance admis au noir mystère  
Des rires effrénés mêlés aux sombres pleurs […].  (ll. 41-44)  
 

 
This reinforces the notion that the poet is elevated above the rest of humanity, 

uniquely chosen to reveal the secrets of Lesbos. We can only speculate as to why, as 

Pierre Laforgue comments, ‘dans ce poème de femmes on n’entend que la voix d’un 

homme’.157 However, the poet’s narrative power does not enable him to subjugate the 

women of Lesbos. Their world remains a ‘noir mystère | Des rires effrénés mêlés aux 

sombres pleurs’. The mingling of manic laughter with tears demonstrates that these 

lesbians, alone among women, are aware of the tragedy of their condition. For this 

reason Baudelaire seems to believe that they operate on a higher mental plane than 

other women, capable of finer thoughts and feelings because they are freed from 

supposedly conventional female impulses.  

 

                                                
155 Dominique Fisher, in Fisher and Schehr (eds), Articulations of Difference, p. 36. 
156 See Bassim, La femme dans l’œuvre de Baudelaire, p. 190. 
157 P. Laforgue, Œdipe à Lesbos…, p. 180. 
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However, Baudelaire’s interest in lesbians is not just a product of their allegedly more 

masculine qualities. It also results from his view that masculine genius requires an 

element of femininity. Baudelaire explains this in his translation of De Quincey’s 

Confessions of an English Opium-Eater in a parenthetical passage during which he 

speaks in his capacity as translator: 

 

L’homme qui, dès le commencement, a été longtemps baigné dans la molle 
atmosphère de la femme […] y a contracté […] une espèce d’androgynéité, 
sans [laquelle] le génie le plus âpre et le plus viril reste, relativement à la 
perfection dans l’art, un être incomplet.158 
 

 
The link made here between the woman and the male genius also appears in ‘Tu 

mettrais l’univers entier dans ta ruelle’, where woman is used by nature ‘pour pétrir 

un génie’. Here, however, it is the female influence during a man’s early life that 

moulds him into a complete being with a greater capacity for excellence in art. It is 

perhaps the shifting, sensual nature of the female world that has such an impact on the 

male genius, since it may make him more susceptible to abstract ideas. This is also 

desirable for the dandy, whom Deborah Houk praises for his skill in ‘[combining] 

characteristics that are traditionally separated as either masculine or feminine.’ She 

identifies his ‘affection for primping in front of the mirror and then masquerading his 

persona for public exhibition’ as a particularly feminine trait.159 Although the dandy’s 

mirror-gaze is more self-aware and calculated than the woman’s, this adoption of 

traditionally feminine habits is part of his quest for self-objectification. 

 

                                                
158 Baudelaire, ‘Un mangeur d’opium’, in OC, i, p. 499. 
159 Houk, ‘Self Construction and Sexual Identity in Nineteenth-Century French Dandyism’, p. 59. 
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Houk also notes that the dandy’s approach ‘both to his self and to the opposite sex 

betrays deep-seated anxieties about his subjectivity.’160 The poet’s attitude towards 

women echoes this vulnerability. If feminine forces shape the poetic genius, woman’s 

role as his mirror becomes increasingly complicated. Femininity exists both within 

the male mind and at one remove from it, meaning that the poet’s escape through 

contemplating the female Other can only ever be a self-reflexive act. The poet’s 

tendencies towards role-playing and sadomasochism lead him to crave female 

experiences, since through them he is able to become both victim and torturer. As we 

see in poems such as ‘L’Héautontimorouménos’, where the female personification of 

irony is also intertwined with the speaker, this can lead to the male poet becoming the 

objectified mirror.161 This is the ultimate danger that femininity poses in Baudelaire’s 

writing. Although woman’s mysterious sensuality is both a central poetic theme and a 

crucial component of male artistic genius, woman constantly threatens to escape her 

confines as the mirror-object and gain subjective power. The effort to objectify such 

an elusive being and to use her for self-reflection often backfires. For this reason 

Baudelaire’s struggle to turn woman into a mirror repeatedly results in 

disappointment, violence, or death. 

 

Poetic Power Struggles: The Mirror’s Revenge 

 

The poet’s use of the woman as a mirror leads to destruction in varying degrees, from 

natural death to apparently cold-blooded murder. ‘La Mort des amants’ presents a 

mild example, since here death is welcomed as a chance for the lovers’ true union 

(FM, 126). This death scene is a rose-tinted projection into the future, rendering it 
                                                
160 Houk, ‘Self Construction and Sexual Identity in Nineteenth-Century French Dandyism’, p. 60. 
161 See Kerry Weinberg, ‘The Women of Eliot and Baudelaire: The Boredom, the Horror and the 
Glory’, Modern Language Studies 14.3 (1984), p. 39. 
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uncertain and implying that the speaker’s experiences with his lover in the present are 

unsatisfying. Time thus distortedly mirrors itself, the disappointing present implicitly 

contained within the longed-for future. The description of the room in which the 

lovers die reinforces this idea. The speaker evokes its ‘[é]tranges fleurs sur des 

étagères, | Écloses pour nous sous des cieux plus beaux’ (ll. 3-4). These skies may 

await the lovers in death, or alternatively they may simply exist in a future more 

beautiful than the lovers’ present.  

 

Baudelaire maintains the tension between life and death in the second stanza, which 

evokes doubled processes that carry the lovers towards death while simultaneously 

perpetuating light and life. Baudelaire presents the lovers’ hearts as ‘deux vastes 

flambeaux’ that are reflected in the lovers’ minds, ‘ces miroirs jumeaux’, 

paradoxically using up their final warmth forever (ll. 6-8). The mirroring process 

enables this paradox, as though the lovers’ hearts are sustained by their minds, which 

keep the light alive through a doubled reflection. Thus mirroring allows the lovers’ 

decline towards death, darkness, and stillness to act simultaneously as a final flare of 

ongoing life, light, and movement. This moment of moving stillness captures the act 

of dying before it is complete. The speaker and his lover are united in this final act of 

communion, which is both sexual and spiritual in tone. However, Baudelaire 

persistently reinforces the lovers’ duality. Their unity paradoxically seems to rely 

upon their separation, the distance between them enabling their mutual recognition in 

each other’s mirror-minds. The word ‘deux’ appears three times in the second stanza, 

reinforced by the ‘doubles lumières’ (l. 7) and ‘miroirs jumeaux’. The latter phrase 

stresses the idea of duality by coupling two words that suggest duplication.  
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However, despite being differentiated as two halves of the same whole, the speaker 

and his lover are never treated as distinct individuals. They possess no independent 

character traits and their minds are only remarkable for their mirroring qualities. 

Baudelaire also uses the image of the mirror-mind in Les Paradis artificiels, when the 

hashish-induced state of mind is described as ‘un miroir magique où l’homme est 

invité à se voir en beau, c’est-à-dire tel qu’il devrait et pourrait être’.162 In ‘La Mort 

des amants’ it is love that transforms the mind into a mirror. It is not clear whether the 

lovers see improved versions of themselves in each other. However, as we know that 

their mirror-minds reflect the light of their hearts, each may see in the other a 

reflection of their own passion. This would corroborate the lack of individualised 

description, since each lover exists merely to reflect and confirm the other’s 

sentiments. Indeed, there are no first or second person pronouns anywhere in the 

poem, as the unifying ‘nous’ takes precedence throughout.  

   

In the poem’s tercets this movement towards unity peaks when the lovers exchange 

‘un éclair unique, | Comme un long sanglot, tout chargé d’adieux’ (ll. 10-11). This 

signifies a sexual and spiritual climax, where the pleasure of unity and the pain of 

imminent parting reach their zenith. Only in the final tercet does Baudelaire evoke the 

moments after death, when the lovers will be reunited. The arrival of the angel 

coming to revive ‘[l]es miroirs ternis et les flammes mortes’ (l. 14) echoes the images 

in the second stanza, which infinitely perpetuate the light of the dying flames. 

Although the poem is ostensibly about death, its imagery highlights the continuation 

of human thoughts and emotions. Only after the lovers’ revival in the afterlife has 

been assured does the speaker describe the two hearts and minds as completely dead. 

                                                
162 Baudelaire, ‘Le Poème du hachisch’, in OC, i, p. 402. 
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In this imagined future Baudelaire glosses over the fact of death, focusing instead on 

the moments that immediately precede and follow it. 

 

It is clear that this is an idealised fantasy of death, imbued with the speaker’s dreams 

of unity with his lover and of the infinite continuation of their desire. The overtly 

imagined nature of the scene prompts us to treat its assertions with some caution. For 

instance, we should be suspicious of this successful mutual transformation of two 

lovers into mirrors. Any attempt to transform either the man or the woman into a 

mirror-object is shown to be dangerously unstable, as one of the two must ultimately 

gain power over the other. Baudelaire remarks in Fusées that: ‘[q]uand même les 

deux amants seraient très épris et très-pleins de désirs réciproques, l’un des deux sera 

toujours plus calme ou moins possédé que l’autre.’163 Even in the most intimate of 

moments, Baudelaire emphasises the gap between two individuals and focuses on 

dominance and opposition rather than on harmonious union. For this reason, the union 

in ‘La Mort des amants’ can only come just before death. The process of viewing 

oneself perfectly in the mind or soul of another fatally destabilises selfhood, to the 

extent that neither party can continue to exist. The breakdown of the barriers between 

individuals, whilst repeatedly desired in Les Fleurs du Mal and Le Spleen de Paris, is 

also the first step towards annihilation. Only in the afterlife, when the individual is 

subsumed into a network of unifying correspondences, can these barriers dissolve. 

 

By comparing ‘La Mort des amants’ with ‘Portraits de maîtresses’ we can see how 

Baudelaire’s treatment of this theme varies from one poetic collection to the other. 

While in ‘La Mort des amants’ the act of perfect mirroring occurs in conjunction with 

                                                
163 Baudelaire, ‘Fusées’, in OC, i, p. 651. 



88 

dying, Baudelaire suppresses any hint of menace and reinforces serene unity through 

rhyme and through the balanced decasyllabic metre. In ‘Portraits de maîtresses’, 

however, the sinuous prose form enables a more sinister interpretation of the same 

idea (SP, 345-49). In the sonnet Baudelaire introduces death in the title, preventing 

any element of shock, while in the prose poem he uses four male speakers to build up 

to a disturbing conclusion. The final speaker’s account demonstrates the fear of losing 

one’s selfhood taken to its most cold-blooded conclusion. When faced with his 

mistress’ unbearable perfection, which acts as ‘une surface pure et polie comme un 

miroir, vertigineusement monotone’, and which threatens to reflect his every feeling 

and gesture ‘avec l’exactitude ironique de [s]a propre conscience’, his only options 

are, he says, ‘[v]aincre ou mourir’ (SP, 348). This is crucial for our understanding of 

how Baudelaire depicts male relationships with mirror-women. If the mirror-woman 

cannot be dominated or destroyed then her implacable reflections will annihilate the 

viewer.  

 

This mirroring is dangerous partially because it is ‘vertigineusement monotone’, the 

woman’s detachment precisely reflecting the speaker’s flaws and offering none of the 

reflective distortions that prove so intoxicating elsewhere in Baudelaire’s works. The 

mistress is described as ‘incapable de commettre une erreur de sentiment ou de 

calcul’, possessing ‘une sérénité désolante de caractère; un dévouement sans comédie 

et sans emphase; une douceur sans faiblesse; une énergie sans violence.’ While this 

description emphasises her unbearable perfection, it also frames her in terms of 

character traits that she does not possess. Marie Maclean notes that this mistress’ 

actions are almost exclusively ‘ones of negation and prevention’, suggesting that she 

‘disappears completely behind the negative reflection […][.] [E]ven her utterances are 
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abolished.’164 Indeed, the speaker describes how his every attempt at ‘un geste ou un 

sentiment déraisonnable’ is met with ‘le reproche muet de [s]on inséparable spectre’. 

Like a ghostly shadow, the mistress is merely a faint copy of the speaker and acts as a 

barrier preventing him from acting on his desires.  

 

In this way the mirror-woman transforms the speaker into an object whose personal 

sovereignty is under attack, since he can no longer behave as an independent subject. 

The speaker compares love to ‘une tutelle’, emphasising his uncomfortable 

experience of being observed and objectified. This jars with the narrator’s description 

of the speaker, whose ‘physionomie presque cléricale’ is ‘malheureusement illuminée 

par des yeux […] dont le regard dit : « Je veux ! » ou « Il faut ! » ou bien : « Je ne 

pardonne jamais ! »’ The speaker’s gaze is suggestive of a man who is hard to 

manipulate. Over the course of his account, however, the balance of power is 

recalibrated, as he ceases to be the looking subject and instead becomes the object of 

both his own and his mistress’ gaze. Unlike the dandy, who seeks to observe himself 

as though in a mirror, this speaker witnesses his attempted misdeeds with discomfort. 

This may alter our view of his boldness in seemingly bringing about his mistress’ 

death. His actions stem solely from the desire for self-preservation, since his mistress’ 

mirroring renders him incapable of acting on his depraved whims. His implied 

violence towards her suggests that he cannot enjoy ‘la vaporisation et […] 

la centralisation du Moi’ that Baudelaire values so highly. When able to view himself 

reflected in another, he is so paralysed by the qualms of his projected conscience that 

he is forced to smash the offending mirror. 

 

                                                
164 Marie Maclean, Narrative as Performance: The Baudelairean Experiment (London: Routledge, 
1988), p. 137. 
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The fourth speaker never explicitly confesses to his mistress’ murder, only insinuating 

his responsibility:  

 

Un soir, dans un bois… au bord d’une mare…, après une mélancolique 
promenade où ses yeux, à elle, réfléchissaient la douceur du ciel, et où mon 
cœur, à moi, était crispé comme l’enfer…  (SP, 348-9)  
 
 

The ellipses lead us to complete the narrative that the speaker outlines, and thus to 

become complicit in his crime. Maclean remarks that such open-ended moments ‘can 

be the subject of endless speculation, of endless mirroring between the text and the 

virtual texts it suggests.’165 Furthermore, our imaginative reading experience mirrors 

the conclusions drawn by the listeners within the text, whose exclamations following 

the speaker’s pronouncement indicate their private understanding.  

 

The scene itself contains implicit reflective imagery, since it takes place next to a pool 

of water that may mirror the speaker and his mistress or perhaps the sky, just as the 

mistress’ eyes do. The speaker’s account is elliptical, meaning that we must fill in the 

details ourselves. In his poetry Baudelaire employs a technique that he suggests Guys 

uses in his sketches, which is to say that, ‘traduisant fidèlement ses propres 

impressions, [il] marque avec une énergie instinctive les points culminants ou 

lumineux d’un objet […], ou ses principales caractéristiques’.166 This means that the 

reader can use the artist’s outline to share his perspective of events. The possibilities 

for reflection in the climactic scene of ‘Portraits de maîtresses’ constitute some of its 

‘points culminants ou lumineux’. The fact that the mistress’ eyes reflect the soft sky 

is, for example, key to understanding the speaker’s implied reaction. As his heart is 

                                                
165 Maclean, Narrative as Performance, p. 48. 
166 Baudelaire, ‘Le Peintre de la vie moderne’, in OC, ii, p. 698. 
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‘crispé comme l’enfer’, the juxtaposition between them underlines the fundamental 

disconnection in their relationship. Baudelaire emphasises this through the mirroring 

phrases ‘à elle’ and ‘à moi’, which highlight the binary opposition between the divine 

mistress and the wretched speaker. This contrasts with the mirror-lovers of ‘La Mort 

des amants’, who see in each other purely pleasurable reflections of their own 

passion. It is the mistress’ mute failure to mirror her lover in this desirable way that 

provokes her downfall. 

 

In this climactic scene the placid female gaze plays a key role in inciting male 

violence. In ‘Laquelle est la vraie ?’ the speaker similarly declares that those women 

‘dont les yeux répandaient le désir de la grandeur, de la beauté, de la gloire et de tout 

ce qui fait croire à l’immortalité’ are ‘trop belle pour vivre longtemps’ (SP, 342). 

Female eyes are something of an obsession in Baudelaire’s poetry. Crucially, though, 

their appeal is completely unrelated to their powers of perception. Benjamin remarks 

that ‘Baudelaire describes eyes that could be said to have lost the ability to look.’167 

Indeed, Baudelaire is instead drawn to the eye both as a symbol of looking and as a 

framed object that hints at hidden depths. We see this in his ‘Éloge du maquillage’, 

when he describes kohl as ‘ce cadre noir [qui] rend le regard plus profond et plus 

singulier, [et qui] donne à l’œil une apparence plus décidée de fenêtre ouverte sur 

l’infini’.168 This discussion of the eye in the singular demonstrates that for Baudelaire 

it is a discrete aesthetic object rather than a working organ. Instead of permitting the 

gazer to perceive the world, eyes become a window through which an exterior 

observer can look. Thus the woman wearing kohl does not look out onto infinity; it is 

the male gazer who looks into her eyes in order to be transported elsewhere. This is 

                                                
167 Benjamin, The Writer of Modern Life, p. 205. 
168 Baudelaire, ‘Le Peintre de la vie moderne’, in OC, ii, p. 717. 
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particularly interesting given the purpose of windows in Baudelaire’s prose poem 

‘Les Fenêtres’. Just as would a window, the female eye exists to reaffirm the 

speaker’s sense of self. However, as in ‘Portraits de maîtresses’, female mirror-eyes 

often confound the speaker’s expectations in Baudelaire’s works. 

 

This theme is more obviously apparent in ‘Les Yeux des pauvres’ (SP, 317-19). Here 

Baudelaire explores the fundamental mismatch between the speaker and his mistress, 

who interpret the same scene in radically different ways. This poem is in some aspects 

the ironic double of ‘La Mort des amants’, since the lovers’ perfect mirroring in the 

verse poem is shattered in its prose counterpart: 

 

Nous nous étions bien promis que toutes nos pensées nous seraient communes 
à l’un et à l’autre, et que nos deux âmes désormais n’en feraient plus qu’une; 
— un rêve qui n’a rien d'original, après tout, si ce n'est que, rêvé par tous les 
hommes, il n’a été réalisé par aucun.  (SP, 318) 
 

 
This rueful admission lends weight to the concept that the ideal love depicted in ‘La 

Mort des amants’ is merely a projection into an unobtainable future. Here the dream is 

stated earnestly before it is debunked. The use of a semi-colon and a dash in 

immediate succession defers the second phrase and visually demonstrates the gaps 

between expectations and reality, and between the lovers’ minds. As the speaker 

ultimately exclaims, ‘[t]ant il est difficile de s’entendre […] et tant la pensée est 

incommunicable, même entre gens qui s’aiment !’ (SP, 319)  

 

This realisation comes after a long evocation of the café setting, which, as Maclean 

notes, is extremely theatrical, offering the illusion of penetration into what is in fact ‘a 
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purely pictorial world’.169 This café, a symbol of Paris during the period of 

Haussmann’s redesign, represents differing ideas for different gazers. The speaker 

describes the scene as though from the outside, as the poor would view it, 

emphasising the ‘murs aveuglants de blancheur, [et] les nappes éblouissantes des 

miroirs’ (SP, 318). Here mirrors indicate a new bourgeois space from which the 

dispossessed poor are financially, visually, and psychologically excluded. The words 

‘aveuglants’ and ‘éblouissantes’ indicate the visual impact of pristine white walls and 

mirrors upon eyes unaccustomed to them. The setting also blocks out the poor by 

making cultural references directed towards educated gazers. When the speaker 

describes the murals depicting ‘les Hébés et les Ganymèdes présentant à bras tendu la 

petite amphore à bavaroises’ he revels in his superior cultural understanding. 

Meanwhile the family offer a negative reflection of the painted figures, the starving 

children serving as an ironic counterpart to the youth and bounty of Hebe and 

Ganymede. Similarly the energy of the falcon, the dogs, and the running cupid 

contrast with the poor child who is ‘trop faible pour marcher’.  

 

For the speaker, however, the poor family are as easy to decode as the café’s 

references to classical mythology. The seeming facility with which the speaker reads 

into the eyes of each family member is almost comic: ‘[l]es yeux du père disaient : 

« Que c’est beau ! que c’est beau ! on dirait que tout l’or du pauvre monde est venu se 

porter sur ces murs. »’ Here the speaker clearly superimposes his own creativity onto 

the poor man’s view of the scene.170 By imagining their emotions the speaker at once 

becomes the scene’s audience and scriptwriter, using the eyes of the poor as mirrors 

to obliquely reveal his own empathy. In doing so he views himself through unfamiliar 

                                                
169 Maclean, Narrative as Performance, p. 116. 
170 See Maclean, Narrative as Performance, p. 117. 
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eyes as a player in the scene that enraptures the family. In his reading of the family’s 

gazes feelings of wondrous admiration are more prominent than any of resentment or 

violence. This at least partially accounts for the speaker’s enjoyment in watching 

them watch him, as their gaze confirms his position within a socially and culturally 

superior world. 

 

When he turns to gaze into the woman’s eyes ‘pour y lire [sa] pensée’, however, his 

narcissistic enjoyment is frustrated (SP, 319). The initial description of the speaker’s 

attempt to submerge himself in her gaze resembles similar efforts made in poems such 

as ‘Semper eadem’: ‘je plongeais dans vos yeux si beaux et si bizarrement doux, […] 

habités par le Caprice et inspirés par la Lune […]’. Here, however, the familiar image 

of submersion and the comparison of the woman to the moon, that other great 

reflector, are quickly subverted. As soon as she speaks the woman reveals her far less 

empathetic response: ‘« Ces gens-là me sont insupportables avec leurs yeux ouverts 

comme des portes cochères ! Ne pourriez-vous pas prier le maître du café de les 

éloigner d’ici ? »’ The woman’s unease seems to stem from her position as a viewed 

object. Observing from beyond the café’s delineated space, the poor family have not 

bought the right to enjoy either her or its splendour.171  

 

The speaker, conversely, derives pleasure not only from his own empathy but also 

from the experience of being both spectacle and spectator. Like the dandy he enjoys 

the clash of gazes that the modern city produces. However, while the poor family 

cannot contradict his reading of their gazes, his companion can. The speaker’s closing 

remark ironically reveals his own assumptions in interpreting other people’s gazes: 

                                                
171 See Maclean, Narrative as Performance, p. 119. 
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‘tant la pensée est incommunicable, même entre gens qui s’aiment !’ Despite this 

exclamation, the speaker has claimed to interpret the poor family’s thoughts with 

ease. His narrative dominance allows him to exert power and stifle alternative 

readings of the scene — readings that may otherwise have ruptured the stable 

relationship established between pitiful, admiring paupers and the pensive, empathetic 

bourgeoisie. Once again, the woman and her eyes refuse to reflect the speaker as he 

wishes to see himself. While the speaker clearly encourages us to condemn his 

mistress’ unwelcome response, he also inadvertently exposes himself. By subverting 

the speaker’s expectations the woman-mirror mutates, revealing that a flâneur-like 

narcissism underpins his enjoyment of the scene. 

  

Both the woman’s mirror-eyes and the café’s mirrors appear to act as gateways to a 

desired space, but ultimately act as barriers. In the café the mirrors attract the poor 

family’s gaze, but their brightness bars even visual encroachment on the scene. 

Similarly the woman’s mirror-eyes invite the speaker into a space of pleasing self-

reflexivity that echoes the lovers’ pledges of spiritual and mental communion. 

However, just as the café’s mirrors propagate theatrical illusions, so too do the 

mistress’ eyes. Maclean notes that Baudelaire’s poet often fails to turn the woman 

into a mirror, not least because ‘[o]ne’s image, rather than being faithfully reflected, 

may be diminished, distorted, or lost in the eyes of another.’172 Yet all mirrors 

produce inversions and reveal the unbridgeable gap between originals and facsimiles. 

This is why the woman, as ‘le plus bel exemple d’imperméabilité féminine qui se 

puisse rencontrer’, makes such an interesting mirror symbol (SP, 317). This 

                                                
172 Maclean, Narrative as Performance, p. 119, p. 122. 
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‘imperméabilité´ refers both to the speaker’s inability to access the woman’s thoughts 

and her inability or unwillingness to permeate the thoughts of others.  

 

In poems such as ‘La Beauté’ female mirror-eyes become a more explicit weapon 

against the poet’s sovereignty. Just as in ‘Les Yeux des pauvres’ the woman’s words, 

the first uttered aloud in the poem, undermine the speaker’s authority, so too in ‘La 

Beauté’ do female words subjugate the male poetic voice. Where we might expect 

Beauty to inspire the poet’s verbal brilliance, instead she excites in him ‘un amour | 

Eternel et muet ainsi que la matière’ (ll. 3-4, FM, 21). Stunned into silence, the poet 

can only gaze upon Beauty, who, while objectified by the poet’s gaze, nevertheless 

holds the upper hand as the poem’s speaking subject. In her unchanging glory and in 

her hatred of movement, she effectively transfixes the poet into a statue. There are 

traces of the Medusa myth here: the only way of avoiding the petrifying effect of 

Medusa’s gaze was to view her obliquely in a mirror. So too with Beauty, which must 

be perceived in glimpses lest her full force overwhelm the poet and erode his 

selfhood. For this reason Baudrillard’s assessment of the subject/object power play 

applies pertinently to Baudelaire’s poem. Baudrillard argues that, when it comes to 

desire, ‘c’est l’objet qui séduit. […] Le privilège immémorial du sujet s’inverse. Car 

celui-ci est fragile, ne pouvant que désirer, tandis que l’objet, lui, joue très bien de 

l’absence de désir’.173 Viewing this subject/object relationship in terms of 

male/female sexual interaction, love becomes a battle for control. Indeed, Beauty 

refers to her adoring poets as ‘ces dociles amants’ and describes her breast as a place 

where ‘chacun s’est meutri tour à tour’ (ll. 12, 2). Here Beauty dominates the poets 

both as an imperious goddess and an impassive object of desire. The sexual 

                                                
173 Baudrillard, Les Stratégies fatales, p. 164. 
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undertones of this power play stress the significance of Baudelaire’s decision to make 

his allegory female. 

 

In this struggle for control Beauty’s mirror-eyes ultimately subjugate the poets, 

removing their subjective power through visual transfixion. As in ‘Les Yeux des 

pauvres’, the images reflected in Beauty’s mirror-eyes are not revealed. The 

descriptions focus on the effects of the mirror-eyes on the viewer rather than on the 

images that they produce. Just as the mirrors in ‘Les Yeux des pauvres’ are 

‘éblouissantes’, acting as a visual barrier for the poor family, here too the ‘clartés 

éternelles’ of Beauty’s mirror-eyes dazzle the poets into submission (l. 14).174 It is 

ironic that the poets are rendered mute, unable to describe the splendours that they 

witness. Furthermore, Beauty sadistically uses her speaking power to terminate her 

own speech just when it seems that we might enter this space of aesthetic perfection. 

In this way the reader is as much in thrall to Beauty as the poets are. While they 

mutely admire images of a reflected world, we too are trapped in limbo and are 

deprived of any means of reaching it. 

 

If Beauty is a sadist then the poet is surely a masochist, in part responsible for his own 

subjugation. Baudelaire’s fascination with ‘la vaporisation et […] la centralisation du 

Moi’ supports this, since through gazing into Beauty’s mirror-eyes the poet 

experiences the repeated dissipation and re-formation of his selfhood. This cyclical, 

Lacanian process involves the splitting of the singular poet into many poets in the first 

                                                
174 The revelatory quality of Beauty’s mirror-eyes is reminiscent of Canto XXXI of Dante’s 
Purgatorio, where Beatrice’s eyes act as mirrors revealing the divine. However, while in Dante’s work 
the visions in Beatrice’s eyes help the pilgrim in his spiritual journey towards God, in Baudelaire’s 
poem Beauty seems to use her mirror-eyes as a weapon, dazzling and subduing her admirers in a 
sadistic power play. See Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy of Dante Alighieri: Volume 2, 
Purgatorio, ed. and trans. Robert M. Durling (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), p. 537. 
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tercet, meaning that the poet must now share the mirrored space.175 However, while 

this is a moment of identity crisis for centralised male poetic selfhood, it may also 

have a positive outcome. Just as the prostitute allows the poet to see his desire 

reflected ad infinitum in other men, the evocation of multiple poets who venerate 

Beauty similarly allows the poet to view his own adoration multiplied. 

 

Overall, though, the positive effects of this vaporisation are not fully outweighed by 

the poet’s centralisation, primarily because of the female speaking voice. Romana 

Lowe remarks that ‘La Beauté’ is particularly disconcerting given that earlier in Les 

Fleurs du Mal ‘[t]he poet alone claimed to be the visionary who was intended to 

guide the reader, to indicate the path to the Ideal.’ It is now the female who controls 

where the reader is taken, and the effort to ‘install her as mirror [of the Ideal], as 

opposed to the self as unique mirror, is a fundamental step toward crisis.’176 However, 

Lowe somewhat overstates the case by suggesting that Beauty ‘accesses the superior 

space, the bizarre and the monstrous.’177 It is more convincing to consider Beauty as a 

conduit for poets to glimpse an ideal world. This ties in with the broader theme of 

women who lack self-awareness and yet operate as useful reflectors for others. It also 

corroborates Beauty’s description of herself as enthroned ‘dans l’azur comme un 

sphinx incompris’ (l. 5). Beauty is a sphinx not only because of her mysteriousness 

and malevolence, but also because she is a gatekeeper to ‘l’azur’, representing the 

poet’s key to accessing the Ideal. However, while she is the poem’s speaker she is 

only its author insofar as she inspires the poet to write. The balance of power is thus 

far precariously maintained. Of course, the idea that Beauty might access the world 

                                                
175 See Romana N. Lowe, The Fictional Female: Sacrificial Rituals and Spectacles of Writing in 
Baudelaire, Zola and Cocteau (New York: Peter Lang, 1997), p. 37. 
176 Lowe, The Fictional Female, p. 40. 
177 Lowe, The Fictional Female, p. 55. 
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that she reflects is disconcerting: in this case, the mirror-eyes retain their gazing 

power. This is the constant threat posed in ‘La Beauté’, echoing woman’s dangerous 

potential power throughout Baudelaire’s works: in her mirror capacity she may 

manipulate the male poet’s vision and, as gatekeeper to the Ideal, might block his 

access at any point. She may even threaten to become a subjective viewer, 

condemning the poet to the hellish fate described in ‘L’Irrémédiable’ and 

‘L’Héautontimorouménos’ by freezing him into a subordinate object. 

 

Chasing Shadows: Movement in the Female Mirror 

 

Beauty’s ability to immobilise the poet is significant given that she herself is statue-

like. However, unlike the poet, Beauty combines stillness with subtle forms of 

movement. In this way she resembles the mirror, which fascinates Baudelaire in its 

ability to reveal a moving world within its fixed, static frame. The poem’s first simile 

expresses this by synthesising two opposing ideas: ‘Je suis belle, ô mortels ! comme 

un rêve de pierre’ (l. 1). The abstract mutability of dreams, which progress over time 

and do not exist in any physical space, contrasts with the physical solidity of stone. 

The poem as a whole extends this contradiction, since its temporal, verbal progression 

creates an abstract sense of movement that its content does not echo. Beauty does not 

describe herself moving at any point. Almost every verb that applies to her is either 

abstract or negates physical action. The main exception to this is the description of 

Beauty’s mirror-eyes, which ‘font toutes choses plus belles’ (l. 13). DalMolin 

suggests that when the poet stares into them ‘he is compelled to become the guardian 

of traditional verse forms like those in which “Beauty” is cast’.178 In this reading 

                                                
178 DalMolin, Cutting the Body, p. 44. 
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Beauty’s mirror-eyes freeze the poet into a purveyor of metrically regular rhyming 

verse, a form that in itself relies on reflective techniques of doubling and symmetry. 

 

Beyond the transforming mirror-eyes of Beauty, whose splendour is otherwise 

unchanging, Baudelaire’s female figures are frequently associated with movement. 

When, as is generally the case, the male poetic persona controls the subjective 

perspective of the poem, he attempts to fix and frame femininity. His efforts are 

repeatedly thwarted when women speak, as in ‘Les Yeux des pauvres’, and when they 

fail to reflect the poet flatteringly, as in ‘Portraits de maîtresses’. In Le Spleen de 

Paris Baudelaire’s women seem particularly elusive and unwilling to allow the poet 

to frame them. This may be because, as Johnson notes, while in Les Fleurs du Mal the 

poet is generally the first-person subject, overwhelmingly in Le Spleen de Paris ‘le 

« je » est devenu un observateur-narrateur, rapportant à un « vous » lecteur quelque 

anecdote qui le met en scène en tant que spectateur et non en tant que spectacle.’179 

This means that the poetic persona’s control over the action is less absolute, 

repeatedly enabling the female object to regain power over him. Pierre Laforgue adds 

that narration is ‘le mode d’écriture le mieux accordé à la représentation [de la 

femme]’ given that she is a ‘créature physiologiquement en mouvement’.180 Just as 

the mirror mutates to match the person looking into it, so too does woman’s selfhood 

fluctuate. It is therefore interesting to assess Baudelaire’s synthesis of three 

manifestations of movement: woman, the mirror, and his prose poetry, which aims to 

be ‘assez souple et assez heurtée pour s’adapter aux mouvements lyriques de l’âme, 

aux ondulations de la rêverie, aux soubresauts de la conscience’ (SP, 275-76). 

 

                                                
179 Johnson, Défigurations du langage poétique, pp. 66-67. 
180 P. Laforgue, Œdipe à Lesbos, p. 24. 
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This synthesis is perhaps best realised in ‘La Belle Dorothée’, which depicts a free 

black woman walking along a beach (SP, 316-17). Baudelaire exploits the 

sinuousness of prose to manipulate our perception of Dorothée and to question our 

ideas of freedom, ownership, and identity. Images involving reflections and shadows 

dominate, indicating that Dorothée’s sense of self is predicated on white Parisian 

models. Dorothée is oxymoronically described as ‘une tache éclatante et noire’ and a 

shadow-like negation: her pink dress stands out against ‘les ténèbres de sa peau’ (SP, 

316). The black female body operates as a kind of echo, darkly mirroring white 

female beauty. The reference to shadows brings in another mutable and unstable form 

of doubling, since shadows move according to the position of the sun. Elsewhere 

Baudelaire portrays Dorothée as a space of negation, describing her ‘dos creux’, her 

red parasol that casts ‘le fard sanglant de ses reflets’ over her dark face and her 

beautiful foot, which ‘imprime fidèlement sa forme sur le sable fin.’ In these images 

Dorothée is a locus of empty spaces and ephemeral doubles. The footprint is the most 

powerful of these images, symbolising Dorothée’s freedom to move both spatially 

and socially. It also represents both Dorothée’s past as a shoeless slave and the 

present ‘orgueil de l’affranchie’ that allows her to enjoy the male gaze upon her body. 

Constantly moving and described both in terms of her past identity and her desired 

future identity, the present-tense Dorothée is an unstable entity within the text. This is 

echoed in her depiction over the course of a prose poem, which affords more space to 

her physical and conceptual movement.  

 

Baudelaire extends the sense of space within the poem when he introduces the mirror 

image: ‘[e]lle s’avance […] souriant d’un blanc sourire, comme si elle apercevait au 

loin dans l’espace un miroir reflétant sa démarche et sa beauté.’ Baudelaire uses 
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mirror imagery to explore Dorothée’s awareness of her mutating identity. He 

indicates this in the ambiguous reference to her ‘blanc sourire’, which may allude to 

Dorothée’s white teeth standing out against her dark skin. However, it could also 

obliquely refer to her status as a freed slave whose emancipation brings her closer to 

white Parisian women. The second half of the sentence suggests that Dorothée smiles 

as though seeing herself in a far-off mirror. Given the suggestiveness of her ‘blanc 

sourire’, the imagined mirror could be seen as an emancipating one, showing 

Dorothée a whitened, truly free version of herself. The mirror’s distance reminds us 

that Dorothée’s identity is still mutating, the word ‘blanc’ perhaps also implying 

blankness both in Dorothée’s smile and in the unattainable image that provokes it. 

 

However, it is crucial to remember that the speaker merely imagines the mirror on the 

beach. Initially he seems to do this to emphasise Dorothée’s coquettishness and desire 

for social mobility, but his personal judgements become more overt as the poem 

progresses. We see this in the use of a conceptual mirror-line, similar to that which 

divides contemplation from action in ‘Le Mauvais Vitrier’.181 This allows the 

speaker’s musings in the first half of the poem to reflect onto our reading of the 

second half and to affect our opinion of Dorothée. Here the mirror-line is in the exact 

centre of the poem and also explicitly refers to the mirror-object. Just as the mirror on 

the beach is a fanciful poetic invention, so too are the scenarios posited as reasons for 

Dorothée’s midday walk in the second half of the poem. Nevertheless, these musings 

inevitably influence our understanding of Dorothée’s character. For example, in one 

sentence the speaker wonders why Dorothée has left her beautiful but modest home, 

complete with its sights (flowers, pretty mats), smells (smoke, the cooking crab with 

                                                
181 See p. 58. 
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rice and saffron), and sounds (the lapping tide in the distance) (SP, 317). Yet this 

entire image is unstable: how do we know that the speaker is not describing his 

imagined version of Dorothée’s home, particularly since his subsequent suggestion 

that she may be meeting a young officer has no obvious basis in truth? The sentence 

extends itself irrepressibly, building clause upon clause in an imaginative overflow 

facilitated by the prose form. 

 

Furthermore, the speaker describes Dorothée sitting at home enjoying looking at 

herself ‘dans le miroir de ses grands éventails de plumes’. This may refer not to a real 

mirror image but to Dorothée’s awareness of her good fortune in being able to own 

luxuries. The implication is that Dorothée, instead of pursuing the mirage of 

integration within white society, should have stayed at home to reflect upon her 

modest good fortune as a freed slave. Through his judgements the speaker subtly 

attempts to restrict Dorothée to an indoor space and thereby to limit her movement, 

which is often how women escape male dominance in Baudelaire’s work. Instead, she 

walks along the beach in a manner that conveys both awareness of her status as an 

object of male desire and determination to gain leverage over her own destiny. In the 

final section of poetic rumination, the speaker suggests: 

 

Peut-être a-t-elle un rendez-vous avec quelque jeune officier […]. 
Infailliblement elle le priera, la simple créature, de lui décrire le bal de 
l’Opéra, et lui demandera si on peut y aller pieds nus, comme aux danses du 
dimanche […]; et puis encore si les belles dames de Paris sont toutes plus 
belles qu’elle.  
 

 
In this detailed digression, the speaker imagines that Dorothée’s physical movement 

is a product of her desire for social mobility. Once again the speaker imposes ideas 
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about Dorothée’s character onto the narrative, which sinuously unfurls in order to 

accommodate these unjustified suggestions. His long sentences allow him to include a 

casual aside referring to Dorothée as a ‘simple créature’, reflecting his assumption 

that, in her candour, she would inevitably imagine Parisian balls to resemble the 

barefoot dances of her home country. The use of the future tense further destabilises 

the accuracy of these comments. The illusion of this imagined encounter develops the 

sense that we are presented with a mirror image of Dorothée in the second half of the 

poem, a reflection that is subject to the poet angling his mirror-prose in order to depict 

her in a certain way. 

  

Eventually we learn that Dorothée ‘serait parfaitement heureuse si elle n’était obligée 

d’entasser piastre sur piastre pour racheter sa petite sœur qui a bien onze ans, et qui 

est déjà mûre, et si belle !’ This sentence rapidly introduces a new narrative in the 

poem’s closing stages, confirming our suspicion that the speaker is unreliable and also 

indicating that he is manipulative. Such a significant detail alters our view of 

Dorothée and undermines the speaker’s previous insistence on her vanity. Though the 

narrator’s fanciful tendencies render his final revelation uncertain, its position at the 

end of the poem encourages us to reread it with fresh eyes, establishing a doubled 

process of reading that offers two unstable, mirrored Dorothées for our consideration. 

The possibility that Dorothée, a now-freed commodity, is forced to sell her body in 

order to free her sister renders her self-image even more significant. Her physical 

appearance and worldly possessions become symbolic tools that enable her to control 

her destiny, which is perhaps why both appear alongside the mirror in the poem. 

However, when the narrator speculates on Dorothée’s thoughts and desires, he 

imposes a form of ownership on both her and the reader, directing our view of 
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Dorothée and preventing her from controlling her own narrative. As we see 

throughout Baudelaire’s poetry, women and mirrors are used as a way of exploring 

the fluctuations of male and female identities and the power struggle that exists 

between the poet, his created figures, and his readers. 

 

***** 

 

It is clear, then, that Baudelaire’s mirror-women perform varied and complex roles 

within his works. While occasionally reflecting an idealised version of the speaker, 

they more usually gain autonomy, revealing his shortcomings and threatening his 

subjectivity. As the writer controlling his poetic persona, Baudelaire uses women as 

mirrors to illuminate aspects of the speaker’s character that his subjective narration 

attempts to mask. This allows the reader to experience imagined scenarios from 

multiple, complex perspectives. The reflective woman is as unstable and indefinable 

as the mirror-surface. Since she exists to inspire numerous, often incongruous poetic 

fantasies, our view of her is repeatedly obfuscated. In poems such as ‘Portraits de 

maîtresses’ and ‘La Belle Dorothée’ she operates in terms of negations and her 

identity seems ungraspable. Woman’s awareness of her reflective capacity varies 

from poem to poem. Wherever she realises her power as a viewed object, her 

mirroring properties become stronger and more dangerous. This is clearest in ‘La 

Beauté’, where the idealised icon of femininity, stripped of her human shortcomings, 

gains complete control over the speaker.  

 

On a fundamental level the poet is both drawn to and repulsed by femininity. This is 

partially due to the qualities that women and mirrors share: namely, their mutability 
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and their capacity to reflect aspects of the poet’s character, traits that are at once 

enticing and unsettling. Through woman the poet seeks an experience akin to the one 

that Mallarmé describes in his poem ‘Les Fenêtres’: ‘Je me mire et me vois ange !’ (l. 

29).182 All too often, however, Baudelaire’s mirror-women disrupt this process of 

glorious self-realisation, forcing the poet to witness his imperfections, his 

presumptions, and his limitations. In his attempts to frame femininity, it is the poet 

who becomes transfixed and disarmed by the blinding glass. The female mirror 

ultimately has her revenge. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

                                                
182 Mallarmé, ‘Poésies’, in OC, i, p. 10. Further references to Mallarmé’s Poésies will be to this edition 
and henceforth given in the main text as P and page number. References to Mallarmé’s prose poems 
will also be to this edition, and will be given in the main text as AoP and page number. This represents 
‘Anecdotes ou poèmes’, the title given to Mallarmé’s prose poems when he published them in 
Divagations. 
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II  

Changing Perspectives: Woman Reflected in Late Nineteenth-Century Poetry and 

Visual Art 

 

The repercussions of Baudelaire’s experimentation with an ironic, fragmented poetic 

perspective can be felt in much of the avant-garde art and poetry of the second half of 

the nineteenth century. Baudelaire’s preoccupation with mirrors and his complex 

treatment of femininity also continue to play a significant role in a wide range of 

poems and visual artworks. Indeed, the implications of Baudelaire’s legacy as a poet 

and art critic were becoming apparent at a time when mirrors were increasingly 

prominent in public and private Parisian spaces, and when women were also more 

visible in public life due to the emergence of new spaces of leisure, recreation, and 

consumerism. In this context, the treatment of women and mirrors in art and poetry 

was incorporated into a wider exploration of modern ways of seeing, which 

Baudelaire’s poetry and art criticism had initiated. 

 

The impact of Baudelaire’s interpretation of mirrored femininity emerges in 

numerous guises. For instance, many late nineteenth-century poets and artists use 

mirrors to pursue Baudelaire’s vision of woman as an embodiment of the dichotomy 

between the modern and the eternal.183 Artists such as Degas, Manet, Morisot, 

Cassatt, and Toulouse-Lautrec also use the mirror to suggest the subjectivity of 

women who were more usually viewed as sexualised objects. This included cocottes 

and prostitutes, whom Harrison suggests Baudelaire had highlighted as an 

                                                
183 See Bram Dijkstra, Idols of Perversity: Fantasies of Feminine Evil in Fin-de-Siècle Culture 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986). 
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‘inescapable’ feature of modern art.184 Such women threaten the dominance of the 

male gaze by potentially taking control of their own identity and sexuality, as we have 

seen in Baudelaire’s works. For poets such as Mallarmé, Régnier, Krysinska, and 

Laforgue, the specific theme of sexuality was less significant than Baudelaire’s use of 

the mirror to reveal the ambiguities and paradoxes of a shifting speaking voice. While 

Baudelaire primarily uses the mutable female mirror and the woman with the mirror 

to expose the male persona’s flaws or weaknesses, in later art and poetry the mirrored 

woman’s own ambiguities come under closer scrutiny. These works build on the 

Baudelairean notion that the woman might not act as a faithful mirror of male desire. 

However, they extend this to place a greater emphasis on a hermetically sealed form 

of female control, transforming the mirrored woman into an emblem of self-reflexive 

art.  

 

At times the mirrored woman symbolises physicality and self-commodification, 

drawing our attention to the consciously crafted illusion of femininity and, at times, to 

the illusory nature of art. A sense of uncertainty shapes our perspective as readers and 

viewers as we examine these works; this is particularly apparent when the subjective 

viewpoint of mirrored women begins to assert itself. In other instances the mirrored 

woman represents self-awareness, control, and knowledge. In these works women 

examine their reflections out of a desire for greater autonomy, symbolising the 

increasingly self-conscious tendencies of avant-garde art and poetry. In both groups 

the woman and mirror expose the tensions between illusion and revelation, and 

between surface and symbol, which in turn play a fundamental role in the late 

nineteenth-century exploration of the nature of art.  

                                                
184 Harrison, Painting the Difference, p. 51. 
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3: The Doubled Gaze: Performing Femininity in the Late Nineteenth-Century 

Mirror 

 

The increasing presence of mirrors in Paris was linked to a rise in the 

commodification of femininity. Popular new department stores such as Le Bon 

Marché used mirrors to entice female customers by creating a sense of endlessly 

proliferating opulence. Albert Boime argues that department stores and music halls 

attracted customers in this way, adding that ‘[t]hey were public arenas pretending to 

be intimate spaces’.185 The migration of mirrors from the home into increasingly 

populous communal spaces contributed towards this interpenetration of public and 

private domains. It also affected the operation of the gaze in the city, enabling viewers 

to examine others from new and more covert perspectives while simultaneously 

assessing their own position within bustling social contexts. The impact of this on 

women was significant, as Walter Benjamin suggests: 

 

Women here look at themselves more than elsewhere, and from this comes the 
distinctive beauty of the Parisienne. Before any man catches sight of her, she 
has already seen herself ten times reflected.186 
 

 
Indeed, the burgeoning fashion industry encouraged women to turn themselves into 

objects for visual display. This was echoed in avant-garde artworks, which often 

suggest the self-consciousness of the female gaze regardless of whether mirrors are 

discernible within the pictured space.187 In Manet’s Olympia (1863), for example, the 

                                                
185 Albert Boime, in Collins (ed.), 12 Views of Manet’s Bar, p. 49. 
186 Benjamin, The Arcades Project, p. 877. 
187 See Harrison, Painting the Difference, p. 25. 
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subject’s self-aware and almost brazen gaze towards the spectator has been 

interpreted as a sign that she is examining her body in a mirror.188 

 

Manet’s painting also subverts classical Salon conventions by turning the nude into a 

modern prostitute. In doing so his work catalogues the encroachment of prostitution 

into public life. Hollis Clayson particularly emphasises the courtesan’s tendency to 

imitate upper- and middle-class fashions, arguing that artists believed her to represent 

a fear of ‘the blurring of social boundaries’.189 In line with Baudelaire’s remarks on 

the subject, she had also become a symbol of art.190 The wealth of late nineteenth-

century images of prostitutes, many incorporating mirrors, substantiates this claim. 

Furthermore, as Harrison notes, prostitutes were the only women who would have 

worked as nude models for artists during this period, strengthening their link with the 

illusion inherent in artistic production.191 In the visual art of Manet, Degas, and 

Toulouse-Lautrec, the mirror becomes a tool used to explore the intricacies of the 

relationship between art and prostitution. By transforming the dynamics of vision into 

a thematic feature of these artworks, the mirror draws the viewer’s attention to his 

relationship with the created work and the woman that it depicts. In these images the 

prostitute is no longer simply a reflector of the viewer’s desire, creating what Charles 

Bernheimer calls ‘a fiction of male dominance.’192 Instead, she also examines her own 

image, forcing the viewer to acknowledge her other, more ambiguous position as a 

viewing subject. The low-level self-awareness that Baudelaire seems to attribute to 
                                                
188 Edouard Manet, Olympia, 1863. Oil on canvas, 130 × 190 cm. Musée d’Orsay, Paris. See Harrison, 
Painting the Difference, p. 54; and Gregory Galligan, ‘The Self Pictured: Manet, the Mirror, and the 
Occupation of Realist Painting’, The Art Bulletin 80.1 (March 1998), pp. 159-60. 
189 Hollis Clayson, Painted Love: Prostitution in French Art of the Impressionist Era (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1991), p. 2. 
190 See Charles Bernheimer, Figures of Ill Repute: Representing Prostitution in Nineteenth-Century 
France (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1989), p. 1. 
191 Harrison, Painting the Difference, p. 122. 
192 Charles Bernheimer, ‘Degas’s Brothels: Voyeurism and Ideology’, Representations 20 (Autumn 
1987), pp. 170-71. 



111 

the prostitute here becomes more psychologically complex. In avant-garde visual art 

and poetry, the prostitute’s mirror-gaze suggests this doubled mode of looking: she 

subjectively explores her identity in the mirror, yet also sees herself as would an 

objectifying male gazer. Other forms of doubling complicate this further, as past and 

present identities merge together and, specifically in poetry, visual and non-visual 

perspectives on femininity intertwine. 

 

In some cases, the male gazer sees the mirrored prostitute through doubled vision. 

This doubling is produced by the spectacle of multiple women copied in the glass, and 

with whom the viewer lacks any psychological connection. In order to assess the 

various forms of doubled gaze at play in late nineteenth-century depictions of 

mirrored women, it is first necessary to examine works in this category. We can then 

consider those works that conflate this objectifying gaze with a subjective female 

perspective, offering an ambiguous insight into the prostitute’s self-image. This will 

lead us to more complex, introspective examples of female mirroring, ones that defy 

male authority by reflecting women whose subjectivity and creativity overshadow any 

attempt at objectification.  

 

Looking to Buy: Male Perspectives on Women’s Bodies 

 

In the first of these categories Régnier’s writings offer an intriguing example, since an 

1887 entry in his Cahiers inédits describes a visit to a brothel from his own 

perspective as a client. Régnier initially describes his perceptions upon entering the 

brothel and encountering its prostitutes: ‘[j]’entrai et mon choix tomba sur celle qui, 
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au hasard du canapé circulaire, était la première et la plus près de la porte.’193 

Régnier emphasizes his wandering gaze and the impact of this prostitute’s proximity 

to him. Detailing her appearance, he stresses her strangely false allure: ‘les bas, 

trouvaille miraculeuse, […] sert à accaparer l’œil et à lui faire accepter la crudité des 

maquillages’. Régnier goes on to refer to the brothel’s plush décor, which suggests 

that he was visiting a maison de luxe, a type of brothel known for its elaborate 

furnishings including luxurious upholstery and framed mirrors.194 The overall effect 

here is one of artificiality. 

 

Régnier later speculates that the room is arranged in order to steer clients in the 

direction of the nearest woman:  

 

Ces femmes, grâces à des procédés de toilette et de maquillage, sont presque 
identiques entre elles […]. De plus, la pièce qui les renferme est d’un décor 
pareil et, de plus, est ronde. L’entrant, donc, regarde d’abord la première 
située sous ses yeux, puis ses regards vont aux plus éloignées, mais le 
phénomène d’identité, la forme circulaire, le jeu des lumières et des couleurs 
fait que la raison […] ne reconnaît en cette similitude qu’une individualité. Et 
ce sera celle qui aura été regardée deux fois, la plus proche donc, qui, par le 
fait même de ce double regard, sera choisie.195 
 

 
Régnier believes that the prostitutes’ artificiality causes them to reflect each other. 

The room’s round shape enhances this effect, as does its ‘décor pareil’. This may be a 

reference to the ‘canapé circulaire’ on which the first prostitute is seated. 

Alternatively it may refer either to artworks depicting women or to mirrors that reflect 

the prostitutes ad infinitum. 

 

                                                
193 Régnier, Les Cahiers inédits, pp. 88-89. Régnier’s emphasis. 
194 Régnier, Les Cahiers inédits, p. 89. See Clayson, Painted Love, p. 28. 
195 Régnier, Les Cahiers inédits, p. 89. 
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The allusion to the room’s ‘jeu des lumières et des couleurs’ strengthens the idea that 

the space contains mirrors. This was certainly common in up-market brothels. In 1888 

Gustave Macé described the dazzling effect of the ‘glaces ouvragées, la profusion des 

dorures, [et] l’éclat des lumières’ that could be found in such establishments.196 Alain 

Corbin similarly comments on the ubiquity of mirrors both in maisons de quartier, 

frequented by the petite bourgeoisie, and maisons de luxe.197 Describing the latter, he 

evokes a dazzling spectacle: ‘[d]ans les corridors, dans les escaliers, dans les salons, 

partout, […] des glaces, des bronzes à profusion’. He also refers to mirrors placed 

directly above the brothels’ beds.198 It therefore seems likely that the establishment 

that Régnier visited also incorporated mirrors, as its ‘faux Pompadour’ décor suggests 

that it was an up-market brothel. This would explain the emphasis that Régnier places 

upon the atmosphere of endless visual proliferation, which encourages the client to 

choose the woman whom he sees twice. Like an orchestrated double take, the 

repeated glance at one woman creates a false sense of familiarity within a context that 

flattens individual distinctions. In the crowded brothel, just as in the crowded street of 

Baudelaire’s ‘A une passante’, the double take sparks the male gazer’s interest. 

Seeing the woman twice, as though mirrored, the client’s second glance imbues her 

with greater significance. 

 

Degas’s monotypes, made in ink on paper between 1876 and 1885 and documenting 

day-to-day brothel scenes, convey a similar sense of specular profusion.199 In the 

Salon (fig. 3) depicts a room lined with prostitutes who sit, kneel, and lie with their 

                                                
196 Gustave Macé, La Police parisienne: Gibier de Gare Saint-Lazare (Paris: G. Charpentier, 1888), 
pp. 262-63. 
197 Alain Corbin, Les Filles de noces: misère sexuelle et prostitution (19e siècle) (Paris: Flammarion, 
1982), pp. 90-91. 
198 Corbin, Les Filles de noces, p. 90. 
199 Harrison, Painting the Difference, p. 108. 
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backs facing large mirror-panels.200 A client also edges into the frame on the right-

hand side. In this scene Degas confuses the spectator’s gaze by presenting the 

prostitutes as fragmented, fetishized body parts. The mirrors lining the walls imply 

further specular confusion, reflecting indistinct grey shadows. The features of the 

actual prostitutes are also poorly defined. This is particularly true of the three women 

situated nearest the mirrors and furthest from the picture plane. Their darkly smudged 

faces almost merge with their reflections, increasing the atmosphere of visual 

confusion. One could easily imagine Régnier in the position of the client examining 

these women reflected in the large mirrors. Just as Régnier evokes the ‘jeu des 

lumières et des couleurs’ in the brothel that he visited, so too do the mirrors here 

reflect the room’s spherical lamps. The prostitutes’ stockings, that ‘trouvaille 

miraculeuse’ that drew Régnier’s eye, are similarly emphasized in Degas’s monotype 

as their most clearly defined feature. 

 

In both Régnier’s account and Degas’s monotype, prostitutes feature as an incoherent 

proliferation of bodies. This may be connected to the contexts in which these 

depictions were produced. As a notebook entry, Régnier’s account seems to be a 

personal meditation that is not intended for a wider readership. Similarly, as George 

Shackelford notes, Degas’s brothel monotypes were probably meant for ‘an 

exclusively male audience’ of friends and acquaintances.201 As such, the lack of 

insight into the mirrored women’s individual characteristics might reflect the 

specifically male viewpoint of those examining these two depictions of prostitution. 

However, the differences in their media lead to interesting deviations in their 

portrayals of visual disorder. In Régnier’s account we follow his perceptions over 
                                                
200 Edgar Degas, In the Salon, 1879. Monotype, 16.4 × 21.5 cm. Musée Picasso, Paris. 
201 George T.M. Shackelford, in Judith A. Barter (ed.), Mary Cassatt, Modern Woman (Chicago: The 
Art Institute of Chicago, 1998), p. 124. 
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time, starting with his focus on the prostitute nearest the door, then his disappointment 

over an underwhelming sexual encounter, and finally his assessment of the optical 

arrangement of the room after he has left it. This order combines the event’s visual 

chronology with Régnier’s mental chronology, including his memories and 

contemplations. In Degas’s In the Salon the scene is viewed all at once and from an 

ambiguous, detached perspective. We do not appear take a client’s view of the 

prostitutes, as in Régnier’s account, since the male figure in this scene is clearly 

pictured. Instead we watch from behind the nearest row of prostitutes, almost as if we 

were situated among them. This perspective is even more visually disruptive, since 

Degas exploits the picture’s frame to prevent us perceiving the room as a totality. 

Indeed, Clayson notes that in most of Degas’s monotypes there are ‘cutoffs and 

fragmentations’ of this sort.202 Here we are given only a snapshot of a client entering 

the salon. We cannot discern his reactions or preferences from his shady outline. This 

ambiguity typifies what Clayson calls the avant-garde artist’s unwillingness to offer a 

clear narrative or moral judgement when depicting prostitution.203 Instead Degas 

focuses on the brothel as a space of visual trickery. 

 

The mirror’s ubiquity in maisons de luxe, and, indeed, its presence in most of Degas’s 

brothel monotypes, is perhaps connected to its associations with lavish spectacle. Just 

as department stores and theatres used multiple mirrors to create a kind of 

wonderland, so too could mirrors in brothels suggest a sexual paradise where clients 

could escape their ordinary lives. Up-market brothels also echoed Le Bon Marché or 

the Folies-Bergère in their use of mirrors to produce dazzling replicas of purchasable 

goods. Here, though, the products were women, self-consciously offering their bodies 

                                                
202 Clayson, Painted Love, p. 33. 
203 Clayson, Painted Love, pp. 2-3. 
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for visual and eventually sexual consumption. In artistic representations of the brothel 

mirrors can therefore symbolise the conflation of the prostitute’s identity with her 

appearance.204 Robbed of any deeper selfhood beyond their bodies, stockings, and 

make-up, the prostitutes in Degas’s In the Salon and Régnier’s notebook entry 

become mere reflections, indistinguishable both from each other and from their mirror 

images. 

 

The Self as Other: Reclaiming Eroticism in the Mirror  

 

Régnier’s verse approaches prostitution from a different perspective. In his poem 

‘Pour la porte des courtisanes’, one of the ‘Inscriptions pour les treize portes de la 

ville’ in Les Jeux rustiques et divins (1897), Régnier situates prostitution within the 

atemporal, quasi-classical setting that characterises much of his verse.205 There are 

few hints of this context within the poem but indications surface among the other 

poems in the sequence. Here the speaking ‘je’ figure appears to be the door to a 

brothel, or perhaps a metaphorical entrance to the world of prostitution. The door, 

constructed of mirror-panels, invites the woman who might approach it to view 

herself before making the decision to walk through its ‘porte sans retour’ (l.4). This is 

strongly reminiscent of Canto III of Dante’s Inferno, where an inscription over the 

entrance to Hell famously warns those who enter to abandon hope (l. 9).206 Like 

Dante’s inscription, Régnier’s poem carries a warning. However, his text places a 

greater emphasis on the identity of the one who might approach the door in order to 

enter the world of prostitution. The poem’s first line moves away from any concrete 

                                                
204 See Clayson, Painted Love, p. 39.  
205 Henri de Régnier, Les Jeux rustiques et divins (Paris: Mercure de France, 1926), pp. 195-96. 
206 Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy of Dante Alighieri: Volume 1, Inferno, ed. and trans. Robert M. 
Durling (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), p. 55. 
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reality, implying that everything to follow is hypothetical. The opening word, ‘[s]i’, 

shifts the poem into a sphere of ambiguous possibilities, where any approaching 

woman might be the addressee. We are presented not with a potential courtesan but 

with an imagined potential courtesan, a woman who is impossible to coherently 

visualise.  

 

Unlike Degas’s monotype or Régnier’s own notebook entry, this poem describes the 

potential courtesan examining her own reflection. Rather than coincidentally 

reflecting the prostitute in a manner that does not invite explicit self-scrutiny, here the 

mirror might influence the course of the woman’s life. It is perhaps surprising, then, 

that we receive no insight into her thoughts at this crucial moment. This is mainly 

because she is denied a speaking voice. Instead, just as in Degas’s monotype and 

Régnier’s notebook entry, an exterior spectator fetishizes her body. That this spectator 

is also a mirror obfuscates our sense of perspective on the scene.  

 

Throughout the poem it is unclear whether the speaking mirror-door offers its own 

judgments or merely reflects those of the woman. Initially the former predominates, 

as the town’s courtesans are described as ‘douces sœurs frivoles et futiles’ (l. 2). 

However, the door’s moral judgements are unclear, as the affectionate phrase ‘douces 

sœurs’ contrasts with the condemnation implied in ‘futiles’. Régnier sustains this tone 

of moral ambiguity in the poem’s third line, which tells us that these women ‘vendent 

leur beauté et donnent leur amour’. The isocolon stresses the distinction between the 

two acts, the first pertaining to their bodies as purchasable physical objects and the 

second to their affections as transcending this form of exchange. The poem refuses to 
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offer a clear condemnation of prostitution, employing doubled structures to maintain 

its ambiguity.  

 

The eleven-line section describing the mirrored woman is fraught with further 

uncertainties, as the woman becomes a manifestation of nature. This description 

builds to a climax when the door describes the woman’s ‘pli secret de [s]a plus tiède 

chair’ as having the shape of pink seashells and ‘la beauté de l’aube et de l’ombre, et 

l’odeur | Des forêts, des jardins, des algues et des fleurs !’ (ll. 13, 15-16). In this 

barely veiled allusion, the woman’s vulva becomes a springboard for ecstatic 

imaginings. The proliferation of associations allows the vulva to represent light and 

shade, as well as erotically luxuriant imagery that alludes to these contrasting states. 

Here tensions operate between the appeal of the visible and the lure of the hidden, 

tying into the speaker’s lack of omniscience in viewing the woman. For this reason 

the woman remains ‘mystérieuse’ and her ‘pli’ a secret. She appears to us from an 

eroticised external perspective as an indecipherable, almost allegorical Other.  

 

The woman’s naturalness and inaccessibility are connected to her prelapsarian state, 

yet the poem’s seemingly idealistic descriptions carry darker undertones. We are told 

that the woman’s hair is red because it contains the autumn, which is the season of 

imminent decline. Her breasts, as ripe as summer fruits, carry the same warning as the 

apples on the Tree of Knowledge, acting as emblems of temptation and eventual sin. 

Régnier thus relates the woman’s forthcoming moral degradation to its physical 

manifestation in her appearance. In the door’s mirror-panels the woman is reflected as 

a metaphysically and temporally doubled entity, the current prelapsarian ideal fusing 

with its decadent future counterpart. Régnier’s poem explores a reaction towards her 
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that oscillates between fascination and condemnation. These conflicting impulses 

fracture the poem, producing, in the manner of the door’s mirror-panels, doubled 

versions of the woman that they perceive. 

 

At the end of the poem the door gives the woman one last chance to turn back 

(‘[é]coute-moi, tu peux t’en retourner’), yet the very next word, squeezed onto the end 

of this line as a contrerejet, is ‘sinon’ (l.20). The line pushes us towards this final 

word, allowing for barely any contemplation of the alternative to prostitution. The 

door elaborates solely on the woman’s second option in the final two lines of the 

poem: ‘[e]ntre, et je m’ouvrirai, joyeuse de te voir | Passer rieuse et double à mon 

double miroir.’ (ll. 21-22) Passing through the door is presented less as one of two 

options and more as the path that this woman must ultimately choose. This subverts 

any notion that the door truly aimed to discourage the woman from making the choice 

to become a courtesan. Indeed, why else would the door inform the woman that it will 

be ‘joyeuse de [la] voir | Passer rieuse et double à [son] double miroir’? The door may 

be ‘joyeuse’ because it mirrors the woman’s own laughing expression, as the 

repetition of ‘double’ suggests.  

 

However, if the door’s responses are merely a reflection of the woman’s expressions, 

how are we to interpret their moral ambiguities? The earlier descriptions may suggest 

female autoeroticism or perhaps self-alienation. However, the poem is not a thinly 

veiled internal monologue. We receive no more insight into the woman’s personality 

than we do into those of the prostitutes in Régnier’s notebook entry or in Degas’s 

monotype. Given that the door leads to the world of prostitution, we might connect its 

voice to that of a madam ready to take the woman on as a new employee. The rather 
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explicit references to the woman’s body parts could in this context be seen almost as 

an inventory of her marketable physical assets. However, the elision of the potential 

courtesan’s soul with her body, and its evocation through heady allusions to nature, 

prelapsarian femininity, and the mysteries of female sexuality, are more suggestive of 

a male gazer’s objectifying, almost mythologising viewpoint.  

 

We therefore approach the scene from a dual perspective. Although we perceive the 

female body to be replete with erotic symbolism, as might a male poet, we are also 

situated at the site of the woman’s reflection, and thus of her self-examination. We are 

presented with reflection and interpretation, an ambiguous blend of potentially 

faithful optical doubling and verbal trickery conducted by a subjective reflecting 

surface. Given that this woman represents one who might visit the door, the poem’s 

visual description of her is merely a verbal construct. Visual reflection and verbal 

distortion operate on the level of individual words, as we see in the poem’s final line: 

‘[p]asser rieuse et double à mon double miroir.’ On a visual level, the two instances of 

the word ‘double’ are identical. Yet when the line is read aloud, the e muet is only 

enunciated in the second instance. Thus the word ‘double’, which suggests a precise 

replica, in fact betrays itself, revealing the discrepancy between appearances and 

reality. Régnier’s poem thus exposes the dangers of credulity when considering the 

woman from the mirror-door’s perspective, reminding us that mirroring engenders 

difference as well as similarity.  

 

In this poem Régnier uses the mirror to question how perception and interpretation 

operate. Our position alongside the subjective mirror-surface means that it plays a 

more central role here than it appears to in Régnier’s notebook entry. However, there 
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are similarities in the viewing perspectives created in Régnier’s poem and in Degas’s 

artwork, where the viewer appears to be situated among the prostitutes. In both works 

we seem to view the scene from a dual perspective: we are at once situated alongside 

the women and at the same time view their fetishistically spliced bodies as might a 

client. It is also pertinent to note that, if we imagine the room in In the Salon to be 

decorated with mirrors on all sides, the space that the spectator occupies may also be 

the site of another mirror within the pictured room. This potential placement of the 

spectator alongside a mirror could account for the similarity in the effects produced 

here and in Régnier’s poem, as both works seem to use a form of mirror-gaze to 

interweave masculine and feminine perspectives. 

 

The objectifying tendencies of these works, which seem connected to the habits of the 

male gaze, ultimately override any sense of communion between the viewer and the 

women depicted. Just as a mirror image is fundamentally disconnected from the 

object that it reflects, so too are we as outside observers barred from experiencing any 

real closeness with the objects of an artwork. Given that the objects in question are 

either prostitutes or potential prostitutes, this message of frustrated unity takes on an 

ironic significance. In ‘Pour la porte des courtisanes’ Régnier prevents this unity in 

the final image of the poem, which emphasises the woman’s doubled nature at the 

moment when she walks through the door. Here the woman appears to move into the 

mirrored space that previously conflated her selfhood with her physicality, yet in 

making this decision she shatters its claim to unified representation.  

 

In this poem Régnier foregrounds the courtesan’s self-conscious creation over her 

interaction with male clients. This approach is also evident in the visual art of the 
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period. Manet’s Nana (fig. 4), completed in 1877, is perhaps the most famous 

example.207 While Régnier uses his writing to allegorise prostitution and to avoid 

visual specificity, Manet depicts a particular woman, her identity fleshed out by its 

connections to Zola’s courtesan of the same name. The painting is shocking because, 

as Clayson argues, it offers ‘probably the only straightforward glorification of the 

prostitute in the avant-garde record.’208 Indeed, Manet’s Nana gives little indication of 

the destructive sexual force that characterises Zola’s heroine. In his painting the 

moralising that edges into Régnier’s ‘Pour la porte des courtisanes’ is also absent. 

This work is more upfront, emphasising the beautiful courtesan’s curvaceous 

physique, delicate facial features, and coy half-smile, which indicates her frank 

enjoyment in being watched. 

 

The role of the mirror in Nana differs from those that we have examined so far. Here 

Nana uses a small freestanding mirror to apply her make-up, an action that highlights 

her vanity and her exploitation of her body for financial gain. In this way Manet’s 

Nana resembles traditional vanitas images, albeit without their didactic overtones. 

Like Régnier, Manet exposes the courtesan in the process of becoming a cocotte who 

will solicit male attention. In Manet’s work, though, this transformation becomes a 

sexualised performance. Standing before the mirror, Nana displays her entire figure 

and gazes directly towards the viewer outside the painting. Her performative posture 

is particularly striking when contrasted with other late nineteenth-century paintings 

that depict women at their toilette (see figs. 5-6).209 In these works the woman does 

not seem aware of being watched, nor does she make eye contact with the viewer. 
                                                
207 Edouard Manet, Nana, 1887. Oil on canvas, 154 × 115 cm. Hamburger Kunsthalle, Hamburg. 
208 Clayson, Painted Love, p. 69. 
209 See Georges Seurat, Young Woman Powdering Herself, 1888-90. Oil on canvas, 95.5 × 79.5 cm. 
Courtauld Gallery, London. See also Degas, Woman Combing Her Hair, c. 1895-1900. Pastel on paper, 
53 × 69 cm. Ordrupgaard Museum, Copenhagen. 
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Nana’s self-conscious candour is unusual in paintings of this type. Her confident 

dominance of the picture’s centre ground marginalises her male visitor, who watches 

her from his seated position as an audience-member watches an actress. Indeed, in 

Zola’s novel this is Nana’s profession. In this respect the visitor resembles the top-

hatted men of Degas’s monotypes, who figure only marginally in his brothel scenes 

when they figure at all. 

 

Nana stands with her back to her visitor and faces the viewer, which decreases her 

guest’s significance. The direction of Nana’s gaze has prompted conflicting 

interpretations. Dijkstra suggests that the viewer, who appears to stand in for a 

‘gentleman caller’, is met with Nana’s ‘only mildly curious glance’. He also 

emphasises her self-containment.210 However, Sayeeda Mamoon contests this, 

suggesting that Nana is ‘dolling up in public for the visual and erotic titillation of her 

male spectators, both inside and outside the canvas.’211 Gregory Galligan’s alternative 

reading helps to make sense of these divergent ideas. He argues that Nana’s twisted 

posture is ‘occasioned by her need to briefly check (say, via a cheval glass) the effect 

of her lipstick from a distance greater than that the freestanding mirror affords her.’ 

Rather than meeting the gaze of a man entering the room, she may in fact be ‘engaged 

in a subtle act of self-picturing’.212 Galligan’s interpretation accounts for both 

Mamoon’s comment on Nana’s awareness of her body’s erotic power and Dijkstra’s 

view that she appears to be self-absorbed. This would also constitute a conflation of 

female mirroring with the eroticising male gaze, as we also noted in Degas’s In the 

Salon and in Régnier’s ‘Pour la porte des courtisanes’. In all three cases the reader or 

                                                
210 Dijkstra, Idols of Perversity, pp. 139-40. 
211 Sayeeda Mamoon, ‘Mirroring Femininity: Specular Constructions of Class and Gender in Zola, 
Manet, Morisot, and Cassatt’, Excavatio 15.3-4 (2001), p. 189. 
212 Galligan, ‘The Self Pictured’, p. 156. 
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viewer appears to approach the scene from the viewpoint of a mirror-surface. In 

Manet’s work it is plausible that Nana’s room might contain more than one mirror, 

and indeed her posed and yet comfortable posture seems consonant with a moment of 

autonomous reflection.  

 

Nana’s self-containment is echoed in the profusion of circular shapes and rounded 

lines in Manet’s depiction of her attire and mirror. Manet matches Nana’s curvaceous 

silhouette to her round powder-puff, her bracelet, her circular earrings, her ring, and 

her headband. Even the heels on her shoes bend inwards. The round mirror, 

meanwhile, stands on three scrolled feet connected to the main stem by legs that echo 

the curve of Nana’s hips. Two candles on circular holders are attached to either side 

of the mirror. Dijkstra suggests that in the art of the period circles often act as a 

symbol for female self-containment.213 The circular mirror was therefore particularly 

significant. Dijkstra adds that a woman’s mirror-gaze could be dangerous, drawing 

her towards ‘the most dangerous kind of knowledge: knowledge of forbidden things, 

self-knowledge.’214 There is indeed a threatening undertone in Manet’s painting that 

goes beyond the potential immorality of prostitution. Zola’s Nana, published in 1880, 

three years after the completion of Manet’s painting, develops this by describing 

Nana’s autoerotic pleasure in preening before the mirror, which renders male desire 

superfluous.215 This irritates her suitor, and a similar sense of obsolescence might 

explain the visitor’s rather detached expression in Manet’s painting. Marginalised 

both figuratively by Nana and literally by Manet’s arrangement of the pictured space, 

the visitor is perhaps intruding on Nana’s enjoyment of her own body. Her ambiguous 

                                                
213 Dijkstra, Idols of Perversity, p. 129. 
214 Dijkstra, Idols of Perversity, pp. 137-38. 
215 Emile Zola, ‘Nana’, in Œuvres complètes, ed. Henri Mitterand, 21 vols (Paris: Nouveau Monde, 
2002-10), ix, pp. 134, 135. 
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gaze therefore challenges our interpretation of female performativity. As viewers 

meeting this gaze, we cannot be sure whether we stand in the place of a male admirer 

or in that of Nana’s reflection. In the latter scenario, is Nana’s vanity motivated by her 

own erotic enjoyment or that of her potential admirers? Manet exploits the picture 

plane’s ambiguities in order to frustrate our ability to impose a clear reading on the 

scene. 

 

The possibility of Nana’s autoeroticism introduces an element of danger into this 

otherwise titillating image. The seemingly innocuous mirror depicted within the 

painting may be a cipher for a more threatening mirror beyond the picture plane: one 

that represents Nana’s absorption in a defiantly autonomous female world. It may be 

the force of the prostitute’s self-conscious power that sidelines the male clients in 

both Manet’s Nana and Degas’s monotypes. Régnier likewise eclipses masculinity in 

‘Pour la porte des courtisanes’, where the woman threatens to laughingly reject the 

masculine clichés that the speaker imposes on her body by entering the mirrored 

world of prostitution. 

 

Like Régnier’s courtesan, Manet’s Nana is both sexualised and yet somewhat 

impenetrable. Her corset both restrains and emphasises her body’s curves, while her 

face, with its even skin and bright lips, is strangely doll-like. Her polished appearance 

suggests that she has finished applying her make-up, and yet she clutches her powder-

puff, seemingly mid-toilette. The two candles on either side of her mirror are unlit, 

which also jars with the idea that she is in the process of getting ready. Manet is 

perhaps emphasizing the created nature of the painting by making his studio’s even 

lighting the unspoken source of illumination here. In keeping with this, the candles 
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and the circular mirror may be symbols of Nana’s character rather than components of 

a naturalistic toilette scene. As in many of Manet’s paintings, artificiality strains 

against apparent realism. Manet displays Nana as a finished product painted upon the 

canvas even as she continues her personal face-painting ritual. The dangers dormant 

in woman’s natural animality, which Zola’s novel and Régnier’s poem both 

emphasise, seem suppressed in Manet’s painting. However, the extinguished candles 

introduce an ominous undertone; as a familiar memento mori trope, they would 

normally signify the inevitability of death and the vanity of human solipsism. Manet 

strengthens this symbolism by incorporating two candles within the same apparatus as 

the mirror. While Nana apparently gazes out from the artwork to ensnare the viewer, 

we can never be sure that she does not smile at her own reflected image, rendering her 

male admirers worryingly redundant. 

 

Parodic Distortions: Mirrors of Artifice 

 

The tensions between artifice and naturalness in Manet’s images are also apparent in 

the works of Toulouse-Lautrec, who is perhaps the most famous late nineteenth-

century artist to have worked with prostitutes. Many of his works involving mirrors 

show prostitutes or cocottes explicitly engaging with their reflections, unlike Nana in 

Manet’s painting. At the Moulin Rouge (1894/5, fig. 7) provides a striking example.216 

Despite its public setting, the scene is intimate and rather subdued, grouping together 

the friends with whom Toulouse-Lautrec used to frequent the Moulin Rouge in the 

early 1890s.217 Toulouse-Lautrec offers a much less lively, irreverent view of the 

                                                
216 Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec, At the Moulin Rouge, 1894/5. Oil on canvas, 123 × 141 cm. The Art 
Institute of Chicago, Chicago. 
217 Reinhold Heller, ‘Rediscovering Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec's “At the Moulin Rouge”’, Art Institute 
of Chicago Museum Studies 12.2 (1986), p. 129. 
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Moulin Rouge here than in some of his other depictions of it. However, although the 

dancers no longer dance in this work, they may still be performing. Indeed, Richard 

Thomson declares that ‘[a]ll is artifice in this quintessential image of decadence’, 

including ‘the Moulin Rouge itself, with its mirrors repeating its own world.’218  

 

This artificiality may explain why, in the public setting of Toulouse-Lautrec’s work, 

La Goulue, a famous can-can dancer and part-time prostitute, uses the mirror to 

rearrange her hair. Thomson argues that this is an example of the overlap between 

‘private feminine gestures […] [and] public female display.’219 Indeed, this part of the 

image, reminiscent of many other late nineteenth-century toilette paintings including 

Toulouse-Lautrec’s own The Toilette (Combing her Hair) (1891, fig. 8), seems better 

suited to a boudoir scene.220 However, La Goulue’s elegant pose lends a more 

performative quality to her preening. With both arms raised to adjust her hair, and 

with her torso and head bending slightly to the left, she bears a passing resemblance 

to one of Degas’s ballerinas practising her steps before a mirror. This may be an 

allusion to her main profession as a dancer, albeit a wry one given that La Goulue’s 

actual routines were of the highly sexualised variety. By combining elements of dance 

with the type of vain mirroring that Manet associates with prostitution in Nana, 

Toulouse-Lautrec highlights the correlation between prostitution and rehearsed 

performance. 

 

The mirrors lining the walls also contribute to the scene’s unnatural atmosphere. The 

streaky blue-greens of the glass create an almost subaqueous impression, producing 
                                                
218 Richard Thomson, in Richard Thomson, Phillip Dennis Cate, and Mary Weaver Chapin, Toulouse-
Lautrec and Montmartre (Washington: National Gallery of Art, 2006), p. 113. 
219 Thomson, in Thomson et al., Toulouse-Lautrec and Montmartre, p. 113. 
220 Toulouse-Lautrec, The Toilette (Combing her Hair), 1891. Oil on cardboard, 58 × 46 cm. 
Ashmolean Museum, Oxford. 
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reflections analogous to the warped images that one might view in water. The brown 

streaks that cover large sections of each mirror suggest that their surfaces have 

accumulated grime. They also recall Toulouse-Lautrec’s many works that incorporate 

a partially exposed cardboard backdrop. While At the Moulin Rouge is an oil painting 

on canvas, Reinhold Heller notes that in this work Toulouse-Lautrec used ‘a gesso 

ground tinted the color of cardboard.’ He refers to it as ‘a painting almost disguised as 

a lithograph.’221 Just as La Goulue’s segment of the work seems to reference 

Toulouse-Lautrec’s earlier paintings of women at their toilette, so too might these 

mirrors more generally act as a reference to Toulouse-Lautrec’s other artistic styles. 

Indeed, the mirror’s role as a tool to expose the connection between prostitution and 

performance may be broadened to include its exposure of art as artifice. By falsely 

suggesting that At the Moulin Rouge is painted onto cardboard, the brown streaks of 

paint partially covering the mirrors demonstrate the complex layers of illusion, and, 

indeed, allusion, that his artwork incorporates.  

 

In images such as this, the warped mirror of Toulouse-Lautrec’s art exposes the 

decadence of late nineteenth-century Paris in a lurid, arresting form. This is connected 

to what Thomson calls Toulouse-Lautrec’s adoption of ‘the methods of caricature—

exaggeration, speed, wit, acerbity’.222 The parodic elements of Toulouse-Lautrec’s 

work allow its artificial elements to coexist in effective contrast with its more natural 

aspects, such as the inclusion of contemporary figures within a familiar setting. There 

is a parallel to be drawn between the self-aware juxtapositions facilitated in 

caricatures or parodies and those produced in late nineteenth-century interpretations 

of the mirror motif. One of the most sophisticated examples of the unification of 

                                                
221 Heller, ‘Rediscovering Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec’s “At the Moulin Rouge”’, p. 129. 
222 Thomson, in Thomson et al., Toulouse-Lautrec and Montmartre, pp. 17-18. 
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parody with the mirror can be found in Jules Laforgue’s Moralités légendaires, a 

volume of short stories that was lauded by Symbolists such as Mallarmé.223 Michele 

Hannoosh, in her excellent assessment of the Moralités, suggests that parody involves 

replicating and altering earlier artistic models. It therefore ‘holds a mirror not up to 

life, in the traditional formula, but up to art, and the mirror is a distorting one.’224 

While Toulouse-Lautrec’s At the Moulin Rouge both distorts aspects of the modern 

world and alludes to the artist’s previous works, Laforgue’s parodies distort their 

more distant artistic sources, which are tales and legends written in previous 

centuries. In this way the Moralités oscillate between myth and modernity, using 

well-known stories to obliquely reflect on late nineteenth-century culture. 

 

Of the six tales in question, ‘Persée et Andromède ou le plus heureux des trois’, 

written in 1886, best illustrates the interplay between mirroring and the parodic 

critique of contemporary culture.225 Modelled on a tale from Ovid’s Metamorphoses, 

‘Persée et Andromède’ borrows and distorts both the plot of the original and its 

playful handling of famous legends.226 Its narrating voice is equally irreverent, 

abruptly jumping between elevated, poetic language and a more familiar tone that 

echoes contemporary French speech patterns. Laforgue uses conflicting registers to 

emphasise the double narrative at play: the reader is always aware of both the story’s 

mythical model and its contemporary subtext.  

 

                                                
223 Warren Ramsey, Jules Laforgue and the Ironic Inheritance (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1953), p. 180.  
224 Michele Hannoosh, Parody and Decadence: Laforgue’s ‘Moralités légendaires’ (Colombus: Ohio 
State University Press, 1989), p .23. 
225 Laforgue, ‘Moralités légendaires’, in OC, ii, pp. 467-83. See Ramsey, Jules Laforgue and the Ironic 
Inheritance, p. 166. 
226 Hannoosh, Parody and Decadence, p. 7. 
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Laforgue’s text is driven by Andromède’s increasing psychological awareness. 

Initially Andromède is inclined to interpret both herself and others according to 

physical signals. In the early stages of the story she conflates her inner and outer 

identities, as Degas, Régnier, and Manet do in their various depictions of prostitutes. 

This tendency also preoccupies Laforgue in his wider writing. In his notes, written in 

the 1880s and published in various journals subsequently, Laforgue pities woman for 

what he calls her ‘condition d’esclave’ and blames man for neglecting her.227 Despite 

condemning masculine attitudes, Laforgue nevertheless views modern woman as a 

monstrous creation:  

 

[C]omme on l’a laissée dans l’esclavage, la paresse, sans autre occupation et 
arme que son sexe, elle l’a hypertrophié, et est devenue le Féminin, toilettes, 
bijoux, [et] faux-derrières.228 

 

 
Unlike Baudelaire, Laforgue sees these artificial adornments as a mere ‘mirage’. 

Women ‘font ce qu’elles veulent avec leur corps (ce corps qui doit dire l’âme !), 

changent en un tour de main par la coiffure […] — changent d’âme leur visage.’229 

Laforgue believes women to have conflated their physical and mental identities, all 

but sacrificing the latter to an obsession with their appearance.  

 

These remarks provide an illuminating point of comparison with Laforgue’s depiction 

of Andromède. At the start of the story she is in thrall to her own image, perhaps 

partially as a reference to womankind’s more general ‘condition d’esclave’. The 

ilotisme of a woman’s life in the late nineteenth century, her narcissism swollen to 

monstrous proportions out of sheer boredom and neglect, becomes the literal island on 
                                                
227 Laforgue, ‘Dragées grises’, in OC, iii, p. 1092. 
228 Laforgue, ‘Notes parues dans la « Revue anarchiste »’, in OC, iii, p. 1106. 
229 Laforgue, ‘Notes parues dans la « Revue anarchiste »’, in OC, iii, p. 1101. 
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which Andromède is stranded. Andromède’s loneliness and ennui lead her to 

repeatedly return to her mirror image. Before the passage describing her responses as 

she gazes at her reflection, the narrator notes that this is her third visit to her mirror-

pool that day. The comfort that she derives from it is evident: it is her ‘unique secret 

au monde’ and her only space for personal contemplation.230  

 

Andromède uses her mirror for purposes that corroborate Laforgue’s views on female 

narcissism and its causes. First, she is preoccupied with self-fashioning and hopes, 

through manipulating her expressions, to alter both her appearance and her inner 

character. Second, she attempts to view herself from an external perspective, as would 

a stranger. Laforgue’s depiction of Andromède’s mirroring suggests that her 

motivations are in flux. Initially she pouts at her reflection: ‘elle cherche à 

approfondir le sérieux de ses yeux, et ses yeux ne se départent pas de leur 

profondeur.’231 Here the mirror acts as a self-fashioning device before which 

Andromède practises adopting a more mysterious or mature persona. The construction 

of the sentence is appropriately reflexive, but it also reads as a visual form of call and 

response. This indicates Andromède’s desire to see her mirror image as a separate 

individual with whom she can interact. Indeed, she later rushes back towards the 

clifftop, where, she consoles herself, ‘du moins quelqu’un d’intelligent, son miroir 

l’attend.’232 Her mirror offers at once the illusion of company and a way for her to 

self-consciously fashion her own identity.  

 

The two are connected when Andromède desires to see herself from an outsider’s 

perspective, marvelling at the beauty of her own eyes: ‘que n’est-elle un autre, pour 
                                                
230 Laforgue, ‘Moralités légendaires’, in OC, ii, p. 472. 
231 Laforgue, ‘Moralités légendaires’, in OC, ii, p. 472. 
232 Laforgue, ‘Moralités légendaires’, in OC, ii, p. 474. 
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passer sa vie à les épier, à rêver de leur secret, sans faire du bruit…’233 The mirror 

affords Andromède a sense of distance from her own body, and thus her own mind, 

but it also awakens this desire for a more bizarre and furtive encounter with herself. 

Andromède wishes to be split in two, on the one hand becoming another person 

gazing secretly at her eyes, and on the other remaining herself, unaware that she is 

being watched. There is a fundamental contradiction in this desire to be both the 

knowing gazer and the oblivious object. Like Manet’s Nana, Andromède patently 

enjoys the idea of being looked at; her desire for ignorance can only be part of her 

play-acting. This tension is revealed in her adoration of ‘l’innocente éclosion de sa 

bouche. Oh ! qui comprendra jamais sa bouche ?’234 As she pouts before the mirror, 

taking voyeuristic pleasure in gazing at herself and arranging her expression so that it 

appears to its best advantage, how can her mouth plausibly be seen as innocent? Once 

again Laforgue’s narrator underscores the disparities in perception between the seer 

and the seen. Andromède wishes to appear both unknowing and unknowable, and yet 

the narrator, by revealing her desire to be viewed thus, prevents us from seeing her in 

that light. Instead we as readers, performing the role of the unseen observer, recognise 

Andromède’s actions as artificial posturing. 

 

In his notes Laforgue suggests that this self-aware performance masquerading as 

naivety is an inherent female characteristic. He cites the example of a woman waking 

next to her partner, but, on realising that he is stirring, pretending to be asleep. The 

woman is acutely aware of every element of her appearance, from her deliberately 

softened eyelids to her mouth, which she arranges into a smile in order to avoid the 
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unattractive frown that sleeping faces usually adopt.235 This represents what Laforgue 

believes to be a typical act of feminine trickery and self-fashioning. Andromède 

instinctively returns to her mirror in order to perform in this way. However, she is on 

the verge of believing her own act: 

 

— Comme j’ai l’air mystérieuse tout de même ! songe-t-elle.  
Et puis elle prend tous les airs. 
— Et puis voilà, c’est moi ni plus ni moins ; c’est à prendre ou à laisser. 
Et puis elle songe comme elle est sans distinction au fond ! 
Mais elle revient à ses yeux. Ah ! ses yeux sont beaux, touchants, et bien à 
elle.236 
 

 
Laforgue parodies Andromède’s oscillation between self-fashioning, wonder, 

disillusionment, and seemingly genuine vulnerability. The repeated phrase ‘[e]t puis’ 

marks her swift transitions through different emotions; here, as elsewhere, 

Andromède uses the same wording as the narrator, suggesting that the latter provides 

direct insights into her psychology. Indeed, we are given a much closer and more 

detailed account of a feminine perspective here than we have so far seen in Régnier’s, 

Degas’s, Manet’s, or Toulouse-Lautrec’s works. Laforgue’s ‘Persée et Andromède’ is 

unusual in conveying a woman’s thoughts as she examines herself rather than 

focusing on the ritual of female mirroring as it is viewed by a male gazer. By detailing 

the rapid shifts in Andromède’s self-image, Laforgue’s narrator unpicks and parodies 

the various aspects of this narcissistic act, preventing us from seeing Andromède as 

either fully mysterious or fully innocent, as a credulous male gazer might.  
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This access into Andromède’s mind is particularly significant given that for women 

the mirror seems more psychologically significant than it is for men, as La Belle and 

Gretchen Schultz both suggest.237 La Belle argues that for the woman in literature ‘the 

mirror is an important tool not just […] for seeing how the world views her as a 

physical object, but also for analysing and even creating the self’.238 This may be 

connected to Laforgue’s view that the feminine ‘condition d’esclave’ has meant that a 

woman’s selfhood is more intrinsically linked to her body and appearance. Indeed, if 

a woman’s body must reveal her soul, as Laforgue suggests, then the mirror might 

potentially expose all aspects of femininity, including female psychology. 

 

Mirrored Minds: Female Reflection and the Creative Act  

 

The gradual, unstable transition towards self-awareness that characterises the mirror-

gaze in Laforgue’s ‘Pérsee et Andromède’ becomes still more subversive in Marie 

Krysinska’s ‘Devant le miroir’. This poem features in Krysinska’s 1894 collection, 

Joies errantes, and catalogues a woman’s shifting responses as she gazes into the 

glass.239 Krysinska’s poem does not overtly depict any specific woman. However, as a 

female writer describing female mirroring, Krysinska offers an unconventional 

perspective on gendered subjectivity in her poem. The phrase ‘grave entrevue’ in the 

poem’s first line establishes an uncomfortable dialogue between the woman and her 

reflection. The mirror image is not immediately familiar to the gazer:  
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L’image, pourtant connue,  
Surprend toujours ; ― est-ce bien soi  
Cette soudaine apparue ?  (ll. 3-5) 
 

 
The semi-colon and dash indicate the gap, both spatially and symbolically, separating 

the female viewer from her reflected double. In the third and fourth stanzas Krysinska 

avoids stressing any specific link between them. This lends the woman’s self-

appraisal an air of lucid objectivity that the poem undercuts with its frank 

acknowledgement of how female vanity alters self-perception.  

 

Like Laforgue’s ‘Persée et Andromède’, this poem takes on a parodic quality as it 

catalogues the woman’s efforts to accept her mirror image: 

 

 Mais, bientôt, une distribution de récompenses  
Généreuses, commence.  
Les cheveux ? ah ! les cheveux, parfait ! 
Surtout de profil ; on dirait  

 
De telle peinture d’artiste admiré […]  (ll. 10-14) 
 

 
The woman’s attempts to soothe her wounded pride involve comparing herself to a 

painting that, crucially, was produced by an acclaimed male artist. These two factors 

remind us that a woman’s self-image requires ratification by an external male 

observer and by wider society. In an uncanny reversal of expected causality, this 

formulation also implies that the mirrored self resembles or even copies art. Krysinska 

thus complicates perceived patterns of influence between female self-image and the 

forms of femininity depicted in art. This part of the poem is nevertheless gently 

comic. Its use of a short question, exclamations, and fragmented phrases suggests an 

internal monologue and also imitates informal speech patterns. 
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The comic potential of a woman comparing herself to a painting is evident in 

Laforgue’s and Mallarmé’s use of the same trope. In his Salon de 1879 Laforgue 

describes a stocky bourgeois woman perusing the exhibition in search of an artist 

whose style reflects her particular type of beauty.240 In this anecdote Laforgue 

parodies a form of modern female narcissism that involves women believing 

themselves to be mirrored in art. Mallarmé comments on the same phenomenon in his 

fashion journal La Dernière Mode (1874), which addresses female readers. The 

‘Chronique de Paris’ column in the journal’s second issue discusses the exhibition of 

Paul Baudry’s decorations for the new Opéra foyer, relaying the murmurs of female 

visitors who claim to recognise themselves and their acquaintances in Baudry’s 

allegorical paintings.241 In keeping with Krysinska’s comparison of the mirror image 

to an artwork, both Mallarmé and Laforgue describe the modern woman’s interaction 

with art as comically solipsistic. However, neither of their parodies explores the 

deeper causes of this behaviour. Krysinska, conversely, shows how this attitude stems 

from the woman’s inability to reconcile herself with her mirror image. 

 

Much as Laforgue’s Andromède longs to view herself from the perspective of 

another, the lack of first-person pronouns in Krysinska’s poem increases the woman’s 

detachment from her image and enables a constant process of self-annihilation. It 

seems as though we are reading a deeply personal moment of self-examination that is 

also an oddly generalised summary of a process familiar to every woman. This creates 

a distancing objectivity that recalls the perspective of a male gazer, while 

simultaneously offering intimate insights into the woman’s psychology. Here we 
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encounter the form of doubled gaze that is also at play in Régnier’s ‘Pour la porte des 

courtisanes’, Degas’s monotype, Manet’s Nana, and Laforgue’s ‘Persée et 

Andromède’, as alienating objectification collides with highly personal female self-

perception. 

  

Krysinska’s poem, like Laforgue’s story, is remarkable in its depiction of the fluidity 

and ambiguity of female self-perception. While Andromède oscillates between 

marvelling at her ‘[air] mystérieuse’ and despairing at the thought that she is ‘sans 

distinction au fond’, Kryinska’s female figure experiences sensations ranging from 

hesitation, doubt, and disappointment, to relief, recognition, and wonder. In both 

works the woman’s relationship with her mirror image is unstable. Goulesque more 

broadly discusses Krysinska’s use of ambiguity as a freeing tool in her poetry, since it 

means that femininity need neither conform to convention nor completely abandon 

it.242 This is also true of her formal choices. Krysinska balances conformity to 

tradition through rhyme with innovation through varied line lengths.243 In this way 

she echoes her possible artistic models, including the Impressionists, whom 

Goulesque suggests abandon the idea of an ordered, immobile world to explore a 

more fluid, ambiguous way of seeing.244 This mercurial quality characterises the form 

and themes of ‘Devant le miroir’. Krysinska’s detached poetic voice produces an 

unspecific female figure in a depiction that shifts between psychological exposure and 

concealment. This recalls the treatment of women in numerous Impressionist 

paintings, notably including Morisot’s Before the Mirror (1890, fig. 9).245 In 

                                                
242 Florence Goulesque, ‘Impressionnisme poétique chez Marie Krysinska: esthétique de l’ambiguïté et 
démarche féministe’, Nineteenth-Century French Studies 29.3-4 (Spring-Summer 2001), pp. 22, 323. 
243 Goulesque, Une femme poète symboliste, Marie Krysinska, p. 119. 
244 Goulesque, ‘Impressionnisme poétique chez Marie Krysinska’, p. 318. 
245 Berthe Morisot, Before the Mirror, 1890. Oil on canvas, 55 × 46 cm. Fondation Pierre Gianadda, 
Martigny. 
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Morisot’s work the woman’s features are indistinguishable and her reflected face is 

merely an abstract oval of pink brushstrokes. The woman becomes an inscrutable 

cipher, a representative of mirrored femininity rather than a recognisable individual. 

In Krysinska’s poem the psychological journey undertaken before the mirror similarly 

appears to symbolise a process of self-assessment common to all women.  

 

Even if we take Krysinska’s mirrored woman to be a distinct individual, the poem 

eschews any description of her physical appearance. References to a connection with 

her childhood self, visible in a few ‘détails menus’ that recall ‘[d]es jours enfantins si 

vite ― en somme ― disparus’ (ll. 15, 17), are impressionistically vague. Kryinska’s 

poem instead emphasises absences, the word ‘disparus’ isolated at the end of the line 

by the second parenthetical dash. This woman sees aspects of her younger self in her 

mirror image, just as Baudelaire’s speaker sees the spectre of a past Paris rising from 

the mirror-river in ‘Le Cygne’. Here Krysinska highlights the merging of the female 

self at different stages of its physical and mental development. This woman is 

primarily defined by what the mirror cannot show — here, her childhood, and 

elsewhere the reflection that she expects or would prefer to see in the mirror. In this 

paraleptic play of concealment and revelation, Krysinska demonstrates poetry’s 

power to distort and cloud our perception of overtly visual phenomena. The poem 

thus reverses the highly physical focus of the mirror-gaze in Régnier’s ‘Pour la porte 

des courtisanes’. In Krysinska’s work, poetic language is a distorting mirror that 

reframes the act of visual self-assessment and transforms it into a nebulous 

psychological process. 
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Goulesque suggests that ‘Krysinska “a peint, non la chose, mais l’effet qu’elle 

produit,”’ following both Mallarmé’s credo and ‘le désir des peintres impressionnistes 

de créer une sensation.’246 Krysinska showcases this focus on effects and shifting 

responses in ‘Devant le miroir’, where she prioritises evoking a psychological mood 

over documenting the visible. This is particularly clear in the poem’s final stanza:  

 

Et l’on songe à cet autre miroir enchanté  
Si impressionnant pour nos jeunes cœurs : 
L’eau de l’étang que l’on croyait  
Un morceau de ciel tombé  
Où poussaient aussi des herbes et des fleurs.  (ll. 18-22) 
 

 
This stanza announces a shift towards the exterior, where a pond, doubling the first 

mirror, produces evocative, visually observable reflections. This leap is deceptive, 

however: the same person who gazes into the mirror in the previous stanzas appears 

to imagine this unusual image. The tensions between concealment and revelation and 

between mental and physical perception continue to operate here. 

 

The description of the enchanted mirror-pond is unusual in several ways. Firstly, it 

provokes the poem’s only overt allusion to multiple mirror-gazers (the mirror-pond 

affects ‘nos jeunes cœurs’). This may account for what Goulesque describes as the 

moment when, ‘en se fondant avec les choses, mais aussi en se perdant en elles’, the 

speaker experiences ‘l’unité retrouvé’.247 The poem’s earlier fragmentation of the self 

gives way to tranquil, fluid lines here, as the poetic subject relinquishes its 

individuality in favour of an impressionistic union with its surroundings. This is 

comparable to Baudelaire’s belief in the importance of giving oneself up to the crowd 

                                                
246 Goulesque, ‘Impressionnisme poétique chez Marie Krysinska’, pp. 320-21. 
247 Goulesque, ‘Impressionnisme poétique chez Marie Krysinska’, p. 329. 
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whilst also retaining one’s distinctive individuality. Krysinska’s vision is more drastic 

than Baudelaire’s in that her poem initially scatters and veils selfhood, eventually 

subsuming it within a unified, idealised whole.  

 

On a less abstract level, this ending gives the final stanza a fable-like quality. The 

mirror-pool’s associations with the Narcissus myth reinforce this. While any element 

of danger is muted, the allusion may constitute a moral warning about the risks of 

female vanity, perhaps even acknowledging the dangers of female artistic self-

expression. It was certainly bold of Krysinska to have written formally innovative 

poetry reflecting female experiences through the prism of avant-garde artistic 

concerns. Goulesque comments on the radical nature of this transgression: ‘[é]crire en 

vers libre, aller au plus profond de soi, […] c’était comme se dénuder devant le public 

avec son écriture, se donner en spectacle.’248 As a woman writing candid, self-

referential verse, Krysinska reveals herself to an unorthodox degree. The mirror-pool, 

which tricks the gazer into seeing it as ‘[u]n morceau de ciel tombé’, could therefore 

be a trap. The hissing sibilance of the final few lines reinforces both the seductive 

allure of the scene and the element of danger that underpins it.  

 

It is, however, no coincidence that this stanza is the most visually striking of the 

poem, since this ‘autre miroir enchanté’ also represents the power of the artistic 

imagination.249 As we have seen, the artistic imagination was compared to a distorting 

mirror earlier in the century. Krysinska adapts the comparison to conform to 

Symbolist notions of interconnectedness and blurred conceptual boundaries. As the 

distinction between the sky and the pond collapses, with grass and flowers 

                                                
248 Goulesque, Une femme poète symboliste, Marie Krysinska, p. 186. 
249 See Goulesque, Une femme poète symboliste, Marie Krysinska, p. 144. 
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miraculously growing underwater, the mirror-pool becomes a locus of fusion, a space 

where the earthly world merges with its distorted celestial double. Krysinska 

demonstrates that the act of writing can facilitate re-creation. Just as the woman 

gazing into the mirror processes and alters her self-image, so too can the poet reshape 

herself and her surroundings through writing. 

 

By describing the flowers growing within the mirror-pool, Krysinska refers both to 

her poetic predecessors and to her feminine status. These strange flowers flourishing 

in a subaqueous setting recall Baudelaire’s description of his poems as ‘fleurs 

maladives’ in the dedication of Les Fleurs du Mal (FM, 3). Like Baudelaire, 

Krysinska implicitly compares her writing to flowers thriving in an unlikely place — 

in her case, sprouting not from evil, but rather from female creativity. It is also 

important to note the distinction between this kind of literary fertility, which the 

flower comparison suggests, and female reproductive fertility. The phrase ‘fertile en 

émois’ at the start of the poem foreshadows this play on different forms of production 

(l.2). In ‘Devant le miroir’ Krysinska subverts woman’s traditional purpose, instead 

highlighting the power of both writing and mirroring to induce creativity. Indeed, 

Krysinska’s poetic flowers flourish within a mirror, and are thus a product of her self-

consciousness. In nodding to the male poetic tradition, as well as to prevailing views 

of womanhood, Krysinska’s poem can be viewed as parodic.250 If, as we have seen 

with regard to ‘Persée et Andromède’, parody is ultimately a distorting mirror, then 

Krysinska’s ‘Devant le miroir’ provides an example that suggests this in its overt and 

implied themes. 

 

                                                
250 Paton, ‘Marie Krysinska’s Poetics of Parody’, pp. 148-49.  
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Krysinska’s depiction of the struggle between external, objectifying judgement and 

female self-determination has its parallels in Toulouse-Lautrec’s Woman before a 

Mirror (1897, fig. 10). Douglas Cooper claims that this work occupies an almost 

unique place in Toulouse-Lautrec’s oeuvre in that ‘the unpleasantness of the subject is 

underlined and tinged with bitterness.’251 In this painting a nearly nude prostitute 

stands before a full-length mirror.252 The black stockings, her only garment, indicate 

her occupation, just as they do in Degas’s monotypes. Despite her overt sexuality, her 

mirrored facial expression is inscrutable and her figure is stationary. Her frank self-

appraisal is unnerving, as we are given no sense of its purpose or impact on her. There 

is no obvious male observer. The bed on the left, with its rumpled linen, indicates the 

woman’s source of income, but her upright posture, a sheet dangling from her hand, is 

not contorted in order to titillate a male viewer. Furthermore, the prostitute turns her 

back on us, either unaware of our presence or wilfully blocking us out, meaning that 

we cannot presume her pose to be a performance. Thomson notes that this can suggest 

‘feminine rituals from which men are excluded’ and can equally act as ‘a blank, 

undemonstrative obstacle between the spectator and the protagonist of the picture.’253 

The same is true in Krysinska’s poem, which involves no male observers and offers 

the reader no insight into the mirrored woman’s facial features and expressions. 

  

Toulouse-Lautrec’s subject matter is just as transgressive as Krysinska’s. In Woman 

before a Mirror, the woman’s stockings and her frank self-examination make her 

partial nudity seem particularly blatant. Furthermore, Krysinska and Toulouse-

                                                
251 Douglas Cooper, Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec (London: Thames & Hudson, 1966; repr. in concise 
form, 1978), p. 120. 
252 Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec, Woman before a Mirror, 1897. Oil on cardboard, 62.2 × 47 cm. 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. 
253 Richard Thomson, ‘Staging, Psychology, and Sexuality: Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec’s Prostitutes’, 
in Heather MacDonald (ed.), Impressionism and Post-Impressionism at the Dallas Museum of Art: The 
Richard R. Brettell Lecture Series (Dallas: Dallas Museum of Art, 2013), pp. 126-27; p. 131. 
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Lautrec share an interest in suggesting the deeper psychology of marginalised people, 

from prostitutes to female artists. This might be connected to their own marginality —

Krysinska’s as a foreign-born, avant-garde female poet, and Toulouse-Lautrec’s as a 

disabled aristocrat working in the social underbelly of Paris. Both were immersed in 

the raucous cabaret culture of Montmartre. Their ambiguous depictions of feminine 

introspection suggest an interest in reappraising social groups that were usually 

viewed with contempt by wider society. Toulouse-Lautrec also demonstrates this 

interest in his Elles album of 1896, a series of colour lithographs depicting the 

intimate daily rituals of prostitutes, several of which involve mirrors.254 

 

However, in Toulouse-Lautrec’s and Krysinska’s works the spectre of the male gaze 

still haunts female mirroring. In Krysinska’s poem the reference to a male artist 

introduces this external observing perspective, while in Toulouse-Lautrec’s painting it 

lingers in our unobstructed view of the prostitute’s ample figure from behind. Our 

position could suggest that of a client walking into the room. Were Toulouse-Lautrec 

to have denied us this full-length perspective, our attention might more readily have 

been drawn to the mirror image. Instead, it is split between her curvaceous silhouette, 

red hair, stockings, and sheet, all of which signal her trade, and the more ambiguous 

and unreachable figure in the mirror. The inaccessibility of the mirrored woman is 

particularly intriguing; Toulouse-Lautrec forestalls the erotic gratification that we 

might expect from an image presenting a woman’s body from multiple angles. Instead 

he uses the mirror frame to remove all overt references to her sexuality. The 

prostitute’s mirror image cuts off her stockings at the bottom edge of the frame, and 

its vertical edge similarly cuts off her sheet. Without the left-hand image of the 

                                                
254 Toulouse-Lautrec, Elles, 1896. Series of 12 lithographs. Museum of Modern Art, New York. 
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woman, our view of her doubled reflection does not contain these markers of her 

prostitution, obliging us to consider her as irreducible to her occupation. Once again, 

we face two kinds of image that require a doubled way of seeing.  

 

Unlike Régnier’s and Krysinska’s poems, Toulouse-Lautrec’s painting does not 

provide psychological access, insinuate any developments over time, or initiate 

complex allegorical comparisons. Its pictorial medium can, however, show us the 

woman as both subject and object simultaneously. Indeed, the mirror image in 

Toulouse-Lautrec’s work offers clues about her possible subjective viewpoint. Her 

reflection is more shadowy than her actual body. The dark cross-hatchings covering 

her torso and her cheek seem brutal, almost suggesting the woman’s internalised self-

critique. Furthermore, the vertical brushstrokes prominent on the left side of the 

image are less noticeable in the mirror. The abstract swirls and diagonal cross-hatches 

mark this out as a different pictorial realm, perhaps one more representative of the 

fluid shifts in mental response that Krysinska catalogues in her poem. In this doubled 

mirror-world pure mimesis is abandoned, allowing the woman to contemplate her 

existence in unexpected ways. Visually the mirror image recalls the final stanza of 

‘Devant le miroir’. The colourful, free brushstrokes to the left of the woman’s face 

and neck and at the top of the mirror recall the grass and flowers growing in 

Krysinska’s mirror-pool. The intermingled colours in the carpet before the mirror 

appear much higher up in its reflections, just as earth, sky, and water are woven 

together in Krysinska’s poem. In each case, this might be taken as a declaration of the 

creator’s art and of their imaginative distortion of the depicted scene.  

 

***** 
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These varied examples demonstrate that female mirroring is used to expose the 

tensions that underpin woman’s existence as both a viewed object and a viewing 

subject. Such works oscillate between exposure and concealment: while at times poets 

and artists use the mirror to show us a woman’s deeper self, at others they exploit 

formal innovations to deny us access to her state of mind. The subjective male gaze 

often creates a sense of distance between the female object and the viewer. In art this 

occurs in the spatial arrangement of the scene and in the manipulation of the female 

gaze in relation to the viewer, while in poetry the subjective speaking voice controls 

our degree of access to the mirrored woman. By conflating male perspectives with 

female mirroring, works such as Régnier’s ‘Pour la porte des courtisanes’ and 

Manet’s Nana allow us some degree of insight. However, they also emphasise our 

distance both from the reflected woman and, more generally, from the represented 

space. This at once heightens the threat of female autonomy and alerts us to the 

artificiality of the overall work, a dual effect that is also exploited in Toulouse-

Lautrec’s Au Moulin Rouge. In Laforgue’s ‘Persée et Andromède’, a playful and 

perspicacious narrator sends up the notion of the female mirror image as unknowable, 

while simultaneously alerting us to the artifice of the story by combining myth with 

clear allusions to late nineteenth-century culture. However, Laforgue also offers a 

more subtle interpretation of female mirroring by tracking the psychological fluidity 

of the woman gazing at her reflection. Krysinska takes this further in ‘Devant le 

miroir’, where the mirrored woman’s ambiguous self-perception begins to merge with 

female artistry. Ultimately the mirror becomes a tool for both female and artistic self-

determination, breaking away from its mimetic associations to demonstrate the 

suggestive power of a doubled form of vision. 
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4: Sterility and Sealed Bottles: Female Self-Reflexivity and the Production of Art  

 

Many of the works that we have assessed so far have purported both to reveal and 

conceal the true character of the mirrored woman. In some she remains inaccessible, 

threatening to subvert the male gazer’s subjective authority and at times challenging 

his dominance over artistic creation. This trend is more apparent in works that stress 

female elusiveness and autonomy. Such works often depict mirrored women as 

sexually detached or ambiguous, refusing to engage with male desire in a compliant 

manner. The depiction of these characteristics allows poets and artists to champion 

analogous aesthetic principles, such as self-reflexivity and perceptual uncertainty, 

forcing the viewer or reader to reconsider their viewpoint in imaginative ways. Manet, 

Régnier, and Mallarmé all develop these ideas in their explorations of mirrored 

femininity. The process becomes increasingly complex in the case of female artists, 

such as Krysinska, Morisot, and Cassatt. In their work, the woman and mirror become 

tools to explore female artistic agency and its relationship with the existing male 

canon. 

  

Alternative Realities: Fantasy and Desire in the Mirrors of Manet, Régnier, and 

Mallarmé 

 

In their evocations of mirrored femininity, male artists and poets use gaps and 

fragmentations to expose the self-reflexivity of their media. This is evident in A Bar 

at the Folies-Bergère (fig. 11), Manet’s last major work, which was painted and 
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exhibited in the early 1880s.255 This painting is the most famous depiction of 

mirroring in the late nineteenth century. The mirror here reflects a customer, with 

whom the central barmaid appears to interact, and an audience watching the 

entertainment from the opposite side of the room. This mirror has provoked a wide 

array of interpretations as a result of its optical inconsistencies. Among these are the 

barmaid's reflection, which is too far to the right of the barmaid to be plausible; the 

presence of the customer, who appears in the mirror but is not indicated in front of it; 

and the bottles, situated further away from the barmaid in the reflected image. While 

some of Manet’s contemporaries saw these inconsistencies as errors, late twentieth-

century x-rays have disproved this by showing that Manet twice moved the barmaid’s 

reflection further to the right and also altered the reflected male customer.256 

 

These deliberate inconsistencies confound our expectation that the mirror will offer 

optically precise copies of reality. We approach the painting imagining that we will be 

able to penetrate it, both visually and symbolically, but instead Manet’s work 

confronts us with barriers, preventing our narrative speculation and stymieing our 

sense of visual control. The objects in the painting’s foreground demonstrate this 

impenetrability. Carol Armstrong interprets the countertop as a representation of still 

life elements reworked as commodities. She notes that the bottles are sealed and 

seemingly full, while the tangerines’ peels are unbroken, meaning that we can only 

consume these unspoiled goods on a visual level.257 The barmaid is as visually closed 

                                                
255 Edouard Manet, A Bar at the Folies-Bergère, 1881-82. Oil on canvas, 96 × 130 cm. Courtauld 
Gallery, London. 
256 See Shiff, in Collins (ed.), 12 Views of Manet’s Bar, p. 13. 
257 Carol Armstrong, in Collins (ed.), 12 Views of Manet’s Bar, pp. 27, 31, 40. See also Bradford R. 
Collins, in Collins (ed.), 12 Views of Manet’s Bar, p. 120. 
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off as these commodities.258 Her posture is stiff and her dress sharply delineated, with 

each button closed. Her bracelet and the ribbon around her neck echo the cylindrical 

bottles and the tangerines in their sealed circularity. Her hair is neatly tied back, in 

keeping with her rather asexual, detached demeanour. Her look is somewhat downcast 

and glazed, her expression inscrutable. In her impenetrable ambiguity, the barmaid 

refutes the male viewer’s alleged right to interpret her responses. In the space before 

the mirror, the Bar at the Folies-Bergère literally bars our access.  

 

At first glance, everything depicted within the mirror appears to diverge from the 

precise, closed-off scene at the bar. For instance, we can now see a customer, whose 

face is treated in broad strokes, as well as the intermingled crowd of spectators. Three 

enormous mirrors hang behind them, enhancing the sense of confused multiplicity. 

The most eye-catching spectator is the woman in white. She sits beside an empty seat, 

which Manet emphasizes using circular brushstrokes that give it a multi-tonal 

appearance (fig. 12). This seat more explicitly invites us to plunge into the mirror and 

join the crowd of spectators. Closer to the picture plane, the barmaid’s reflection leans 

forward more obviously to address the now visible customer. Her dress’ outline is 

softer and her shoulders are more rounded. Depicted from the back, her hair appears 

fairer and more loosely arranged. Manet’s Bar uses the mirror’s second perspective to 

subvert our initial impression of the barmaid’s accessibility. However, we are forced 

to meet the gaze of the more distant and potentially hostile of the two women. As a 

result, Manet’s painting requires us to confront an impenetrable, somewhat jarring 

image rather than inviting us into a comfortingly mimetic scene. 

 

                                                
258 See Armstrong, in Collins (ed.), 12 Views of Manet’s Bar, pp. 40, 41-42. 
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The surface of the mirror reinforces this impenetrability, since the greyish scumbling 

that patchily covers it reminds us of its presence as a glass object. Furthermore, 

Armstrong remarks that this ‘draws attention to the paintedness of the mirror zone, as 

if to announce the identity of painting and opticality, as well as the paintedness of 

opticality.’259 Manet’s scumbling prevents us from ignoring both the material 

existence of the mirror, and, paradoxically, the fact that there is no mirror: there is 

only paint. The scumbling is most apparent on the figure of the customer, on the 

surface of the reflected mirrors, and on the balcony panels separating the seating 

levels. It may also be scumbling that gives the empty seat its multi-tonal appearance. 

In each case the scumbling indicates that what initially appears to be a penetrable, 

inviting scene is in fact an illusion. The panels and mirrors are hard and barrier-like, 

while the male customer exists only as a reflection. The seat is a more complex 

example, as Manet blends its upholstery’s dark tones with the scumbling’s lighter 

ones rather than simply overlaying them. It therefore becomes a meeting point, 

blurring the boundary between the illusion of a world that can be occupied and the 

reality of its existence as an impenetrable surface.  

 

As spectators we cannot join the mirrored crowd; we are condemned merely to gaze. 

Standing directly before the barmaid, neither the gazer nor the painter appears in the 

mirror. Manet’s oeuvre reduces us to a form of disembodied vision, destabilising our 

subjective power. As viewers, what Jack Flam calls our paradoxical ‘presence and 

transparency’ recalls Baudelaire’s preoccupation with ‘la vaporisation et […] 

la centralisation du Moi.’260 Indeed, Harrison suggests that Manet’s artwork relies 

upon ‘an ability somehow to regard oneself as an other―an ability possessed by the 
                                                
259 Armstrong, in Collins (ed.), 12 Views of Manet’s Bar, p. 34. 
260 Jack Flam, in Collins (ed.), 12 Views of Manet’s Bar, p. 181; Baudelaire, ‘Mon cœur mis à nu’, in 
OC, i, p. 676.  
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artist and required of the spectator’.261 Despite the Baudelairean overtones here, the 

balance of power is not wholly maintained to our advantage in Manet’s painting. We 

are offered vaporisation without the compensating comforts of centralisation. The 

barmaid’s demeanour plays a large role in this. Her glazed expression rejects any real 

engagement with the viewer and confounds his attempts to imagine a visual, financial, 

or sexual transaction with her. Bradford Collins compares this effect to the trope in 

the European artistic tradition whereby woman acts as ‘the mirror in whom we males 

wish to see reflected our “imaginary” self: whole, healed […]―in a word, desired.’ 

He argues that Manet’s unsmiling barmaid refuses to perform this mirroring role. 

Instead, ‘[h]er disregard leaves us feeling alienated and insufficient.’262 The gap 

between the mirror image and the front-facing barmaid is thus indicative of the gap 

between our expectations and the barmaid’s refusal of them. In this framework the 

barmaid within the mirror appears more willing to become a mirror of male desire. 

This is wholly appropriate given that, in painted terms, we cannot distinguish between 

the form of the reflected barmaid and the surface of the mirror. In this way mode and 

matter coalesce, reminding us of the connection between art’s representative role and 

its existence as an assembly of brushstrokes.  

 

The dual function of art as a representation of reality and as an imaginative creation 

also applies to Manet’s impossible mirror. Critics such as Flam and Boime have 

suggested that the barmaid’s encounter with the customer, who does not appear 

outside the mirrored space, may represent the projected fantasy of a male viewer 

within the painting.263 In this reading the reflected encounter is fictive, imbuing the 

                                                
261 Harrison, Painting the Difference, p. 56. 
262 Collins, in Collins (ed.), 12 Views of Manet’s Bar, p. 132. 
263 Boime, in Collins (ed.), 12 Views of Manet’s Bar, p. 54; Flam, in Collins (ed.), 12 Views of Manet’s 
Bar, p. 182. 
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mirror with the power to reveal a composite world of dreams and visible realities. 

Both critics suggest that the barmaid plays a part in the construction of this daydream. 

However, while Flam argues that this ‘shared reverie’ reveals their ‘differing 

reactions’ to each other, Boime posits that this is in fact ‘an allegory of equal 

partnership in which the male and female act out their desires for contact in 

fantasy.’264 We might expect the woman to encourage this fantasy given that the 

barmaids at the Folies-Bergère had a reputation for selling sexual favours.265 

However, to see the barmaid as eager or even willing to engage with a customer in 

this way is surely to fall into the trap that Collins outlines, whereby the male gazer 

yearns to see his desire reflected in the depicted woman. We might also recall 

Baudelaire’s warnings about the impossibility of communion between a man’s and a 

woman’s thoughts and feelings. The encounter in Manet’s warped mirror similarly 

appears to highlight the chasm between dreams and reality. For Manet as for 

Baudelaire, male desire produces distorted, idealised visions of femininity that the 

mirrored woman continually subverts. 

 

In this fantasy scenario, sexual desire appears as a doubled phenomenon whereby the 

disappointing present is juxtaposed with a hoped-for future. Régnier expresses this 

exact idea in ‘Double Rêve’, published in his 1886 collection, Apaisement.266 Here the 

speaker describes a daydreaming woman whose motionless, dazed expression recalls 

that of Manet’s barmaid. She is corpse-like in her immobility, distracted by thoughts 

that the speaker cannot access (l. 4). However, when the speaker senses that he is not 

the cause of her potentially pleasant daydream, his misery and sense of obsolescence 

                                                
264 Flam in Collins (ed.), 12 Views of Manet’s Bar, p. 182; Boime, in Collins (ed.), 12 Views of Manet’s 
Bar, p. 55. 
265 See Corbin, Les Filles de noces, p. 209. 
266 Henri de Régnier, Premiers poèmes (Paris: Mercure de France, 1920), pp. 52-53. 
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lead him to slip into a parallel fantasy (ll. 7-12). A comparable feeling of redundancy 

might provoke the mirrored encounter in A Bar at the Folies-Bergère. Far from the 

shared daydream that Boime suggests it to be, the fantasised meeting may in fact be a 

product of male sexual impotence in the face of female impenetrability. In Régnier’s 

poem the speaker similarly uses his daydream to reassert his authority. 

 

Relaying his daydream, the speaker describes himself walking between elm trees 

towards pools of mirroring water, where he sees a young woman (ll. 17-24). The 

juxtaposition between the original woman and the one described in this dreamscape 

recalls the disjunction between the two versions of the barmaid in Manet’s painting. 

The initial foregrounded woman is in both cases rigid, her gaze unfocused and 

seemingly indifferent towards any onlookers, while the more idealised second woman 

is mirrored in a glittering, unreliable surface. In ‘Double Rêve’ the second woman 

appears in the distorting ripples of the ‘miroir ondulé des bassins’ (l. 17). 

Furthermore, each mirrored woman appears softer and more willing to engage with 

the male viewer. Régnier’s speaker emphasises the woman’s youthful vitality and 

softness, her pure white bosom surging from her flowery blouse (ll. 18-19). This 

image suggests a sensuality and fertility absent in his evocation of the initial corpse-

like woman.  

 

In Régnier’s poem, and possibly in A Bar at the Folies-Bergère also, the evocation of 

a mirrored encounter with the ideal, reflected woman occurs as a way of neutralising 

the inaccessible female daydream. However, it is important to note that by imitating 

the woman’s reverie, the male subject also turns himself into a mirror. As Baudelaire 

warns, this puts male selfhood in a precarious position. This is particularly true given 
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that in Régnier’s poem and, potentially, in Manet’s painting, the man’s fantasy is 

exposed, whereas the female daydream remains a mystery. We are reminded of 

Baudrillard’s comments on the power of the impassive object in the face of the 

desiring subject.267 Indeed, in Manet’s work the impenetrable, monumental barmaid 

appears more powerful than her mirrored counterpart, who bends physically and 

metaphorically to address her customer’s needs. 

 

The psychological complexities in Manet’s painting intensify when we consider the 

performative aspects of modern femininity. In public environments such as the 

cabaret-bar, women of all social groups faced objectifying gazes. Manet’s barmaid, 

observed by the spectator outside the painting, the mirrored customer, and, seemingly, 

at least one audience-member, is no exception. She may therefore consider her 

position within other people’s visual fields, adapting her body language just as one 

might alter one’s expression upon catching sight of it in a mirror. This self-

consciousness could account for her stiff demeanour. It could also explain 

Armstrong’s comment that the barmaid represents ‘Manet’s painted imagining of 

what a subject looks like as an object’.268 This implies that barmaid appears as a 

thinking, feeling individual as well as a viewed object. Given that the mirror reveals 

the scene observed from the barmaid’s perspective, the inclusion of her nonsensical, 

dislocated mirror image may indicate her capacity to objectify her own body. This 

would suggest a degree of self-awareness combined with self-alienation, a 

combination produced because the barmaid understands the gap between her 

subjective experience and the male viewer’s expectations of her. This has an 

estranging effect similar to that expressed in Krysinska’s ‘Devant le miroir’.  

                                                
267 See p. 96. 
268 Armstrong, in Collins (ed.), 12 Views of Manet’s Bar, p. 43. 
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Manet’s use of the mirror for this purpose enables what Flam calls ‘the sort of 

psychological view of a person that is commonly given in literature but generally 

almost impossible to give in painting’. The mirror ‘literally forms a bridge between 

the visible and the imaginary’, highlighting ‘the difference between inner and outer 

perceptions of things’.269 Flam’s explanation helps to illuminate the role of mirrored 

women in both A Bar at the Folies-Bergère and ‘Double Rêve’. Here, as well as in 

the avant-garde art and poetry of the period more generally, the mirror is used to 

suggest psychological complexity and to challenge our understanding of vision, 

power, and desire. It also becomes a symbol of imagination, whether in the form of a 

man’s fantasies or a woman’s self-alienation. In the case of Manet’s Bar, in 

particular, the mirror is somewhat unexpectedly allied with interior contemplation 

almost more than with visual perception. It thus reverses the pictorial order 

established in the foreground, where visible surfaces take precedence over 

psychological insight. Furthermore, our interpretation of this depends on our 

imagined perspective as viewers, which our absence from the mirrored space renders 

highly ambiguous. The juxtaposition of these contrasting modes of perception within 

one optically impossible painting creates dissonances that give it its modern character, 

but that also remind us of its status as a self-reflexive work of art. 

 

The mirror plays a similar role in Mallarmé’s dialogic ‘Scène’ of ‘Hérodiade’, first 

published in the Parnasse contemporain in 1871 (P, 17-22).270 Mallarmé’s dreamlike 

poem initially seems to be an unlikely poetic equivalent of Manet’s Bar, painted just 

                                                
269 Flam, in Collins (ed.), 12 Views of Manet’s Bar, p. 171. 
270 See Mary Ellen Wolf, Eros Under Glass: Psychoanalysis and Mallarmé’s ‘Hérodiade’ (Columbus: 
Ohio State University Press, 1987), p. 15. For details of initial publication, see Bertrand Marchal, 
‘Notes et variants du Dossier d’« Hérodiade »’, in Mallarmé, OC, i, p. 1219. 
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over a decade later and rooted in a contemporary setting. However, Mallarmé and 

Manet were close friends at the time when the Bar was painted, and Mallarmé is 

known to have been a keen admirer of Manet’s work. Indeed, Rubin notes that from 

1873 Mallarmé would visit Manet in his studio almost every day. He also comments 

on their shared interest in highlighting ‘the artifice of representation’ through self-

referential poetic and pictorial structures.271 The use of the mirror in Manet’s Bar and 

Mallarmé’s ‘Scène’ of ‘Hérodiade’ reveals these concerns, as well as a mutual 

preoccupation with female self-containment and the perspective of the viewer or 

reader.  

 

The surface of the mirror is as inconsistent in ‘Hérodiade’ as it is in Manet’s painting. 

Just as the mirror behind the barmaid offers the illusion of penetrability, so too does 

Hérodiade’s mirror alternately melt and freeze as she gazes into it. In Mallarmé’s 

work, though, it is the poem’s speaker rather than the external reader who is deceived 

by the mirror’s changeability. When Hérodiade first examines her mirror, the opening 

lines of her apostrophe emphasise this fluctuating quality: ‘[ô] miroir ! | Eau froide 

par l’ennui dans ton cadre gelée […]’ (ll. 44-45). The circular shape of the letter ‘O’ 

recalls that of a vanity mirror and also carries suggestions of self-containment.272 

However, its sealed, singular form is ruptured almost immediately, when ‘O’ is 

aurally reflected but visually shattered into the three-letter homophone ‘[e]au’ in the 

following line. By drawing together the letter and the word in this way, Mallarmé 

conveys doubled meanings on the level of a single phoneme, demonstrating the visual 

symbolism of his poetic language and reiterating the mirror’s changeability. In the 

second hemistich, the mirror’s surface freezes over and becomes more firmly 

                                                
271 Rubin, Manet’s Silence and the Poetics of Bouquets, p. 126. 
272 See p. 124. 
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contained again within its ‘cadre gelée’. Over barely more than a line the mirror 

appears as a sealed object, shifts into a variable, inviting surface, and then quickly 

freezes into an impenetrable barrier, just as Manet’s mercurial mirror does.  

 

When Hérodiade seeks her memories within the mirror, she finds that they are trapped 

‘[c]omme des feuilles sous [s]a glace au trou profond’, while her own image appears 

within the mirror ‘comme une ombre lointaine’ (ll. 48, 49). By comparing herself to a 

shadow, Hérodiade, in a nullifying process of reflexivity, is reduced to a hollow 

simulacrum, devoid of matter and defined by a series of absences. This causes self-

alienation comparable to that produced by the mirror in Manet’s Bar. Just as an 

impossible distance separates the barmaid from her reflection, so too is Hérodiade 

unable to perceive or control her deeper identity through mirroring. However, in the 

next moment this distance abruptly dissolves, as Hérodiade’s mirror regains its 

penetrability: 

 

Mais, horreur ! des soirs, dans ta sévère fontaine,  
J’ai de mon rêve épars connu la nudité !  (ll. 50-51)  
 

 
Although the mirror at times cushions the self within what Anne Bourgain-Wattiau 

calls the ‘forteresse mallarméenne’ of reflexivity, the melting of its frozen surface 

here alerts Hérodiade to her interior desolation.273 Hérodiade does not elaborate on 

her impossible ‘rêve épars’, meaning that the nature of its ‘nudité’ is paradoxically 

concealed. In this way language in Mallarmé’s poem behaves like Hérodiade’s 

                                                
273 Anne Bourgain-Wattiau, Mallarmé ou la création au bord du gouffre (Paris: L’Harmattan, 1996), p. 
19. 
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unstable mirror, collapsing in on itself whenever the reader attempts to penetrate its 

meaning.  

 

For Mallarmé poetic language is a self-reflexive entity that refuses to be woven into a 

transparent narrative. The ultimate ‘rêve épars’ may be the reader’s expectation that 

language will operate in a referential way. Alternatively this dream might be the 

belief that language reveals a deeper truth beyond its connections to the physical 

world. Ultimately, though, the attempt to create a pure work is as unachievable as the 

quest to make poetic language transparently referential. The ‘Scène’ of ‘Hérodiade’ 

necessarily avoids both courses. Writing to Cazalis in 1865 about his work on 

‘Hérodiade’, Mallarmé declares: ‘[j]’ai […] trouvé une façon intime et singulière de 

peindre et de noter des impressions très fugitives.’274 Denying the possibility of either 

limpid referentiality or hermetically sealed self-reflexivity, Mallarmé’s poetic 

language instead provides fragments and impressions of the sort also prioritised in 

Manet’s Bar.  

 

Mallarmé’s poetic ‘Scène’ gives only a hazy view of the scene’s setting. In a letter to 

Aubanel on 16th October 1865, Mallarmé suggests the reasons for this as he explains 

his decision to continue ‘Hérodiade’ as a poem rather than a tragedy, ‘surtout parce 

que je gagne aussi l’attitude, les vêtements, le décor, et l’ameublement, sans parler du 

mystère.’275 Here Mallarmé implies that writing the ‘Scène’ as a poem gives him 

greater control over its visual elements. The reference to mystery is significant, since 

this unknowability dominates the physical descriptions in the poem, leaving the 

reader with little more than vague impressions. For example, Hérodiade does not offer 
                                                
274 Stéphane Mallarmé, Correspondance, ed. Henri Mondor and Lloyd Austin, 11 vols (Paris: 
Gallimard, 1959-85), i, p. 161. 
275 Mallarmé, Correspondance, i, p. 174. 
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any detailed description of her reflection, using the mirror as an almost entirely 

psychological tool. As a historical or biblical figure, Hérodiade is unstable. 

Combining Salome’s beauty with her mother’s name, she is a composite, narratively 

opaque character. She also represents a fusion of her adult and childhood selves, 

oscillating between the ‘enfant’ that the Nurse still sees in her and the sterile queen, 

with her ‘clair regard de diamant’ (ll. 31, 116). Split across conflicting personae, one 

relying on human contact and the other rejecting it, Hérodiade is just as divided as 

Manet’s barmaid, whose mirrored counterpart reverses her aloof exterior. 

 

In the ‘Scène’ of ‘Hérodiade’ these split perspectives are a product of its dialogic 

form. The quasi-theatrical format also allows the spoken word to take precedence, 

particularly given that the background is difficult to visualise. By contrast, Manet’s 

painting foregrounds visual spectacle over any suggestion of noise, which is 

unexpected given the cabaret-bar setting. Manet and Mallarmé thus allow their 

particular modes of creation, one visual and the other verbal, to dictate the focus of 

their subject matter. This is a form of self-referentiality that both works prioritise in 

comparable ways. For instance, Manet’s painting can be seen to follow the axiom that 

Mallarmé outlines in his letter to Cazalis in October 1864, and which he believes 

‘Hérodiade’ to fulfil: ‘Peindre, non la chose, mais l'effet qu’elle produit.’276 In 

Manet’s Bar we might consider the mirrored background to show the effect that the 

object-filled foreground produces on the different subjective viewers involved. The 

mirrored space is a sphere of fantasy and imagination, and therefore also a site of 

effects and sensations. Furthermore, the overall painting reminds us that art can never 

be the thing itself: it can only recreate the effect produced on the artist as viewer.  

                                                
276 Mallarmé, Correspondance, i, p. 137. Mallarmé’s emphases. 
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Indeed, the mirror is perhaps the most appropriate symbol to express this idea given 

that it is defined at any given moment by the transitory effects that its reflective glass 

produces. Mallarmé’s ‘Scène’ of ‘Hérodiade’ also demonstrates this principle. Here 

impressionistic imagery and linguistic play triumph over realism or mimesis, just as in 

Manet’s painting the dynamics of the gaze predominate over any suggestion of a fixed 

narrative. 

 

In the ‘Scène’ this tension emerges in the interaction between the two characters, 

allowing Mallarmé to highlight subject-object juxtapositions. Roger Pearson notes 

that the Nurse stands in opposition to Hérodiade, since while the former is associated 

with physicality, the latter symbolises ‘reflexive, non-representational poetic art’.277 

Hérodiade, like Mallarmé’s poetry, is impossible to fully grasp, since she is no more 

than a shadow of herself. The Nurse’s opening remark in the ‘Scène’ suggests this to 

be the case: ‘[t]u vis ! ou vois-je ici l’ombre d’une princesse ?’ (l. 1). This is 

consonant with Mallarmé’s poetics of effect and suggestion. Hérodiade herself could 

be described as a mere suggestion, never attaining unified selfhood and only 

appearing to us as a symbol of concepts larger than herself. In this way she stands in 

for Mallarmé, who, in a letter to Cazalis on 14th May 1867, describes his experiences 

of writing as a process of self-effacement. He claims that ‘Hérodiade’ is a part of the 

‘[œ]uvre qui sera l’image de ce développement’: 

 

J’avoue […] que j’ai encore besoin, tant ont été grandes les avaries de mon 
triomphe, de me regarder dans cette glace pour penser et que si elle n’était pas 
devant la table où je t’écris cette lettre, je redeviendrais le Néant. […] [J]e suis 

                                                
277 Roger Pearson, Unfolding Mallarmé: The Development of a Poetic Art (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1996) p. 85. 
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maintenant impersonnel et non plus Stéphane que tu as connu — mais une 
aptitude qu’a l’Univers spirituel à se voir et à se développer, à travers ce qui 
fut moi.278 
 

 
While Mallarmé desires this self-effacement, he nevertheless needs the mirror to 

retain the subjectivity necessary to direct pure ideas into writing. Mallarmé explicitly 

acknowledges this tension: ‘[f]ragile comme est mon apparition terrestre, je ne puis 

subir que les développements absolument nécessaires pour que l’Univers retrouve, en 

ce moi, son identité.’279 These descriptions in some sense also apply to Hérodiade, 

who both uses the mirror to scrutinise her own identity and becomes the mirror in 

which we perceive elusive impressions of Mallarmé’s aesthetic project. 

 

By contrast, the Nurse’s remarks anchor her in a world of tangible phenomena. She 

longs to kiss Hérodiade’s fingers (l. 2) and, after her mistress demands to have her 

hair combed before the mirror, she encourages her to engage more viscerally with her 

body by opening sealed bottles to smell intoxicating perfumes (ll. 31-34). However, 

Hérodiade senses danger: 

 

Laisse là ces parfums ! ne sais-tu 
 Que je les hais, nourrice, et veux-tu que je sente 
 Leur ivresse noyer ma tête languissante ?  (ll. 32-34) 
 

 
Her reference to drunkenness recalls the bottles that line the countertop in Manet’s 

Bar. In both works, the sealed bottle symbolises impenetrability. To open it would 

entail a loss of control that is anathema to the monolithic female subject. Furthermore, 

Hérodiade refuses to be complicit in another person’s escapist fantasies. She asserts 

                                                
278 Mallarmé, Correspondance, i, p. 242. 
279 Mallarmé, Correspondance, i, p. 242. 
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that her hair is not a flower, used to spread ‘l’oubli des humaines douleurs’, but is 

instead gold, ‘à jamais vierge des aromates’ (ll. 36-37). Here she denounces the kind 

of acquiescence to male desire that Manet seems to depict in the mirror of his Bar. 

For Hérodiade the slightest sniff of a perfume is tantamount to the loss of her virtue 

and therefore her power. In her rejection of human contact, Hérodiade seeks to radiate 

the same quality as Manet’s front-facing barmaid, whose power lies in her refusal to 

comply with the desiring male gaze.  

 

Indeed, in an inversion of Manet’s scenario, in Mallarmé’s poem the self-directed 

mirror gaze provides a way of escaping communion with masculine desire. This lends 

the mirroring process a purifying quality that we also see in Mallarmé’s ‘Frisson 

d’hiver’, where the narrator, examining a mirror, imagines that ‘plus d’une femme a 

baigné dans cette eau le péché de sa beauté’ (AoP, 415). This purification is made 

possible in both cases by the fact that, unlike Manet’s barmaid, the woman in question 

examines her own image. In A Bar at the Folies-Bergère, the barmaid is the object of 

numerous male gazes. While she is unable to see her body, we are able to view it from 

multiple angles. It is perhaps for this reason that the mirror reflects a scene that seems 

more desirable to a male gazer than to the barmaid herself, given that it shows her 

body displaced into an unrealistic position. The reverse is true for Hérodiade, who 

uses the mirror both for self-empowerment and as a way of crafting our perspective of 

her physical and psychological identities. 

 

When the Nurse asks Hérodiade: ‘pour qui, dévorée ǀ D’angoisse, gardez-vous la 

splendeur ignorée ǀ Et le mystère vain de votre être ?’, Hérodiade simply replies: 

‘[p]our moi.’ (ll. 73-75) Dijkstra suggests that in the fin-de-siècle period female self-
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containment relied upon this kind of rejection of male attention, for ‘[i]n succumbing 

to love the true woman was […] forced to break her mirror, to forgo her identity, and 

instead be spiritually absorbed by her man.’280 The move towards heterosexual love is 

thus a move away from the safety of the mirror, which allegedly prevents the 

breakdown of female identity. Hérodiade is adamant that she will retain her purity, 

which cannot be sullied by either a potential lover or by her Nurse. Indeed, the Nurse, 

with her desire to visually and physically disrupt Hérodiade’s isolation, at times 

appears to act as a forerunner of such a lover.  

 

In her opening speech Hérodiade repels her Nurse’s advances with the claim that: ‘un 

baiser me tûrait ǀ Si la beauté n’était la mort..’ (ll. 7-8). Even to be the potential object 

of a gaze, but still beyond the reach of physical contact, is a form of violation. Yet 

after realising the nudity of her ‘rêve épars’ in the mirror, Hérodiade demands spoken 

validation from her Nurse, asking: ‘Nourrice, suis-je belle ?’ (l. 52). The vulnerability 

in her question exposes the contradiction in her desire for incorruptibility. Although 

she rejects the Nurse’s efforts to draw her into sensuous responses, her identity relies 

on an exterior witness. This might also be true of Manet’s barmaid, whose continued 

employment may partially rely on her sexual allure and whose front-facing pose 

implies the presence of an objectifying gazer. However, Mallarmé explores the 

tensions here in greater detail. Indeed, Mary Ellen Wolf notes that Hérodiade’s 

‘overwhelming fear of being seen and of the act of perceiving in general’ is 

counteracted by her ‘need to be seen’.281 This is because Hérodiade derives her power 

from her visible qualities, or at least from their poetic potential. In her descriptions of 

her appearance Hérodiade reveals that a gazer’s presence is necessary for her beauty 

                                                
280 Dijkstra, Idols of Perversity, p. 133. 
281 Wolf, Eros Under Glass, p. 29. See also Pearson, Unfolding Mallarmé, p. 87. 
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to have this effect. For instance, her hair shimmers with ‘éclairs cruels’ (l. 38), 

implying the existence of a viewer who is blinded by its light. Beauty must therefore 

be recognised in the eye of a beholder if it is to be productive, whether in inspiring art 

or in consolidating the subject’s power, even if the intrusion of exterior gazes 

threatens its purity. 

 

This principle may also apply to the text, since the reader can be seen as both a 

corrupting and a necessary presence for art: the work, once received and interpreted, 

may no longer remain pure. Whether as a female subject or a symbol of self-reflexive 

art, Hérodiade’s selfhood relies on external perceptions. It is partially for this reason 

that the mirror plays such a central role in the poem, since it allows Hérodiade to 

become both a gazing subject and a viewed object, at least partially neutralising the 

corrupting capacity of the gaze on her body. Without the mirror’s comforting 

presence Hérodiade is a disjointed being who struggles to cope with her corporeal 

existence. Within the mirror she dissolves into an ‘ombre lointaine’, meaning that she 

may be viewed safely from a detached perspective. At other moments the mirror 

protects Hérodiade’s body from intruding eyes by providing a reflected diversion, but 

nevertheless allowing her beauty to be admired: 

 

[T]out, autour de moi, vit dans l’idolâtrie 
D’un miroir qui reflète en son calme dormant 
Hérodiade au clair regard de diamant…  (ll. 114-16) 
 

 
Here everything surrounding Hérodiade worships her mirror image rather than her 

actual body. Wolf notes that this prevents the Nurse from visually engaging with 

Hérodiade: ‘[a]ide-moi, puisqu’ainsi tu n’oses plus me voir, | A me peigner 
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nonchalamment dans un miroir’ (ll. 27-28).282 Hérodiade replaces her Nurse’s gaze 

with her own reflected gaze, which allows for a safer, more sterile visual interaction.  

 

However, Hérodiade’s mirroring provides no real comfort, instead seeming to 

provoke self-alienation of the sort suggested in Manet’s Bar. The entire project of her 

narcissism threatens to unravel at numerous points, but particularly at the end of the 

poem, when she admits:  

 

Vous mentez, ô fleur nue 
De mes lèvres ! 

J’attends une chose inconnue[.]  (ll. 129-31) 
 

 
Wolf suggests that this ending constitutes an ‘emphatic denial of all previous 

assertion of self-sufficiency’.283 Indeed, here Mallarmé questions the belief that self-

reflexivity either provides access to the Ideal or preserves the purity of the gazer’s 

identity. The mirror is instead associated with what Stoljar calls ‘[a] sense of 

ontological anxiety’, which for Mallarmé centres around ‘the poet’s dream of 

perfection and his anguish at his own artistic impotence.’284 While the mirror 

symbolises self-reflexive art and female self-containment, its instability means that, 

for Mallarmé as for Manet, its primary role may be to stress the gap separating 

dreams of artistic or sexual fulfilment from the complications of reality. 

 

                                                
282 Wolf, Eros Under Glass, p. 28. 
283 Wolf, Eros Under Glass, p. 17. This breakdown of Hérodiade’s sterility is made more overt in Les 
Noces d’Hérodiade. In the ‘Finale’ of this unfinished text, Hérodiade kisses the severed head of John 
the Baptist. In a reversal of the familiar comparison of women’s eyes to mirrors, here it is male eyes 
that no longer look out on the world. The eyes in the severed head, with their ‘regard révulsé par 
quelqu’un au néant’, instead serve to satisfy Hérodiade’s desire to access the shadowy realm beyond 
death (l. 23). See Mallarmé, ‘Dossier d’« Hérodiade »’, in OC, i, pp. 147-52.  
284 Stoljar, ‘Mirror and Self in Symbolist and Post-Symbolist Poetry’, p. 364. 
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Redirecting the Gaze: Female Control in the Works of Krysinska, Morisot, and 

Cassatt 

 

The gap between dreams and reality also figures in works by female poets and artists 

depicting mirrors. We have seen indications of this in Marie Krysinska’s ‘Devant le 

miroir’, but it appears in a different guise in her dramatic poem ‘La Mort de 

Cléopâtre’, published in the same collection, Joies errantes: nouveaux rythmes 

pittoresques (1894).285 In several ways this poem is comparable to the ‘Scène’ of 

‘Hérodiade’. Like Mallarmé’s poem, Krysinska’s work is structured as a dramatic 

dialogue between two female characters, one a historical queen and the other a 

faithful servant. However, Krysinska also includes a character list, a description of the 

scene’s setting, and stage directions, establishing a contextualised drama that the 

reader can more easily visualise. Although their heroines differ in substantial ways, 

Mallarmé and Krysinska both depict queens in the process of examining their 

reflections in a mirror and meditating on their desire for control.  

 

It seems highly likely that Krysinska would have been aware of the ‘Scène’ of 

‘Hérodiade’ and its aesthetic preoccupations, particularly given that she dedicates an 

earlier poem in this collection, entitled ‘Sérénade’, to Mallarmé. Through such 

dedications to Mallarmé and other contemporary poets, Krysinska invites us to view 

her work in relation to theirs. This echoes her tendency to appropriate and distort 

poetic tropes used by avant-garde male writers. As she was often the only woman 

participating in various literary and artistic circles, including the group based at the 

Chat Noir cabaret, Krysinska’s poetry reflects both her collusion in and rejection of 

                                                
285 Marie Krysinska, Joies errantes, pp. 123-32. 
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the masculine attitudes that surrounded her. Paton notes that during the Chat Noir 

years between 1882 and 1896, the period in which Joies errantes was published, 

Krysinska ‘rewrote and subverted themes and tropes that male poets had designated 

as the “feminine.”’286 As such, in ‘La Mort de Cléopâtre’ Krysinska adapts her 

eponymous heroine’s associations with seduction, youth, and beauty for her own 

artistic ends.  

 

In choosing to depict Cléopâtre’s suicide, Krysinska presents us with one of the most 

famous episodes in the Egyptian ruler’s life story. This makes her deviations from the 

usual narrative, as relayed by Plutarch and dramatized by Shakespeare, seem 

particularly striking. While in these earlier versions Cleopatra kills herself following 

Antony’s suicide and their military defeat at the hands of Octavian, Krysinska stages 

Cléopâtre’s suicide before she has any knowledge of either event. Instead she resolves 

to die at the height of her powers, ending her life while she remains ‘dans sa beauté | 

Et dans sa gloire’ (ll. 105-06). This decision follows a conversation with her servant, 

Charmion, during which she contemplates her beauty and power, raging against 

mortality and cursing ‘[l]es clairs miroirs des fontaines qui osèrent montrer | A la 

première amoureuse son front défleuri de jeunesse’ (ll. 38-39). Asking Charmion to 

bring her a mirror, Cléopâtre contemplates her successes and wonders whether any 

further victories are available to her. Charmion exalts her mistress’ sexual and 

military dominance, declaring that only death remains unconquered. Cléopâtre, 

gazing into her mirror, ponders this:  

 

La Mort — c’est la grande alliée des très grands 
Et la Servante fidèle 

                                                
286 Paton, ‘Marie Krysinska’s Poetics of Parody’, p. 148. 
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Qui met la suprême parure au front des Reines 
Afin qu’éternellement belles 
Elles demeurent dans les mémoires des hommes.  (ll. 98-102) 
 

 
For Cléopâtre, death paradoxically signifies self-preservation, safeguarding her 

identity and legacy by preventing any corrosion of her beauty and power. Thus when 

Charmion announces the arrival of a messenger, Cléopâtre, despite declaring that she 

believes her victory to be certain, refuses to hear his report. Only after her suicide do 

we learn that Antoine is dead and the battle is lost. 

 

In rearranging the conditions of Cléopâtre’s suicide, Krysinska alters our perception 

of her fate. Krysinska’s heroine no longer dies in response to external events, grieving 

the death of her lover and refusing to be humiliated by her enemies. Instead her 

suicide is an act of self-fashioning on a heroic scale, allowing her to shape her own 

narrative in circumstances free from outside influences. She appears to make this 

decision during a moment of mirroring, a detail that establishes the self-containment 

of her choice. By amending econventional masculine accounts of Cléopâtre’s life, 

Krysinska demonstrates that she is, like her heroine, the sole creator of her work. This 

statement of her identity as a female writer within a male-dominated literary milieu 

echoes Cléopâtre self-consciously shaping her identity as a female ruler. Interestingly, 

though, the she complicates her declaration of originality by incorporating Symbolist 

tropes (including metals, flowers, and jewels) into a dramatic poem echoing 

Mallarmé’s ‘Scène’ of ‘Hérodiade’. 

 

Like Hérodiade, Cléopâtre relies on her mirror in her efforts to escape masculine 

control. Indeed, such efforts may even drive Cléopâtre to suicide. Although she 
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claims to believe in the certainty of her military victories, it is possible that she 

secretly foresees her downfall. We suspect this not only because we are aware of the 

conventional conclusion to the story, but also because Krysinska incorporates the 

news of Antoine’s death and their military defeat at the end of her poem. In this case, 

Cléopâtre’s self-assured attitude may be a ruse to appease Charmion. This alternative 

reading acts as a distorted reflection of the events that Krysinska describes and 

colours our interpretation of them. In this reading Cléopâtre aims not only to preserve 

her beauty and youth but also to avoid subjugation. Her suicide seals her off from all 

outside influences, performing the same function as Hérodiade’s mirroring in 

Mallarmé’s poem. Both texts remind us of the lacunae inherent in verbal 

communication, since neither woman’s motivations are ever fully revealed to us. 

Hérodiade and Cléopâtre both reserve the right to ambiguity, for while Hérodiade’s 

final remarks make us question her desire for sterility, Cléopâtre’s decision to delay 

the arrival of the messenger prevents any anticipated narrative closure.  

 

This ambiguity continues in the use of the mirror, which in both poems reflects 

images that we perceive indistinctly. Hérodiade describes what she sees within the 

mirror in abstract, metaphorical terms, while Cléopâtre, after calling for her mirror, 

makes no further mention of it. We are aware that the mirror remains present and that 

Cléopâtre continues to use it because of the stage directions, which detail her 

continued attempts to gaze at herself even when the venom takes hold: ‘Elle semble 

s’assoupir, puis péniblement soulève la tête pour se mirer encore’. Furthermore, 

Cléopâtre never describes her reflection. This omission is particularly marked given 

Charmion’s imagistic evocation of what the mirror could potentially show: 
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 Si tu voulais, ô Reine ! 
 Te mirer au clair ciel du matin, 
 Où les ors et les incarnats de l’aube 
 Se fondent en miraculeuses harmonies 
 Au sein des nuées nouvelles écloses, — 
 Tu reverrais l’apparence de ton visage 
 Où le charme des fleurs s’allie 
 A l’éclat des trophées.   (ll. 79-86)  
 

 
Here Charmion emphasises her mistress’ beauty and her military prowess. However, 

the final comparison also distances us from Cléopâtre’s appearance by describing her 

face solely in terms of the effects that it produces, to borrow Mallarmé’s formulation. 

This highly visual comparison has other Symbolist connotations. The evocation of 

flowers and metals, along with the queen’s face surreally reflected in a harmonious 

sky, is reminiscent of Odilon Redon’s decontextualised, hazy pastels. Krysinska 

appears to use this moment of hypothetical mirroring to stress her own power to 

obscure or illuminate different aspects of the scene. While we are denied access to 

Cléopâtre’s actual reflection, Krysinska uses Charmion to offer an unreal equivalent, 

emphasising poetry’s capacity to blur the boundaries between physically perceptible 

phenomena and those that imaginative language can conjure. 

 

This connection between the visible and the invisible is central to Cléopâtre’s 

mirroring. In stage directions such as ‘[e]lle rêve un moment, en se mirant’, 

Krysinska appears to use the mirror to conflate mental and visual reflection, as we 

have also seen in ‘Devant le miroir’. Krysinska does not explain Cléopâtre’s desire to 

examine her reflection. Instead, the mirror-gaze acts as the quiet context for the 

queen’s contemplation of death, beauty, and the passage of time. Schultz suggests that 

the mirror’s psychological role is particularly prominent in nineteenth-century 

women’s poetry. She posits that poets such as Krysinska aim to explore the concept of 
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a fluid, constantly developing female identity. This attitude, she implies, is lacking in 

the poetry of their male counterparts, who routinely seek either to fix femininity as an 

eternal ideal, or to divide it into discrete stages of being, conceding little or no 

connection between the idealised younger woman and her pitiful or abhorrent older 

counterpart.287 In ‘La Mort de Cléopâtre’ Krysinska challenges this tendency and, in a 

subtle form of parody, incorporates it into her heroine’s attitude towards her mirror 

image. 

 

By choosing to kill herself while she is still young and beautiful, Cléopâtre 

acknowledges that old age will mean losing her status, influence, and control: ‘qu’il 

est vacillant le Trône | Bâti sur la roche la plus haute… | Mourir dans sa beauté ! | 

Mourir, Reine !’ (ll. 56-59) Cléopâtre’s choice directly reveals what Goulesque 

suggests are the only two options facing women in the nineteenth century: ‘la 

conformité aux modèles féminins dominants, ou la non existence’.288 Refusing to 

abandon her powerful femme fatale status in order to become a reviled older woman, 

Cléopâtre paradoxically chooses nonexistence as a form of self-preservation. Like 

Hérodiade, who takes comfort in the icy solidity of her mirror and is horrified when it 

appears to melt, Cléopâtre seeks to freeze her changing reflection. Charmion 

describes her mistress’ soul as ‘un temple d’or pur et d’ivoire, | Que la joie seule doit 

habiter’ (ll. 118-19), an image that emphasises how Cléopâtre’s identity is bound up 

in triumphs that have become sacrosanct. The mirror, with its capacity to combine 

movement with stillness, allows Cléopâtre and Hérodiade to indulge their desire to 

remain eternally in control and beautiful, but also forces them to acknowledge that 

maintaining this immobility is an impossible dream. Only in art is such control 

                                                
287 Schultz, ‘Through the Looking Glass’, pp. 245, 235-36. 
288 Goulesque, Une femme poète symboliste, Marie Krysinska, p. 118. 
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feasible, as we see the ironic immortalisation of Cléopâtre’s death in a poem, which 

allows for the unending verbal repetition of the same fixed event.  

 

Unwilling or unable to see any positive elements in the ageing process, Cléopâtre’s 

attitude reflects that of her male suitors, whose fascination with her is intrinsically 

linked to her beauty, youth, and power. In an extra-textual sense, her attitude reflects 

the view of writers drawn to these aspects of her character, as well as to her early 

death. When gazing at her reflection, Cléopâtre appears to perceive herself from a 

masculine perspective, understanding how the male viewer inside and outside the 

poetic narrative will react to her changing identity. We see this when the venom takes 

its course, and she wonders how her lover will respond when he sees her lifeless 

body: 

 

 Que diras-tu, en voyant 
 Encloses à jamais sous leurs paupières, 
 Les fleurs de la lumière 
 Qui furent ces merveilleuses prunelles ? 
 Les grands Lacs enchantés de mes yeux, 
 Les grands Lacs hantés par les naufrages et les désastres.  (ll. 140-45) 
 

 
Cléopâtre’s ability to envisage her body from an exterior perspective is particularly 

striking given that she is foreseeing a moment when she will have lost subjective 

consciousness. Through her speech and actions, Cléopâtre transforms herself into a 

lifeless object. However, she also imagines the reflections or shadows that Antoine 

will see in her eyes. No longer a seeing subject, Cléopâtre is nevertheless aware of her 

role as a physical and mental mirror of male suffering and desire. The tension 

between these two male responses is echoed in the anaphoric lines here: ‘[l]es grands 

Lacs’ of her eyes are at once ‘enchantés’ and ‘hantés’, suggesting that Cléopâtre is 
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conscious of the threat concealed in her seductive gaze. The word ‘enchantés’ 

contains ‘hantés’ within it, verbally mimicking the process by which Cléopâtre’s 

suitors are initially ensnared and then tormented. Here and throughout the poem a 

mirrored mode of seeing is engrained in Cléopâtre’s attitude towards her body and her 

relationships with men.  

 

Although Cléopâtre’s power is explicitly sensual, her main goal in her relationships 

with men is to manipulate them into submission. Indeed, she shows barely any sign of 

distress in causing Antoine harm or in being separated from him. Hérodiade is 

similarly determined to retain her emotional and physical detachment, although her 

motivations seem less sadistic. It is for this reason that while Hérodiade turns to self-

reflexivity, Cléopâtre chooses self-annihilation as a means of perpetually weaponising 

herself against men. The mirror is a crucial tool in this process as it exposes 

Cléopâtre’s future, enabling her to understand the impossibility of remaining frozen in 

the present moment. Indeed, her decision to kill herself directly follows a moment of 

silent mirroring. The processes of self-annihilation and self-reflexivity eventually 

interweave, for in her suicide Cléopâtre commits the ultimate act of self-fashioning, 

while in her mirroring Hérodiade deflects exterior gazes and effectively abolishes her 

corporeal self. Mirroring acts as a form of death, temporarily eliminating subjecthood 

by allowing the gazer to objectify her body. Death and the mirror enable both 

Cléopâtre and Hérodiade to curate their own identities and to shape how others 

perceive them. As such, they create a sealed female world into which male onlookers 

and their desires cannot enter. 
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In late nineteenth-century visual art produced by women, this sealed female world 

emerges in a different guise. While Krysinska retells Cleopatra’s suicide by 

incorporating and parodying prevalent male perspectives, visual artists such as Berthe 

Morisot and Mary Cassatt rework familiar methods of depicting contemporary 

femininity. Despite their contrasting settings, these works share a self-referential 

interest in female creative perspectives. For instance, Krysinska’s Cléopâtre sees 

herself at once as a powerful creator, a created object, and a detached viewer. Crafting 

her life story as would an artist, she is simultaneously the product of this creative 

process and, in a further imaginative leap, observes herself as would a male viewer. 

This tripled perspective applies to Cassatt’s and Morisot’s depictions of women and 

mirrors, whether at the theatre, in domestic living areas, or at their toilette. This last 

category is particularly prominent in art from the 1870s onwards, in line with the 

growing bourgeois fashion for psychés and vanity mirrors.289 Anne Higonnet suggests 

that toilette scenes represent ‘the moment of most intimate feminine creativity’ as this 

is when ‘a woman produces her self-image.’290 The woman at her toilette thus 

performs the same triple role as Cléopâtre in Krysinska’s poem. Examining and 

altering her appearance before the mirror, she becomes a creator and a created object, 

using the process of reflection at least partially to replicate a masculine viewing 

perspective. 

 

Morisot’s and Cassatt’s toilette scenes incorporate a struggle between exposure and 

concealment that acknowledges the tension between the intimacy of their subject 

matter and its public exposure within an artwork. The seductive aspect of the toilette 

scene is almost furtively introduced in images such as Morisot’s The Psyché (1876, 
                                                
289 See Mamoon, ‘Mirroring Femininity’, p. 194.  
290 Anne Higonnet, Berthe Morisot's Images of Women (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 
1992), p. 162. 
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fig. 13) and Young Woman Powdering Herself (1877, fig. 14), in which, as Higonnet 

remarks, ‘shoulders have been carefully exposed and turned towards us, one arm 

disingenuously removed from its peignoir sleeve.’291 It is significant that in both 

images the shoulder furthest from the picture plane remains covered, and that the 

women appear to us in profile, with one side of their face concealed. The viewer’s 

gaze must reconcile two versions of the depicted woman: one readily visible, the 

other inaccessible. In Young Woman Powdering Herself Morisot reinforces this 

duality by positioning the woman’s exposed arm such that it cuts across the image, 

blocking our view of her torso. Furthermore, the mirror appears in front of a wall, its 

bottom right-hand corner precisely meeting the vertical line dividing the wall from the 

open room on the right. It is appropriate that the mirror appears on the closed-off side 

of the painting given that we cannot access its reflected images. While the room 

extending behind the woman creates an illusion of penetrability, the left-hand side of 

the image presents numerous obstacles, including the wall, the dim mirror, the table, 

and a corked bottle. In The Psyché, meanwhile, we do perceive the woman’s mirror 

image and, within it, the greater part of her face, but Morisot portrays her reflection in 

such broad brushstrokes as to make it impossible to interpret her expression. The 

woman’s mirror image is also imperceptible in Morisot’s Woman at Her Toilette 

(1875/80, fig. 15).292  

 

In Morisot’s toilette scenes and in her wider body of work we perceive a female world 

of quiet interiority. However, we are never permitted an extensive insight into its 

psychological depths. Prendergast argues that ‘the inwardness of the gaze in Morisot’ 
                                                
291 Higonnet, Berthe Morisot's Images of Women, p. 167. See Berthe Morisot, The Psyché, 1876. Oil on 
canvas, 65 × 54 cm. Museo Thyssen-Bornemisza, Madrid; and Young Woman Powdering Herself, 
1877. Oil on canvas, 46 × 39 cm. Musée d’Orsay, Paris.  
292 Berthe Morisot, Woman at Her Toilette, 1875/80. Oil on canvas, 60.3 × 80.4 cm. The Art Institute 
of Chicago, Chicago. 
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may be a refusal of ‘the appropriating gaze of man and its required rituals of 

submissive, doll-like display’.293 The same may be said of many of Cassatt’s works. 

We see this in images such as The Loge (1878-80, fig. 16), depicting two women in 

the theatre with their backs to a mirror that reflects the auditorium.294 The women 

here seem withdrawn and somewhat apprehensive. Indeed, they might easily be 

described as doll-like, to borrow Prendergast’s expression, but this has an eerie effect 

that contrasts with their setting. The mood of introversion is particularly marked in 

the case of the woman whose mouth and torso are concealed by a fan decorated with 

flowers. Given that the woman holding the real bouquet of flowers is more visually 

accessible, Cassatt is perhaps signalling a connection between artificiality and self-

containment. However, both women avoid the viewer’s gaze. Their similar facial 

expressions also suggest that the differences in their body language may be illusory. 

Indeed, from the perspective of the viewer, the mirror behind the two women shows 

only one silhouette. In the purely visual worlds of the mirror and the overall painting, 

the two women are equally inaccessible. 

 

The atmosphere here is different to that in Woman with a Pearl Necklace in a Loge 

(1879, fig. 17), where the warm colour palette, the reflected light, and the woman’s 

easy smile suggest a figure enjoying her participation in the theatre’s spectacle.295 

Indeed, the two women in The Loge have more in common with those in Cassatt’s 

domestic scenes, such as Woman with a Fan (1878/9, fig. 18), where the mirror image 

                                                
293 Prendergast, Paris and the Nineteenth Century, p. 176. 
294 Mary Cassatt, The Loge, 1878-80. Oil on canvas, 79.8 × 63.8 cm. National Gallery of Art, 
Washington, DC. 
295 Mary Cassatt, Woman with a Pearl Necklace in a Loge, 1879. Oil on canvas, 81.3 × 59.7 cm. 
Philadelphia Museum of Art, Philadelphia. 
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is appropriately sombre and enigmatic.296 Neither Morisot nor Cassatt gives us a sense 

of their mirrored women’s thoughts or individual characters. As a result of this 

emotional distance, the women’s downcast gazes, and their ambiguous mirror images, 

a pregnant silence suffuses both painters’ works and stymies our interpretative 

capability. 

 

In ‘La Mort de Cléopâtre’ Krysinska uses silence and withdrawal to similar effect, as 

the dialogue elides any description of Cléopâtre’s mirror image. Krysinska, Morisot, 

and Cassatt all avoid imposing a constraining narrative on their female subjects.297 

Barter remarks upon this quality in Cassatt’s work, commenting that in the early 

1890s her focus shifted from naturalism to a Symbolist ‘evocation of mood and the 

suggestion of larger meanings.’298 Barter partially links this development to Cassatt’s 

literary connections; like Morisot, Cassatt knew and admired Mallarmé, while he, in 

turn, praised her artworks.299 Indeed, the fluid atemporality associated with 

Symbolism is also noticeable in Morisot’s art, which eschews strict naturalism in 

favour of atmospheric suggestion. This is clear in Before the Mirror (fig. 9), an 1890 

oil painting that introduces broad, flowing lines and bright patches of colour. 

Higonnet notes that this image denies ‘direct access to the female body and […] 

[uses] the mirror to question the validity of that access.’300 Indeed, the mirror exposes 

the woman’s breasts and face to viewer, and yet the reflected image is distanced from 

us. The composition of the mirror image means that the woman’s reflected face 

should be readily discernible to us. She might even meet our gaze, had Morisot not 

                                                
296 Mary Cassatt, Woman with a Fan, 1878/9. Oil on canvas, 85.5 × 65.1 cm. National Gallery of Art, 
Washington, DC. 
297 See Higonnet, Berthe Morisot's Images of Women, p. 108. 
298 Barter, in Barter (ed.), Mary Cassatt, Modern Woman, p. 85. 
299 Barter, in Barter (ed.), Mary Cassatt, Modern Woman, p. 85. 
300 Higonnet, Berthe Morisot's Images of Women, pp. 184-85, 187. 
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erased her facial features entirely. This disconcerting elision is compounded by the 

fact that the sensuous curve of her breast, exposed from the side in our view of the 

original woman, also disappears in the mirror. Aside from her nipple, indicated in the 

most modest of pink brushstrokes, the contours of her reflected body seem flattened, 

thwarting the viewer’s titillation. This may be seen as a reversal of the pictorial order 

in Manet’s Bar, where the front-facing barmaid’s chest seems flatly asexual, while 

her mirrored figure is more ample and curvaceous. If in Manet’s painting the mirror 

reveals and cultivates male desires, in Morisot’s it refuses to deliver on the erotic 

promise indicated in the original woman’s posture. This recalls the mirrored reversal 

of eroticised perspectives that we noted in Toulouse-Lautrec’s Woman before a 

Mirror. 

 

In Morisot’s painting, the woman’s hair and attire further this disjunction. Perceiving 

her from the back, we discern the wisps of hair at the nape of her neck and the curl of 

the locks that she holds in place. In the mirror we see only her parting: the overall 

effect is rather boyish. Her clothing prevents her reflection from seeming entirely 

androgynous, but nevertheless its resemblance to classical garments neutralises the 

erotic power of the original chemise, which falls in folds from the woman’s shoulder 

and exposes her breast and back. The woman before the mirror appears in a state of 

partial undress and is in the middle of either getting ready or preparing for bed. The 

woman within the mirror is more removed from us contextually: her blank face, her 

apparently classical mode of dress, and her asexual demeanour give her an unreal, 

timeless quality that is more redolent of Symbolism than Impressionism. 
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The inclusion of three framed artworks within the mirrored space strengthens the 

painting’s symbolic quality. According to Higonnet one of them is a depiction of 

Manet’s Berthe Morisot étendue (1873), meaning that ‘Morisot repeats her image in a 

mirror that itself contains another mirrored replica.’ However, Higonnet suggests that 

this miniature copy deliberately resembles Morisot’s mirrored figure more than it 

evokes Manet’s original painting.301 While the mirror is the natural realm of replicas, 

here Morisot produces a mirrored copy of Berthe Morisot étendue that bears only a 

vague resemblance to Manet’s work and virtually none to Morisot in real life. Instead, 

it stylistically mimics Morisot’s artwork, suggesting that Before the Mirror 

establishes the primacy of Morisot’s identity as an artist. Like Krysinska in ‘La Mort 

de Cléopâtre’, Morisot uses the mirror to incorporate and alter a symbol of 

contemporary male art, a process that highlights her own creative proficiency. 

 

The symbolic power suggested in Before the Mirror is present in many of Morisot’s 

other works. In paintings such as Woman at Her Toilette it is achieved through rapid, 

broken brushstrokes that reinforce its status as an artwork. Although the scene is 

contemplative, the painting’s composition lends it a shimmering energy. Harrison 

suggests that there is ‘no ignoring the palpable activity on the literal canvas 

surface’.302 This creates a sense of movement in unexpected places, including the wall 

behind the woman, the point at which her left elbow meets her dress in a flurry of 

blurred white brushstrokes, and the mirror, which takes on a mercurial quality as a 

result of the lines of paint smudged vertically over its surface. The painting’s 

naturalistic aspects conflict with this open declaration of its unreality, which 

                                                
301 Higonnet, Berthe Morisot's Images of Women, pp. 246, 248. 
302 Harrison, Painting the Difference, p. 135. 
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Morisot’s notebooks reveal to be a recurring preoccupation.303 The blurred mirror in 

Woman at Her Toilette, alongside the painting’s iridescent treatment of light, suggests 

that both art and human perception are unfixed and deceptive. Morisot’s interest in 

the knowingly artificial nature of art allies her with both her brother-in-law, Edouard 

Manet, and with Symbolist poets such as Mallarmé, who was a close friend. Upon 

Morisot’s death in 1895, Mallarmé, alongside Degas, Monet, and Renoir, organised a 

retrospective exhibition of her art.304 He also wrote a lyrical preface to the exhibition 

catalogue, commenting on the delicate, dreamlike quality of her works, as well as 

their inaccessibility: ‘[t]oute maîtrise jette le froid : ou la poudre fragile du coloris se 

défend par une vitre, divination pour certains.’305 Praising the shimmering, reflective 

allure of Morisot’s paintings, Mallarmé also likens their detached mastery to a glass 

layer protecting their colours. Through this self-referential allusion to contemporary 

conventions of artistic display, Mallarmé suggests that Morisot’s creative prowess 

prevents the astute gazer from appreciating her images on a purely naturalistic level. 

 

The mercurial mirror in Woman at Her Toilette is in some senses an example of this 

‘vitre’ in operation within the image, since it does not reflect the woman sitting before 

it. Instead it offers only a blurred representation of the flowers and glass jar, the latter 

all but losing its outline. At the bottom of the mirror we glimpse the folds of the 

woman’s dress, which appear as a loose crescent of blue-white brushstrokes. As such, 

the woman’s identity is reduced to a cluster of ciphers that symbolise feminine 

artifice, appearing as mere representations in a mirror where prominent brushstrokes 

also insist on the presence of the artist’s hand. We might almost see this depiction of 

                                                
303 See Philippe Huisman, Morisot, enchantment, trans. Diana Imber (New York: French & European 
Publications, 1963), pp. 36, 38, 58. 
304 See Higonnet, Berthe Morisot's Images of Women, p. 21.  
305 Mallarmé, ‘Quelques médaillons et portraits en pied’, in OC, ii, p. 149. 
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mirroring as a pictorial equivalent of the moment in Mallarmé’s ‘Hérodiade’, where 

the queen watches her mirror melt, revealing the impossibility of accessing a coherent 

image of herself within the glass. We might equally compare it to Charmion’s 

imaginative evocation of her mistress’ mirror image appearing in the dawn sky in ‘La 

Mort de Cléopâtre’, showing her face, ‘[o]ù le charme des fleurs s’allie | A l’éclat des 

trophées.’ Here, too, we are denied a visually coherent description of Cléopâtre’s 

reflection in favour of objects that confer symbolic meaning. In all three cases the act 

of reflection dissipates feminine self-image, emphasising instead the symbolic power 

of art and poetry to warp the mirror into a tool for symbolic suggestion.  

 

***** 

 

Assessing these varied depictions of mirrored femininity exposes a range of 

preoccupations. It is initially tempting to assume that the reflected woman intoxicates 

the viewer by revealing his desires. Indeed, in Manet’s Bar and Régnier’s ‘Double 

Rêve’, the male gaze is an ameliorating force, warping the mirror to reveal an 

imagined woman who complies with the viewer’s fantasies. When a woman observes 

her own image, as in Krysinska’s ‘La Mort de Cléopâtre’, Mallarmé’s ‘Hérodiade’, 

and Morisot’s and Cassatt’s toilette images, she dreams of self-containment, control, 

and the preservation of her beauty or power. However, these desires have negative 

counterparts. For the male gazer, the fear of the mirrored woman’s impenetrable real-

life equivalent threatens his autonomy. For the female gazer, mirroring reveals her 

future decline and the fragmentation of her selfhood. The gap that the mirror exposes 

between expectations and reality echoes the chasm separating art from life. Whether 

in atemporal poetry or explicitly modern visual art, mirrors emphasise art’s 
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impenetrable and self-referential qualities. In the case of Krysinska, Morisot, and 

Cassatt, subverting masculine conventions draws attention to their distinctively 

female creative vision. This focus on artistic self-reflexivity forces us to consider our 

position as readers or viewers, complicating our interaction with depictions of 

mirrors. In his Bar, for example, Manet conflates female and male mirror-gazes, 

leaving the identity and perspective of the external viewer undetermined. Krysinska’s 

and Mallarmé’s dramatic poems refract our view of the mirror through a dialogic 

structure and symbolic language. Morisot and Cassatt transport traditionally private 

settings into the public realm, leading us to question our means of encroaching on 

self-contained female spaces. The mirror’s capacity to expose dissonances between 

the viewing subjects in these poems and artworks ultimately extends beyond their 

framework. As readers and viewers, we too are forced to adopt a self-reflexive 

approach. 
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III 

Framing the Mirror: Conceptions of Space 

 

In both poetry and art, questions of perspective are central to the mirror’s purpose. In 

poetry our reception of mirror images is always indirect, as the immediate optical 

impact of the mirror is diffused and filtered through language. This effect is also 

apparent in visual artworks that confound our ability to discern whether framed 

images represent mirrors, doorways, or pictures. In order to establish the mirror’s 

spatial significance in late nineteenth-century art and poetry, it is necessary to assess 

how mirrors enable synthesis and expose correspondences, yet can also introduce 

phenomena from beyond the framed space. These phenomena may be flickers of 

light, reflections of external spaces, glimpses of the Ideal, distortions of reality, or 

flashes of understanding. In the works of Mallarmé, Krysinska, Morisot, Degas, and 

Manet, the mirror’s spatial position challenges our perceptions of framing and its 

ability to facilitate containment and separation. While the mirror reinforces various 

oppositions, its surface and frame can be mercurial, enabling an interpenetration of 

different realms and ideas. As such, the mirror is used to demonstrate that there are no 

clean distinctions between the interior and the exterior, the real and the illusory, the 

self and the other, and even, at times, the verbal and the visual. 

 

5: Absent Presences: Interiority and the Mirror-Gaze for Mallarmé, Morisot, and 

Degas 

 

All acts of framing rely upon processes of selection and exclusion. For the writer, 

choosing which poems to group in a collection is an act of framing. In late nineteenth-
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century Paris this also applies to literary journals, exhibitions, and artistic circles, 

since the formation of groups implies criteria for inclusion that not every individual or 

work will meet. The Salon des Refusés of 1863 demonstrates how the failure to 

adhere to certain criteria can in itself become a means of framing artistic production. 

In late nineteenth-century art and poetry, this negated form of framing takes on a 

greater significance. Within the frame of the poem, artwork, or mirror, artists 

increasingly reveal absences and empty spaces. This idea is fundamental in 

Mallarmé’s work, which plays upon the limitations of visibility and visualisation. 

How can poetry and visual art convey the unseeable, or expose an absent object 

without paradoxically calling it to mind? Presence and absence often appear as two 

concepts that inevitably beget each other. In this process the mirror is an invaluable 

tool, often calling into question the role and efficacy of different types of frame. 

 

Female Seclusion and Mirrored Spaces in the Works of Morisot and Mallarmé 

 

In Berthe Morisot’s art, the focus on domestic interior spaces is a form of framing that 

affects the role of the mirror. Here the home becomes a sealed, self-reflexive, and 

uniquely feminine domain. This is clear in Woman at Her Toilette (fig. 15), The 

Psyché (fig. 13), and Young Woman at the Looking Glass (1876, fig. 19).306 The last 

of these integrates the woman into domestic surroundings that formally and 

chromatically echo her attire. The focus is less on the woman as a subjective entity 

than on her aesthetic relationship with her living space. This relationship is 

characterised by a sealed, interior harmony that the small mirror emphasises. As in 

Symbolist poetry, Morisot’s painting focuses on the creation of an introspective 

                                                
306 Berthe Morisot, Young Woman at the Looking Glass, 1876. Oil on canvas. 54 × 45 cm. Private 
collection. 
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mood. Indeed, Mallarmé comments upon this tendency in his 1896 preface to the 

posthumous catalogue of Morisot’s work: her portrayal of fabrics, jewels, and 

accessories is arranged ‘pour que jaillisse l’intention de la toilette dans un rapport 

avec les jardins et la plage, une serre, la galerie.’307 To this list we can add the 

domestic interior. 

 

Correspondences between clothing and upholstery are also apparent in the muted 

cream tones of The Psyché and in the shimmering blues and whites of Woman at Her 

Toilette, where, as Harrison notes, the woman’s neckband is almost the only thing 

distinguishing her white body and dress from the white background.308 The whiteness 

of Morisot’s toilette images is striking. Higonnet describes this as part of her 

‘calligraphic flourish’, adding that ‘[t]he work of a painter makes itself audaciously 

evident […] [in this] game of monochrome variation.’309 Indeed, in Woman at Her 

Toilette the blue-white wall, composed of free brushstrokes, almost vibrates with 

activity. Contrasts between light and dark occur in the only visible corner of the 

glinting mirror, where the dress’ pale, reflected folds meet the shadowy underside of 

the mirrored table (fig. 20). Framed in Morisot’s mirror, this juxtaposition occurs at a 

locus of absences: the shadow indicates the absence of light, while the diaphanous 

fabric of the dress draws attention to the fact that its wearer is not reflected. As such, 

this section of the mirror highlights the elements that its frame excludes. 

 

The use of monochrome to express absence is also a feature of Mallarmé’s poetry, 

which often foregrounds the visual contrast between the white page and the black 

text. Similarly Higonnet’s reference to the ‘calligraphic’ aspect of Morisot’s 
                                                
307 Mallarmé, ‘Quelques médaillons et portraits en pied’, in OC, ii, p. 151. 
308 Harrison, Painting the Difference, p. 135. 
309 Higonnet, Berthe Morisot's Images of Women, p. 168. 
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brushwork reinforces the textual connotations of her use of black and white. These 

connections between Morisot’s and Mallarmé’s work were underpinned by mutual 

creative respect and a close friendship that endured for twenty years. During this time 

Mallarmé asked Morisot to provide an illustration for ‘Le Nénuphar blanc’, a piece 

that was to feature in his collection Le Tiroir de Laque (1891) (AoP, 428-31). Despite 

his requests for contributions from artists including Morisot, Monet, and Degas, 

Mallarmé’s work features only a frontispiece illustration by Renoir. However, it is 

revealing that Mallarmé selected Morisot as the illustrator for ‘Le Nénuphar blanc’. 

This text, with its bridge, reflective waters, and white waterlilies, might seem more 

suited to Monet’s style. However, the introspective atmosphere in Morisot’s works, 

suggesting an inner life that is not confined to visible phenomena, is also captured in 

‘Le Nénuphar blanc’. Both Mallarmé and Morisot use whiteness to heighten the 

symbolic power of their works, and both depict harmonious environments that 

emphasise the created nature of the artwork through reflectivity.  

 

For Lloyd, the focus on light, movement, and imprecision in Mallarmé’s poem means 

that it would suit an Impressionist illustration, but this is somewhat offset by ‘the 

complexity of the syntax and the elliptical nature of the expression’.310 Considering 

the mute mysteriousness and fluidity of Morisot’s art, though, her form of 

Impressionism seems to complement Mallarmé’s elliptical poem. However, her task 

as an illustrator was far from simple. In a letter of 11th December 1887, Morisot 

declares that she and Renoir are ‘très ahuris, nous avons besoin d’explications pour 

les illustrations’.311 In his response Mallarmé recognises the ‘sourire’ beneath her 

shock at his request but clearly understands her concerns, enclosing with his letter, ‘en 
                                                
310 Lloyd, Mallarmé: The Poet and His Circle, p. 131. 
311 Berthe Morisot, in Olivier Daulte and Manuel Dupertuis (eds), Correspondance de Stéphane 
Mallarmé et Berthe Morisot, 1876-1895 (Lausanne: La Bibliothèque des Arts, 1995), p. 19. 
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tant qu’instrument de torture, la page à illustrer’.312 Over a year later, the illustration 

continues to trouble Morisot. In a postscript to her letter of 28th February 1889, she 

admits: ‘[j]e reste toujours inquiète du nénuphar blanc.’313 In order to understand 

Morisot’s difficulties, it is necessary to examine both Mallarmé’s poem and the study 

for her illustration, which never appeared in print. 

 

‘Le Nénuphar blanc’ describes the speaker’s excursion in a rowing boat in an attempt 

to reach ‘l’emplacement occupé par la propriété de l’amie d’une amie, à qui je devais 

improviser un bonjour.’ (AoP, 428) Ultimately the speaker does not encounter the 

woman, instead mentally evoking their meeting by gazing at the spot that he imagines 

her to have visited. At the beginning of the poem the speaker does not know where he 

is. The opening lines suggest both movement and stillness, stymieing our ability to 

place the speaker within a specific context. We are initially told that he had ‘beaucoup 

ramé, [...] les yeux au dedans fixés sur l’entier oubli d’aller’. These lines evoke the 

movement of the oars, yet at the same time stress the inwardness of the speaker’s 

gaze. His ‘oubli d’aller’ negates the movement in space outlined at the start of the 

sentence. As Baudelaire’s works have shown, the sinuous form of the prose poem is 

particularly useful for suggesting this type of moving stillness. So too is the mirror-

surface. Indeed, the speaker tells us: ‘[t]ant d’immobilité paraissait que […] je ne 

vérifiai l’arrêt qu’à l’étincellement stable d’initiales sur les avirons mis à nu, ce qui 

me rappela à mon identité mondaine.’ It is only the reflections in the water that alert 

the speaker to his sudden immobility and to his presence in the boat. 

 

                                                
312 Stéphane Mallarmé, in Daulte and Dupertuis (eds), Correspondance de Stéphane Mallarmé et 
Berthe Morisot, p. 21. 
313 Morisot, in Daulte and Dupertuis (eds), Correspondance de Stéphane Mallarmé et Berthe Morisot, 
p. 43. 
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The ‘[é]tincellement stable’ of the reflected initials suggests a vibratory kind of 

movement isolated within a limited space. This theme of restricted movement 

continues in the speaker’s comment that ‘il fallut […] [s]e remémorer [s]on départ’ in 

order to retrace his steps and understand his present location. Through the process of 

memory the poem’s spatial narrative becomes convoluted, since the speaker 

introduces a recollection into the wider reminiscence that constitutes the overall 

poem. The initial journey appears through the frame of the poet’s memory: we seem 

to accompany him across the water, yet this movement is confined to his recollections 

of a completed event. Similarly, his later encounter with the woman, inspired by a 

visible landscape, takes place entirely in his imagination. As such, the boundaries 

separating interior and exterior vision begin to merge, just as the distinctions between 

movement and stillness collapse to produce flickering vibrations. 

 

The fact that the speaker is brought back to reality by the ‘[é]tincellement’ of his 

reflected initials shows that here, as elsewhere, language directs the speaker’s 

contemplations. Judging by her study for the poem’s illustration, the importance of 

this did not escape Morisot. In a sketch made in the late 1880s, Morisot sparsely 

evokes the river, with its waterlilies and secluded areas among the reeds (fig. 21).314 

The boat, in which a shadowy figure stands, is set back at a distance. However, the 

most striking aspect of this study is Morisot’s threefold inclusion of her own initials. 

In the bottom right-hand corner the initials appear as a conventional indicator of the 

artist’s identity. Yet in the middle of the sketch, on the surface of the water and much 

closer to the picture plane than the boat, two small pairs of initials are visible. Of 

these, the right-hand pair has been flipped so as to appear reflected in the water. The 
                                                
314 Berthe Morisot, Sketch for ‘Le Nénuphar blanc’, 1888. Pencil on paper. 30 × 20 cm. Private 
collection. See Daulte and Dupertuis (eds), Correspondance de Stéphane Mallarmé et Berthe Morisot, 
p. 20. 
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artist’s reflected identity is literally and symbolically foregrounded here. It is 

significant that the initials are Morisot’s own. This suggests that for Morisot the 

initials indicate her position as the creator of the work, despite the fact that she is 

illustrating a pre-existing poem. By isolating these initials far from the boat’s oars and 

by reflecting only one pair, Morisot explicitly stages the mirroring of artistic identity 

as an abstract process. The spatial arrangement of her sketch echoes the 

destabilisation that Mallarmé’s poem enacts. The boat, the waterlilies, and the journey 

across the water, the apparently central elements of the scene, are in both the poem 

and the sketch subordinate to interior contemplation and the artist’s creative 

perspective. 

 

This is particularly true of Mallarmé’s evocation of the imagined encounter with the 

unknown woman. Indeed, the speaker stresses that his mental rendezvous with her is 

purer and more powerful than any actual meeting could be. He even addresses the 

object of his reverie, advising her: ‘n’allez point […] pencher [votre visage], avéré, 

sur le furtif seuil où je règne’ (AoP, 430). This ‘furtif seuil’ is the water’s mercurial 

mirror-surface, a threshold that spatially and symbolically connects the material world 

with the poet’s imaginings. When the speaker first describes the sheltered section of 

river, he immediately associates it with the unknown woman: 

 

Sûr, elle avait fait de ce cristal son miroir intérieur à l’abri de l’indiscrétion 
éclatante des après-midi ; elle y venait et la buée d’argent glaçant des saules 
ne fut bientôt que la limpidité de son regard habitué à chaque feuille. 
(AoP, 429) 

 

 
Despite the woman’s absence, the speaker uses the space to mentally evoke her. He 
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feels an affinity with her apparent desire for seclusion, believing that she seeks 

solitude here in order to make the water her ‘miroir intérieur’. Even in the speaker’s 

imagination, her mirroring is more of a mental process than a visual one. 

 

The speaker focuses less on her reflected image than on how she affects her 

surroundings: the silvery mist that freezes the willow leaves becomes a manifestation 

of her transformative gaze. In the place of a woman whom we can visualise, 

Mallarmé depicts a scene that she has altered even in her absence. In this way 

Mallarmé’s exterior space suggests the intimacy of an interior in the vein of Degas’s 

Billiard Room at Ménil-Hubert (1892, fig. 22), where the abandoned game of billiards 

shows the traces that the room’s absent resident has left.315 However, it is Morisot 

who shows us spaces conveying the feminine sense of introspection and reverie that 

Mallarmé’s poem encapsulates. In her work absences mark the empty mirror of 

Woman at Her Toilette and the blank face of the reflected woman in Before the 

Mirror. Indeed, the latter recalls Mallarmé’s poem, where the speaker desires to retain 

an ambiguous vision of the unknown woman (that ‘délice empreint de généralité qui 

permet et ordonne d’exclure tous visages’) (AoP, 430). The absences and empty faces 

in Morisot’s mirrors perform the exact symbolic function that Mallarmé advocates: 

they become an invitation to reverie, an ambiguous space that allows the imagination 

to suspend multiple possibilities in contention. In both Morisot’s and Mallarmé’s 

work, the framing of the spatial setting is crucial in inspiring these reveries and in 

designating any external gazes as intrusive. In ‘Le Nénuphar blanc’, the sheltered 

setting beneath the trees gives Mallarmé’s water-mirror its charm, meaning that both 

                                                
315 Edgar Degas, Billiard Room at Ménil-Hubert, 1892. Oil on canvas. 50.7 × 65.9 cm. Musée d’Orsay, 
Paris. 
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the speaker and the reader outside the text are intruding gazers.316 By invading the 

woman’s private space for contemplation, the speaker commandeers it for his own 

moment of imaginative mirroring.  

 

The speaker ultimately uses the water-mirror to shore up fragments of the woman in 

her absence and forge from them a symbol of her, carrying away his imagined prize 

‘comme un noble œuf de cygne, tel que n’en jaillira le vol’ (AoP, 431). The 

comparison of the woman to a sealed, pure swan’s egg is rich with potential 

signification, as the cygne/signe homophone attests. The potential of this reflected 

ideal exists not only in the speaker’s mind but also in his manipulation of language. 

Words are signes pregnant with potential meaning, hovering on the ‘furtif seuil’ of the 

page just as the reflected initials hover on the water’s mirror-surface. The original 

conception of words in the poet’s mind finds its imprecise reflection in the reader’s 

many possible interpretations of them. 

 

Both words and the speaker’s ideal are sites of endless plenitude and emptiness. The 

speaker states that the prized swan’s egg of his imagination ‘ne se gonfle d’autre 

chose sinon de la vacance exquise de soi’ that, in the shady groves of her park, every 

woman seeks, ‘arrêtée […] comme au bord d’une source à franchir ou de quelque 

pièce d’eau.’ By associating the egg’s emptiness with a state of absence that all 

women desire to attain, Mallarmé introduces a doubled, reflexive comparison. The 

swan’s egg simile connects the initial woman, who comes to examine her reflection in 

the pool, with the entirety of womankind, which shares a need for self-abnegation. 
                                                
316 The importance of a secluded setting for mirroring is the focus of an article by Régnier, published in 
1890 and entitled ‘L’Eau’. Régnier argues that Parisians have lost their connection with water, as the 
modern metropolis detaches it from nature. Its real value is apparent in calm pools where the gazer can 
examine his reflection. See Henri de Régnier, ‘L’Eau’ in Entretiens politiques et littéraires 4 (1st July 
1890), pp. 118-21. 
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The simile therefore becomes a mirror threshold, connecting the absent woman with 

every woman seeking a similar form of nonexistence. The unstable boundaries 

separating presence and absence, as well as nothingness and plenitude, continue to 

merge. 

 

Visualising Empty Spaces in ‘Ses purs ongles…’ 

 

This balance between presence and absence, and between plenitude and the void, is a 

central aspect of Mallarmé’s ‘Ses purs ongles…’, a sonnet that has received extensive 

critical analysis (P, 37-38). While in ‘Le Nénuphar blanc’ the reader recognises some 

semblance of a narrative, ‘Ses purs ongles…’, set in an empty room, at first seems 

immobile. On closer inspection, however, the abundance of aural, conceptual, and 

visual reflections dismantles our initial impression of stillness and introduces an 

oscillating form of movement. From the first quatrain, with its densely metaphorical, 

negated, and abstract images, this movement undermines our spatial understanding of 

the scene. Here language almost seems recessive, folding in on itself to the extent that 

the visual coherence of its images collapses.  

 

This protracted chain of negation extends into the second stanza. The mysterious 

‘ptyx’ at its centre, and thus at the heart of the poem, epitomises the feelings of doubt 

that the reader must negotiate when interpreting this sonnet. The ‘ptyx’ is, as Rae 

Beth Gordon has noted, a word that ‘oscillates between pure surface (bearing no 

meaning in the French language) and a rich underground network of meanings in 
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Greek.’317 We sense this same tension between abundance and absence in the 

speaker’s evocation of his ideal woman in ‘Le Nénuphar blanc’. Gordon’s reference 

to an ‘underground network’ of meanings also recalls Mallarmé’s comment that the 

written text can be rich with hidden significance, facilitating a ‘miroitement, en 

dessous, peu séparable de la surface concédée à la rétine’.318 It is precisely this 

mirroring beneath the text that affords the ‘ptyx’ such a central role, and, as 

Mallarmé’s statement shows, this is closely connected to its qualities as a visible, 

printed word. 

 

As several critics have remarked, Mallarmé uses the ‘ptyx’ as an object that receives 

and emits reflections. These are both aural and conceptual, encompassing sounds that 

resonate across the poem, and meanings, which mutate depending on the 

neighbouring words among which we choose to contextualise it.319 While we cannot 

visualise the ‘ptyx’, the poem refers to it as a material ‘objet’ and a ‘bibelot’ (ll. 5-6). 

Mallarmé appears to have chosen the latter for the mirroring of phonemes that occurs 

when it is placed after ‘aboli’. However, his choice might also be connected to the 

bibelot’s broader associations with femininity.320 ‘Ses purs ongles…’ could perhaps 

evoke a feminine realm of fripperies and functionless objects, much as Morisot’s 

Woman at Her Toilette, with its mirror reflecting nothing but bibelots, also does. 

 

In Woman at Her Toilette the bibelot, here in the form of an empty glass jar, contains 

                                                
317 Gordon lists the following possible meanings: ‘(1) fold of a fabric, (2) leather or metal covering for 
a shield, (3) writing tablet or paper, and (4) inflections, or modulations of the poet’s thought’. Rae Beth 
Gordon, Ornament, Fantasy, and Desire in Nineteenth-Century French Literature (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1992), p. 177. 
318 Mallarmé, ‘Le Mystère dans les lettres’, in OC, ii, p. 229. 
319 See Reynolds, Symbolist Aesthetics and Early Abstract Art, p. 99, and Ellen Burt, ‘Mallarmé’s 
“Sonnet en yx”: The Ambiguities of Speculation’, Yale French Studies 54 (1977), p. 77.  
320 See Higonnet, Berthe Morisot's Images of Women, p. 153. 
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and reflects the atmosphere of the room, combining the colours of the wall behind it 

with the sparkling reflectivity of the mirror to its left. The flower adorning its lid 

formally echoes the woman hair, which is gathered in a similar shape to the flower’s 

petals. As such, the bibelot unites the various aspects of the scene. Indeed, Higonnet 

considers the bibelot as a kind of accessory, noting that ‘[a]ccessories carried so much 

meaning precisely because they had no function other than to recapitulate the message 

of the ensemble.’321 In both Morisot’s painting and Mallarmé’s poem, the bibelot is 

valued for this lack of inherent signification. Like Morisot’s glass jar, and, indeed, the 

mirror in ‘Ses purs ongles…’, the ‘ptyx’ draws together and reflects the other 

elements of the scene on a linguistic and conceptual level. This evocation of a mood 

by signalling a network of correspondences is suggestive of the broader aims of 

Symbolist poetry. 

 

As Reynolds puts it, the ‘meaninglessness [of the “ptyx”] and its capacity to resonate 

with infinite meanings’ highlight the tensions between plenitude and nothingness that 

dominate the overall poem.322 As in ‘Le Nénuphar blanc’, here the absence of objects 

is noticeable only in the outlines that they leave behind. Language becomes an empty 

frame, as words and phrases such ‘nul’ and ‘ne…pas’ set up the boundaries wherein 

the object, called forth verbally, is abolished by its negating linguistic container. The 

tercets conceptually reverse this process, as the mirror reflects ‘l’oubli fermé par le 

cadre’, meaning that the material frame becomes a container for the void (l. 13). 

 

The mirror and the window are the only objects in the room that are unequivocally 

present, and both, significantly, operate as frames. Beyond these two objects, the only 

                                                
321 Higonnet, Berthe Morisot's Images of Women, pp. 150-51. 
322 Reynolds, Symbolist Aesthetics and Early Abstract Art, p. 99. 
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clearly present phenomenon in the tercets is the disembodied ‘or’ that may belong to 

the mirror’s frame or to the reflected starlight. Beyond this, even the design of the 

mirror’s frame is uncertain: ‘un or | Agonise selon peut-être le décor […]’ (ll. 9-10). 

This destabilises our perception of the only moment of communication in the poem, 

namely the ‘licornes ruant du feu contre une nixe’ (l. 11). The possible interaction 

between the nixie and the unicorns also takes place in the habitually peripheral space 

of the mirror’s frame. Given the importance that Mallarmé attributes to framing in 

this poem, it is appropriate that he should direct its only moment of action to the 

edges, allowing the empty heart of his work to exert a centrifugal force.  

 

However, this opposition between frame and mirror is not upheld. In the final tercet 

an unspecified ‘[e]lle’, presumably the ‘nixe’, is ‘défunte nue en le miroir’ (l. 12). 

This overlap between frame and mirror initiates a moment of spatial collapse. The 

doubled use of parenthetical commas in lines 12-13 illustrates the dual containment of 

both the frame’s ‘nixe’ and ‘l’oubli’ within the mirror. As such, the boundaries 

between abstract ornament and mimetic representation break down. Interestingly, 

though, the habitual roles of frame and mirror have already been reversed. The frame, 

depicting unicorns and nixies, takes on the representational role that the empty mirror, 

showing only abstract ‘scintillations’, refuses to fulfil. Instead of reflecting 

mimetically, it distils and reproduces a symbolic concentration of an ideal essence. 

 

Nevertheless, Mallarmé clearly relies on his evocation of recognisable objects to 

frame these deeper meanings, suggesting that ideal essences cannot detach themselves 

fully from material representation. The setting of the room is a necessary filter 

through which to glimpse the underlying ideas of the text. Mallarmé offers insights 
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into the spatial nature of the scene in his letter to Cazalis of 18th July 1868, where he 

describes how an etching might accompany the earlier version of the text, ‘Sonnet 

allégorique de lui-même’. Indeed, at one stage Mallarmé intended it to be his 

contribution to Sonnets et eaux-fortes, a collection of sonnets and etchings by 

contemporary poets and artists that was eventually published without Mallarmé’s 

poem. In this letter Mallarmé acknowledges that his poem is ‘peu « plastique » […] 

mais au moins est-il aussi « blanc et noir » que possible, et il me semble se prêter à 

une eau-forte pleine de Rêve et de Vide.’323 Mallarmé’s comment on this sonnet’s 

monochrome character, which is retained in ‘Ses purs ongles…’, applies both to its 

imagistic contrasts between darkness and light and to its typography. Indeed, 

Reynolds suggests that Mallarmé is ‘attracted to the contrast between black and white 

in etchings and lithographs, which could “reflect” the image of writing on the 

page.’324 The incorporation of both into a book would in each case require a second 

level of reflectivity, since printing involves applying ink to reversed type or plates, 

which appear in the proper configuration only once they have been pressed onto 

paper. The monochromatic and reflective quality of the book as a material object is 

therefore intimately connected to the poetic images that the text evokes.  

 

Given that, despite Mallarmé’s early plans, the poem was not illustrated, the 

visualisation of its space falls to us as readers. Our interpretation is particularly 

important given the absence of any speaking subject in the poem. We are entrusted 

with the final act of framing, determining how and from which perspective we will 

visualise the scene.325 As with any framing process, we are required to make 

selections and exclusions. For Gordon Mallarmé stages these choices through 
                                                
323 Mallarmé, Correspondance, i, p. 279. 
324 Reynolds, Symbolist Aesthetics and Early Abstract Art, p. 98. 
325 See Gordon, Ornament, Fantasy, and Desire, pp. 178-79. 
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metaphorical transformations.326 In a poem of constantly proliferating images, most 

readers will be forced to decide ‘which elements will take form and consistency, and 

which will remain virtual’.327 This form of reading requires a kind of multiplied 

vision. It also enables the reader to perform the same function as the mirror: our 

interpretations frame the sonnet’s apparent emptiness and give it meaning. For 

instance, our presence and capacity to visualise the scene increase the impact of the 

reflected ‘scintillations’. Without an observer to perceive the mirror and the window 

at once, mentally picturing the seven points of light as reflected, their symbolic 

impact (mimicking the fourteen lines of the sonnet) would be lost. Just as the sonnet 

must be read for its seven reflected rhymes to be appreciated in relation to each other, 

so too must this scene be understood spatially, through visual processes, if we are to 

understand its potential to unlock deeper meanings. 

 

This reflected ‘septuor’ of stars is evoked in musical terms, suggesting harmonious 

correspondences. The word ‘septuor’ designates either a group of seven 

instrumentalists or a piece of music written for such a group. This dual meaning is 

significant: the stars are transformed both into a work of art and into the subjective 

entities performing that work and facilitating its sensory reception. In this sense, the 

creative source of the ‘septuor’ remains elusive: neither the piece of music nor the 

musicians are the work’s composer. Whatever its source, the dual function of the 

musical ‘septuor’ strongly echoes the dual function of the mirror. While the ‘septuor’ 

evokes both the work of art and the performers playing it, the mirror operates as both 

the message and its medium, framing and enabling the reflections that define it. 

Within the poem, the mirror that reflects these seven stars creates the symbolic pattern 

                                                
326 Gordon, Ornament, Fantasy, and Desire, p. 160. 
327 Gordon, Ornament, Fantasy, and Desire, pp. 177-78. 
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of fourteen that echoes the structure of the sonnet. As such, it both produces the 

sonnet and becomes the sonnet, a notion reinforced by the echoing visual and verbal 

patterns that enable the poem’s textual reflexivity. 

 

Self-Reflexive Motifs: Degas and Mallarmé on Dance 

 

The reflected ‘septuor’ in ‘Ses purs ongles…’ explores the connection between 

performance and the act of performing that dance also encapsulates. This is 

particularly pertinent given Mallarmé’s preoccupation with dance. In ‘Ballets’, an 

essay written in 1886, Mallarmé compares a troupe of ballet dancers to a constellation 

of stars.328 In this analogy, the perception of multiple stars or dancers produces 

patterns of beauty and significance, just as the ‘scintillations’ in ‘Ses purs ongles…’ 

are imbued with meaning when they are grouped as a ‘septuor’ within the mirror. 

 

The process of mirroring performs a useful function in Mallarmé’s conception of 

dance. In an entry in his Cahiers on 5th March 1889, Régnier records Mallarmé’s 

remarks on the subject. In this account, Mallarmé describes the effect of the ballet by 

evoking a dancer moving past a series of mirrors: ‘chaque fois, l’être qu’elle a vu se 

figure par le surgissement d’une autre danseuse derrière la première.’ He concludes: 

‘[i]l faut plusieurs danseuses pour que leur rôle successif les impersonnalise’.329 For 

Mallarmé the dancers’ power derives from their visual impact. In reflecting each other 

they appear to be just one dancer fragmented into visibly distinct stages of movement. 

This idea is reminiscent of Etienne-Jules Marey’s chronophotography, which overlays 

images of successive stages of movement onto one surface (see, for example, fig. 

                                                
328 Mallarmé, ‘Crayonné au théâtre’, in OC, ii, p. 170. 
329 Henri de Régnier, Les Cahiers inédits, p. 169. 
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23).330 It also has its parallels in Degas’s depictions of the ballet. In works such as 

‘Four Dancers’ (fig. 24), a line of three overlapping figures appears to represent the 

different permutations of one dancer’s movements.331 

 

Despite their mutual interest in dance, Mallarmé’s and Degas’s approaches towards it 

at first seem irreconcilable. For instance, commentators often highlight the realism 

and even ugliness of Degas’s dancers, attributing this to his unromantic view of their 

working life.332 This seems far removed from Mallarmé’s cryptic assertion that ‘la 

danseuse n’est pas une femme qui danse’, acting instead as a metaphor and creating 

‘avec une écriture corporelle’ a poem ‘dégagé de tout appareil du scribe.’333 Indeed, 

Theodore Reff suggests that these contemplations were ‘bound to seem arbitrary and 

obscure’ to Degas.334 However, there is much in their art, as well as in their 

complicated friendship, to suggest that their ideas overlapped. Although Degas 

claimed to be exasperated with the apparent obscurities of Symbolist poetry, he 

nevertheless turned to Mallarmé for help when attempting to write his own sonnets. 

For his part, Mallarmé asked Degas to provide an illustration for his collection of 

prose poems, although this never came to fruition.335 As Degas’s career progressed, 

his artistic style increasingly bore the hallmarks of Symbolist influence, incorporating 

                                                
330 Etienne-Jules Marey, Movements in Pole Vaulting, c. 1890. Gelatin silver print. Image: 22.2 × 48.9 
cm. Sheet: 22.2 × 48.9 cm. Museum of Fine Arts, Houston. 
331 Edgar Degas, Four Dancers, c. 1899. Oil on canvas. 151.1 × 180.2 cm. National Gallery of Art, 
Washington, DC. 
332 See Eunice Lipton, Looking into Degas: Uneasy Images of Women and Modern Life (Berkeley, Los 
Angeles: University of California Press, 1986), p. 102. 
333 Mallarmé, ‘Crayonné au théâtre’, in OC, ii, p. 171. Mallarmé’s emphases. 
334 Theodore Reff, ‘Degas and the Literature of His Time-II’, The Burlington Magazine 112.811 
(October 1970), p. 682. 
335 See David Kelley, ‘Degas: Naturalist Novelist or Symbolist Poet?’, French Studies 38 (July 1984), 
p. 306. 
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a more experimental treatment of colour and line.336 However, the reflexive qualities 

of the dancer and her potential to symbolise artistic expression are apparent even in 

Degas’s earlier compositions.  

 

For Degas, as for Mallarmé, the dancer is transformed when seen through the lens of 

his own artistic genre. Degas’s alleged declaration that ‘[l]a danseuse n’est qu’un 

prétexte pour le dessin’ is revealing.337 While for Mallarmé the dancer is a metaphor 

performing a silent, ever-moving poem, for Degas a large part of her appeal lies in her 

existence as a transient collection of lines and colours. Both Mallarmé and Degas use 

the dancer to meditate on movement, representation, and the nature of art. Kelley 

acknowledges as much when he refutes Reff’s assertion that Mallarmé’s view of the 

dancer would not have resonated with Degas. Instead he suggests that Degas’s interest 

in the ballet may be an example of his inclusion of ‘self-reflexive devices […] into his 

paintings — mirrors and works of art in particular.’338 Indeed, the inclusion of mirrors 

within Degas’s numerous ballet classroom scenes strengthens this argument. By 

bringing together multiple dancers, overlapping frames, and mirrored reflections, 

Degas’s classroom scenes become spaces dedicated to complex patterns of form and 

colour. In this light, they might be seen as emblems of artistic self-reflexivity. 

 

Degas’s deliberate methods of composition and spatial arrangement strengthen the 

notion that his classroom scenes are inspired by more than a devotion to realism. 

Hoffmann notes that because Degas needed a permit to sit backstage and in rehearsal 

rooms, until the late 1880s he devised his scenes by visiting these rooms when they 
                                                
336 See Richard Kendall and Jill DeVonyar, Degas and the Ballet: Picturing Movement (London: Royal 
Academy of Arts, 2011), p. 245. See also Douglas Crimp, ‘Positive/Negative: A Note on Degas’s 
Photographs’, October 5 (Summer 1978), p. 93. 
337 George Moore, Impressions and Opinions (New York: Benjamin Blom, 1972), p. 315. 
338 Kelley, ‘Degas: Naturalist Novelist or Symbolist Poet?’, p. 314. 
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were empty and by depicting dancers in his studio.339 As such, the incidental 

appearance of many of his works belies the fact that they have been carefully 

produced to include complex specular effects, just as Mallarmé’s poetry is crafted to 

contain intricate verbal patterns. 

 

This is evident from Degas’s first depiction of a rehearsal room, entitled The Dancing 

Class (c. 1870, fig. 25).340 This small, detailed work is densely packed with reflected 

forms, including in the cheval glass towards the centre of the composition and in the 

larger mirror on the wall behind it. To the right of this larger mirror, another 

undefined framed space is visible, containing another more distant and ambiguous 

frame. Despite the clarity of the image, particularly in comparison with Degas’s later 

depictions of the ballet, this intersecting framework of rectangles and vertical lines 

defies our efforts to understand it in spatial terms. The Dancing Class offers glimpses 

of a reflected space that can only be situated on the viewer’s side of the picture plane, 

yet it also shows us uncertain spaces that may recede further away from the viewer 

into the depths of the painting. We are no more able to penetrate this space than we 

are able to perceive the room beyond the door to the right. Much as in Mallarmé’s 

‘Ses purs ongles…’ the opening stanzas defy visualisation through their use of 

recursive metaphors, the back wall of Degas’s rehearsal room indeterminately 

collapses and expands. The viewer is forced to acknowledge his position outside this 

space, as well as his lack of mastery over it. 

 

The image in the cheval glass appears more easily decipherable. Behind what seems 

to be the reflection of the central ballerina, we perceive a vaguely rendered second 
                                                
339 Hoffmann, Degas: A Dialogue of Difference, pp. 171-72. 
340 Edgar Degas, The Dancing Class, c. 1870. Oil on wood. 19.7 × 27 cm. Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, New York. 



201 

figure. Once again, the mirror enables spatial collapse by flattening the reflected area 

and reducing the distance between the ballerinas. Given their proximity within the 

cheval glass, we would expect the dancer in the background to appear within the 

pictured space in front of the central ballerina. Instead Degas leaves the bottom right-

hand corner of his painting bare but for floorboards and his own signature. This is 

particularly noticeable given the density of forms on the left side of the painting. The 

cheval glass thus confuses our understanding of the spatial relationships between the 

dancers and the scope of their rehearsal room.  

 

An assessment of Degas’s comments on mirroring in his notebooks may shed light on 

the reasons for this. In his notebook of 1878-84 Degas professes his intention to paint 

only things ‘vues dans une glace pour habituer à la haine du trompe-l’œil.’341 This 

remark appears to indicate Degas’s hatred of the mirror’s mimetic quality, which may 

account for his repeated subversion of it in his depictions of mirrors. Armstrong offers 

an alternative reading, suggesting that Degas’s resolution alerts him to ‘the difference 

between the mirror and the effect of becoming-real’. For this reason he uses the 

mirror to demonstrate that anything apparently located in three dimensions beyond the 

pictured space in fact only exists as a reflected, painted entity.342 This would explain 

the background dancer’s position in the cheval glass of The Dancing Class. Her 

fluctuations between absence and presence are reminiscent of the oscillating objects 

and people in ‘Ses purs ongles…’ and ‘Le Nénuphar blanc’. In The Dancing Class we 

perceive the compressed space within the cheval glass as both a present but purely 

                                                
341 Degas, Edgar, Carnet 9 (1878-84), Bibliothèque nationale de France (Estampes et photographie), 
Réserve 4-DC-327 (D, 9), p. 210, vue 224. Available on Gallica at <http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv 
1b8438686z.r=degas%20carnet?rk=171674;4>. Cited in Jean Sutherland Boggs, ‘Degas Notebooks at 
the Bibliothèque Nationale III - Group C (1863-1886)’, Burlington Magazine 100.664 (July 1958), p. 
245. 
342 Carol Armstrong, ‘Reflections on the Mirror: Painting, Photography, and the Self-Portraits of Edgar 
Degas’, Representations 22 (Spring 1988), p. 112. 
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specular image, and a representation of the absent dancer.  

 

Beyond the mirrored space, The Dancing Class is dominated by reflected patterns. 

For instance, each of the painting’s main dancers operates as part of a pairing. 

Moving from left to right, the two dancers with their backs to us reflect the two 

dancers to their right, who look in the opposite direction. To the right of them stands a 

dancer leaning on the cheval glass; she appears to be reflected in the large mirror 

behind her. The two dancers at the barre echo other in their postures. The left-hand 

dancer leans back and faces the wall, whereas her right-hand counterpart adopts the 

same pose but faces the picture plane. The painting’s central dancer, bending forward, 

appears between them, with her reflection in the cheval glass situated to the left of the 

backward-leaning dancer at the barre. As such, the patterns of reflection interweave 

so that from left to right we perceive a pattern of four dancers alternately leaning 

forwards and backwards, the first two turning away and the second two facing us. 

Even the isolated dancer leaning against the wall on the right vertically reflects the 

dancer to the left of the door, producing another fan-like V-shape that holds forward 

and backward movements in tension.  

 

The frames that fill The Dancing Class maintain these patterns in their formal and 

chromatic correspondences. The dark piano tonally matches the panel in the top-left 

corner, as well as the framed sign. The gilt-framed mirror in the background merges 

with the edge of the mirror or doorway next to it, while the frame of the cheval glass 

and the doors are a similar shade of dark brown. The right-hand edge of the cheval 

glass, which separates the dancer and her reflection, serves the same dividing role as 

the strip of light between the doors, which also separates two dancers bending away 
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from each other. This correspondence produces two structurally comparable, fan-like 

V-shapes, recalling Mallarmé’s view that the dancer relies on being part of a group in 

order to produce formal correspondences. These repeated patterns also produce a 

sense of endlessness within the constraining structures of the painting’s frames. The 

push/pull quality of The Dancing Class leads to a kind of energised stasis that we 

might compare to the vibratory quality of Mallarmé’s ‘Le Nénuphar blanc’ and ‘Ses 

purs ongles…’. In all three cases, the spatial arrangement of the scene, the play of 

reflected forms, and the constraining impact of framing produce this effect, 

highlighting their emphasis on aesthetic correspondences at the expense of mimetic 

realism. 

 

Like Mallarmé, Degas uses the mirror to enable formal echoes. It is striking that this 

appears to be the mirror’s primary function. The classroom is a space used to 

rehearse, and yet no one in the room seems to examine their reflection: the cheval 

glass becomes a prop to aid one ballerina’s balance, and the standing figure who 

dominates the central space has her back to it. Lipton notes that Degas’s mirrors 

‘almost never’ show women examining their reflections.343 The mirror is therefore 

absolved of any specific narrative function. Instead it is used to perpetuate formal 

connections, acting alongside the dancer to symbolise the artwork’s self-reflexivity as 

a created image. Indeed, the mirror seems to participate in a dance of forms rather 

than merely constituting a space framing the dancers and directing our gaze towards 

them. In the process it transforms the dancers into an assemblage of moving lines and 

colours, downplaying their human element in a manner befitting both Degas’s 

                                                
343 Lipton, Looking into Degas, p. 104. 
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declaration that ‘la danseuse n’est qu’un prétexte pour le dessin’, and, indeed, 

Mallarmé’s view that ‘la danseuse n’est pas une femme qui danse’. 

 

Those works that include the dancer examining her reflection therefore merit 

particular attention. Dancers in the Classroom (c. 1880, fig. 26) may provide one such 

example. However, the presence of any mirror here is only, at best, implied.344 If a 

mirror were to exist within this image, it would be attached to the wall in the centre of 

the picture, allowing the dancer holding the fan to examine her reflection.345 This 

would account for her rather artificial pose, which contrasts with the dancers 

stretching on either side of her. Standing in the centre of the room, between the empty 

passage of floor on the left and the more compressed space on the right, this dancer 

represents the hinge point connecting absences and presences. 

 

Mari Kálmán Meller notes that on the left of the painting ‘[t]he dancers and the 

windows, with their gifts of light and colour, are pushed to the margins of the great 

bare floor’. As such, the painting sets up a contrast between ‘the momentary gleam of 

life and the vast, monumental indifference surrounding it’.346 This notion of blank 

space framed by figures and objects that represent light and movement is highly 

reminiscent of the mirror in ‘Ses purs ongles…’, where the sparring interaction of 

golden unicorns and a nixie frame the reflected void. While Degas’s dancers replace 

Mallarmé’s mythical creatures, in both cases the figures are symbolic yet decorative 

trills of vitality framing expanses of flat emptiness. Mallarmé and Degas frame the 

                                                
344 Edgar Degas, Dancers in the Classroom, c. 1880. Oil on canvas, 39.4 × 88.4 cm. Sterling and 
Francine Clark Institute, Williamstown, MA. 
345 Mari Kálmán Meller credits Jehane Kuhn with this hypothesis. See Mari Kálmán Meller, ‘Exercises 
in and around Degas’s Classrooms: Part II’, The Burlington Magazine 132.1045 (April 1990), n. 43, p. 
261. 
346 Meller, ‘Exercises in and around Degas’s Classrooms: Part II’, p. 259. 
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void in this way in order to emphasise the non-mimetic self-referentiality that informs 

their aesthetic production. 

 

Within Degas’s wider oeuvre, this is a recurring theme. Commentators have noted a 

similar sense of absence in works such as Interior (1868/9, fig. 27), which also 

incorporates a murky mirror on the back wall.347 Hoffmann remarks upon the ‘empty 

centre’ of the work, suggesting that ‘[t]his space, devoid of people and action, 

produces a tension-filled vacuum that we feel to be menacing.’348 We could equally 

apply this statement to ‘Ses purs ongles…’, where the absent ‘ptyx’ at the heart of the 

poem is a source of tense uncertainty. Both Mallarmé and Degas use their works to 

depict areas where human dominance is sidelined and where, as Meller puts it, 

‘spaces can behave like solid masses’.349 Whereas Mallarmé gives substance to absent 

objects by verbally summoning them, Degas leaves significant sections of his 

interiors empty, using impenetrable surfaces to allude to objects that are absent within 

the pictured space. In both artists’ works, the reader or viewer must imaginatively 

complete the scene. In Degas’s classrooms we are invited to envisage the outside 

world that is just visible through windows, as well as the rooms that lie beyond half-

opened doors, and perhaps even the mirrors reflecting the pictured space just around 

the corner of blank, unyielding walls. 

 

In works such as Dancer Posing at the Photographer’s Studio (c. 1874-77, fig. 28) 

Degas incorporates ambiguous fragments of frames, forcing the viewer to make 

                                                
347 Edgar Degas, Interior, 1868/9. Oil on canvas, 81.3 × 114.3 cm. Philadelphia Museum of Art, 
Philadelphia. 
348 Hoffmann, Degas: A Dialogue of Difference, p. 64. 
349 Meller, ‘Exercises in and around Degas’s Classrooms: Part II’, p. 256. 
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interpretative judgements.350 Here a dancer poses before a frame on scroll feet and 

wheels. This is usually presumed to represent a mirror, and the dancer’s self-

appraising gaze supports this. However, given that she poses in a photographer’s 

studio, it is also possible to interpret this frame as the edge of a camera stand on scroll 

feet (similar to the one shown in figs. 29 and 30, for instance).351 Degas’s 

fragmentation of the frame and the blackness of the right-hand side of the image make 

it difficult to determine what device is depicted here. As in Dancers in the Classroom, 

the act of reflection is less overt than in Degas’s first classroom scenes, and the 

viewer is increasingly forced to consider the space beyond the picture’s borders.  

 

For Kendall and DeVonyar the scene shows a woman being photographed, exposing 

‘the highly artificial circumstances in which much of the dance imagery of the day 

was created’, including the dancers’ cartes de visite.352 This suggests that they view 

the painting as an attempt to depict the dancer more realistically than would an actual 

photograph. This is unexpected given that photographs, like mirror images, were 

more commonly associated with mimesis at this time than they were with artistry. 

Indeed, the possible elision of the mirror frame with that of a camera reinforces this 

notion. The dancer’s pose, the studio setting, and the clearly staged nature of her 

interaction with the shadowy camera/mirror suggest artifice, and yet Degas’s frank 

acknowledgement of these elements lends the scene a paradoxical sense of realism. 

By bringing together photography, painting, dance, and mirroring, Degas stresses the 

dual nature of all four. While the dancer is both a performing individual and a 

physical manifestation of a transient artform, the photograph, the painting, and the 
                                                
350 Edgar Degas, Dancer Posing at the Photographer’s Studio, c. 1874-77. Oil on canvas, 65 × 50 cm. 
Pushkin State Museum of Fine Arts, Moscow. 
351 Arthur Da Cunha, Pierrot the Photographer, 1896. Photogravure and text. Plate: 14.5 × 18.7 cm. 
Images: 5.7 × 4.3 cm and 5.7 × 5.4 cm. Published in Bulletin du Photo-Club du Paris (1896). 
352 Kendall and DeVonyar, Degas and the Ballet, p. 37. 
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mirror all offer specular representations of the world but can never fully assimilate to 

it. 

 

Distortions in Degas’s Photographic Mirrors 

  

The associations between the mirror, the camera, and the artist return in Degas’s 

photography, which he practised for a short but concentrated period in the 1890s. In 

Auguste Renoir and Stéphane Mallarmé (1895, fig. 31) the painter and poet are 

positioned against a wall and a large mirror.353 Within the mirror we perceive the 

blurred reflection of Degas as photographer, as well as Mallarmé’s wife and daughter 

sitting behind him. Here Degas spatially elides the mirror and the camera much more 

overtly than in Dancer Posing in a Photographer’s Studio. For Armstrong the 

photograph declares that the self, the mirror, and the photograph are essentially 

interchangeable.354 This implies that movement and stillness also merge together, 

since the images in a mirror can change over time, while the forms of a photograph 

are fixed. Indeed, this immobility facilitates Degas’s disappearance in the mirror. 

 

The artist’s abolished selfhood is distilled into three main elements within the mirror: 

the camera, the black cloth covering him, and the white flash. As Douglas Crimp 

notes, Degas’s absent presence ‘cannot but remind us of Mallarmé’s own self-

effacement in the creation of his poetry’. In both cases ‘the medium […] overwhelms 

both its ostensible subject and its author’.355 Indeed, Degas’s photograph also utilises 

the monochromatic contrasts and symbolically complex reflections that characterise 

                                                
353 Edgar Degas, Auguste Renoir and Stéphane Mallarmé, 1895. Photograph, 50 × 40 cm. Musée 
départemental Stéphane Mallarmé, Vulaines-sur-Seine. 
354 Armstrong, ‘Reflections on the Mirror’, p. 115. 
355 Crimp, ‘Positive/Negative: A Note on Degas’s Photographs’, p. 95. 
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Mallarmé’s work, most notably in ‘Ses purs ongles…’. Armstrong’s suggestion that 

‘the “author” of the picture’ is found in ‘the dark place […] at the heart of the whole 

confusing business of reflection, light, and sight’ could just as readily apply to 

Mallarmé’s spatially complex sonnet.356 In both works authorship is deliberately 

hidden within a hall of mirrors, forcing the viewer or reader to acknowledge the 

primacy of the artwork as a formal and spatial entity. 

 

The mirror here is an agent of disruption. Like the looking glass in Mallarmé’s 

‘Scène’ of ‘Hérodiade’, it initiates the breakdown of precise forms — Valéry’s 

reference to the reflected figures as ‘fantômes’ acknowledges this ambiguity.357 The 

women’s heads appear behind Renoir, and yet their features are barely 

distinguishable. Furthermore, the panelling on the wall reflected in the mirror recedes 

into itself on the left-hand side, where a number of frames, perhaps containing 

artworks, appear to overlap. In this interpretation the photographer would, in our 

mental unfolding of the scene, be situated between Renoir and Mallarmé and a wall of 

visual art. Compressed within the mirror, Degas produces a visual synthesis of the 

elements contained in the wider photographic frame and, indeed, those just beyond it. 

We perceive works of visual art, signalling Renoir’s medium, merging into the almost 

abstract interplay of black and white that facilitates the disappearance of the artist, 

echoing Mallarmé’s poetic preoccupations. In the middle of this, the camera and the 

photographer capture and unite these two modes of artistic production. Only in the 

suggestive shadowland of the mirror are such correspondences made visible. 

 

Although the mirror seems to contain emblems of Renoir’s and Mallarmé’s art, the 

                                                
356 Armstrong, ‘Reflections on the Mirror’, p. 135. 
357 Paul Valéry, Degas danse dessin (Paris: Gallimard, 1938), p. 71. 
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focus of the photograph is the non-mirrored space, where Renoir and Mallarmé 

appear in person. As such, author and artwork are detached from each other. In a 

reversal of this, Degas appears in the mirror and yet his subject matter lies beyond it. 

These conceptual connections intersect in a cross-like formation that echoes the 

overlapping spatial segments of the photograph. In this work the divisions between 

creator and creation, subject and object, and darkness and light are simultaneously 

upheld and collapsed together. 

 

Earlier in his career Degas explores these divisions in Madame Jeantaud at the 

Mirror (c. 1875, fig. 32), which depicts a woman examining her reflection, seemingly 

before leaving the house.358 The reflected figure whose gaze meets ours is 

disconcerting. While Madame Jeantaud appears before the mirror as a pale woman 

with, from the little visible in profil perdu, delicate features, her reflection almost 

squarely facing us is shadowy, rough-hewn, and corpse-like. Her forbidding 

expression does not match the detached demeanour of her counterpart and her 

mirrored gaze enhances our discomfort, as only one eye is distinctly depicted. The 

other disappears into a whirl of paint that merges her face with the mirrored 

background, increasing her spectral unreality. If the figures mirrored in Auguste 

Renoir and Stéphane Mallarmé appear as phantoms, this anti-mimetic distortion of 

Madame Jeantaud has an unexpectedly nightmarish quality. 

 

Like a sepia-toned photograph, Madame Jeantaud at the Mirror is composed mainly 

of beige, white, black, and brown hues. This is striking given Degas’s later forays into 

photography. Margaret Farr suggests that the opposition of lighting between the 

                                                
358 Edgar Degas, Madame Jeantaud at the Mirror, c. 1875. Oil on canvas, 70 × 84 cm. Musée d’Orsay, 
Paris. 
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mirror and the original means that ‘the mirror image may be likened to a photographic 

negative’.359 Alternatively, the bright patch to the left of the mirrored face could be 

interpreted as the glare of a camera flash, comparable to that in Auguste Renoir and 

Stéphane Mallarmé. It is perhaps no coincidence that this space, where in a 

photograph the cameraman would be reflected, is both a section that ‘[denotes] 

mimesis’ and also the site of ‘the most visible brushwork’ in the painting, as Farr puts 

it.360 On the one hand both the mirror and the woman sitting for the portrait are 

involved in the production of allegedly mimetic images, and on the other Degas, 

while absent from the pictured space, clearly designates this image as a subjectively 

created work of art. The traditional view of photography, portraiture, and mirroring as 

mimetic is undermined in this image that brings all three together, prefiguring 

Degas’s more explicit unification of multiple artforms in Auguste Renoir and 

Stéphane Mallarmé. 

 

The uncanny aspect of the mirroring in both works is connected to their depiction of 

private interior spaces. Such spaces are designed to exclude the outside world: the 

artist, who subjectively re-writes them, exposes what would otherwise be hidden from 

view. Several critics have connected the mysterious, murky quality of such interiors 

in Degas’s photography to similar tropes in Symbolist visual art.361 However, 

Symbolist poetry’s preoccupation with interiors provides a more pertinent 

counterpoint.  

 

 

                                                
359 Margaret F. Farr, ‘Identity and Subjectivity in Edgar Degas’s “MME Jeantaud Before a Mirror”’, 
Nineteenth-Century Contexts: An Interdisciplinary Journal 19.3 (1996), p. 320. 
360 Farr, ‘Identity and Subjectivity in Edgar Degas’s “MME Jeantaud Before a Mirror”’, p. 320. 
361 See, for example, those listed in Kendall and DeVonyar, Degas and the Ballet, p. 245. 
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Dissolving Selfhood Through the Mirror in Mallarmé’s ‘Igitur’  

 

The relationship between interior spaces and mirroring is a recurring theme in 

Mallarmé’s ‘Igitur’, a short, unfinished prose work published posthumously. Begun in 

the late 1860s, ‘Igitur’ was an ongoing project exploring themes that preoccupied 

Mallarmé for many years. In this work the confined intimacy of the domestic space 

encapsulates the speaker’s introspection. There are parallels here with Morisot’s and 

Cassatt’s feminine interiors. While in their works the mirrored woman’s psychology 

is enigmatic, in ‘Igitur’ Mallarmé uses mirroring within confined interiors to explore 

the complexities of memory and time, as well as to metaphorically map out the spaces 

of the mind. 

 

In ‘Igitur’, Mallarmé pushes the concept of a metaphorical mental space to radical 

extremes. Although he never intended the existing version of the text to be published, 

it nevertheless provides an insight into his conception of spatialised selfhood and the 

role of mirroring within it. In the passage of text prefacing the first section, entitled 

‘Minuit’, Igitur ‘descend les escaliers, de l’esprit humain, va au fond des choses’. In 

these spatial depths Mallarmé envisages midnight as a tangible entity: ‘[l]’heure n’a 

pas disparu au miroir, ne s’est pas enfouie en tentures, évoquant un ameublement par 

sa vacante sonorité.’ Time, akin to an item of furniture that is both absent and present, 

recalls the ‘ptyx’ in ‘Ses purs ongles…’, or the reflective bibelot in Morisot’s Woman 

at Her Toilette. Meanwhile the mirror is a space that may be capable of engulfing it. 

This capacity for consumption through reflectivity is a recurring theme of the work. 

At the end of the second section, ‘Il quitte la chambre et se perd dans les escaliers’, it 

recurs when Igitur envisages the room in his absence: 
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 [L]a pureté de la glace s’établira, sans ce personnage, vision de moi — mais il 
emportera la lumière ! — la nuit ! Sur les meubles, vacants, le Rêve a agonisé 
en cette fiole de verre, pureté, qui renferme la substance du Néant. 

 

 
Given that Igitur already resides within a spatial construction of his own 

consciousness, this imagined description of the room as it will appear in the near 

future takes place at two removes from the visible, material world. In keeping with 

this, Igitur envisages the empty room as a largely negated space.  

 

Without his reflection the mirror will remove both light and darkness, producing a 

space of pure absences. This passage is highly reminiscent of ‘Ses purs ongles…’. 

Indeed, Mallarmé began composing both works in the late 1860s, which may account 

for their numerous shared preoccupations. For instance, in Igitur’s absence the room 

becomes a space of unhindered reflections. Here the mirror becomes a glass bibelot, 

sitting on empty furnishings in the manner of the ‘ptyx’ and effectively abolished 

because it contains ‘la substance du Néant’. In ‘Vie d’Igitur’, a section that critics and 

editors have struggled to definitively situate in relation the other sections, the mirror 

becomes a significant tool in this process of annihilation.362 At first, however, it helps 

to reassure Igitur, who seeks solace in the constant presence of time: ‘[j]’ai toujours 

vécu mon âme fixée sur l’horloge.’ Mallarmé subverts an expected formulation here: 

instead of fixing his gaze upon the clock, Igitur fixes his soul upon it. In this text to 

speak of the soul is to speak of an entity that is visible and capable of viewing. This is 

crucial to Igitur’s sense of self, prompting his decision to sit before the mirror in order 

to be certain that he exists as an entity in space and time. This directly parallels 

                                                
362 On the ordering of the text, see Bertrand Marchal, ‘Œuvres inachevées – Igitur – Note sur le texte’, 
in Mallarmé, OC, i, pp. 1351-52. 
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Mallarmé’s comment on 14th May 1867 in a letter to Cazalis, in which he declares his 

need to gaze at his reflection as he writes in order to save himself from diffusing into 

nothingness.363  

 

Yet in ‘Igitur’ the solace found in the mirror quickly evaporates, as the text abruptly 

shifts from the first person to the third person. Here Mallarmé textually enacts the 

transition from subjecthood to objecthood that Igitur experiences before the mirror. 

When he gazes into the glass, Igitur sees himself as ‘vague et près de disparaître 

comme s’il allait s’évanouir en le temps’. Time and the mirror, intially Igitur’s two 

allies, now turn against him. The mirror appears ‘horriblement nulle’ and Igitur sees 

his reflection as ‘entouré d’une raréfaction, absence d’atmosphère, et les meubles 

tordre leurs chimères dans le vide’. As the reflected room loses stability, once again 

reminiscent of the space in ‘Ses purs ongles…’, Igitur discovers that ‘l’heure disparaît 

par la glace, ou va s’enfouir dans les rideaux’. The disappearance of time, envisaged 

in the first section of the text, finally comes to pass here. In keeping with the work’s 

themes of chance and fate, ‘Igitur’ textually foreshadows itself, producing a form of 

temporal loop that ultimately implodes. This recalls the sense of stasis produced by 

endlessly repeating forms in Degas’s dance rehearsal rooms. In Madame Jeantaud at 

the Mirror, the glass almost seems to show an aged version of the original woman, 

creating a similar sense of mirrored foreshadowing and temporal collapse. We might 

also compare Igitur’s self-objectification and disappearance into the mirror with 

Madame Jeantaud’s alienation from her ghoulish reflection. For both Degas and 

Mallarmé, mirrored spaces represent the relationship between space and time, made 

visible through depictions of movement and through reflections that fold in on 

                                                
363 See p. 159. 
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themselves.  

  

In the final part of ‘Vie d’Igitur’, Igitur regains his first-person voice. Gayle 

Zachmann attributes this to his recognition that subjectivity is ‘always under 

construction and performed in context.’364 The shift occurs mid-sentence as the text 

asserts that time will no longer disappear into the furniture or ‘remplir une glace 

d’ennui, où […] je suppliais de rester une vague figure qui disparaissait complètement 

dans la glace confondue’. As the sentence progresses it enacts a form of spatial 

uncovering, where time emerges from its hiding places and Igitur, reclaiming his 

authority as speaker, surges forth from within the mirror.  

 

Apparently speaking as a reflection rather than as his original self, this shadow-Igitur 

opens his eyes ‘au fond du miroir’, perceiving ‘le fantôme de l’horreur absorber peu à 

peu ce qui restait de sentiment et de douleur dans la glace’. In a section of uncanny 

reversals Igitur appears as a speaking subject, then as an object whose reflection is 

fading into nothingness. In this final passage he appears to reclaim an element of his 

subjecthood, and yet we view the scene from the perspective of his reflected self. 

Igitur as a visible being remains Other. Instead of unequivocally abolishing selfhood, 

the mirror instead divides the self into object and subject, where the latter is the 

reflected copy. The shadow-Igitur watches his original self grow stronger by 

absorbing residual reflected emotions and the oscillations of the furniture. Finally he 

sees himself ‘se former en raréfiant la glace jusqu’à une pureté inouïe, — jusqu’à ce 

qu’il se détachât, permanent, de la glace absolument pure’. Removing himself from 

the mirror entirely, the original Igitur restores the mirror’s status as a pure void. 

                                                
364 Gayle Zachmann, Frameworks for Mallarmé: The Photo and the Graphic of an Interdisciplinary 
Aesthetic (New York: State University of New York Press, 2008), p. 85. 
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However, the speaking shadow-Igitur does not appear to assimilate to his original 

counterpart. We still perceive this counterpart from the perspective of an outsider: his 

reflection, and thus subjective perspective, is fully disembodied and the room appears 

to collapse into nothingness. The furnishings lie dead, ‘projetant leurs lignes dures 

dans l’absence d’atmosphère’. The disintegration of Igitur’s subjecthood leads to the 

annihilation of his mental space.  

 

This text relies upon the reader to envisage consciousness in spatial terms, as 

Mallarmé stresses in his prefatory note to the reader: ‘[c]e Conte s’adresse à 

l’Intelligence du lecteur qui met les choses en scène, elle-même.’ ‘Igitur’ takes place 

inside the mind both on the level of the internal drama and on the level of the printed 

word, which the reader’s mind must use to build its imagined version of the text. 

However, Bettina Knapp emphasises the importance of its constricted spatial 

dimension.365 Indeed, the spatial elements of the work are central to what Zachmann 

perceives to be Mallarmé’s goal of describing ‘verbal art’s own narcissistic 

experience “devant le papier,” positioning itself in relation to its other: the 

pictorial.’366 In this way Mallarmé demonstrates how verbal art can shape spatial 

representation. Taking us inside human consciousness, he demands that we visualise 

it as a series of rooms, where mirrors produce oscillating manifestations of 

subjecthood and objecthood. The text operates as might an optical illusion, so that 

absences take on forms and presences disappear.  

  

***** 

 
                                                
365 Bettina Knapp, ‘“Igitur or Elbehnon’s Folly”: The Depersonalization Process and the Creative 
Encounter’, Yale French Studies 54 (1977), p. 188. 
366 Zachmann, Frameworks for Mallarmé, p. 89. 
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Despite their varied settings, the works of Morisot, Mallarmé, and Degas each 

demonstrate the mirror’s power to expose or illuminate unseen phenomena. The 

spectre of absences haunts domestic interiors, outdoor pools, dance classrooms, and 

even planes of consciousness. By incorporating mirrors into varied settings, these 

artists and poets test the limits of their respective forms: restricted by the frame of his 

work, the artist extends his reach to allude to the space beyond the picture plane, 

while the poet uses mirrors to force the reader into a spatial imagining of scenes that, 

in their verbal complexity, defy visualisation. Amid allusions to the void and the 

collapse of spaces inside and outside the work, the mirror’s visual (and, in poetry, 

aural) repetitions indicate patterns of meaning. Above all, these patterns stress the 

underlying design shaping and framing the artwork. This ‘miroitement, en dessous’ 

demonstrates that, far from mimetically reflecting incidental images, the mirror and 

its frame have been transformed into symbols of a self-conscious and selective mode 

of artistic creation. 
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6: Locating the Gaze: Reflected Correspondences in the Works of Mallarmé, 

Manet, and Krysinska 

 

The complex processes of interiorisation and spatial collapse that the mirror initiates 

in avant-garde art and poetry form part of a wider exploration of reflectivity in 

modern Paris. Benjamin’s claim that Paris was ‘a city of mirrors’ is founded upon the 

many different contexts in which reflections appeared before the gazer, including in 

the ‘profusion of windowpanes and mirrors in cafés’, ‘the eyes of passersby’, ‘the 

Seine’, and even the sky, which ‘spread out like the crystal mirror hanging over the 

drab beds in brothels.’367 Indeed, any space featuring panes of plate glass or pools of 

water can be seen to have contributed to this atmosphere of reflectivity and visual 

confusion. One can easily imagine how the use of mirrors as decorations for Parisian 

shop fronts and arcades might have affected the self-perception of people moving 

through the city. Indeed, Benjamin notes that in Paris man ‘sees his own 

physiognomy flash by. He gains his image more quickly here than elsewhere and also 

sees himself more quickly merged with this, his image.’368 The mirror’s ubiquity thus 

permitted the Parisian public to become increasingly aware of themselves as visible 

entities within the modern cityscape. 

 

However, in a city where various types of reflection intermingle, the mirror risks 

losing its identity as the ultimate symbol of reflectivity. At times it is confused with 

other framed spaces. At others it lends its properties to different types of surface, such 

as water and transparent glass. Within visual artworks, and particularly in those by 

Manet, mirrors can be easily confused with a window, doorway, or painting. Even 

                                                
367 Benjamin, The Arcades Project, p. 877. 
368 Benjamin, The Arcades Project, p. 877. 
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when the mirror is clearly identifiable, its spatial context can impinge on its ability to 

produce perfect reflections, as we see in both Manet’s paintings and in Mallarmé’s 

poetry. Elsewhere in Mallarmé’s works, and also in Krysinska’s poetry, windowpanes 

function as mirrors, producing composite images that combine the framed objects 

behind the glass with reflections of the people, spaces, and objects before it. This 

apparently incidental overlaying of images often allows the poet to highlight 

suggestive, symbolic correspondences between them.  

 

In avant-garde art and poetry, then, the mirror image is never simply or solely what it 

purports to be. Instead it is one of many framed surfaces that evoke the materiality of 

modern life, subject to the ceaseless movement that distorts and fragments modes of 

seeing in the metropolis. We have noted that this process of fragmentation is 

particularly significant in Degas’s works, where both the frame containing the 

artwork and any frames depicted within it are used to visually sever people, objects, 

and spaces. In different spatial contexts, frames differentiate life from art, 

representation from symbolism, and originals from facsimiles. 

 

The Moving Mirror: Journalism and Parisian Life  

 

The same principle applies to the spatial contexts in which artworks and poems were 

presented in late nineteenth-century Paris. These contexts took various forms: the 

increasing number of exhibitions set up to rival the establishment Salons had a 

significant impact on how artists were conceptually grouped, for instance. The 

continuing rise of print journalism also sparked the creation of an array of journals 
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where poems, short stories, and illustrations were published.369 It is tempting to draw 

parallels between the mirrors reflecting the moving city and these ephemeral, 

transportable newspapers and periodicals, particularly since several such publications 

consciously endeavoured to represent and interpret scenes from modern Parisian life. 

Vanessa Schwartz suggests that this, in turn, contributed to the city’s conception of 

itself. Parisian citizens ‘might […] imagine themselves as participating in a 

metropolitan culture because they had visual evidence that such a shared world, of 

which they were a part, existed.’370 In this case, the idea of Paris as a city of constant 

movement, chance meetings, and dynamic correspondences is at least partially a 

written construct. Indeed, Schwartz refers to this as ‘a sort of literary voyeurism’.371 

In its function as both a mirror and a shaper of Parisian culture, the press also 

incorporated the public’s relationship with mirrors into its poems, stories, and 

anecdotes. In some cases this gave rise to knowing parodies, particularly in the 

literary journals associated with the avant-garde. 

 

For instance, Léo Trézenik’s column in La Nouvelle Rive-Gauche, ‘Les Gens qui 

s’amusent’, offered prose sketches of the leisure activities in which bourgeois 

Parisians took part. In the edition of 2nd February 1883, Trézenik gives a satirical 

description of how ‘les gens corrects’ entertain themselves on Sundays in Paris. The 

couple in question visit the Musée des Arts et Métiers, where people-watching by 

means of a mirror is the main attraction:  

                                                
369 For instance, Pamela A. Genova notes that between 1880 and 1890 over one hundred Symbolist 
journals appeared, signalling ‘an era of truly expansive artistic cooperation’ between artists working in 
different media. See Pamela A. Genova, ‘A Collective Experiment in Literary Journalism: The Case of 
La Revue Wagnérienne’, in Seth Whidden (ed.), Models of Collaboration in Nineteenth-Century 
French Literature: Several Authors, One Pen (Farnham: Ashgate, 2009), p. 139. 
370 Vanessa R. Schwartz, Spectacular Realities: Early Mass Culture in Fin-de-Siècle Paris (Berkeley, 
Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1999), p. 32, p. 6. 
371 Schwartz, Spectacular Realities, p. 26. 
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[Là on] va voir, réfléchis sur une glace, passer les gens dans la rue, sans se 
douter que dans un quart d’heure, ceux qui passent seront là, à cette même 
place, à regarder ceux qui sont là, maintenant, à les regarder.372 
 

 
In this instance the mirror represents the reflexivity of the gazing act — those viewing 

are aware that they will shortly become the viewed, and vice versa. On a second level, 

this satire also underlines the symbiotic relationship between the Parisian reader and 

the journal, as each observes and imitates the other. 

 

Numerous other pieces published in La Nouvelle Rive-Gauche depict the mirror as a 

part of a transient, mobile cityscape. For example ‘En passant’, a prose poem by 

Victor Macliche published in the issue of 30th March 1883, depicts a Parisian couple 

walking along a street.373 While the man is described as ugly, the woman is beautiful: 

‘un si divin tableau dans un cadre si somptueux – je ne les décris pas : ce sera le cadre 

le plus riche et ce sera le plus triomphal tableau qu’il vous plaira de rêver.’ Through 

this comparison Macliche’s poem draws attention both to its own artistry and to the 

significance that framing is to play within it. By encouraging his readers to imagine 

the woman’s beauty for themselves, Macliche also alerts us to the importance of 

subjective vision. This is particularly significant given that the second half of the 

poem meditates on the effect of mirrors in public spaces: 

 

Ah ! la profonde philosophie de ces industriels qui entourent de glaces leurs 
vitrines ! […] Offrir aux gens leur propre image, tenir la psyche aux nœuds de 
cravate mal faits, c’est infaillible : 
 Le miroir fait passer l’étalage avec lui. 

                                                
372 Léo Trézenik, ‘Le Dimanche’ (‘Les Gens qui s’amusent’), La Nouvelle Rive-Gauche 53 (2nd 
February, 1883), p. 1. 
373 Victor Macliche, ‘En passant’ (‘Poèmes en prose’), La Nouvelle Rive-Gauche 61 (30th March 1883), 
p. 1. 
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In this passage the pedestrians moving past the mirrors decorating shop windows 

become a kind of moving display. The function of these shop-front mirrors again 

resembles that of the press. Like shopkeepers who display mirrors to reflect the 

passing crowd, these transient periodicals use poems such as Macliche’s to offer 

frequently unflattering depictions of the general public. Both the shopkeeper and the 

editor incorporate this into their sales technique. 

 

While this may seem a perverse way of courting capital, the end of the poem explains 

its effectiveness. When the couple reaches the corner of the street, the narrator 

describes the scene: ‘voici une de ces devantures complaisantes : le couple, 

fatalement, s’y regarde.’ When the woman observes her reflection, she smiles; when 

the man examines his ugliness, we expect a different response. However, ‘cette 

Hideur se contemple, et se sourit, sans un seul regard pour la toute voisine Beauté.’ 

This self-satisfied reaction, emphasised by the use of reflexive verbs and sibilance, is 

reminiscent of that of the ugly man enjoying the sight of his reflection in Baudelaire’s 

‘Le Miroir’. Even when faced with his flaws, the Parisian never ceases to be 

entranced by his own image.374  

 

In both ‘En passant’ and ‘Le Dimanche’, the mirror is part of a constantly moving and 

very public world, where members of the crowd observe each other and themselves as 

                                                
374 Alfred Delvau attests to this phenomenon in his Histoire anecdotique des cafés & cabarets de Paris. 
He declares that ‘[i]l nous faut la publicité, le grand jour, la rue, le cabaret […] pour satisfaire tous les 
besoins de notre vanité […]: nous aimons à poser, à nous donner en spectacle’. He also comments on 
the prevalance of mirrors in café-concerts frequented by women: ‘les femmes, mêmes les moins jolies, 
ont un irrésistible besoin de consulter à chaque instant « le conseiller des grâces » sur la couleur de 
leurs joues ou sur l’ajustement de leur toilette’. See Alfred Delvau, Histoire anecdotique des cafés & 
cabarets de Paris: avec dessins et eaux-fortes de Gustave Courbet, Leopold Flameng et Felicien Rops 
(Paris: Libraire de la Société des gens de lettres, 1862), p. v, pp. 19-20. Delvau’s emphasis. 
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actors in a citywide performance. Both the mirror and the press become 

representations of the city as a shifting stage. Each reflects current phenomena 

(Macliche’s and Trézenik’s pieces are just two examples of periodical content written 

in the present tense), and each invites the reader or viewer to become a spectator of 

contexts in which they themselves participate. In short, the reader or viewer is made 

into a flâneur. However, Schwartz offers a slightly different definition of flânerie, 

which she designates as ‘a positionality of power’, since ‘the spectator assumes the 

position of being able to be part of the spectacle and yet command it at the same 

time.’375 The degree to which the flâneur-reader has any control over the wider 

spectacle, even as he participates in it, is debatable. This emphasis on power is more 

easily reconciled with the figure of the flâneur as poet or artist. Indeed, this is a 

Baudelairean idea that characterises much of Le Spleen de Paris. It is also a central 

feature of Manet’s and Degas’s art, where depictions of the modern city involve both 

an active engagement with the spectacles that it offers, and a conscious reworking of 

these spectacles to emphasize certain formal or symbolic aspects.  

 

The Importance of Frames for Manet, Degas, and Mallarmé 

 

The same principle applies to Mallarmé, whose meticulous approach to poetic 

composition must be viewed in the light of his fascination with the concepts of chance 

and the everyday. In the preface to Divagations, Mallarmé acknowledges that while 

structure is central to the composition of a literary work, such a text can also contain 

journalistic elements: ‘[n]ul [livre] n’échappe décidément, au journalisme […] sans 

                                                
375 Schwartz, Spectacular Realities, p. 10. 



223 

qu’on jette par-dessus les têtes, certaines vérités, vers le jour’.376 Damian Catani sees 

this as the expression of a belief that ‘journalism’s concern with the contingent, the 

accidental, the banal, can be reconciled with literature’s attempt to communicate a 

deeper underlying truth.’377 The link between the spontaneity of modern life and the 

expression of fundamental truths is a recurring theme in Mallarmé’s works. As we 

have seen in the depictions of mirrors in periodicals, here a significant dichotomy 

emerges between the apparent chaos of life in the modern city and the increasing 

tendency of writers and artists to creatively represent and frame it. In the works of 

Mallarmé, Degas, and Manet, the experiences sought by flâneurs in the mirror-city 

are transformed through artistic processes into symbolic representations.378  

 

In this endeavour the frame is a crucial component of the artwork, since the 

parameters within which a scene is portrayed determine its impact on the viewer or 

reader. This concept is echoed in contemporary ideas about domestic furnishings. 

Charles Blanc, in his Grammaire des arts décoratifs, suggests that frames for 

paintings, sketches, and engravings ‘ont le plus d’importance dans l’ameublement’. 

He compares an artist receiving visitors in his studio before his works have been 

framed to ‘une femme qui est surprise à sa toilette avant de l’avoir achevée.’379 This 

revealing comparison emphasises the importance of the frame as a signal that the 

work is complete and ready to be viewed. Manet and Degas were also unequivocal in 

their declaration of the frame’s importance. Antonin Proust recalls Manet stating in 

                                                
376 Mallarmé, ‘Divagations’, in OC, ii, p. 82. 
377 Damian Catani, The Poet in Society: Art, Consumerism, and Politics in Mallarmé (Bern: Peter 
Lang, 2003), p. 178. 
378 Pearson discusses Mallarmé’s ‘L’Ecclésiastique’ in similar terms, referring to the wandering poet as 
one ‘who glimpses circumstance only to sublimate it in his linguistic dreams.’ See Roger Pearson, 
Mallarmé and Circumstance: The Translation of Silence (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), p. 
39. 
379 Charles Blanc, Grammaire des arts décoratifs: décoration intérieure de la maison (Paris: Librairie 
Renouard, 1882), p. 215. 
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1879 that his portrait required a frame, since ‘[s]ans le cadre, la peinture perd cent 

pour cent’.380 For Degas, too, the frame played a crucial role, and he was very 

particular in his selections of frames to complement his artworks.381 Both artists also 

deplored the methods of display used in the Paris Salon, where paintings were 

squeezed into every available space.382 For Manet and Degas, this framing 

arrangement prevents the public from viewing their art in its full splendour. 

 

In the publication of his poetry Mallarmé is just as exacting as Manet and Degas are 

in the presentation of their artworks. In a letter to Catulle Mendès of April 1866, 

Mallarmé discusses the thirteen poems that he has sent for publication, listing his 

requirements for how they should appear when printed:  

 

Je voudrais un caractère assez serré, qui s’adaptât à la condensation du vers, 
mais de l’air entre les vers, de l’espace, afin qu’ils se détachent bien les uns 
des autres, ce qui est nécessaire encore avec leur condensation. 
 

 
He also stresses the effect of the order of the poems and the importance of leaving 

enough space between them, asking Mendès to send him a copy of the published 

volume so that he can ‘voir pour […] [lui]-même l’effet de l’ensemble’.383 Here 

Mallarmé demonstrates his desire to connect the compact quality of his verse with its 

visual appearance on the page. His request that the poems should be surrounded by 

white space is the textual equivalent of the framing that Manet and Degas also insist 

upon. Indeed, Degas, who was known to experiment with frames of different colours 

                                                
380 Antonin Proust, Edouard Manet: Souvenirs (Paris: Librairie Renouard, 1913), p. 101. 
381 See Ambroise Vollard, En écoutant Cézanne, Degas, Renoir (Paris: Bernard Grasset, 1938), p. 121. 
382 See Edgar Degas, ‘A propos du Salon’, Paris-Journal (12th April 1870), reprinted in Theodore Reff, 
‘Some Unpublished Letters of Degas’, Art Bulletin 50.1 (1968), pp. 87-88; and Juliet Wilson-Bareau 
(ed.), Manet by Himself (London: Time Warner Books UK, 2004, originally Macdonald & Co, 1991, in 
a larger format), p. 174. 
383 Mallarmé, Correspondance, i, p. 212. Mallarmé’s emphases. 
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and styles, used white frames to display his works at the third Impressionist exhibition 

of 1877. This was thought to provide a neutral backdrop so that the painting’s colours 

could be perceived more accurately.384 Mallarme was similarly concerned with the 

chromatic contrast between his black poetry and the white page framing it. All three 

artists were thus attuned to the visual effect of surrounding their works with space, 

and in advocating this approach they sought to influence the frame through which 

readers or viewers would interpret their art. 

  

The Uncertain Mirror: Picturing Manet’s and Mallarmé’s Interiors 

 

This insistence on context is also connected to the complex manipulation of framing 

within the depicted space of their works. This forces the viewer or reader to assess 

their position in relation to the depicted area. The framed mirror plays a particularly 

crucial role in preventing us from straightforwardly navigating these spaces. This is 

evident in paintings such as Manet’s Portrait of Zacharie Astruc (1866, fig. 33), 

depicting the poet and art critic sitting to the right of a table laden with objects.385 The 

nature of the framed image to Astruc’s left has been the subject of some contention, 

as Galligan notes.386 Are we to interpret it as a mirror image or a framed painting? 

Rubin argues that it is a painting that ‘suggests Dutch art’, in line with Astruc and 

Manet’s shared interest in it.387 Galligan agrees that Manet’s portrait was influenced 

by the reflexivity of Vermeer’s works, but uses this to justify his reading of the 

                                                
384 Anthea Callen, The Art of Impressionism: Painting Technique and the Making of Modernity (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), p. 196. 
385 Edouard Manet, Portrait of Zacharie Astruc, 1866. Oil on canvas, 90.5 × 116 cm. Kunsthalle 
Bremen, Bremen. 
386 Galligan, ‘The Self Pictured’, p. 160. 
387 Rubin, Manet’s Silence and the Poetics of Bouquets, p. 58. 
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framed image as a reflection.388 Mauner focuses on formal elements, noting that ‘its 

deep empty foreground and small distant figure seen from behind, as well as its low 

placement, do not suggest a painting.’ He therefore concludes that the framed scene is 

most likely to be a reflection of the space in front of Astruc.389 Although this appears 

to be the most plausible interpretation, the ambiguous nature of the framed image 

only enhances its suggestiveness. By blending the qualities of a mirror with those of a 

painting, Manet stresses the inherent reflexivity of art. 

 

By apparently placing Astruc next to the scene that he perceives, Manet allows us to 

examine the viewed object of his work as a viewing subject, just as he does the 

barmaid in his Bar at the Folies-Bergère. In both paintings Manet uses the mirror to 

directly contrast a moment of apparent introspection with a scene featuring 

unselfconscious people living their lives. The woman in the mirror seemingly ignores 

Astruc and instead leans out of a window. Treated with more spontaneous 

brushstrokes than Astruc, she appears more mobile than him; her vacated seat is a 

rocking chair, which also suggests movement, and she directs her gaze towards the 

outside world, connecting her with the commotion of the wider city. Astruc seems 

detached from this scene, even though he is apparently observing it. Instead, he seems 

aware that he is being watched. Mauner comments that his pose is self-conscious and 

suggests that the painting’s dualities, including its use of a mirror, reinforce the 

‘essential quality of awareness that the poet shared with Manet.’390 Although Astruc is 

a viewing subject here, the scene that he apparently observes is portrayed in a much 

less studied way than his own densely modelled face and body. This emphasises 

Manet’s presence as the most important observer directing the specular hierarchies 
                                                
388 Galligan, ‘The Self Pictured’, p. 160. 
389 Mauner, Manet, Peintre-Philosophe, p. 153. 
390 Mauner, Manet, Peintre-Philosophe, p. 154. 
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that determine our appreciation of the scene. By directly contrasting the sombre tones 

of Astruc’s introspection with the brighter framed image, Manet facilitates a 

juxtaposition of interior and exterior worlds.  

 

This juxtaposition echoes the popular notion that public and domestic spaces were 

merging in late nineteenth-century Paris. As we have seen, the leisure spaces that 

appeared in Paris after Haussmann’s redesign meant that the streets could feel just as 

familiar as a domestic dwelling. Georges Lorin encapsulates this in his poem ‘Mon 

salon !’, published in Lutèce in 1883, in which he declares that ‘les boulevards et leur 

diversité’ constitute his dream living room.391 This idea also affected private 

exhibition spaces and art dealer’s rooms, which increasingly resembled domestic 

interiors in their furnishings and layout. Anthea Callen cites the Impressionists’ use of 

brighter lighting and more generous spaces between the artworks on display at their 

exhibitions as an example of this.392 Manet’s work contains suggestions of this 

collapse in the distinction between public and private realms. In becoming the subject 

of a portrait that would be viewed at Manet’s private exhibition on the Avenue de 

l’Alma in 1867, Astruc invites external gazers into his interior space. The divisions in 

Manet’s representation of this experience highlight the individual’s struggle to 

consolidate his public and private personae.393  

 

                                                
391 Georges Lorin, ‘Mon salon !’, Lutèce 80 (10th August 1883), p. 2. 
392 Anthea Callen, The Art of Impressionism, p. 204. 
393 Galligan discusses this phenomenon in relation to The Luncheon on the Grass (1863). See Galligan, 
‘The Self Pictured’, p. 154. Degas’s The Bellelli Family (1858-69, fig. 34) uses mirrors to expresses a 
similar disjunction between private and public personae. On the left side of the image Laura Bellelli, 
Degas’s aunt, stands with her two children, one of whom gazes directly towards us. On the right her 
husband, Geranno, sits in an armchair angled away from the picture plane, boxed in by a table and a 
fireplace. The enclosed frames within frames reflected in the mirror above Geranno Bellelli give him 
an air of introversion that contrasts with the poses of his wife and daughters, who direct themselves 
towards the picture plane and seem to represent the public face of the family. The spatial tensions in 
Manet’s Portrait of Zacharie Astruc are thus evident in Degas’s work, although here the mirror is 
aligned with interiority rather than the outside world. 
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Despite the tensions that it produces, this merging of the interior with the exterior is 

apparent in the strong formal parallels between the framed image and the rest of the 

work. This includes the mise en abyme of frames — a window appears within a 

mirror within the overall painting. The mirror image is also an inverted mise en abyme 

of the wider work, since both are split into two sections separating a figure from a still 

life. In the mirror these sections appear in the opposite order to that in Astruc’s space, 

producing a chiastic structure. In order to visualise the scene fully, however, we must 

undo the reversal that the mirror enacts. If we imagine looking into the room through 

the window, both the woman and Astruc would be facing us, each with a range of 

objects on their left. This would set up a doubled, recessive spatial composition, 

reminiscent of that produced when two mirrors face each other. Just as in Mallarmé’s 

poetry, where the concept of the doubled ‘pli’ plays a central thematic and structural 

role, here the ambiguous use of a mirror requires us to unfold the different segments 

of the canvas in order to conceptualise a three-dimensional space.394 

 

This is made all the more complicated when we consider the aspects of the scene that 

the painting excludes. For instance, only the right-hand edge of the gilt mirror frame 

is visible. This means that, when observing the Portrait of Zacharie Astruc in an 

exhibition, the three-dimensional frame surrounding the overall work would partially 

complete the painted, two-dimensional mirror frame within it. Manet’s play on 

different levels of framing becomes an analogy for the painting’s complex spatial and 

psychological explorations of interiority and exteriority. Such a conceit positions the 

mirror on the threshold between the created world and real life. However, in the 

context of an exhibition, this real life setting is a space devoted to artistic production. 

                                                
394 See Pearson, Unfolding Mallarmé, p. 142. 
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As such, the portrait, with its coded references to painterly motifs and modes of 

seeing, is mirrored in the works of art surrounding it. In the case of the Avenue de 

l’Alma exhibition, Manet had also produced the other works on display. Moreover, 

given that his exhibition was one of those that mimicked the atmosphere of a 

domestic setting, this would have produced a further parallel with the room in 

Astruc’s portrait.395 The line between art and the mirror thus becomes increasingly 

blurred, particularly given that we cannot be completely sure whether the framed 

image inside the work is a reflection or a painting. In his ambiguous treatment of this 

connection Manet both encourages us to consider his art in self-reflexive terms, and 

demonstrates the inherent instability of vision.  

 

The uncertainty surrounding mirrored spaces that we find in Manet’s Portrait of 

Zacharie Astruc is not unique to the visual arts. In his condensed poetry Mallarmé 

similarly demonstrates how spatial contexts affect our ability to interpret patterns of 

mirroring. For instance, ‘Eventail (de Madame Mallarmé)’, first published in 1891, 

uses the mirror to contemplate the poetic art, while also evoking a domestic scene in 

which Mallarmé sees the reflection of his wife’s fan in a mirror (P, 30). These two 

endeavours combine to produce imagery that is rooted in the material world but that is 

surprisingly difficult to visualise. The first stanza resists any contextualisation, 

immediately alienating the reader in its use of three consecutive prepositions that 

defer the poem’s first noun, which is the intangible ‘langage (l. 1)’.396 The structure of 

                                                
395 The exhibition took place in a wooden pavilion commissioned by Manet in order to profit from the 
influx of people visiting Paris for the Universal Exposition. Ross King tells us that ‘the walls were 
decorated with red velvet and a divan in the centre of the room offered respite to weary visitors’. See 
Ross King, The Judgement of Paris: The Revolutionary Decade that Gave the World Impressionism 
(London: Pimlico, 2007), pp. 198, 199.  
396 See Gordon, Ornament, Fantasy, and Desire, p. 192. 
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the stanza also resists a more concrete reading through Mallarmé’s deferral of its least 

abstract elements to its third and fourth lines.  

 

Only in the second stanza do we understand that Mallarmé is describing his wife 

waving a fan that, in its movement, inspires future lines of poetry to soar forth. Like 

the individual dots that form a pointillist painting, the words of the poem’s opening do 

not instantly come together to suggest a cohesive image. When Mallarmé overtly 

introduces the fan, he immediately casts doubt on its physical presence: ‘[c]et éventail 

si c’est lui | Le même par qui derrière | Toi quelque miroir a lui’ (ll. 6-8). Is the fan in 

his wife’s hand the same the one that, when reflected in the mirror, inspires his 

poetry? The structure of the stanza suggests that the purely visual, mirrored fan is the 

authentic one, whereas the actual fan in his wife’s hands may be a copy. This reverses 

conventional notions of authenticity. It also parallels remarks that Mallarmé makes in 

a letter to Edmond Deman of 7th April 1891, just two months before the publication of 

‘Eventail (de Madame Mallarmé)’. Here Mallarmé discusses his typographical 

preferences for a volume of his poetry. He seeks a typeface that will distance itself 

from the appearance of handwriting, adding that: ‘[c]e sera l’édition, par excellence ; 

dont celle manuscrite aura été comme le brouillon ou la « copie », et n’admettant plus 

après que la petite édition courante quelconque.’397 For Mallarmé the printed edition 

takes precedence over the original because its visual composition is deliberate. His 

ambiguous use of the word ‘copie’ to describe the original manuscript contains 

suggestions both of a rough draft and of a secondary, lesser version of his poetry that 

is subordinate to the authentic printed edition. 

 

                                                
397 Mallarmé, Correspondance, iv, p. 219. 
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This way of conceptualising doubled versions of a text can help us to interpret the 

importance attributed to the reflected fan in ‘Eventail (de Madame Mallarmé)’. In 

both cases the object that would usually be viewed as authentic is considered inferior 

to its double. The mirrored fan and the printed text are also similar in that they are the 

products of optical reversal. The mirror image flips the spatial arrangement of the 

original fan, while the printed text reverses the configuration of the inked type pressed 

onto the page to produce it.398 For Mallarmé the conception of art is intimately 

connected to this act of reflection. As the future line of poetry soars from its ‘logis’ (l. 

4), the reflected fan becomes the ideal method of conveying it. 

 

However, this central idea is trapped within deceptively ambiguous spatial imagery. 

The only piece of furniture alluded to in this unidentified room is the mirror, and even 

this is rendered unspecific by the word ‘quelque’ (l. 8). By placing this mirror behind 

his wife, Mallarmé introduces a visual reversal similar to the syntactical ones that he 

uses to defer the reader’s understanding. As readers we must undo these reversals in 

our efforts to picture the scene, just as the viewer must mentally unfold the segments 

of Manet’s Portrait of Zacharie Astruc in order to comprehend its spatial 

arrangement. Another syntactical reversal pushes the second stanza’s most significant 

verb to the end of its final line. This at first conceals the passivity of the verbal 

construction, visually distancing ‘lui’ from ‘par’ (ll. 8, 7). Rearranging the words 

reveals that the mirror appears to be lit up by or through Madame Mallarmé’s fan. In 

this circumlocutory way Mallarmé casts doubt on the idea that his wife’s fan and the 

reflected one are the same entity. Rhyming ‘lui’ with a visually and aurally identical 
                                                
398 The association of printing with mirrored reversals can also be seen in printing press 
advertisements; see, for instance, fig. 35, published in Lutèce 73 (22nd June 1883), p. 4. A similar 
interest in depicting scenes that incorporate conscious reversals can be found in Manet’s art. For 
example, The Spanish Singer (1860) shows a guitar designed for a right-handed player being held the 
wrong way around.  
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word, but which differs in meaning, Mallarmé demonstrates the fundamental 

difference between the fan and its reflection. The first ‘lui’ seeks to verify the 

concrete presence of the fan, whereas the second is nothing more than a past participle 

evoking a shimmer of light. In the mirror the fan has lost its material form. It is 

reduced to its fleeting, two-dimensional essence, and it is this version that the speaker 

desires: in other words, ‘non la chose, mais l’effet qu’elle produit’.  

 

However, within the time frame of the poem this essence has already disappeared. 

Hélène Stafford comments upon the ‘temporal tension’ that the poem establishes, first 

by presenting the ‘futur vers’ in the present tense in the third line, and then by making 

this act of poetic release reliant upon the mirror reflecting the fan, an event that takes 

place in the past. For Stafford ‘[t]he future and past find their locus in a transitory 

present, symbolised by the va-et-vient of the fan’.399 The shift between present and 

past also separates the moving fan from its now-absent reflection. Mallarmé never 

ascribes a verb to the fan; this lack of specificity preserves it in an indefinite present, 

as does the word ‘toujours’ in the poem’s penultimate line. This has a similar effect to 

the never-ending present of a painting. In Mallarmé’s poem, however, the mirror’s 

glow is consigned to the past. The distinction between the fan’s movement 

(continuous, and thus potentially eternal) and its mirror image (fleeting, and therefore 

bound by time) challenges the idea that the two should be perfect copies of each 

other. 

 

The third stanza more clearly expresses the disparity between the fan and its 

reflection. Here the poet worries that upon the mirror’s surface will settle ‘[u]n peu 

                                                
399 Hélène Stafford, Mallarmé and the Poetics of Everyday Life: A Study of the Concept of the 
Ordinary in his Verse and Prose (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2000), p. 101, p. 102. 
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d’invisible cendre’ (l. 11). Although it is unclear why an invisible disturbance would 

displease the speaker, it may be that the ash signals the impossibility of finding the 

poetic ideal within the mirror. The word ‘grain’ hints at this by challenging the 

illusion that the mirror constitutes a smooth, whole surface (l. 10). Instead its glass is 

made from particles of sand, not dissimilar in appearance from specks of ash, which 

are melted into a sheet that can sometimes contain imperfections (‘grain’ also 

suggests roughness). The mirror is also flawed because it is bound to a particular 

spatial context. Despite the poem’s vague setting, the reference to Mallarmé’s wife, 

the mirror, the fan, and the ash, which from may fall from Mallarmé’s cigar or 

cigarette, provide enough of a framework for us to visualise a domestic environment. 

This ordinary space contrasts with the idealised mirror’s power to inspire art. As 

Pearson notes, the ash threatening to blemish the mirror may therefore symbolise ‘the 

inescapable referentiality of poetry’ as a whole.400 While the mirror can show the 

essences of things stripped of their materiality, it is itself ultimately a three-

dimensional object, bound to its spatial setting and reliant on a surface that can be 

blurred or obfuscated. 

 

Both ‘Eventail (de Madame Mallarmé)’ and the Portrait of Zacharie Astruc are set in 

a calm domestic sphere. Despite this, each work expresses uncertainty about how to 

define the mirrored space. Manet’s painting and Mallarmé’s poem flatten three-

dimensional experiences, meaning that it becomes impossible to distinguish mirrors 

from artworks, or objects from their reflected copies. While Mallarmé’s words 

become painterly in their resistance to temporal dimensions, Manet’s images confront 

the viewer with their ambiguous use of frames. Both artists incorporate patterns of 

                                                
400 Pearson, Mallarmé and Circumstance, p. 198. 
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reflection and reversal to encourage the viewer or reader to unfold what they see in an 

effort to picture a coherent representational space. This is particularly significant 

given that Mallarmé inscribed his poem onto an actual fan, notable for its metallic, 

mirror-like paper.401 In order to read the poem we must first unfold the fan before 

attempting to unfold the room described in its text. This doubled process further 

complicates our understanding of the poem’s connection to the material world and its 

treatment of reflected spaces. 

 

Meetings in the Mirror: Spatial Clashes in Manet’s The Café-Concert 

 

The complexities inherent in this process are exacerbated within works set in the 

context of public Parisian life, such as Manet’s The Café-Concert (c. 1879, fig. 36).402 

Here a top-hatted gentleman sits next to a forlorn-looking woman, who smokes a 

cigarette. Behind them a waitress pauses to take a drink. The heads of these figures 

produce a triangular composition, but their gazes do not meet and they do not 

communicate. In the far left-hand corner of the painting a singer stands onstage. 

Initially nobody seems to be watching her. The man in the top hat, the only figure 

whose gaze is focused, looks out beyond the edge of the painting. However, 

examining the framed segment containing the singer more closely, we realise that this 

is a mirror image. Clayson highlights the size of the brass rack on the right of the 

frame compared to the diminutive singer, adding that the scumbling on her side of the 

image suggests reflected light.403 Here Manet’s painting performs the same trompe-

l’œil illusion as his Portrait of Zacharie Astruc, since the three-dimensional frame 
                                                
401 Stéphane Mallarmé, Eventail de Madame Mallarmé. Paper fan decorated with metallic silver paint, 
floral decorations, and poem in red ink, 61 × 19.5 cm. Bibliothèque littéraire Jacques Doucet, Paris. 
402 Edouard Manet, The Café-Concert, c. 1879. Oil on canvas, 47.3 × 39.1 cm. Walters Art Museum, 
Baltimore. 
403 Clayson, Painted Love, p. 145. 
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surrounding the painting would partially complete the gilt mirror frame, only one side 

of which is depicted here. 

 

The placement of the mirror suggests that the man at the bar is watching the reflected 

singer. Because of the mirror, Manet is able to position these two figures at the far 

corners of the painting, facing in opposite directions. Manet also places them within 

different specular orders. Mauner notes that this ‘[produces] the sense of two worlds 

that are related yet separate’, relying on our ability as viewers to correctly interpret 

the connections between them.404 The flattened, mouse-like features of the singer 

heighten the sense of alienation between her and the others figures in the room. Even 

accounting for her distance from us, she seems positively cartoon-like compared with 

the three main figures. By contrast, these figures are rendered with movement and 

vivacity. The differences between the two painted spaces emphasise the distinction 

between the singer’s performativity and the unselfconscious behaviour of the crowd.  

 

Clayson notes that the painting shows ‘the purely accidental if necessary closeness of 

strangers in a public place’, and yet the careful spatial correspondences in this scene 

belie its apparent spontaneity.405 By contrasting individual reverie with spectacle, 

Manet uses the mirror to facilitate juxtapositions that suggest the alienation of modern 

Parisian life. The mirror’s reversal enables us to compare the despondent woman on 

the left with the shimmering stage scene. The singer’s delicate dress and exposed 

arms and décolletage contrast with the foregrounded woman’s drab apparel, 

prominent eyebrows, gnarled hands, and cigarette. However, the two women are 

spatially and symbolically united by what appears to be the seated woman’s floral hat. 

                                                
404 Mauner, Manet, Peintre-Philosophe, p. 154. 
405 Clayson, Painted Love, p. 145. 
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This hat is her only visible concession to the conventions of contemporary femininity 

in the public sphere. For this reason, her hat serves as an appropriate link with the 

singer. Following the line of the singer’s arm, which also overlaps with that of the 

waitress, the flowers on the seated woman’s hat almost appear to be a bouquet held by 

the singer, as if she has just received it from an admiring audience-member. 

 

This visual trick, which relies on the flatness of Manet’s canvas, unites the two 

women, again highlighting the difficulties in negotiating between one’s public and 

private self in spaces such as the café-concert. The fact that the waitress’ arm forms 

the linking component of this mirrored illusion underlines her role in uniting the space 

of the stage and the space of the bar. These three women represent different yet 

connected manifestations of femininity in modern Paris. The capacity of Manet’s 

mirror to distort our perceptions of space highlights how the metropolis facilitates 

these momentary meetings.406 

 

Reflecting and Framing: Multiplied Vision in Mallarmé’s and Krysinska’s 

Windows  

 

One of the most pertinent motifs used to represent this idea in poetry is that of the 

window. In texts such as Mallarmé’s ‘Le Démon de l’analogie’, the window, at once 

transparent and reflective, becomes a space that unites two modes of seeing (AoP, 

416-18). Throughout Mallarmé’s prose poem, perception is a persistent theme. It 

                                                
406 Another example of this can be found in Degas’s At the Milliner’s (1882, fig. 37), where the 
apparently incidental spatial arrangement of the mirror exposes the nature of the relationship between 
the two depicted women. Here the mirror cuts directly through the shop assistant, blocking her face and 
turning her into barely more than a mannequin. She exists solely in relation to the bourgeois woman’s 
mirroring and consumerism. See Edgar Degas, At the Milliner’s, 1882. Pastel on paper. 76.2 × 86.4 cm. 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. 
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applies both to the speaker’s approach to the enigmatic phrase ‘[l]a Pénultième est 

morte’, and also to his movements and reactions as he navigates the city (AoP, 416). 

As the speaker leaves his apartment at the start of the poem, he hears ‘une voix 

prononçant les mots sur un ton descendant’. As Judd Hubert notes, this strange, 

descending phrase may echo the speaker’s trajectory as he moves down the stairs of 

his apartment to go out onto the street. The printed arrangement of the phrase on the 

page supports this, as the disconnection of ‘[l]a Pénultième’ from ‘Est morte’ 

produces a staggered visual arrangement over different lines, resembling a set of 

steps. For Hubert, this movement away from the domestic space is part of a broader 

process of ‘spatial fragmentation’ to which the speaker submits ‘because of his urban 

life style’.407 Living in an apartment, his domestic area is already only a segment of a 

larger whole.  

 

As the speaker navigates the city, he probes the phrase from different perspectives. 

Firstly, he attempts to use reason to arrive at ‘une spéculation différente’ (AoP, 417). 

The specifically visual etymology of the word ‘spéculation’ prefigures the speaker’s 

visual confrontation with the source of the phrase at the end of the poem. The speaker 

also visualises the phrase as a line of text to be read, combining this endeavour with a 

renewed emphasis on his physical movement: ‘[j]’allais (ne me contentant plus d’une 

perception) la lisant en fin de vers’. In his final effort, the speaker allows the words to 

‘errer d’eux-mêmes sur [s]a bouche’, at which point we are reminded that he, like the 

phrase, is also wandering through the city: ‘et j’allai murmurant […]’.  

 

                                                
407 Judd D. Hubert, ‘A Post-Mortem on “The Penultimate”’, SubStance 17.2 (1988), p. 80. Hubert also 
connects the speaker’s descent to that of Igitur as he descends the staircase into his own mind. 
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After this last endeavour, the speaker suddenly encounters his own reflection as he 

muses on his responses to the phrase: 

 

[…] [Q]uand, effroi ! — d’une magie aisément déductible et nerveuse — je 
sentis que j’avais, ma main réfléchie par un vitrage de boutique y faisant le 
geste d’une caresse qui descend sur quelque chose, la voix même (la première, 
qui indubitablement avait été l’unique). 
 

 
This vision of his own hand reflected in a shop window comes upon the speaker 

suddenly, as he realises that his voice has been uttering the mysterious phrase. 

However, the speaker cannot claim full ownership of it, as we see in his parenthetical 

observation that his hand is reflected in the window, as though he is not in control of 

its downward movement. The true origin of the phrase may be revealed in the poem’s 

final paragraph, when the speaker realises that the window belongs to an antique shop 

selling musical instruments. 

 

The speaker’s wider surroundings dismantle any sense of his creative power, for the 

shop front presents him with a concrete manifestation of the very motifs and analogies 

through which he has expressed himself in the earlier sections of the poem. 

 

[…] [C]’est quand je vis, levant les yeux, dans la rue des antiquaires 
instinctivement suivie, que j’étais devant la boutique d’un luthier vendeur de 
vieux instruments pendus au mur, et, à terre, des palmes jaunes et les ailes, 
enfouies en l’ombre, d’oiseaux anciens.  (AoP, 418) 
 

 
This shop window seems to be a symbolic representation of the speaker’s relationship 

with poetic inspiration. While his hand is the outlet for poetry, behind it lies another, 

more mysterious source that is here is made physically manifest through instruments, 
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palm leaves, and wings. By chance or fate, the speaker’s movements through the city 

have unconsciously led him to this most symbolically resonant of shops. The 

window’s glass enables a dual vision simultaneously incorporating reflection and the 

perception of the objects beyond the glass. However, the gaze must prioritise one 

plane of vision over the other in order to examine either in any detail. It is therefore 

significant that the speaker describes the temporal development of his perception, first 

observing his reflected hand and then gradually noticing the rest of the shop-front. 

This order can be connected to the poem’s central phrase, as ‘[l]a Pénultième est 

morte’ might refer to the penultimate source of poetic creativity. In this case the 

speaker, whose vision of his reflected hand constitutes his penultimate discovery, 

appears to be subsumed by a final and ultimate creative power for which he was 

merely the conduit.  

 

Here and elsewhere in Mallarmé’s poetry the spatial arrangement of words is highly 

significant. Claire Lyu examines the triumph of syntax over lexis in ‘Le Démon de 

l’analogie, suggesting that the arrangement of words takes on greater importance than 

their meaning, at times even becoming their meaning. She notes that ‘[w]hat defines 

the penult is its place in a continuous linear sequence’, meaning that the word’s 

‘semantic and syntactic structures coincide perfectly’.408 If the meaning of a word is 

annihilated and replaced by its position in relation to other words, then spatial 

connections and correspondences become even more significant. Through such 

mirroring correspondences individual words are hollowed out, and, like the tubes of a 

wind chime, derive resonance and meaning solely from their interactions with each 

other. However, these new meanings are inevitably multiple, unstable, and 

                                                
408 Claire Lyu, ‘The Poetics of the Penult: Mallarmé, Death, and Syntax’, MLN 113.3 (April 1998), p. 
570, p. 572. 
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ambiguous. As the mutable shop window of ‘Le Démon de l’analogie’ illustrates, it is 

not always possible to establish clear hierarchies of interpretation when numerous 

levels of perception are possible. 

 

Indeed, these perceptions extend to include our interactions with the material world. 

Poems such as ‘Le Démon de l’analogie’ challenge us to view objects that fluctuate in 

their symbolic power, at times appearing familiar and at others mysterious. Stafford 

notes that Mallarmé’s imagery slips between the extraordinary and the 

commonplace.409 The references to wings and instruments in the poem resonate with 

this duality. In the antique shop these objects are framed in a way that maximises both 

their banality and their unusual power. On the one hand they are contained within an 

explicitly consumerist setting that may be influenced by the contemporary fashion for 

attractive window displays. On the other, the glass that completes this display 

facilitates the framing of a second image — that of the reflected hand moving 

downwards, possibly towards the feathers on the floor. In this context the feathers 

take on the symbolic properties of the quill, as the speaker appears to reach towards 

them in order to write. The mirroring glass thus brings together not just the speaker 

and the objects but also ordinary and symbolic modes of seeing. In the process the 

glass becomes an analogy of analogy itself, since it represents the poem’s ultimate 

locus of connections and correspondences.  

 

An echo of this dual perception can be found in Mallarmé’s ‘Lettres sur l’Exposition 

internationale de Londres’, published in Le National in 1871 and in L’Illustration in 

                                                
409 Stafford, Mallarmé and the Poetics of Everyday Life, p. 25. 
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1872.410 In these articles Mallarmé discusses the objects displayed at the exhibition 

and demonstrates how the discerning viewer’s gaze should operate. The crux of this is 

the effort to find analogies and symbolic correspondences between different objects. 

In his fourth and final article on the Exhibition, Mallarmé notes that ‘tout correspond 

et se pare d’un lustre réciproque’. He therefore advises us to gaze with ‘toute la 

somme de vision dont notre œil est capable pendant un instant, pour ne conserver […] 

que quelques notions exactes et générales.’411 While forging connections between the 

things that he sees, the viewer must also curate his impressions in order to remember 

only the most striking or pertinent. In doing so he mimics creative gazers like 

Mallarmé, Manet, Degas, and even the writers of satirical pieces in periodicals, all of 

whom consciously frame and interpret their visual perceptions.412 

 

There is a further link to be made here with structures of perception in Manet’s art, 

which Galligan believes directs the viewer towards a ‘mirror mode of looking’. He 

describes paintings that encourage this mode of looking as ‘a window to which a 

reflection has been carefully fastened; in this sense, it acts as the glass pane of a 

closed window […] that one looks at and through simultaneously.’413 In ‘Le Démon 

de l’analogie’ Mallarmé uses precisely this kind of window to emphasise the 

ambiguous, shifting relationship between representation and reflexivity. Galligan also 

                                                
410 Mallarmé, ‘Lettres sur l’Exposition internationale de Londres (Annexe française)’, in OC, ii, pp. 
365-79; and ‘Expositions internationales de Londres : deuxième saison’, in OC, ii, pp. 382-88. 
411 Mallarmé, ‘Expositions internationales de Londres : deuxième saison’, in OC, ii, p. 385. 
412 Georges Jeanniot recalls Degas expressing a similar view to that of Mallarmé in the context of 
producing an artwork. He declares that while copying from nature is productive, ‘c’est encore mieux de 
dessiner ce que l’on ne voit plus que dans sa mémoire. C’est une transformation pendant laquelle 
l’imagination collabore avec la mémoire. Vous ne reproduisez plus que ce qui vous a frappé’. See 
Georges Jeanniot, ‘Souvenirs de Degas’, La Revue Universelle 55.14 (15th October 1933), p. 158. This 
also recalls Baudelaire’s conception of art as a product of memory and the imagination in Le Peintre de 
la vie moderne. See Baudelaire, ‘Le Peintre de la vie moderne’, in OC, i, pp. 697-700. 
413 Galligan, ‘The Self Pictured’, p. 144. Rubin also suggests that Manet has taken two competing ideas 
about art (that it is a window and that it is a mirror) and ‘has torn them apart to play them against one 
another.’ See Rubin, Manet’s Silence and the Poetics of Bouquets, p. 19. 
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notes that the subjects of Manet’s works can be seen to adopt a form of ‘“alienated” 

gaze’ that ‘always takes place along a perceptual threshold or a screen of specular 

doubling.’414 Manet’s subjects, including Zacharie Astruc, appear to gaze through a 

mirror-window, enabling them both to see out towards the world and to engage in 

processes of self-reflexivity. In the same way Mallarmé’s speaker gazes at the shop 

window and sees both the objects behind it and his own image. By uniting the objects 

and the speaker’s reflection, the glass appears to create a composite, two-dimensional 

tableau that reworks both elements into a new, symbolically powerful image. This 

recalls the flatness of Manet’s canvases and the equivalence that they produce 

between mirrored and non-mirrored objects. Both Manet and Mallarmé make use of a 

doubled form of vision to highlight the blurred boundaries separating life, art, and the 

viewer’s subjective perspective. 

 

Mallarmé connects this doubled vision with windows elsewhere in his oeuvre, notably 

in his early poem, ‘Les Fenêtres’ (P, 9-10).415 Here, too, the window’s glass is a 

metaphor for art, combining self-reflexivity with glimpses of the Ideal. However, in 

both poems this metaphor is rooted in the material world; that the speaker is forced to 

look through a window, whether out onto the sky or into a shop, proves that ‘[i]ci-bas 

est maître’ (l. 33). Mallarmé also evokes the Ideal through references to objects. In 

‘Le Démon de l’analogie’ the Ideal appears in in the guise of an antique shop filled 

with instruments, wings, and palm leaves, whereas in ‘Les Fenêtres’ it is a sky in 

which the speaker sees ‘des galères d’or, belles comme des cygnes, | Sur un fleuve de 

pourpre et de parfums dormir’ (ll. 17-18). In both, the connotations of real-world 

objects, and, indeed, the physical senses of smell, sight, and sound, enable the 
                                                
414 Galligan, ‘The Self Pictured’, p. 153. 
415 For manuscript and publication dates, see Bertrand Marchal, ‘Poésies – Notes et variantes’, in 
Mallarmé, OC, i, pp. 1151-52. 
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speaker’s perception of the Ideal. The realisation of this necessity is traumatic in ‘Le 

Démon de l’analogie’, as the speaker’s internal thoughts are suddenly made manifest 

in concrete objects. In ‘Les Fenêtres’ the real world haunts the speaker, even infecting 

the air as he gazes through the window onto the Ideal. He can no longer breathe in its 

sweet scent because the ‘vomissement pur de la Bêtise’ means that the he must ‘[s]e 

boucher le nez devant l’azur’ (ll. 35-36). Although earlier in the poem we are told that 

to gaze through the window is to gaze away from the real world (‘[j]e fuis et je 

m’accroche à toutes les croisées | D’où l’on tourne l’épaule à la vie’ (ll. 25-26)), 

reality inevitably intrudes on this perfect vision.416 

 

The reflection of the speaker at first seems to be connected to his escape from reality, 

since his own image is superimposed on the golden skies seen through the window. 

As such, he sees himself as an angel:  

 

 Dans leur verre, lavé d’éternelles rosées 
 Que dore le matin chaste de l’Infini 
 
 Je me mire et me vois ange !  (ll. 27-29) 
 

 
This vision leads to the death and rebirth of the speaker in a ‘ciel antérieur où fleurit 

la Beauté’ (l. 32). However, although the speaker is ethereally reincarnated in the 

mirror-window, he does not fully leave his body behind. If reality sickens the speaker 

as he gazes out of the window, this may be connected with his reflection, which partly 

operates as a shadowy reminder of his physical self. Furthermore, this reflection 

might be part of a more comprehensive reflection of the room behind him, which 
                                                
416 Pearson connects these lines to the poem’s rimes croisées, suggesting that the poet ‘clings to the 
stanzas of a poetic art which rejects reference in the name of self-reference’ (see Pearson, Unfolding 
Mallarmé, p. 46). The poem’s ending suggests that this quest to avoid referentiality in poetry is 
fundamentally flawed.  
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would act as an emblem of the material world. It is significant that both here and in 

‘Le Démon de l’analogie’ the speaker is positioned on the opposite side of the glass to 

the Ideal. Try as he might to ‘enfoncer le cristal’, the speaker himself can be equated 

with the ‘monstre’ that insults its surface (l. 38). He is an angel without wings, in 

other words a mere man, and any leap into the azure is tantamount to his self-

annihilation.  

 

Although Mallarmé generally strives towards self-annihilation in his art, the 

possibility of achieving it appears doubtful. The question posed at the end of the poem 

implies that breaking the glass is an impossible dream. The poet must always see the 

Ideal through a glass, darkly. Self-reflexivity is therefore essential in his attempts to 

access it. References to the practice of writing and an acknowledgement of its 

connections to the real world are necessary components in artistic production. In this 

in-between space separating the material and the Ideal the poet can use his plume-

quill as a tool, whereas leaping with featherless wings towards the Ideal deprives him 

of the agency necessary to transcribe his experiences. Perceiving the world in the 

mirror mode, as Manet’s subjects often do, the poet brings together and frames two 

different ways of seeing. Although he observes himself as a part of the physical 

world, he can also picture the Ideal, connecting these interior and exterior visions 

within his poetic art.  

 

The connections between interior and exterior worlds, and between the real and the 

Ideal, are also explored in Marie Krysinska’s ‘Les Fenêtres’, first published in Le 

Chat noir in July 1883 and then in November of that year in Le Capitan, with an 

illustration by Georges Bellenger (fig. 38). Unlike Mallarmé’s poem of the same title, 
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in Krysinska’s work the speaker is entirely disembodied and human figures are 

largely absent. Instead Krysinska offers what appears to be a panoramic view of the 

city. Bellenger’s illustration of the poem conveys this floating perspective, as the 

viewer observes the lit windows of Parisian apartments at some distance above street 

level.417 In both the poem and the illustration, the eye/‘I’ is mingled with the city, 

which takes on a life of its own. 

 

As in Mallarmé’s ‘Les Fenêtres’, Krysinska’s windows derive their power from their 

combined reflectivity and transparency. At times it is unclear which of these levels of 

perception the poem is evoking. For instance, in the first line the windows ‘étoilent 

les maisons’, an image that suggests that they either resemble stars in the darkness 

because of indoor lighting shining through them, or that they reflect the stars in the 

sky just before dawn (l. 1).418 This verbal construction is ambiguous: is the phrase 

metaphorical or literal? This suggestive ambivalence continues throughout the poem, 

as dawn brings light and thus further reflective opportunities: ‘tandis que la vitre 

miroite comme l’eau dormante, que de charme inquiétant et que de confidences 

muettes, entre les plis des rideaux blancs, rouges ou roses’ (l. 5). Given that prior to 

this the curtains are compared to flowers, the image of the window as a pool of water 

associates it with the outdoor world. That the windows are reflective at this point also 

suggests that the external gaze is redirected back onto the street. However, Krysinska 

hints at the intimacies of domestic life hidden in between the curtains and, we infer, 

behind the windowpane. Despite the lack of a first-person speaker, these lines also 

                                                
417 Marie Krysinska, ‘Les Fênetres’, illustrated by Georges Bellenger, Le Capitan 1 (November 1883), 
p. 5. 
418 Marie Krysinska, Rythmes pittoresques, ed. Seth Whidden (Exeter: University of Exeter Press, 
2003), pp. 34-36. 
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betray a hint of voyeurism. The window’s reflective charm may be ‘inquiétant’ 

because it blocks and muffles our access to the ‘confidences’ being uttered behind it. 

 

From the wide perspective of boulevards and streets, the poem then appears to move 

closer to the windows, capturing glimpses of interior domesticity. The furniture 

visible through the windows is suggestive of the lives of the people behind them. The 

patterned lace curtains ‘chantent les existences heureuses’, while the fires burning in 

the hearths are ‘joyeux’ and the sofas are welcoming spaces ‘où sommeillent les 

voluptueuses songeries et — dans la splendeur des cadres — les évocations des pays 

rêvés’ (ll. 6, 7, 9). Here the experiences usually attributed to human beings are as 

detached from them as the poem’s speaking voice is from any first-person identity. 

Dreams sleep on sofas and happy lives are lived without any obvious corporeal vessel 

to contain them. The only indication of such containment comes in the form of the 

splendid frames that hold sleeping suggestions of imagined lands. The nature of these 

frames is ambiguous, but the description could be an oblique reference to the 

attractive bodies of daydreaming people. Equally, and in a process of mirroring, these 

beautiful people spark other ‘voluptueuses songeries’ in the mind of the exterior 

viewer. There are Baudelairean overtones in this image; it recalls the many poems in 

Les Fleurs du Mal in which the woman is a frame, and indeed a mirror, for the poetic 

persona’s imaginative voyages to far-off lands. In Krysinska’s metaphor the reclining 

body is a frame and mirror of its dreaming mind, projecting its mood through the 

frame of the glass window and finding its own reflection in the mind of the exterior 

voyeur. This complex play of framed reflections suggests that the speaking voice 

forms the same kinds of symbolic connections between objects and situations as 

Mallarmé’s speaker devises in ‘Le Démon de l’analogie’.  
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After describing well-kept windows and the homes that they frame, the speaker 

moves on to more dilapidated dwellings that appear to suggest the miserable lives of 

their inhabitants. Only one type of impoverished window is glorified: 

 

Parfois pourtant elle est radieuse la pauvre fenêtre, au bord du toit, 
Quand, pour cacher sa triste nudité, le ciel la peint tout en bleu. 
Avec son pot de géranium chétif, elle semble alors — la pauvre fenêtre, au 
bord du toit, — un morceau d’azur où pousseraient des fleurs.   (ll. 15-17) 
 

 
In this image the power of reflection transforms the unframed window. Indeed, the 

process of mirroring is in itself imaginatively designated as a kind of painting. 

However, the transformation is most powerful when this reflection is combined with 

the image of the geranium seen through the window, giving the appearance of flowers 

blooming in a square of sky. This is highly reminiscent of the closing lines of ‘Devant 

le miroir’, where the mirror’s reflection recalls a pool of water resembling a patch of 

fallen sky filled with grass and flowers (ll. 20-22). In both poems, the combination of 

reflection and transparency produces a surreal image that represents the power of the 

artistic imagination. 

 

In ‘Les Fenêtres’ the window in question is at the top of a building, perhaps evoking 

the trope of the poet living in a garret and examining the world from on high (as in 

Baudelaire’s ‘Paysage’). In Krysinska’s image, the reflections of the azure disguise 

the window’s drabness, converting the sickly plant into an idealised version of itself. 

The allusions to Baudelaire’s poetic ‘fleurs maladives’ are unmistakable.419 For 

Krysinska, as for Baudelaire and Mallarmé, poetry possesses transformative powers. 

                                                
419 See p. 141. 



248 

Depictions of the material world combine with a mirror mode of looking, which, 

through spatial superimposition, introduces beauty in unexpected places. 

 

As the sun sets over Krysinska’s cityscape, her windows reflect the gold and red sky 

‘comme des armures’ (l. 20) Once again Krysinska, like Mallarmé and Manet, uses 

visual analogies to makes symbolic connections, linking the sunset with the windows 

through the lexical field of violence. The reference to armour reflects the image of the 

sun ‘éclaboussant d’or et de sang l’horizon’ (l. 19), blood and armour joining together 

to suggest that the sunset brings fierce optical clashes. When darkness falls ‘tous les 

miroitements s’éteignent ; toutes les couleurs se confondent et s’effacent’ (l. 22). 

Continuing the implied imagery of warfare, the mirrored clash of colours extinguishes 

them entirely.  

 

However, in the next section Krysinska evokes the onset of ‘le Paris noctambule’, 

where windows are once again lit up. We return here to glimpses into the privacy of 

domestic homes, where ‘[l]es bougies et des lustres reflètent, dans les glaces, leurs 

grappes joyeuses’ (l. 29). This atmosphere of dazzling reflected light is the preserve 

of the middle classes, as in attic flats ‘la pauvre chandelle grelotte’ (l. 32). However, it 

can also be found in the ‘entresols des restaurants’, where ‘lueurs de lampes, lueurs de 

gaz, candélabres et chandelles — confondent leur notes disparates dans une 

symphonie de rayons’ (ll. 32, 33). The comparison of the blended lights with notes in 

a symphony suggests the blurring effect of mirrors, as does the repetition of ‘lueurs’. 

In Krysinska’s evocation of Paris, the evening is a time of riotous reflected light, 

music, conversation, as well as shrieks of pain and pleasure, and the ‘clameurs de la 

débauche lugubre’ (l. 35), before calm finally descends over the city in the early hours 
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of the morning.  

 

The expansion of the poem’s focus to include public places occurs only at nightfall, 

when Paris seems to embrace its identity as a city of leisure. From more pointedly 

symbolic reflections during the day, the windows produce a spectacular, confusing 

vision, where it is less easy to make distinct analogies. This recalls Impressionist 

depictions of Paris by night, including Camille Pissarro’s The Boulevard Montmartre 

at Night (1897, fig. 39), in which the wet pavements seem to shimmer with reflected 

light from the cafés, bars, and streetlamps.420 As Krysinska’s poem ends, the day 

reaches the end of its cycle and we imagine that the windows will soon become a 

locus of symbolic mirroring once more. The passage from day to night is a transition 

from stillness and symbolism to movement and spectacle, each endlessly engendering 

the other. 

 

***** 

 

In the works of Krysinska, Mallarmé, and Manet, the mirror-surface facilitates a range 

of conjunctions by uniting or overlaying images that produce symbolic analogies. 

Each of these artists encourages us to consider the spatial contexts that structure their 

works, signalling the tensions that they produce between interior and exterior realms, 

and between public and private modes of living. The mirror-surface facilitates such 

clashes, demonstrating how the process of framing enables the gazer to select, 

juxtapose, and find meaning in specific moments within the visual chaos of modern 

urban life. In this bustling context, the mirror also alerts the subjective viewer to his 

                                                
420 Camille Pissarro, The Boulevard Montmartre at Night, 1897. Oil on canvas, 53.3 × 64.8 cm. 
National Gallery, London. 
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role as a viewed actor in someone else’s drama. In this capacity, the mirror becomes 

an agent of fragmentation. The processes of fragmentation and spatial collapse that 

characterise life in the modern city eventually consume the mirror itself, as other 

surfaces borrow its reflectivity and its identity as a framed space within artworks 

becomes increasingly uncertain. This conceptual breakdown allows the mirror to take 

on a new role in avant-garde art and poetry: in the works of Mallarmé, Manet, and 

Krysinska it becomes an analogy of analogy, and, more broadly, a symbol of self-

reflexive artistic production. 
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Conclusion 

 

In the late nineteenth century the mirror represents both the motif and the mode of 

modernity. In addition to its appearances in numerous different contexts within art 

and poetry, the mirror signifies the manner of creating avant-garde art in the modern 

world. These artworks and poems take shape before our eyes, demanding our active 

participation in the process of creation. Poems such as ‘Eventail de Madame 

Mallarmé’, initially transcribed onto the surface of a fan, need to be opened in order 

to be read, while the ambiguous mirrored spaces of Manet’s and Degas’s works 

require unfolding if we are to understand them in three-dimensional terms. We are 

asked to revel in the creative act, as artists and poets pull back the curtain on the 

construction of their own works. The mirror facilitates this more than any other motif. 

It operates in the present tense, showing us events as they develop, and yet its 

unchanging presence in fixed works of visual art highlights the illusory nature of this 

sense of immediacy. In poetry, too, the mirror’s mutability is captured within a set 

configuration of words. In each case, the artistry shaping our view of the mirror 

ultimately undermines its capacity to reflect the world in real time. Instead it 

endlessly reflects the creative act. Even within the internal context of the artwork the 

mirror is intrinsically linked with perception, serving to remind us that no two 

subjective standpoints are ever identical, and thus that pure mimesis is an 

unachievable artistic goal. 

 

This study has sought to address several questions. First, it has sought to show that the 

mirror was not abandoned as a symbol of artistic production following the advent of 

Romanticism. Instead it was reinterpreted in the late nineteenth century, where artists 
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and poets reconsidered its associations with mimesis and used it to explore fractured 

selfhood and self-aware artistic practices. In this they prefigured the development of 

related ideas in the twentieth century. Second, this study has adopted an 

interdisciplinary methodology, focusing on a single motif to guide a series of close 

readings of poems and artworks. This approach has attempted to show that the 

dialogue between poets’ and artists’ interpretations of the mirror is best seen or heard 

in the connections between their creative practices, rather than in the simple evidence 

of their social interaction and proximity, or in any overt statement of influence. In the 

process it has attempted to avoid simplistic comparisons that flatten the distinctions 

between the two media. Instead it has taken each medium on its own terms, seeking to 

trace a concord of sentiment between them in their use of the mirror as a self-reflexive 

device to explore their own artistic endeavours. By examining the mirror motif more 

systematically and with a more interdisciplinary approach than previous studies, this 

thesis has demonstrated that the period from 1850 to 1900 marks the beginning of an 

important shift in the reasons for and methods of using mirror imagery in poems and 

visual artworks. Finally, it has traced a connection between Symbolist poets and 

Impressionist artists in an effort to show that their aesthetic projects were not as 

distanced from each other as they might at first appear. 

 

This process has shown that Baudelaire explores new, doubled ways of seeing in the 

modern city. Indeed, his position as a central figure in the expression of modernity is 

fundamentally connected to his interpretation of the mirror within his poetry and 

criticism. For Baudelaire the mirror is not merely a symbol of modernity; it is also a 

symbol of being modern as an ongoing sensory and psychological process, altering 

how we perceive and interpret life in the city. Baudelaire’s use of the mirror to 
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construct a mode of seeing based on symbolic analogies and correspondences 

profoundly affected the work of later poets, while his emphasis on the shifting nature 

of modern life had a similar impact on the artists of the late nineteenth century.  

 

Baudelaire is also highly innovative in his depictions of women with mirrors and as 

mirrors, questioning their traditional allegorical roles as emblems of truth, vanity, or 

eros. Instead he manipulates these existing stereotypes to imbue his women with a 

dangerous, revelatory kind of power that threatens to remove the poetic persona’s 

creative agency. Baudelaire’s misogyny may at first seem to disguise the innovations 

in his representation of mirrored women. However, as we examine his poems more 

closely we find that the poetic persona is the figure in the greatest danger of becoming 

frozen, framed, and powerless within the female glass. The woman, in her ceaseless 

movement, more appropriately matches the shifting mutability of the modern world 

than the speaker does, which only enhances his often anguished sense of his own 

obsolescence. Furthermore, we have seen that for Baudelaire the male genius is 

inherently reliant on feminine influences, without which he is destined to remain ‘un 

être incomplet.’421 Baudelaire’s evocation of women and mirrors thus exposes the 

qualities that he seeks to harness in his interpretation of modern life, including 

mutability and, particularly in the case of the prostitute, conscious self-fashioning. 

 

Baudelaire’s focus on the prostitute lays the groundwork for subsequent explorations 

of this figure in relation to mirrors, artificiality, and power. In works by Régnier, 

Degas, Manet, and Toulouse-Lautrec, the doubled vision that characterises 

Baudelaire’s poetry is applied to the prostitute: her usual role as a viewed object 

                                                
421 Baudelaire, ‘Un mangeur d’opium’, in OC, i, p. 499. 
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within art becomes more ambiguous as her status as a subjective viewer is brought to 

the fore. Gazing into the mirror, she often seems conscious of both her internal 

identity and the external view that others have of her body. In a number of artworks 

and poems, particularly those created by women, female subjectivity and the 

expression of creative power begin to override objectification as the primary purpose 

of mirroring. Following on from Baudelaire’s use of the mirror to shatter male 

expectations of dominance, in works such as Mallarmé’s ‘Hérodiade’, Krysinska’s 

‘La Mort de Cléopâtre’, and Manet’s A Bar at the Folies-Bergère the mirror 

highlights the dichotomy between male expectations and female assertions of control. 

These assertions become a way of connecting specifically female mirroring with self-

conscious processes of artistic creation. The self-contained woman reflected in the 

mirror is analogous to the self-contained work of art, or even to the modern artist: she 

symbolises controlled self-fashioning as a conscious artistic act.  

 

Artistic self-reflexivity also affects the treatment of spaces within artworks and poems 

that include mirrors. Here visual artists such as Degas and Manet use the mirror to 

expand the pictured space. However, they subvert this familiar use of the mirror motif 

by producing optically ambiguous or impossible scenes that cannot be understood in 

three-dimensional terms. Mallarmé’s poetic mirrors operate in a similar way, 

encouraging us to produce mental images from convoluted, often paradoxical verbal 

constructions. In both media, mirrors fail to suggest any simple equivalence between 

art and the world. Indeed, they often become the most important tools in exposing the 

impossibility of this mimetic relationship. Instead they generate correspondences 

between the elements within the framed space of the work, suggesting its internally 

reflective and symbolically productive self-sufficiency. Artists and poets also 
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ironically challenge the mimetic effectiveness of their media in the breakdown of the 

mirror as a definitively recognisable object. Instead of clearly imitating its real-world 

equivalent, the mirror at times becomes indistinguishable from other framed spaces, 

or else shares its reflectivity with other surfaces. 

 

In the work of these artists and poets, the mirror’s associations with femininity, self-

reflexivity, framing, space, and moving stillness are fundamentally connected to the 

production of art. Through these themes and ideas, the mirror enables the synthesis of 

the act of creation with the created object. The mirror is both a feature of artistic and 

poetic works and is integrated into their methods of production: while Degas paints 

objects in a mirror ‘pour habituer à la haine du trompe-l’œil’, Mallarmé writes before 

a mirror so as to retain his sense of self.422 Mallarmé’s ‘Ses purs ongles…’ perfectly 

illustrates the mirror’s dual function within the creative process. As a poem devoted 

to its own internally mirroring ‘-yx’ rhymes, it is a created work that, through 

reflective techniques and the depiction of a mirror-object, overtly stages its own 

process of creation. The oscillations and absent presences that the mirror often 

produces in Mallarmé’s and Degas’s works also encapsulate this idea that the created 

work is materialising, and at times disappearing, before our eyes. 

 

Women routinely create themselves before the mirror. In this period mirrored women 

are increasingly shown in the process of coming into being, whether through physical 

preening or psychological self-scrutiny. Female figures such as the speaker in 

Krysinska’s ‘Devant le miroir’ interpret, erase, and rewrite their identities before the 

mirror. Hérodiade and Cléopâtre, in Mallarmé’s and Krysinska’s dialogic poems, 

                                                
422 See p. 201 and p. 159. 
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incorporate mirroring into their acts of supreme self-fashioning. Both seek the same 

level of control over their narratives as the artist seeks over his work. Once again, the 

mirrored woman represents both the process of self-creation and the created entity. 

 

The mirror is a tool that both fragments and unifies. From the mismatched, ironic 

perception that Baudelaire’s poetry highlights in its use of mirror imagery, to the 

spatial collapse of the mirror itself in the works of Mallarmé and Manet, the jarring 

quality of mirrored perception echoes the visual chaos of modern life and the 

subject’s role within it. However, the mirror’s capacity to produce unifying 

correspondences offers a counterpoint to this fragmentation. By disrupting our usual 

relationship with space and perspective, the mirror produces new, unexpected 

connections that transform it into a symbol of analogy. This tension between 

fragmentation and unification is analogous with the process of avant-garde artistic 

creation in the late nineteenth century. Like the mirror or the chaotic modern city, 

such art and poetry disrupt conventional ways of seeing before allowing the resulting 

visual fragments to coalesce in new and dynamic ways. Crucially, this unification is a 

product of the artist’s creative control over the depicted scene, as well as his ability to 

select and frame its various elements. 

 

Over the course of this study we have seen that visual art and poetry have differing 

relationships with the same motif. For instance, while the artworks that we have 

examined depict mirrors within recognisably modern scenes, the poems are less 

strongly anchored in a contemporary context. However, even poems such as 

‘Hérodiade’ and ‘La Mort de Cléopâtre’ are infused with the mood and concerns of 

modernity. More fundamental differences in the treatment of mirrors in the two media 
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emerge when we consider our means of interpreting them. In poetry the mirror can 

produce a more recessive, multi-layered kind of doubling, where perspectives are 

influenced not only by our nebulous imagining of the depicted space, but also by the 

poetic persona’s subjective distortions of it. We have seen this in numerous instances, 

including in Baudelaire’s prose poetry, where long, sinuous sentences allow the poetic 

persona to manipulate our view of the mirror and its reflections. In texts such as 

Mallarmé’s ‘Le Démon de l’analogie’, the mirror’s capacity to produce suggestive, 

overlapping analogies is deeply connected to the poetic persona’s physical and mental 

experiences as he navigates the city.  

 

In visual art the viewer’s perspective of the scene can be manipulated in a less overt 

way by implying that we must occupy a specific position beyond the picture plane. 

For instance, in Manet’s Bar at the Folies-Bergère we appear to take the position of a 

customer addressing the barmaid, while in Degas’s Auguste Renoir and Stéphane 

Mallarmé we seem to replace Degas, who is reflected in the mirror as the 

photographer arranging the image. While in visual art this manipulation need not 

necessarily alter how we view the scene, in poetry it colours our entire perspective. 

However, the detachment from selfhood that Mallarmé seeks in his poems means that 

our perspective is often as uncertain as it can appear to be in works of visual art. In 

Morisot’s toilette scenes, our viewpoint is almost as disembodied as the speaking 

voice is in Mallarmé’s ‘Ses purs ongles…’. 

 

The differences in our temporal understanding of texts and images also influence how 

these artists and poets present the mirror. The parallels between visual artworks and 

mirrors are immediately obvious, since both are surfaces that show a framed image. 
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The immediacy of mirrored formal and chromatic patterns within an artwork also 

more easily resembles those of the mirror. In poetry the mirror and its reflections are 

evoked through successive words, and any aural mirroring through patterns of rhyme 

cannot be appreciated simultaneously. In this period, avant-garde poets attempt to 

counterbalance this lack of immediacy, creating a sense of stasis by compounding 

mirrored sounds and repetitions with complex syntactical structures that almost force 

the reader to reconsider them. Mallarmé is particularly innovative in his exploration 

of how the mirrored spaces in his works operate on a visual and temporal level. In 

poems such as ‘Ses purs ongles…’ he assesses the capabilities and limits of his 

medium by evoking objects that are not materially contained within the text, much as 

the mirror represents objects but does not embody them. However, Mallarmé’s 

interest in the spatial and visual configuration of words and letters on the page adds 

another dimension to his poems and ensures that they are never fully detached from 

visual processes. 

 

These assessments of the mirror in late nineteenth-century art and poetry can also 

advance our understanding of twentieth-century mirror usage. In the poetry of the 

early twentieth century, Guillaume Apollinaire is perhaps the most obvious heir to 

Mallarmé in his use of the mirror in his Calligrammes. In ‘Cœur, couronne et miroir’, 

Apollinaire brings together word and image by presenting part of his poem in the 

shape of a mirror that contains the words ‘Guillaume Apollinaire’.423 Katherine 

Shingler acknowledges Apollinaire’s debt both to literary figures such as Mallarmé, 

and to visual artists, particularly Van Eyck, Velázquez, and Manet, in pictorially 

                                                
423 Guillaume Apollinaire, Calligrammes: poèmes de la paix et de la guerre 1913-1916 (Paris: 
Gallimard, 1968), p. 43. 
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representing the mirror.424 She posits that Apollinaire’s mirror can be seen as ‘an 

instrument of mise en abyme […] and as an emblem of self-conscious artistic 

creation.’425 As this study has shown, Shingler’s analysis closely echoes the mirror’s 

role in the late nineteenth century. Like Mallarmé in his exploration of words as 

visible forms, Apollinaire’s text also exposes the tensions in our relationship with 

words and images in space and time. While the visual shape of the text can be 

perceived and decoded instantaneously as a complete unit, the process of reading its 

successive words is drawn out over time, not least because of their non-linear and 

fragmented arrangement. 

 

The breakdown of the words that make up the mirror frame emphasises their visible 

form and appears to reduce their signifying capacity. By contrast, the name in the 

centre of the mirror is perfectly whole, following the message of the mirror frame: 

‘[d]ans ce miroir, je suis enclos, vivant et vrai, comme on imagine les anges et non 

comme sont les reflets’. The allusion to Mallarmé’s ‘Les Fenêtres’ is unmistakeable. 

For both poets, language offers the possibility of self-reflection on a level impossible 

in the material world. In ‘Cœur, couronne et miroir’, the verbal fragments of the 

frame come together to facilitate the unbroken reflection of the poet’s name. 

However, in their fragmentation, the words that form the frame also alert us to the 

inherent fragility of verbal representation. The name in the centre of the mirror is 

ultimately no more than an arbitrary collection of letters, and does not offer any 

insight into the deeper identity of ‘Guillaume Apollinaire’. 

 

The concept of the mirror as an empty or fragmented surface that eludes 

                                                
424 Katherine Shingler, in Anderson (ed.), The Book of the Mirror, pp. 168, 169. 
425 Shingler, in Anderson (ed.), The Book of the Mirror, p. 168. 
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understanding is particularly apparent in the poetry and visual art associated with 

Surrealism. In poetry, the works of Louis Aragon and Paul Eluard are replete with this 

type of mirror imagery.426 Mirrors are a common feature of Aragon’s Le Fou d’Elsa, 

for instance, as the poem ‘Le Contre-chant’ demonstrates. Here the speaker is 

transformed into a mirror in a manner that is highly reminiscent of Baudelaire’s 

‘L’Héautontimorouménos’: 

 

Toi te tournant vers moi tu ne saurais trouver 
Au mur de mon regard que ton ombre rêvée 

 
Je suis ce malheureux comparable aux miroirs 
Qui peuvent réfléchir mais ne peuvent pas voir 

 Comme eux mon œil est vide et comme eux habité 
De l’absence de toi qui fait sa cécité[.]427  (ll. 3-8) 
 

 
In this poem Aragon’s speaker loses the capacity to see, and, like Baudelaire’s poetic 

persona, finds himself transformed into a reflective object rather than a viewing 

subject. However, Aragon takes this one step further than Baudealire by describing 

the mirror as blank. 

 

For Eluard, too, the blank mirror is a recurring preoccupation. In poems such as 

‘Défense de savoir (I)’, the subject is split and detached from itself: ‘[m]a présence 

n’est pas ici. | Je suis habillé de moi-même.’428 (ll. 1-2) The mirror does not provide 

clarity or expand the visual horizons of the poem: ‘[m]iroir brisé, mouvant, inverse | 

Où l’habitude et la surprise | Créent l’ennui à tour de rôle.’ (ll. 10-12) The 

                                                
426 In the case of Eluard, the significance of his fascination with mirrors is evident in Gabrielle Poulin’s 
full-length study of the motif in his works. See Gabrielle Poulin, Les Miroirs d’un poète: images et 
reflets de Paul Eluard (Paris: Desclée de Brouwer, 1969). 
427 Louis Aragon, ‘Le Fou d’Elsa’, in Œuvres poétiques complètes, ed. Olivier Barbarant, 2 vols (Paris: 
Gallimard, 2007), ii, p. 557. 
428 Paul Eluard, ‘Défense de savoir’, in Œuvres complètes, ed. Lucien Scheler and Marcelle Dumas, 2 
vols (Paris: Gallimard, 1968), i, p. 217.  
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fragmented, shifting mirrors of the late nineteenth century break down still further 

here, as the mirror is shown to be both broken and empty. The mirror is similarly 

fractured in Eluard’s poems written to accompany works of visual art, including those 

in Man Ray’s collection Les Mains libres. One of Man Ray’s images shows a broken 

mirror that reflects fragmented body parts (fig. 40).429 ‘La Glace cassée’, Eluard’s 

accompanying text, is appropriately elliptical: 

 

Le vent est à la barre 

L’horizon vertical 
Verse la ciel dans ta main maladroite.430 
 

 
Jean-Charles Gateau notes that in Man Ray’s image and Eluard’s poem, ‘[l]e reflet 

« réaliste » n’existe plus, l’homme l’a brisé de sa main maladroite.’ This lack of 

coordination is considered to be positive, since ‘l’artiste adroit […] ne capte que 

d’une seule image et conventionnelle ; le maladroit multiplie les images insolites.’431 

The multiplicity of reflection made possible through ‘l’inconoclastie cubiste et 

surréaliste’ also frees words and images from the constraining frameworks of 

conventional order.432 The intermedial nature of Man Ray and Eluard’s project 

highlights the suggestive interplay between forms that the broken mirror can 

facilitate. Such an interplay is also apparent in Eluard’s other collaborations with 

visual artists, including his poetic series entitled Jeux vagues la poupée, published 

alongside photographs by Hans Bellmer, which incorporates allusions to doubling, 

                                                
429 Man Ray, The Broken Mirror, 1936. See Man Ray and Paul Eluard, Les Mains libres, dessins 
illustrés par les poèmes de Paul Eluard (Paris: Editions Jeanne Bucher, 1937), p. 30. See also Paul 
Eluard, ‘Les Mains libres’, in OC, i, p. 570. 
430 Paul Eluard, ‘Les Mains libres’, in OC, i, p. 571. 
431 Jean-Charles Gateau, Paul Eluard et la peinture surréaliste (1910-1939) (Geneva: Librairie Droz 
S.A., 1982), pp. 271-72. 
432 Gateau, Paul Eluard et la peinture surréaliste, p. 272. 
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reflection, and narcissism.433 Eluard also wrote poems dedicated to and inspired by 

visual artists including Pablo Picasso and Paul Delvaux, both of whom shared his 

fascination with deforming mirrors (see, for instance, figs. 41-45).434 

 

Indeed, mirrors continued to be a popular motif in visual art well into the twentieth 

century, appearing in imaginative guises in the works of Picasso, as well as those of 

Surrealists such as René Magritte and Salvador Dalí (see figs. 46-48).435 All three 

lived in Paris during the late 1920s. In their images involving mirrors Picasso, 

Magritte, and Dalí continue to subvert the mirrored space in a manner that echoes late 

nineteenth-century innovations. In the works of Magritte, word and image interweave 

in a highly suggestive manner. In The Magic Mirror (1929, fig. 46), the replacement 

of the mirror image with text alluding to the missing reflection requires the viewer to 

consider the nature of representation and the ways in which it differs in visual and 

verbal media. In its composition and themes it strongly recalls Apollinaire’s ‘Cœur, 

couronne et miroir’, highlighting the extent to which the mirror had become a central 

motif in the exploration of the connection between text and image. Like the white 

page that constitutes the majority of Apollinaire’s textual mirror, the surface of 

Magritte’s mirror has no reflective lustre. It has become, as Aragon puts it in ‘Contre-

chant’, an impenetrable ‘mur’ offering no more than a shadowy suggestion of an 

                                                
433 Paul Eluard, ‘Jeux vagues la poupée’, in OC, i, pp. 1005-10. See Gateau, Paul Eluard et la peinture 
surréaliste, p. 323. 
434 See, for instance, Paul Eluard, ‘Donner à voir’, in OC, i, pp. 1000-03, 1004. Pablo Picasso, Interior 
with a Girl Drawing, 1935. Oil on canvas, 130 × 195 cm. Museum of Modern Art, New York; Pablo 
Picasso, Girl before a Mirror, 1932. Oil on canvas, 162.3 × 130.2 cm. Museum of Modern Art, New 
York; Pablo Picasso, Women in an Interior, 1936. Oil on canvas, 61 × 50.5 cm. Musée des Beaux Arts, 
Nancy; Paul Delvaux, The Break of Day, 1937. Oil on canvas, 120 × 150.5 cm. Guggenheim Museum, 
New York; Paul Delvaux, The Viaduct, 1963. Oil on canvas, 100.3 × 130.8 cm. Carmen Thyssen-
Bornemisza Collection, on deposit at Museo Thyssen-Bornemisza, Madrid. 
435 René Magritte, The Magic Mirror, 1929. Oil on canvas, 73 × 54.5 cm. Scottish National Gallery of 
Modern Art, Edinburgh; René Magritte, Not to be Reproduced, 1937. Oil and canvas, 81.5 × 65.5 cm. 
Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen, Rotterdam; Salvador Dalí, Dalí Seen from the Back Painting Gala 
from the Back Eternalized by Six Virtual Corneas Provisionally Reflected by Six Real Mirrors, 1972-
73. Oil on canvas, 60.5 × 60.5 cm. Dalí Theatre-Museum, Figueres. 
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image through the unspecific phrase ‘corps humain’. This human body has no 

particular form: in its lack of specificity, the phrase in the mirror almost becomes 

obsolete. Magritte’s Not to be Reproduced (fig. 47) similarly represents the mirror as 

a space that resists its usual capacity for visual revelation. Offering a copy of an 

image that is already visible from the viewer’s side of the picture plane, the mirror 

frustrates our expectations in its refusal to reveal the man’s face.  

 

In Picasso’s experimentation with mirror imagery, reflections are similarly unlikely to 

reveal logical areas of the depicted space. In Interior with a Girl Drawing (1935, fig. 

41), the mirror image clearly does not reflect the forms and colours shown in the rest 

of the scene. Yellow and black lines surround a triangle of red reflected in the mirror; 

on two sides these lines constitute the external mirror frame, but on the third they 

suggest an unidentified edge reflected within the mirrored space. The formal and 

chromatic link between this edge and the mirror frame suggest an equivalence 

between the apparently three-dimensional frame and the two-dimensional mirror 

image. This is reminiscent of Manet’s Portrait of Zacharie Astruc and The Café-

Concert, both of which depict partial frames that would be completed by the real-life 

picture frame. Picasso’s version of this conceit exposes the equal flatness of all of the 

geometric forms within his work. The rectangular frame of the mirror is just as two-

dimensional as the inexplicable triangle that it reflects. Similarly in Girl before a 

Mirror (1932, fig. 42) the mirrored space and the wider scene appear to intersect. The 

woman’s arm, reaching out to hold the mirror frame, overlaps with it. This almost 

makes it seem as though the mirrored woman is reaching through glass to touch her 

three-dimensional counterpart. Once again, the chromatic composition of the woman 

within the glass does not match that of the woman outside it. Picasso depicts the 
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mirror image in darker tones, transforming the woman’s eye into a blank, murky 

circle. This recalls Degas’s Madame Jeantaud at the Mirror, where the reflected 

woman seems ghoulish, with one eye almost disappearing into shadow. The 

distortions of Picasso’s mirrors at times give way to a more radical interruption of 

mimetic representation. In Women in an Interior (1936, fig. 43), for instance, the 

mirror image loses any geometric definition, becoming a black void reminiscent of 

the ‘oubli fermé par le cadre’ in Mallarmé’s ‘Ses purs ongles…’. 

 

These images corroborate Neyrat’s argument that Picasso uses mirrors less for their 

mimetic capacity and more for their ability to offer ‘une ressemblance charnelle’, 

which is to say, ‘celle qui comprend la surface et la profondeur, le visible et le caché, 

le voyant et le vu. Pablo Picasso veut rendre à l’image l’instabilité du vécu ou de la 

réalité.’436 The tensions between surface and depth and between the seen and the 

unseen are also central in the mirror imagery of Manet and Mallarmé. Picasso’s use of 

the mirror is clearly comparable to that of the late nineteenth-century avant-garde; 

indeed, Manet’s broader influence on Picasso is particularly apparent in his numerous 

works based on Manet’s Luncheon on the Grass.437 As the works of Picasso, 

Magritte, Apollinaire, Aragon, and Eluard demonstrate, the connections between 

poetry, visual art, and mirroring coalesce in the early twentieth century in a manner 

that builds on the already extensive treatment of these connections in the art and 

poetry of 1850 to 1900. Future studies might therefore profit from comparing these 

later poetic and artistic uses of the mirror with those of the late nineteenth century.  

 

It might also be productive to examine the connections between movement, mirrors, 
                                                
436 Neyrat, L’Art et l’autre, p. 193. 
437 See, for instance, Pablo Picasso, Luncheon on the Grass (after Manet), 1961. Oil on canvas, 60 × 73 
cm. Galerie Rosengart, Lucerne. 
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words, and images that the advent of cinema facilitated. Jean Cocteau’s works offer 

the best example of this, with films such as Le Sang d’un poète (1930) and Orphée 

(1949) incorporating the mirror as a portal to an uncanny other world. For Elizabeth 

Sprigge and Jean-Jacques Khim, in Le Sang d’un poète Cocteau ‘plunged into the 

looking-glass of his subconscious and achieved complete introversion’, a process that 

recalls the descent into the mind in Mallarmé’s ‘Igitur’.438 A wider exploration of the 

mirror motif in areas beyond Paris could also prove fruitful. For instance, mirrors are 

suggestive, mutable devices in the works of the Belgian Symbolists, including the 

shadowy interiors of Georges Rodenbach, as well as in the artworks and poems 

associated with Aestheticism and Decadence, including those of Dante Gabriel 

Rossetti and James McNeill Whistler. 

 

By solely considering works created before 1900, this study has also omitted the 

twentieth-century output of those poets and artists who were productive beyond this 

date, including Degas and Régnier, which would provide an interesting avenue for 

additional research. Artists such as Pierre Bonnard, who was active in the 1890s but 

who only began experimenting with mirror imagery in the twentieth century, also 

merit further scrutiny in the light of their connections with other late nineteenth-

century figures. Images such as Mirror above a Washstand (1908, fig. 49), Reflection 

(Tub in a Mirror) (1909, fig. 50), and Model in Backlight (c. 1908, fig. 51) build on 

late nineteenth-century innovations to explore mirroring in formally complex ways.439  

 

                                                
438 Elizabeth Sprigge and Jean-Jacques Khim, Jean Cocteau: The Man and the Mirror (London: Victor 
Gollancz, 1968), p. 120. 
439 Pierre Bonnard, Mirror above a Washstand, 1909. Oil on canvas, 120 × 97 cm. Pushkin State 
Museum of Fine Arts, Moscow; Pierre Bonnard, Reflection (Tub in a Mirror), 1909. Oil on canvas, 73 
× 84.5 cm. Villa Flora, Winterthur; Pierre Bonnard, Model in Backlight, c. 1908. Oil on canvas, 124.5 
× 109 cm. Musées royaux des Beaux-Arts de Belgique, Brussels. 
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Due to limitations of space, this study has focused on a sustained close analysis of 

mirrors in late nineteenth-century poetry and visual art. However, this has opened up 

rich avenues for further research that could adopt a different methodological line of 

enquiry. For instance, the evidence that these readings provide takes on an additional 

interest when considered in the light of the philosophical and psychoanalytical 

investigations of the twentieth century, notably in the area of human perception. Such 

investigations include Freud’s theory of the creation of the ego and the ideal ego. 

Freud suggests that the individual constructs the ideal ego as ‘the substitute for the 

lost narcissism of his childhood in which he was his own ideal’.440 Freud’s ideas had a 

profound impact on Lacan, informing texts such as ‘Le Stade du miroir’. This work 

provides one of the clearest manifestations of the twentieth-century interest in the 

mirror as a tool to expose the impossibility of unified selfhood. For Lacan the mirror 

image represents the fantasy of individual autonomy. This fantasy, which the 

framework of language corroborates in its construction of the ‘je’ figure, clashes with 

the subject’s more fragmented experience in the material world.441 

 

The anxiety that Lacan identifies in the subject’s relationship with both language and 

the mirror could provide a useful basis from which to assess mirrors in Mallarmé’s 

poetry. The notion of a selfhood dislocated from its apparent visual and verbal 

counterparts is reminiscent of Mallarmé’s own desire to detach himself from his 

subjective identity, becoming a conduit for exterior forces and anchoring himself to 

the real world solely through acts of mirroring. This dissolution of selfhood could also 

be connected to Manet’s mirrors, particularly in works such as A Bar at the Folies-

                                                
440 Freud, ‘On Narcissism: An Introduction’, in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological 
Works of Sigmund Freud, p. 94. 
441 Jacques Lacan, ‘Le Stade du miroir comme formateur de la function du Je’, in Ecrits, pp. 93-100. 
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Bergère, where the individual viewer dissolves into nothingness within the mercurial 

mirror. 

  

The art and poetry of 1850 to 1900 might also be considered to offer a precedent for 

Lacan’s broader interest in clashing modes of perception. In Le Séminaire he explores 

the notion that the unique viewing experience of the individual makes perceptive 

unity with a lover as impossible as unity with the mirror image is shown to be:  

 

[D]ans la dialectique de l’œil et du regard, […] il n’y a point coïncidence mais 
foncièrement leurre. Quand, dans l’amour, je demande un regard, ce qu’il y a 
de foncièrement insatisfaisant et de toujours manqué, c’est que – Jamais tu ne 
me regardes là où je te vois. 
Inversement, ce que je regarde n’est jamais ce que je veux voir.442  
 

 
This inability to adopt the viewing perspective of another is already exposed in A Bar 

at the Folies-Bergère, where the mirror appears to reveal the detachment between the 

customer’s and the barmaid’s modes of seeing. The irreconcilable daydreams in 

Régnier’s ‘Double Rêve’ and the refusal or inability of the mistress to mirror the 

speaker’s viewpoint in Baudelaire’s ‘Les Yeux des pauvres’ more explicitly illustrate 

this phenomenon. On a more subtle level, the recessive reflected spaces in Manet’s 

and Mallarmé’s works often present multiple, ambiguous viewing perspectives that 

the reader or viewer struggles to reconcile. In late nineteenth-century poems and 

artworks, the mirror often facilitates this heightened awareness of clashing 

perspectives and their impact on the viewing subject. 

 

                                                
442 Jacques Lacan, Le Séminaire, Livre XI: Les Quatre concepts fondamentaux de la psychanalyse, ed. 
Jacques-Alain Miller (Paris: Seuil, 1973), pp. 94-95. 
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Lacan’s interest in questions of vision forms part of a broader twentieth-century 

fascination with the concept of fragmented perception. Marcel Proust’s A la 

recherche du temps perdu exemplifies this fascination in the novel form. Joshua 

Landy suggests that Proust’s text seeks ‘to extract unity from a Self which is not just 

multiple but, so to speak, doubly multiple.’ This doubleness emerges from the idea 

that ‘each individual is fractured both synchronically […] and diachronically’. As 

subjects, we change over time and additionally ‘cannot achieve unanimity within 

ourselves at any given moment.’443 Like Lacan’s child before the mirror or Freud’s 

narcissist, Proust’s narrator demonstrates that the individual subject can never attain 

full unity or autonomy. 

 

This notion plays a central role in the works of phenomenologists such as Maurice 

Merleau-Ponty. In L’Œil et l’esprit Merleau-Ponty emphasises the role of the body in 

perceiving and interacting with the world around it, rejecting the idea that the viewer 

and the viewed world can be straightforwardly separated: ‘[j]e ne […] vois pas 

[l’espace] selon son enveloppe extérieure, je le vis du dedans, j’y suis englobé. Après 

tout, le monde est autour de moi, non devant moi.’444 As an entity that both affects the 

world and is in turn affected by it, the body is also ‘à la fois voyant et visible. […] Il 

se voit voyant, il se touche touchant, il est visible et sensible pour soi-même.’445 

Applying his ideas to the production of art, Merleau-Ponty suggests that this doubled 

state of being affects the painter’s interpretations of the world. He argues that the 

mirror often appears in artworks because it epitomises the tension between seeing and 

being seen: 

                                                
443 Joshua Landy, ‘“Les Moi en Moi”: The Proustian Self in Philosophical Perspective’, New Literary 
History 32.1 (Winter 2001), p. 91. 
444 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, L’Œil et l’esprit (Paris: Gallimard, 1967), p. 59. 
445 Merleau-Ponty, L’Œil et l’esprit, p. 18. 
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Le miroir apparaît parce que je suis voyant-visible, parce qu’il y a une 
réflexivité du sensible, il la traduit et la redouble. Par lui, mon dehors se 
complète, tout ce que j’ai de plus secret passe dans ce visage, cet être plat et 
fermé que déjà me faisait soupçonner mon reflet dans l’eau.446 
 

 
For this reason painters have always dreamt about the mirror; they understand that it 

enables ‘la métamorphose du voyant et du visible, qui est la définition de notre chair 

et celle de leur vocation.’447 Merleau-Ponty thus suggests that the mirror is analogous 

to both art and the human body because of its ability to reveal the doubled nature of 

the viewing experience. For Merleau-Ponty as for Lacan, the mirror becomes a way of 

representing visual perception as fragmented and therefore inherently multiple. By 

situating the mirror within this framework, the writers, philosophers, and 

psychoanalysts of the twentieth century pursue in detail ideas that late nineteenth-

century artists and poets had begun to examine in their treatment of the dynamics of 

vision. Further research into the connection between these periods of interest in the 

mirror motif could therefore prove fruitful. 

 

The experimental treatment of mirrors in the twentieth century has a firm basis in the 

poetic and artistic innovations of 1850 to 1900, and this trajectory begins with 

Baudelaire. In his works and in those of his poetic and artistic successors, the mirror 

does not simply represent art. More specifically, it represents the very elements of art 

that prevent it from ever seamlessly replicating reality. It is a threshold, a space of 

movement and inversion, and at times an engineer of fragmentations or clashes. It is 

an analogy of analogy, which is to say that it affects the transfer between experience 

                                                
446 Merleau-Ponty, L’Œil et l’esprit, p. 33. 
447 Merleau-Ponty, L’Œil et l’esprit, p. 34. 
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and representation that all works of art and poetry must negotiate. The mirror 

becomes a way of alerting us to this movement, making visible the obstacles that 

prevent us from perceiving and interpreting the world in an objective way. 

 

Baudelaire uses the mirror to reveal the distortions that his poetic persona’s 

perspective imposes on his created world. In his poetry the mirror stymies the 

possibility of total unification or understanding between the figures that it involves, 

and also distorts their relationship with the reader. This is clearest in the depiction of 

women, who, in their Otherness, emphasise such gaps in the same way that the mirror 

does. In later poems and artworks the woman’s subjective perspective becomes 

increasingly prominent, developing an introspective dimension that comes to echo the 

self-consciousness of the artistic and poetic avant-garde. Finally, the spaces of late 

nineteenth-century art and poetry, which are often also the spaces of modern Paris, 

take on the same properties. These works are anti-mimetic in their use of the mirror as 

a form of barrier, or as a way of forcing us to try to visualise ambiguous or impossible 

spaces. We must actively engage with such spaces, mentally navigating them in order 

to understand how they operate. In the process we discover that the world inside the 

work collapses in on itself, offering an internally mirroring, constantly oscillating 

exploration of art that rejects straightforward representation. From 1850 to 1900, 

Parisian poetry and visual art mobilise the mirror, using it to usher in their aesthetic of 

dynamic reflections. 
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cm. Pushkin State Museum of Fine Arts, Moscow. 
 

50. Pierre Bonnard, Reflection (Tub in a Mirror), 1909. Oil on canvas, 73 × 84.5 
cm. Villa Flora, Winterthur. 

 
51. Pierre Bonnard, Model in Backlight, c. 1908. Oil on canvas, 124.5 × 109 cm. 
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