Cosetta VERONESE (University of Birmingham)


c.m.veronese@googlemail.com 
 Fleetingness and flânerie: Leopardi, Baudelaire and the experience of transience
My contribution will examine the notion of fragment in relation to the experience of transience in the philosophical and critical reflection of Leopardi and Baudelaire. I will focus on the figure of the flâneur as an embodiment of the sense of fragmentedness in modern life and culture as it emerges from Leopardi’s Preambolo allo Spettatore fiorentino, Baudelaire’s essays on Poe and his Peintre de la vie moderne. The figure of the flâneur will be discussed in relation to the theme of the utility / futility of poetry and the arts in general (common to both authors), and the emergence of a sense of Decadence in modernity that, while lamented by Leopardi, instead found in Baudelaire a champion, who would re-codify its aesthetic implications. 


The analysis will focus on how the notion of transience, understood as the unravelling of human life as a succession of fleeting moments, or time-fragments, is central to the experience of distraction and consolation (and hence pleasure) offered by poetry, and claimed by both Leopardi and Baudelaire. When it is perceived as an aesthetic re-enactment of a fragment of life, poetry offers and represents a repetition of the birth-death cycle that makes up every life-experience. Poetry thus rehearses the tragedy of life (the loss and mourning of an experience as a fragment of life) while distracting from it at the same time; it therefore provides a source of consolation that stems from the fragmentedness of life itself. In his archetypical characterization as an observer seduced by the (aesthetic) pleasures of life, the flâneur becomes the witness of this process; he is suspended between happiness and sadness, because he recognizes that the tragic development of life hides a source of consolation. In addition, for Baudelaire the experience of loss and mourning to which he repeatedly refers as the ‘fugacity’ and ‘evanescence’ of life is ultimately related to the progressive legitimization of the ‘ugly’ (death, decay, distortion, excess, etc.) within the domain of beauty in post-romantic aesthetics.  
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