
Introduction:

The Flâneur as Narrator

Above all, I was an eye, a huge searchlight which scoured far and wide, which revolved ceaselessly, pitilessly.  This eye so wide-awake seemed to have made all my other faculties dormant; all my powers were used up in the effort to see, to take in the drama of the world.  (Henry Miller, Tropic of Capricorn 76)

Consider the letters of the alphabet and all of their various phonetic interpretations.  Each individual character has its own history, its own stages of evolution, and its own place among the others.  Some stand alone and others are hopelessly paired.  Some are virtually unemployed while others are over-worked and abused.  Consider the edifying effect of capitalization or the finality of a period--the non-committal dash or the apostrophe’s possessiveness.  Consider what a book actually is: a bound collection of pages endowed with a non-repeated series of characters printed in black ink, pages that basically look alike from a distance--indecipherable smears of black and white--no more enlightening from five feet away than the bar code on a package of frozen spinach in the grocery store checkout.  They would be worthless were they never looked at closely.  The writers who will be discussed in this study would say the same thing about the people and things that surround them while they walk.  These constantly changing environments are also texts worthy of close attention.  Each specific place and time has its own temporary set of hieroglyphics that may or may not go unread.  The characters that make up these figurative phrases in "the drama of the world"--whether they be the towering visage of a skyscraper, a frivolous plume in a woman’s hat, or a watercolor painting in a storefront window--are far more substantial than anything one could ever close between the covers of a book, yet they are there regardless, begging interpretation, just as words do--a language to be deciphered.  Each glossy street sign or gnarled oak tree, the glaring traffic signals at every intersection in town, each sparkling piece of jewelry waiting in its velvety nest to be sold, the propaganda-packed political posters in the metro stations, every abandoned tractor in the fields, each bored mid-day prostitute or smart-mouthed panini vendor, the crumpled day-old newspapers and gawking tourists, they are all pieces of a language; they are four-dimensional ABC’s that talk and mean and exist in various echelons of significance, depending on who is telling the story.  Those who are avid readers of the world have gone by various names, the most well-defined being the flâneur.

"Flâneur" is a word understood intuitively by the French to mean "stroller, idler, walker."  He has been portrayed in the past as a well-dressed man, strolling leisurely through the Parisian arcades of the nineteenth century.  Traditionally wealthy and educated, he is free from obligation.  He strolls to pass the time that his wealth affords him, treating the people who pass and the objects he sees as texts for his own pleasure.  Disguised as an anonymous face in the crowd, he is free to probe his surroundings for clues and hints that may go unnoticed by the others.  As a member of the crowd that populates the streets, the flâneur participates physically in the text that he observes.  However, capable of remaining aloof, singular and uninvolved, he maintains his individuality, and prevails as a stable presence with a "cool but curious eye" that studies the constantly changing spectacle that parades before him (Rignall 112).  As an aloof observer, the flâneur exists as both "active and intellectual" (Burton 1).  As a literary device, one may understand him as a narrator who is fluent in the hidden language of his surroundings.  When he assumes the form of narrator, he plays both protagonist and audience--like a commentator who stands outside of the action, of whom only the reader is aware.  He hovers above the scene like a gigantic eye, assuming a god-like degree of omniscience and self-proclaimed credibility, "float[ing] freely in the present tense" (Mellencamp 60).  The flâneur has no specific relationship with any individual, yet he relates to every passerby, establishing a temporary yet deeply intimate relationship with all that he sees, writing a bit of himself into the margins and forming with his penetrating gaze an almost conjugal relationship with the people and objects that make up his surroundings.  Along with the fleeting intimacy that flânerie allows comes a sort of heightened empathy.  Walter Benjamin posits in his description of the flâneur that "Empathy is the nature of the intoxication to which the flâneur abandons himself in the crowd.  He . . . enjoys the incomparable privilege of being himself and someone else as he sees fit.  Like a roving soul in search of a body, he enters another person whenever he wishes" (Baudelaire 55).  In this way the flâneur can be somewhat of a parasite, dragging the crowd for intellectual food--or material for his latest novel--as he gains insight from the perspective of the multitudes (Ponikwer 139-140).  In so doing, he wanders through a wonderland of his own construction, imposing his own semantics on the system of hieroglyphics that places a shop window here, a bum here, and a butcher here.  His thoughts flow freely through him as his physical surroundings drift through his field of vision.  He walks in an almost meditative trance, focused on the spectacle before him, carrying on a soliloquy in his head (Lopate 88), gazing into the passing scene as others have gazed into campfires.  However, he must not drift too far, lest he become a dreamer who loses contact with his text completely; he must "remain alert and vigilant" (Missac 61), careful not to let one detail of one passerby escape his perceptive gaze, reading the scene closely, making notes in his head as he goes.  The flâneur is the link between routine perambulation, in which a person is only half-awake, making his way from point A to point B, and the moments of epiphany that one reads of in Wordsworth and Joyce.  Like Poe’s narrators, he is acutely aware, a potent intellectual force within the multifaceted crowd.  If he were dealt a role within the universe, he would be its consciousness.  He is the physical embodiment of artistic perception and thus serves as an easy guise for the autobiographical consciousness.

There is little scholarship surrounding the subject of the flâneur that does not in some way refer to Benjamin’s writings on Baudelaire.  This character first appeared in Benjamin’s work in 1929 in "Die Wiederkeht des Flâneur," a work reviewing Hessel’s Spazieren in Berlin, the title of which "suggests that the flâneur is properly a creature of the past" (Rignall 113).  In his later work on nineteenth-century Paris, however, Benjamin re-examines the figure in what he deems its true habitat: Paris.  The flâneur figures prominently in his 1935 sketch for the Arcades Project, "Paris--Capital of the Nineteenth Century" and in the two studies of Baudelaire written in 1938 (Rignall 113).  Much of Benjamin’s research into the flâneur was inspired by the work of George Simmel, who notes that the relationships between members of a large city are more deeply influenced by the activity of the eye than of the ear.  His interest in the surrealist movement of the early twentieth century also played a crucial part in his development of the flâneur as a literary concept.  Combining "the casual eye of the stroller with the purposeful gaze of the detective" (Rignall 113), Benjamin constructs a literary creature capable of seeing the city as "landscape, lying either desolately or seductively open before the fictional characters, and . . . as a room enclosing them either protectively or oppressively"  (Rignall 113).  In this context, the city for Benjamin is both an interior and an exterior, "knowable and known, and  . . . mysteriously alien and fantastic" (Rignall 113-114).  Benjamin collected notes and reflections from mid 1927-1929 in preparation for an article-length essay to be titled "Paris Arcades: A Dialectical Enchantment." In response to the surrounding surrealist influences of the time, Benjamin’s "ambition was to read the arcades as phantasmagorical images, 'the hollow mold' from which the image of the 'modern' was cast" (McCole 229); this would place the flâneur in its twentieth-century incarnation, as a product of surrealism; however, Benjamin disagreed with much of the surrealists’ theory of images, which, in his opinion, "remain[ed] ensnared in pernicious romantic prejudices that left them prey to the mythic forces they had discovered" (McCole 229).  However, Benjamin's study of Aragon and the architectural theories of his time influenced his work with the flâneur a great deal, allowing him to examine the resident mythologies of the modern city while preserving "fresh antitoxins against the vitalist strains of romanticism" (McCole 231).  His favorite flâneur was Charles Baudelaire. 

In his Charles Baudelaire: a Lyric Poet in the Era of High Capitalism, Benjamin includes a chapter in which he maps the rise and fall of the flâneur's role in nineteenth-century Parisian culture.  Because nearly every piece of scholarship on the subject of the flâneur assumes prior knowledge of Benjamin's writings on Baudelaire, I will include a brief analysis of one of Baudelaire’s most flâneuristic poems.  Baudelaire’s "Á Une Passante" is part of a larger section of his Les Fleurs du Mal titled "Tableaux Parisiens."  Benjamin wrote about many of the poems in this collection, but this one is exceptional for its embodiment of the essence of the flâneur’s perspective, capturing the immediacy, the impermanence, and the hopeless passion resident in each of the poet's prized chance encounters:

Amid the deafening traffic of the town,

Tall, slender, in deep mourning, with majesty,

A woman passed, raising, with dignity

In her poised hand, the flounces of her gown;

Graceful, noble, with a statue’s form.

And I drank, trembling as a madman thrills,

From her eyes, ashen sky where brooded storm,

The softness that fascinates, the pleasure that kills.

A flash . . . then night! –O lovely fugitive,

I am suddenly reborn from your swift glance;

Shall I never see you till eternity?

Somewhere, far off! Too late! never, perchance!

Neither knows where the other goes or lives;

We might have loved, and you knew this might be!1

(Baudelaire 118)

In this poem Baudelaire, assuming the role of flâneur, addresses a passing stranger--a widow as judged from her garb--for a brief instant and then mourns her loss as she vanishes from his sight.  In a big city, like Paris or New York, it is possible to see a person but once; thus each street encounter bears with it the fleetingness of youth, spring, or any other Romantic ideal.  This passing stranger, in her "swift glance," contains that ephemeral element that makes life beautiful (Benjamin, Illuminations  170).  She represents anticipation, potential, and possibility, and yet in these she shall never have the opportunity to succeed or fail.  She, "with statue's form," is not so much a finished work of art as she is a roughed-out image in a block of marble.  Baudelaire may fill in the details in whatever way reflects his own consciousness and his own artistic needs.  The passing stranger is more than a blank canvas upon which the flâneur paints his personal view of humanity: she is an instrument in his creative process--the box of colored chalk from which the artist draws those human traits and characteristics that color and reflect his own mind.  The flâneur loves the passing stranger in the same way that he loves any source of inspiration or literary device--for its effectiveness as a representation of his own consciousness.  According to Benjamin, "The delight of the city-dweller is not so much love at first sight as love at last sight" (Baudelaire 45).  This "last sight" evokes in the flâneur a level of appreciation impossible in any other set of circumstances.  The passerby becomes his muse.  

In this brief poem, many issues surrounding flânerie are addressed.  First, there is the city background, the "deafening streets" that prevent the poet's encounters from being more than brief and superficial.  Also present, and typical of the flâneur narrator, is the poet's vampiric relationship with the passerby.  He drinks from her eyes, "trembling as a madman thrills." Then, in the wake of the acknowledged distance between the two passersby, the poet acknowledges the potential of their relationship and its destiny of remaining forever unexplored.  This exchanged glance becomes an instrument of empathy between the two people, establishing a level of intimacy that can only exist in the impersonal streets.  This poem and many others by Baudelaire are explored at great length by Benjamin, in light of many sociopolitical and economic methodologies that will not be included in this study.  His examination of the poet’s use of the flâneur narrator as a literary device is a small but essential part of his greater study because it allows him to outline his thoughts on the flâneur.
Charles Baudelaire begins with a chapter on the flâneur.  Benjamin commences his argument with a discussion of the rise of the physiologie as a literary genre.  He refers to these "modest-looking, paperbound, pocket-sized volumes" as examples of "panorama literature" devised to orient the individual in the market-place in light of all the social changes brought on by the French Revolution (Baudelaire 35), while remaining "innocuous" enough and safely within the demands of the September Laws, which tightened censorship in 1836 (Baudelaire 36).  These little books examined "types" that one might encounter while walking around Paris; from "the itinerant street vendor of the boulevards to the dandy in the foyer of the opera-house, there was not a figure of Paris life that was not sketched by a physiologue" (Baudelaire 35).  They went by titles such as "Paris la nuit, Paris à table, Paris dans l'eau, Paris à cheval, Paris pittoresque, Paris marié" (Baudelaire 36).  Benjamin notes that in "1841, there were seventy-six new physiologies.  After that year the genre declined, and it disappeared altogether with the reign of the citizen-king Louis-Philippe" (Baudelaire 35-36).  Benjamin dismisses these writings as "a basically petty-bourgeois genre" (Baudelaire 36) that was somewhat "socially dubious":  "The long series of eccentric or simple, attractive or severe figures which the physiologies presented to the public in character sketches had one thing in common: they were harmless and of perfect bonhomie" (Baudelaire 37).  These booklets attempted to articulate the textual representation of flânerie, while at the same time giving people "a friendly picture of one another" (Baudelaire 38).  The governing principle behind these works was the idea that a person could be sized-up in a glance: "If that sort of thing could be done, then, to be sure, life in the big city was not nearly so disquieting as it probably seemed to people" (Baudelaire 39).  However, their superficiality and safe adherence to the black-and-white prevented them from truly living up to the role of the flâneur narrative as Benjamin defines it.   

According to Benjamin, the flâneur came to rise primarily because of an architectural change in the city of Paris.  This change, which was rooted in budding capitalism, involved the creation of the arcades, which were passageways through neighborhoods which had been covered with a glass roof and braced by marble panels so as to create a sort of interior-exterior for vending purposes.  These passages were "lined with the most elegant shops, so that such an arcade is a city, even a world in miniature" (Baudelaire 36-37).  Within these arcades, the flâneur is capable of finding a remedy for the ever-threatening ennui that so many American expatriate writers were to complain of in Paris during the twenties and thirties.  He is able to stroll at leisure; one might even go to the extreme of allowing a pet turtle to set his pace, observing the people, the building facades, the objects for sale--entertaining and enriching his mind with the secret language of the city (Baudelaire 36-37).  The flâneur is completely at home in this cross between interior and exterior worlds because his own personal interior-exterior boundaries are also ambiguous:

To him the shiny, enameled signs of businesses are at least as good a wall ornament as an oil painting is to a bourgeois in his salon.  The walls are the desk against which he presses his notebooks; news-stands are his libraries and the terraces of cafés are the balconies from which he looks down on his household after his work is done.  (Baudelaire 37)

According to Benjamin, the flâneur disappeared as the commercial world slowly deserted the interior-exteriors of arcades for the carpeted, artificially lit department stores that were to replace them: "If in the beginning the street had become an intérieur for him, now this intérieur turned into a street, and he roamed though the labyrinth of merchandise as he had once roamed though the labyrinth of the city" (Baudelaire 54). 

The physical placement of the traditional flâneur in a setting that is an interior-exterior or an exterior-interior is essential to its significance in literary analysis.  The flâneur's dual interior-exterior nature, his ability to be both active and intellectual, to be reading the past of the city while existing entirely in the present, and his manner of coloring the landscape with a bit of his own psyche places the flâneur at the center point of a whirlwind of contradictions.  The manner in which the flâneur resolves the opposing truths that pelt him from every which way, while maintaining an aloof, yet empathic perspective of his surroundings--always alone in the crowd--makes him a powerful literary device that is capable of outdoing the omniscient narrator in objectivity and the first-person narrator in intimacy.  The flâneur is like a ghost who is physically manifest in the material world, but not entirely opaque.  His translucent personality, like a phantom, haunts his own narrative, leaving a tinge of himself, of his latent, repressed personality, on every detail of his interior-exterior universe, as though he were leaping into and out of his surroundings.  


The flâneur may be a ghost in more ways than one: for Benjamin he may be a cold, dead thing from an epoch of old. However, the death of Benjamin's flâneur in the sterile capitalist wastelands of department stores does not necessarily mean the death of the flâneur for everyone else.  Because Benjamin's flâneur is weighted with such political and socioeconomic importance, being as he is an icon of bourgeois "conspicuous leisure," the critic does not apply the concept to later literary figures who may have merited the same title, nor does he examine in much detail its manifestation in American literature.  Here the flâneur will be examined in the context of a variety of American literary works. Pieces that differ greatly in genre and time period have been chosen to demonstrate the flexibility of the flâneur narrative and to show how it has survived as a potent technique in spite of the social, political, and economic changes that were so much a part of Benjamin’s scholarship. Works such as Edgar Allan Poe’s short story "The Man of the Crowd," Henry David Thoreau’s essay "Walking," and Walt Whitman’s epic poem Leaves of Grass will be considered as Romantic examples of the flâneur narrative, Whitman bridging the gap between the nineteenth and twentieth centuries with his strong influence on the three novels that will be considered in depth in the latter part of this study: Henry Miller’s Tropic of Cancer and Tropic of Capricorn and John Dos Passos’ Manhattan Transfer.  Though these works differ greatly in so many ways, they all have two things in common: a narrator who walks and an autobiographical element.  

The primary purpose of this study is to consider the flâneur as a literary device, capable of supplying the writer with a mutable store of both organic and inorganic metaphors, which can then be used to reflect both the conscious and sub-conscious autobiographical intentions of the narrator.  Drawing from a variety of narrative personalities in various urban and rural settings and time periods, this thesis intends to demonstrate the effectiveness of the flâneur as a narrative point of view, capable of harnessing the drama and urgency of the present tense and, in so doing, drawing the reader into the narrator’s experience so that the reader may experience a sort of vicarious flânerie himself.  This allows the reader to deduce the narrator’s emotions, desires, and beliefs through their manifestations in the hieroglyphic vocabulary of his literary setting without feeling overwhelmed by the narrative consciousness.  This use of symbolically weighted land/cityscapes also enables the reader to penetrate further into the autobiographical elements of the narrative than would be possible otherwise.  Through the use of such symbolic elements, the flâneuristic narrative takes on an almost dream-like quality, where one is never quite sure if the setting exists simply to function as a backdrop for the events that take place or to conceal or reveal slumbering psychological remnants from the past.  

This thesis will be divided into three sections.  The first, titled "The Romantic Flâneur," involves the aforementioned Romantic writers, Poe, Thoreau, and Whitman.  Poe's "The Man of the Crowd" will be examined both as an important precursor to the flâneur narrative and as an example of the flâneur narrator's ability, by its sense of immediacy, to involve the reader in a detective-like series of discovery.  This story also demonstrates the psychological link between the flâneur and his surroundings.  Thoreau's "Walking" will be considered for its Romantic and pastoral analysis of the act of walking since the essay is not an actual example of the flâneur narrative as much as it is a discussion of flânerie itself.  Finally, selections from Whitman's Leaves of Grass will be explored for their employment of the flâneur narrator and for their focus on the crowd as both a store of individual perspectives and as a representation of collective consciousness, of which the poet plays a small part.  With Whitman, the broad-minded, all-inclusive perception of the great "I am" is the direct result of his flâneuristic practices and the breadth of vision they allow him.  

In the second chapter, "The Diseased Flâneur," Henry Miller’s flâneur narrators in Tropic of Cancer and Tropic of Capricorn will be considered for the jaded Romantic perspective the author uses to coat the streets of Paris and New York with the sordid residue of modernism.  Miller’s work is interspersed with flâneuristic spots of time which aid in the cohesion of his otherwise digressive narratives.  These moments of flânerie supply the reader with a narrative hand to hold through the underworld of Miller’s remembrances of New York and his experiences as an expatriate in Paris in the thirties.   In these works, and especially in Tropic of Cancer, Miller appears as a sort of diseased flâneur, who manipulates his autobiographical narratives with the kind of dream-like imagery that clouds a fevered mind.  

In Chapter Three, "The Mechanical Flâneur," John Dos Passos' use of cinematic flânerie in his novel Manhattan Transfer will be explored at length.  His portrayal of New-Babylonian New York as a rich store of highly charged architectural poetry is a direct result of his cinematic flâneur narrative technique.  The act of walking is essential to the novel's overall message and figures strongly into the novel’s urban-pastoral dichotomy; in fact, Dos Passos values flânerie so much that he casts Jimmy Herf, his own literary incarnation, as a flâneur journalist.  Of particular interest are the mechanical effects of Dos Passos’ cinematic flâneuristic narrative technique, which allow the narrator to appear objective and journalistic as he cuts and pastes his way into a disguised subjective editorial.

The reason for analyzing such a large and varied store of flâneur narrators is to pinpoint what it is that makes a flâneur narrator so effective.  It is not simply the fact that the narrator walks; flâneur narratives that have been widely addressed in scholarship have involved seated and stationary flâneurs as well as strolling ones.2  It is not their masculinity that makes them flâneurs, as there have been many female versions of this character in twentieth-century literature that will not be included here.3 And, finally, it is not necessary for the flâneur to be a city-dweller, although most in this study are.  This thesis aims to examine the extent to which flânerie affects the narratives of these writers.  Thus, it will also be necessary to examine the settings of these narratives since it is from this reserve that the narrator pulls his hieroglyphic vocabulary.  Some of the more prominent symbols and motifs that evolve from various walk narratives will be explored in an attempt to unearth a sort of universal flâneuristic vocabulary, which provides metaphorical dichotomies such as organic vs. inorganic, and pastoral vs. urban.  Through careful analysis of such dichotomies and symbolic settings, and by applying a revised definition of Benjamin's flâneur to the aforementioned texts, the flâneur narrator will be redefined as a literary device and tradition that, in spite of Benjamin’s beliefs, has survived the rise of capitalism and provided a literary vehicle for writers of both poetry and prose, autobiography and fiction. 

