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beyond the Prose Poem

‘The author is a captive of his epoch, of his own present. Subsequent times liberate 
him from this captivity, and literary scholarship is called upon to assist in this 
liberation’.1 What was perhaps missing from this declaration by Mikhail Bakhtin in 
his ‘Response to a Question from Novy Mir’ is that an author can also be a captive of 
subsequent times — of his critical reception — and become a victim of the opinion 
of his/her posthumous readership. For a long time Aloysius Bertrand2 (1807–1841) 
has been treated as a minor poet and classed under the controversial label of petit 
romantique;3 his name has been deemed worth mentioning mainly because of 
his role as the author of the first collection of prose poetry in France.4 Bertrand 
himself seemed to have glimpsed this possible destiny of his work. In the opening 
composition of Gaspard de la Nuit, dedicated to Victor Hugo, he writes:

 Mais le petit livre que je te dédie, aura subi le sort de tout ce qui meurt, après 
avoir, une matinée peut-être, amusé la cour et la ville qui s’amusent de peu de 
chose.

 Alors, qu’un bibliophile s’avise d’exhumer cette œuvre moisie et vermoulue, 
il y lira à la première page ton nom illustre qui n’aura point sauvé le mien de 
l’oubli. (OC, 106–07)5

This study of Bertrand’s Gaspard de la Nuit will attempt to show that the task 
of literary scholarship can sometimes be that of freeing an author from his/her 
canonical critical consideration by recovering the original context of the author’s 
creation. In so doing, we may open up new interpretative possibilities.

Anthologies and historical surveys on the evolution of the prose poem usually 
grant Gaspard de la Nuit an important role, and yet its consideration is only f leeting, 
both because of the succinct nature of such overviews and because Bertrand is 
classed as a precursor. For instance, in his Les Poèmes en prose, Julien Roumette 
surveys what are considered the main characteristics of Bertrand’s collection (such 
as the ‘vague gothique’, the ‘référence à la peinture’, and the ‘raffinement de son 
écriture’), taking up only five pages.6 In Le Poème en prose et ses territoires, a more 
didactic volume presenting the evolution of the genre from its origins to the 1980s, 
which includes an anthology of prose poems divided by themes, Yves Vadé, again, 
covers Bertrand’s work in slightly more than four pages. In this work the name of 
Bertrand still figures amongst the predecessors, while the section ‘Les Fondateurs’ 
begins with Baudelaire’s Le Spleen de Paris.7

Bertrand’s collection gains more attention only in recent studies that focus more 
specifically on the first prose poems. This is the case, for example, in Nathalie 
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Vincent-Munnia’s rich volume on the genealogy of the prose poem in the first 
half of the nineteenth century, which contains a convincing formal and thematic 
analysis of some of what she calls the first poèmes en prose by such authors as Xavier 
Forneret, Alphonse Rabbe, Ludovic de Cailleux, and Aloysius Bertrand.8 Although 
valuing the contribution of these first poets in prose, however, Vincent-Munnia’s 
study risks perpetuating the traditional view of these authors, including Bertrand, as 
precursors of a genre that was only to become fully developed later in the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries. ‘Les premières poèmes en prose’, Vincent-Munnia writes, 
‘ne font qu’inaugurer des caractéristiques esthétiques et des conceptions poétiques 
qui ne se réaliseront pleinement que par la suite’.9 My aim here is, instead, to move 
beyond the realm of the prose poem as a critical parameter. This issue will only 
be addressed in the last chapter, where I shall challenge the very use of ‘poème en 
prose’ to define Bertrand’s texts.

The classical point of reference for the aforementioned studies is still Suzanne 
Bernard’s Le Poème en prose de Baudelaire jusqu’à nos jours, the seminal volume on the 
history of the prose poem in France. This monumental study contains a full section 
on Bertrand entitled ‘Aloysius Bertrand et la naissance du genre’, where Bernard 
presents Gaspard de la Nuit to readers who may be unfamiliar with this work. 
She brief ly elucidates the main elements of his biography, his formal technique 
(through some convincing textual examples), and some of the central Romantic 
themes of the fantaisies. However, even here, Bertrand is seen as predating the 
real beginning (‘Après lui le genre est crée’),10 the section on Gaspard de la Nuit 
preceding the first chapter, entitled ‘Baudelaire et le lyrisme moderne’.11 To borrow 
Todorov’s declaration, Bernard too finds that ‘il est tout naturel de commencer par 
Baudelaire’.12

The marginalization of Bertrand’s position with respect to the poème en prose can 
sometimes be seen in the criticism of prose poetry. While Bertrand’s pioneering 
formal experimentation is seen as valuable, his thematic banality and ‘manque 
de souff le’13 are often denounced, due to his use of the many obvious Romantic 
themes and clichés that characterize Gaspard de la Nuit, a work which has even been 
defined as ‘un bréviaire, un abrégé du romantisme’.14 This judgment is sometimes 
taken to the extreme, as can be seen in the example of Hermine Riffaterre’s 
abrupt declaration: ‘Let me start with something that is not great poetry; I use it 
for its historical value’.15 Marvin Richards was among the first critics to identify 
explicitly the paradox whereby ‘Bertrand receives recognition only to be dismissed 
as a precursor’, denouncing it by pointing out how ‘critics have refused to admit 
Bertrand to the canon precisely because of his unoriginality’.16 Richards’ volume 
on Bertrand’s collection (the first English study devoted entirely to Bertrand) aimed 
to demonstrate the originality of Gaspard de la Nuit seen in the light of the generic 
paradoxes of prose poetry, such as those famously expounded by critical theorists, 
including Barbara Johnson, Jacques Derrida, and Gérard Genette. Furthermore, 
in support of the idea of Bertrand’s originality, in his second chapter entitled 
‘Atomized Narrative and Serialized Poetry: Gaspard de la Nuit and the New Novel’, 
Richards undertakes a comparison between some formal aspects of Gaspard de la 
Nuit and the Nouveau Roman.
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In the same vein as the work of Richards, one of my very few anglophone prede-
cessors within Bertrand Studies, the present study aims to show that Bertrand’s 
contribution to literary history is greater than would be concluded from its 
treatment up until now. However, this analysis will differ from that of Richards in 
several ways. First of all, in my examination of Bertrand’s fantaisies I shall not draw 
on deconstructive theories of the prose poem (such as those of Barbara Johnson),17 
nor shall I attempt to situate my analyses with respect to ‘the ambivalence of the 
prose poem’s generic category’.18 Indeed, although a fruitful research avenue, I do 
not intend to form a transhistorical theory and formal assessment of the prose poem; 
rather, I aim to explore how the historical, cultural, and literary contexts inform 
the composition of Gaspard de la Nuit.

Secondly, concerning the idea of a reassessment of Bertrand’s ‘originality’, I shall 
base my study on the possibility that the meaning of ‘originality’ itself may have 
shifted over time, making this concept an important one to understand within the 
cultural context of Bertrand’s time. During the 1820s, in particular, the issues of 
originality and imitation were at the centre of the animated debate between the 
classiques and the romantiques that was taking place in inf luential periodicals such 
as Le Globe.19 For instance, in 1825, although some of the romantiques insisted on 
the inherent ‘originality’ of Romanticism, ‘cette doctrine, c’est la liberté, c’est 
l’imitation directe de la nature, c’est l’originalité’, others, like the critic Ampère, 
argued that originality and imitation can coexist, and that having models does not 
prevent an author from creating something novel and unique.20 Ampère clarified 
the meaning of imitation in these terms: ‘il n’importe que l’on imite une littérature 
ancienne ou contemporaine, ce qui fait l’imitation c’est l’existence d’un modèle 
autre que la nature’.21 After all, even inf luential literary figures like Tasso, Milton, 
Schiller, and Goethe drew from the literary works of other authors, and yet Ampère 
denounced ‘l’absurdité qu’il y aurait à contester aux poètes que je viens de nommer 
le mérite de l’originalité’.22 In this study I shall welcome this Romantic questioning 
of the notion of originality and, instead of undertaking an assessment of Bertrand’s 
originality per se, I shall examine this poet’s own and unique synthesis of the 
available literary material at his time with his own poetic experimentation.

Where Richards has focused for part of his work on Bertrand’s reception by 
subsequent generations of writers,23 in this study I keep mentions of Bertrand’s 
afterlife to the minimum necessary. With the exception of some f leeting remarks, I 
shall refrain from examining this aspect in depth. The danger is that this would end 
up being a way of enhancing a minor poet’s legacy, by reminding readers of more 
famous authors such as Baudelaire, Mallarmé, and Breton, the first ‘bibliophiles’ 
who expressed admiration for Bertrand’s work, and who had the merit of rescuing 
him from oblivion.24 For a long time Baudelaire’s consideration of Gaspard de la 
Nuit in his enigmatic lettre-dédicace to Arsène Houssaye had fostered a feeling of 
belonging: ‘un livre connu de vous, de moi et de quelques-uns de nos amis, n’a-t-il 
pas tous les droits à être appelé fameux?’,25 where to be interested in Bertrand meant 
joining a small circle of Baudelaire’s amis, so to speak. Very recently, however, the 
destiny of the critical reception of Bertrand has changed dramatically, most notably 
due to the attention gained by the inclusion of Gaspard de la Nuit as one of the main 
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subjects in the programme for the French state examination Agrégation de lettres 
modernes 2010–2011. This unprecedented f lourishing of publications, workshops, and 
conferences, by both specialists and non-specialists, investigating the contribution 
of Bertrand has elevated the consideration of this author well above the second-
hand credit given by references from more important names.26 The feeling of a 
small circle is still nonetheless the dominant one amongst many Bertrand scholars 
because, even with the enthusiasm caused by the Agrégation, the name of Aloysius 
Bertrand seems unlikely to gain its own independent place in mainstream literary 
histories and literary courses, where he is still often considered as the poor cousin 
of Baudelaire, or as a petit romantique, with the notable exception of the Association 
pour la mémoire d’Aloysius Bertrand, which continues to expand research on the poet 
from Dijon.

In the present study, Bertrand’s work will thus not be considered through the 
eyes of his famous posthumous admirers, such as Baudelaire. As Michel Brix polem-
i cally claims in a recent essay on the prose poem:

Il conviendrait de ‘débaudelairiser’ Gaspard de la nuit, d’étudier ce recueil 
pour lui-même plutôt que d’essayer de lui faire avouer une esthétique qui le 
rapprocherait de la pratique de l’auteur du Spleen. Contrairement à ce que 
suggère ce dernier, Aloysius Bertrand, on l’a noté, n’a jamais prétendu publier 
des ‘poèmes en prose’.27

Since the gestation, writing, and posthumous publication of Bertrand’s fantaisies 
(1842) came well before Baudelaire’s Le Spleen de Paris, it is clear that, at the time of 
their creation, Bertrand’s compositions were not classed, or read, as poèmes en prose; 
the ‘horizon of expectations’ of their first readers — to borrow Jauss’s concept — 
was very different from that of the post-Baudelairean reader.

This monograph places the analysis of Gaspard de la Nuit back in its original 
cultural context, that of French Romanticism in the 1820s and 1830s, a time charac-
terized, as I shall show, by lively cultural exchange. The investigation of Bertrand’s 
context through such sources as correspondence, periodicals, contemporary literary 
works and reviews, as well as historical studies, will permit me to establish his own 
poetic experimentation, while understanding his debts to his contemporaries. One 
of the starting points for this approach is Bourdieu’s theory concerning the ‘champ 
littéraire’, insofar as he explores ‘l’espace des possibles [...] qui s’offrent devant 
chaque écrivain à un moment donné de l’histoire du champ et les dispositions à 
l’égard de ces possibles qu’il doit à sa position dans le champ et à la trajectoire qu’il 
y a conduit’.28 Expanding on this observation, this study will be an investigation 
of the specific possibilities, which opened before Bertrand at his particular time in 
literary (and cultural) history. Furthermore, part of my analysis is based on Jauss’s 
concept of ‘the reconstruction of the horizon of expectations, in the face of which 
a work was created and received in the past’ in order to avoid possible interpretative 
anachronisms.29 Indeed, the reconstruction of the ‘horizon of expectations’ at 
Bertrand’s time will be particularly relevant, especially in the last chapter, in order 
to understand how readers (and writers) at the time were likely to have considered 
such a literary work.

Some historians of the prose poem have already shown the importance of 
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studying Gaspard de la Nuit in its context. This is the case, for example, with the 
introductory study on the evolution of this genre by Christian Leroy, La Poésie 
en prose française du XVIIe siècle à nos jours: histoire d’un genre,30 and studies on the 
genealogy of the prose poem, such as the collection of essays Aux origines du poème 
en prose français, 1750–1850,31 and the aforementioned pioneering volume by Vincent-
Munnia, where she suggests that ‘les premiers poèmes en prose doivent [...] être 
analysés et définis génériquement dans le contexte historique et littéraire de leur 
production’.32 By considering Bertrand’s work as part of the historical development 
of the genre, studies like Vincent-Munnia’s and Leroy’s have the merit of producing 
greater awareness of the literary context that made such development possible by 
such authors as Bertrand, Rabbe, de Guérin, and Forneret. These volumes, in 
general, still class Bertrand’s fantaisies under the label of poème en prose. In contrast, 
in his study, Luc Bonenfant has shown the generic intricacies of Bertrand’s fantaisies, 
thus eliminating the possible historical bias of naming these compositions simply 
‘poèmes en prose’. Closely analysing some of Bertrand’s texts, firstly, as if they 
were a récit, then as a nouvelle, and lastly as a poème en prose, Bonenfant seeks to 
understand ‘le fonctionnement générique des textes et de leurs seuils’.33 Bonenfant 
also explores how Bertrand’s compositions challenge the traditional distinction 
between established genres, through employing stylistic and formal parameters such 
as ‘brièveté’, ‘densité’, and ‘unité’. I shall reconsider some of these discussions when 
considering the formal aspects of Bertrand’s fantaisies.

Beyond an assessment of the genre of Bertrand’s fantaisies, the rich potential of 
studying this writer’s context through well-documented historical research has 
recently been shown by Nicolas Wanlin’s Aloysius Bertrand: Le sens du pittoresque, 
an engaging volume adding to existing critical work on the relationship between 
Gaspard de la Nuit and the arts, especially the visual arts.34 But Wanlin is not 
interested in comparing some of Bertrand’s fantaisies with the possible paintings 
that might have inspired them. By basing his thorough historical research on a solid 
theoretical framework, and by providing compelling historical evidence supporting 
his arguments, Wanlin convincingly examines the various ways in which the use of 
other arts in Bertrand’s collection is a means by which this poet expresses different 
aesthetic, and perhaps even political and moral, values. Wanlin hence demonstrates 
that the pittoresque carries different meanings in Bertrand’s collection and that his 
fantaisies should not be considered as a mere transposition of other arts (even if the 
names of Callot and Rembrandt are mentioned in the title).

My work is indebted to, and inspired by, that of scholars like Bonenfant, Dahan, 
Murphy, Vincent-Munnia, Wanlin, among others, who have demonstrated the 
crucial value of considering the historical context in the study of Bertrand’s 
collection, albeit in different ways. Building on their work, my aim here is to show 
that, in Gaspard de la Nuit, Bertrand was deliberately calling into question the very 
definitions of art and beauty themselves. Through his fantaisies, Bertrand sought to 
have his sardonic voice heard within the wider context of contemporary debates 
about art, characterizing the 1820s and 1830s. In this sense, he was far from being a 
naive and insecure petit romantique, and this retrospective view is largely due to the 
unlucky publication history of his manuscript and to his economic struggles. But, 
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as a poet and a writer, Bertrand was deeply immersed in, and keenly aware of, the 
cultural exchange characterizing his context. In fact, he attempted to ride the wave 
and exploit what was in vogue at his time to the benefit of his own unique artistic 
quest. If Gaspard de la Nuit had been published earlier, during the 1830s, Bertrand 
might well have known fame...

By cultural exchange I generally mean a dynamic process, entailing active 
participation on the part of authors, ‘receiving’ and gleaning from cultural 
phenomena of their time (not solely literary ones) and ‘giving back’ to contemporary 
culture by reworking these materials in their own unique way. In this study, I seek 
to show that, in order to assess Bertrand’s work, it is crucial to consider the poet’s 
contribution to, as well as his position in, the wider cultural exchange typical of his 
time. This approach is aimed at providing a more nuanced account of the complex 
interaction between Bertrand and his context, in which some of its aspects will 
emerge as more valuable than others according to Bertrand’s exposure to them. 
The inspiration for this kind of approach is Bourdieu’s ref lection on the ‘field of 
cultural production’, especially on his insight that ‘ignorance of everything which 
goes to make up the “mood of the age” produces a derealization of works: stripped 
of everything which attached them to the most concrete debates of their time [...], 
they are impoverished and transformed in the direction of intellectualism or an 
empty humanism’.35

The emphasis placed here on cultural exchange is also partly informed by James 
Smith Allen’s study Popular French Romanticism, which focuses on the exchange 
between what he names ‘elite’ and ‘popular’ culture in Paris during French 
Romanticism.36 For example, Allen stresses the fact that now forgotten ‘popular’ 
authors had a much more central role in spreading and promoting Romantic ideals 
within society at large than canonical authors like Stendhal and Gautier. In part 
of my study, we shall see that now forgotten authors from the regions of France, 
such as intellectuals from Bertrand’s circle in Dijon, namely Théophile Foisset and 
Charles Brugnot, had a leading role in shaping the cultural environment of their 
cities and in fostering cultural exchange with the capital.37

Using the approach outlined here, I shall reassess some of the main traditional 
critical considerations of Bertrand and of his collection of fantaisies. This work is 
composed of five chapters, which draw their case studies mainly from the first 
three sections of Gaspard de la Nuit, namely ‘L’École Flamande’, ‘Le Vieux Paris’, 
and ‘La Nuit et ses prestiges’, which Bertrand considered as the core of his work. 
Indeed, in the ‘Dessein d’un encadrement pour le texte’ addressed to his publisher, it 
was Bertrand himself who declared that the remaining parts were ‘moins importants 
aux yeux de l’auteur’ (OC, 376). The first chapter of the present study examines the 
significance and complexity of the idea of provincialism in the France of the first 
half of the nineteenth century, while undertaking a close analysis of the cultural 
context of Bertrand in Dijon, and examining the relationship between Paris and 
Dijon through correspondence and literary magazines. The purpose of this chapter 
is to explore the spread of Romanticism in Dijon through the mindset of its own 
protagonists, a mindset that was greatly shaped by the exchange of ideas within 
this provincial context, but also by the wider cultural exchange with the capital. 


