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Artist Research.

Francis Alys, The Green Line (1995) Jerusalem
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Vito Acconci, Following Piece (1969) Mixed media, 30 inches x 40 inches
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Janet Wolff- The Invisible Flaneuse
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E THE INVISIBLE FLANEUSE

Women and the literature of modernity

Janet Wolff

Source: A. Benjamin (ed.). Problems of Modernity: Adorno and Benjamin, Coventry: Warwick
University Press, 1989, pp. 141-156.

The experience of modernity

The literature of modernity describes the experience of mcn::‘l(' is csscm.mlly
a literature about transformations in the public world and in its us.som.uted
consciousness. The actual date of the advent of "the nloflcYn. varies in dlch_r-
ent accounts. and so do the characteristics of 'modcrml; identified .by ;lllf
ferent writers. But what nearly all the uccppnts havg m.(fommon‘ls t 'CII‘
concern with the public world of work, politics ;mq city life. And t lesca];:
areas from which women were excluded, or in which they '\yer; p{\z:ctl;:c;ix";l
invisiblel For example. if the chief Chll}l‘c’lcl(.;;'l.\'(lc ojf :‘(:S:‘r::,(l\. (;; : :lfcslc(i ‘b "
sdea of increasing rationalization, then the major ins iz 1 by
1‘?5:1 process were the factory. the office, ll;:lﬁz\lc;n‘r\:flx:)lriipll;}l:\\;l:(l)“Tl'}l]u(:?
have. of course, always been women work 3 ot | e

i 3 some ex endent on the development ol a
bUfCi;lle;Clc“SO\::Sﬁi‘rlzs e depu']cs. Nevertheless, it is appropri-
new female w

of clerks and secretari . appropd
ate to talk of this world as a ‘male’ world. for two reasons. First, the insti
b s
tions were run by men. for men (owners,

industrialists. managers, financiers).
and they were dominated by men in their operation and hicrarchical struc-
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ture/Sccond, the development of the factory and, later, thc: hurc. Alu;‘rrll;f
coi'r/widcs‘ wilh that process, by now well documented, of the “separatl

heres'. and the increasing restriction of women to the ‘prwufc sphcrcloi
i i d the suburb." Although Jower middle-class and working-class
s d:]inuc:] 140 go o;n 1o work throughout the nincteenth ccnlunl'. lh?
}:‘0“‘]@" C(z} womcn'sgplacc in the domestic realm pc_rmca}c.(% lltc '\\h‘;) ’% :)1
e 09 t least in England. as evidenced by the worllx'mg-cla.\s dt.mdnr m.c
slgcr;'ncl:::dg: for mcn?" The public sphere. then. despite the presence of SO
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have been supplanted by cockades, il havolets have been enlarged

and chignons have dropped a fraction towards the nape of the neck,

if waists have been raised and skirts have become fuller, be very sure

that his cagle eye will already have spotted it from however great a \
\ gistance.”

This is the passage Berman dismisses as ‘advertising copy’. But if it is
an inventory of the superficial and the merely fashionable, then that is the
point - the modern consciousness consists in the parade of impressions. the
particular beauty appropriate to the modern age. And. more importantly, it
is in this essay that Baudelaire suggests the formal features of the modern
mind, which grasps ‘the ephemeral, the fugitive, the contingent’. The dandy
appears again, to be compared and also contrasted with Guys, similar in
their concern for appearance and for personal originality. divided by the
blas¢ and {n.scnxilivc attitude of the former which Guys (according to
Baudelaire)™ abhors. Guys is the flanewr, in his clement in the crowd - at the
centre of the world and at the same time hidden from the world.™

The flaneur - the stroller — is a central figure in Benjamin's essays on
Baudelaire and nineteenth-century Paris. The streets and arcades of the city
are the homc“ol‘ the flaneur, who, in Benjamin’s phrase, ‘goes botanizing on
the asphalt’.™ The anonymity of the crowd provides an asylum for the per-
son on the margins of society; here Benjamin includes both Baudelaire him-
self as a flanewr, and the victims and murderers of Poe's detective stories
(which Baudelaire translated into French).” For Benjamin, however. the city
of the flaneur is historically more limited than for Baudelaire. Neither Londo;l
nor Berlin offers precisely the conditions of involvement/non-involvement in
which the Parisian flineur flourishes; nor does the Paris of a slightly later
period. “'hgn a ‘network of “controls’ has made escape into anonymity
impossible.” (Baudelaire, and Berman; on the contrary, argue that thc'Pun'-s
increasingly opened up by Haussmann's boulevards, which broke down the
social and geographical divisions between the classes, is even more the site
of the modern gaze, the ambit of the jldm-ur,)”

. (= The flaneyris the mgﬂim JDierp: his experience, like that of Guys, is that of
VW afreedom to move about in the city, observing and being observed, but never
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Interacting with others. A related figure in the literature of modernity is the
stranger. One of Baudelaire’s prose poems is entitled L'Efranger.® 1t is a
sho.rl dialogue, in which an ‘enigmatic man’ is asked what or \\'l;on1 he loves
— his father, mother. sister. brother? his friends, his country, beauty, gold? To
all of these he answers in the negative, affirming that he simpl)—' loves the
passing clouds. For Simmel, the stranger is not a man without attachments
qnd m\'thmcnls‘. however. He is characterized by a particular kind of
‘mo‘rga‘mc' membership of the group, not having been a member from its
beginning, but having settled down in a new place. He is ‘the person who
comes today and stays tomorrow’;” in this he differs from both the flaneur

THE INVISIBLE FLANEUSE

Great American Cities gives a ‘fully articulated woman'’s view of the city.
Published in 1961, Jacobs’ book describes her own daily life in the city - a life
of neighbours, shopkeepers, and young children, as well as work. The
importance of the book. says Berman, is that it reveals that ‘women had
something to tell us about the city and the life we shared, and that we had
impoverished our own lives as well as theirs by not listening to them
till now™." :
The problem is, though, that it is also the literature of modernity which
has been impoverished by ignoring the lives of women. The dandy, the
fdneur, the hero, the stranger — all figures invoked to epitomize the experi-
ence of modern life - are invariably male figures. In 1831, when George Sand
wanted to experience Paris life and to learn about the ideas um
time, she dressed as a boy, to give herself the freedom she knew women could
not share.
el

So I had made for myself a redingote-guérite in heavy gray cloth,

pants and vest to match. With a gray hat and large woollen cravat, I

was a perfect first-year student. I can’t express the pleasure my boots
gave me: I would gladly have slept with them, as my brother did in his
young age when he got his first pair. With those little iron-shod heels,
I was solid on the pavement. I flew from one end of Paris to the
other. It seemed to me that I could go round the world. And then, my
clothes feared nothing. I ran out in every kind of weather, I came
home at every sort of hour, I sat in the pit at the theatre. No one paid
attention to me, and no one guessed at my disguise. . . . No one knew
me, no one looked at me, no one found fault with me; I was an atom
lost in that immense crowd.”

The disguise made the life of the flaneur available to her; as she knew very
well, she could not adopt the non-existent role of a flaneuse, Women could
not stro, 1n the city.

n Baudelaire’s essays and poems. appear very often. Modernity
breeds, or makes visible,

Among those most prominent in these texts are: the prostitute, the widow,
old lady. the lesbiag, the murder victim, and the Eﬂssing unknown woman.
Indeed, according to Benjamin, the lesbian was for Baudelaire the heroine
of modernism: certainly it is known that he originally intended to give the
title Les Lesbiennes to the poems which became Les Fleurs du mal.™ (Yet, as
Benjamin also points out, in the major poem about lesbians of the series,
‘Delphine et Hippolyte’, Baudelaire concludes by condemning the women
as ‘lamentable victims’, bound for hell.)”” The prostitute, the subject of the
poem ‘Crépuscule du soir’ and also discussed in a section of ‘The Painter of
Modern Life™ elicits a similarly ambivalent attitude of admiration and dis-
gust (the poem comparing prostitution to an anthill, and to a worm stealing a
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Recording in Manchester Road, Swindon
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More recordings.
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Visual ideation
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More visual development.
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Experimenting
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Final Outcomes
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Exhibition Research

Doris Salcedo, Shibboleth, Tate Ann Veronica Janssens
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