
This is a repository copy of Baudelaire and Electronica: Strange Voices and Ruth White’s 
1960s Experimentations.

White Rose Research Online URL for this paper:
http://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/88604/

Version: Accepted Version

Article:

Abbott, H. (2015) Baudelaire and Electronica: Strange Voices and Ruth White’s 1960s 
Experimentations. Comparative Critical Studies, 12 (3). pp. 357-376. ISSN 1744-1854 

https://doi.org/10.3366/ccs.2015.0178

eprints@whiterose.ac.uk
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/

Reuse 

Unless indicated otherwise, fulltext items are protected by copyright with all rights reserved. The copyright 
exception in section 29 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 allows the making of a single copy 
solely for the purpose of non-commercial research or private study within the limits of fair dealing. The 
publisher or other rights-holder may allow further reproduction and re-use of this version - refer to the White 
Rose Research Online record for this item. Where records identify the publisher as the copyright holder, 
users can verify any specific terms of use on the publisher’s website. 

Takedown 

If you consider content in White Rose Research Online to be in breach of UK law, please notify us by 
emailing eprints@whiterose.ac.uk including the URL of the record and the reason for the withdrawal request. 

mailto:eprints@whiterose.ac.uk
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/


for publication in Comparative Critical Studies 12.3 (2015) 

1 
 

Baudelaire and Electronica: strange voices and R┌デｴ WｴｷデWげゲ ヱΓヶヰゲ W┝ヮWヴｷﾏWﾐデ;デｷﾗﾐゲ 

HELEN ABBOTT 

 

ABSTRACT 

This article examines the under-freケ┌WﾐデWS ﾏ┌ゲｷI;ﾉ IﾗﾐデW┝デゲ aﾗヴ B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴWげゲ poetry, notably 1960s 

American experimental electronica (Ruth White, Flowers of Evil, 1969). By focusing on the role of the 

composer-translator, this article tests the hypothesis that the composer-translator adds further 

layers of complexity and distancing to the voices of his poetry, in such a way as to create challenging 

new soundworlds which shatter the already fragile categories ﾗa けヮﾗWデヴ┞げ ;ﾐS けﾏ┌ゲｷIげ ;ゲ SｷゲデｷﾐIデ 

elements. The alliance between text and sound, it is suggested, becomes increasingly complicated by 

dislocated voices in a foreign tongue and in an experimental musical genre such that the relationship 

between poem and music is suffused with heightened levels of strangeness. Moreover, by critiquing 

the dual (but complicated) role of the composer-translator, it is possible to re-examine accepted 

tenets of translation theory H┞ ヮｷデデｷﾐｪ デｴW ﾐﾗデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa デｴW デヴ;ﾐゲﾉ;デﾗヴ ;ゲ けﾉｷデWヴ;ヴ┞ IヴｷデｷIげ ふ“Iﾗデデ: 2000) 

alongside recent word-ﾏ┌ゲｷI デｴWﾗヴ┞ デｴ;デ ヮWヴIWｷ┗Wゲ デｴW IﾗﾏヮﾗゲWヴ ;ゲ けIヴｷデｷI;ﾉ ヴW;SWヴげ ふAﾉﾉｷゲ: 2005). It is 

suggested that unusual song settings of Baudelaire (using the coﾏヮﾗゲWヴげゲ ﾗ┘ﾐ デヴ;ﾐゲﾉ;デｷﾗﾐ) expand 

ﾗ┌ヴ ┌ﾐSWヴゲデ;ﾐSｷﾐｪ ﾗa B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴWげゲ ヮﾗWデｷI ヮ;ﾉWデデWが his use of voice(s), and the cultural reception of his 

work. 
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B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴWげゲ ヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐゲｴｷヮ ┘ｷデｴ ﾏ┌ゲｷI ｴ;ゲ ; ﾉﾗﾐｪ ｴｷゲデﾗヴ┞く Celebrated settings of his poetry by famous 

composers include songs by Debussy, Duparc, and Fauré dating from the late nineteenth century. 

Dヴｷ┗Wﾐ ｷﾐ ヮ;ヴデ H┞ デｴWｷヴ Wﾐｪ;ｪWﾏWﾐデ ┘ｷデｴ B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴWげゲ IﾗﾏヮﾉW┝ ┗WヴゲWが デｴWゲW IﾗﾏヮﾗゲWヴゲ IﾗﾐデヴｷH┌デWS 

new developments to the classical mélodie or art song form. Mélodie combined verse poems with 

music for voice and piano in such a way as to make greater technical and interpretative demands of 

singers and pianists than had been the case during the previous generation in France during which 

simple salon songs such as the strophic romance or chanson were popular. The complexity 

associated with B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴWげゲ ヮﾗWデヴ┞ and how this influenced his composers is, in fact, mirrored by 

the way Baudelaire himself was earlier influenced by the complex and large-scale dramatic music of 

nineteenth-century German opera composer Richard Wagner, as attested by the ヮﾗWデげゲ famous 

article on Wagner following the 1861 Tannhäuser debacle at the Paris Opera. Hﾗ┘W┗Wヴが B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴWげゲ 

relationship with music extends far beyond the domain of canonical classical composers such as 

Debussy and Wagner, and yet his influence on future song composition based on his poetry remains 

largely overlooked by the critical scholarship. By privileging the peripheries of music associated with 

Baudelaire, and specifically music inspired by Baudelaireげゲ ヮﾗWデヴ┞ ┘Wﾉﾉ HW┞ﾗﾐS ｴｷゲ ﾗ┘ﾐ Wヴ; ;ﾐS 

country, tｴｷゲ ;ヴデｷIﾉW ゲWデゲ ﾗ┌デ デﾗ W┝ヮﾉﾗヴW デｴW デW┝デっゲﾗ┌ﾐS ｷﾐデWヴa;IW HWデ┘WWﾐ B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴWげゲ ヮﾗWデヴ┞ ;ﾐS 

electronic music reimaginings of his work by 1960s American experimental electronica by Ruth 

White. It will question the extent to which White, inspired by Baudelaireげゲ own ambivalent use of 

voice, creates strange and difficult-to-locate voices in her song settings. B┞ ;ヮヮヴﾗ;Iｴｷﾐｪ WｴｷデWげゲ 

soundtracks with close critical attention to how the different electronic layers alters the text and its 

comprehensibility, it will examine the shifting boundaries of aural landscapes derived from 

B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴWげゲ ┗WヴゲW. 

Tﾗ ゲWﾉWIデ WｴｷデWげゲ ヱΓヶΓ ;ﾉH┌ﾏ Flowers of Evil as the main corpus for examination here means 

examining why her electronic settings of Baudelaire have largely remained on the peripheries of 

comparative Baudelaire scholarship. In fact B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴWげゲ ヮﾗWデヴ┞ has often frequented diverse, non-

classical, and indeed non-canonical musical contexts, such as popular chanson, gothic rock, or 
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extreme metal, but only scant attention has been afforded to these more popular and/or 

W┝ヮWヴｷﾏWﾐデ;ﾉ SｷﾏWﾐゲｷﾗﾐゲ ﾗa デｴW ヴWIWヮデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴWげゲ ヮﾗWデヴ┞ ｷﾐ ﾏ┌ゲｷI;ﾉ IﾗﾐデW┝デゲ. This is perhaps 

surprising given that Baudelaire himself enjoyed the work of popular songwriters such as Pierre 

Dupont, but this is a fact which scholars have often struggled to reconcile with the seemingly intense 

けﾉｷデWヴ;ヴｷﾐWゲゲげ ﾗa ｴｷゲ ヮﾗWデヴ┞く1 WｴWﾐ B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴWげゲ ヮﾗWデヴ┞ ｴ;ゲ HWWﾐ W┝;ﾏｷﾐWS ｷﾐ ヴWlation to music other 

than classical art song or his musings on Wagner, it has typically been in the context of the French 

chanson fascination with his poetry, such as the work of Léo Ferré in his centenary album recording 

of poems from Les Fleurs du Mal or “WヴｪW G;ｷﾐゲHﾗ┌ヴｪげゲ ヱΓヶヲ ゲWデデｷﾐｪ ﾗa けLW “WヴヮWﾐデ ケ┌ｷ S;ﾐゲWげく This 

very French tradition of chanson, with a singer-songwriter often self-accompanying on guitar or 

keyboard, is not, of itself, ヮ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;ヴﾉ┞ ┌ﾐa;ﾏｷﾉｷ;ヴ デWヴヴｷデﾗヴ┞ aﾗヴ B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴWげゲ ヮﾗWデヴ┞ぎ FヴWﾐIｴ 

chansonniers of the 1930s-1990s frequently had recourse to French poetry of the nineteenth 

century (especially Baudelaire, Rimbaud, and Hugo, particularly by Ferré and Brassens), in part 

because using respected poetic texts also conferred some additional artistic weight to their own 

ヱ┌┗ヴW.2 Moreover, this is in fact an extension of work by an earlier generation of French poet-

IﾗﾏヮﾗゲWヴゲ ｷﾐ デｴW ﾉ;デW ﾐｷﾐWデWWﾐデｴ IWﾐデ┌ヴ┞ ┘ｴﾗ ゲWデ B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴWげゲ ヮﾗWデヴ┞ デﾗ ﾏ┌ゲｷI ｷﾐ ; ゲデ┞ﾉW ﾏﾗヴW ゲ┌ｷデWS 

to the cabaret or café-concert than the recital room, such as Maurice Rollinat in the 1880s.3 This 

ヮﾗｷﾐデゲ デﾗ┘;ヴSゲ ;ﾐ ｷﾏヮﾗヴデ;ﾐデ ヴWIWヮデｷﾗﾐ IﾗﾐデW┝デ aﾗヴ B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴWげゲ ヮﾗWデヴ┞き ｷﾐ デｴW chanson mode, his 

poetry features prominently in the reception patterns of the general public in France, predominantly 

linked with song formats which deploy lyrical-ﾏWﾉﾗSｷI ;ﾐS デｴWヴWaﾗヴW ｴｷｪｴﾉ┞ けゲｷﾐｪ;HﾉWげ デW┝デ-setting 

techniques, often mirrored on speech rhythms of the poem, yet this goes against the grain of much 

of the critical-academic discourse on Baudelaire and song.4 A trenchant perception still remains 

ヴWｪ;ヴSｷﾐｪ デｴW ;WゲデｴWデｷI ｴｷWヴ;ヴIｴｷWゲ ﾗa ;ヴデ ゲﾗﾐｪ ;ﾐS ヮﾗヮ┌ﾉ;ヴ ゲﾗﾐｪ ｷﾐ ヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐ デﾗ B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴWげゲ ヮﾗWデヴ┞ 

which has yet to be fully overcome.5 Responding to this issue requires expanding the field of 

knowledge of Ba┌SWﾉ;ｷヴWげゲ ┘ﾗヴS-music relations, and delving into the unfamiliar and under-

frequented musical contexts that his poetry began to inhabit over the course of the twentieth 

century as it moves beyond France, such as the experimental electronic music of Ruth White.6 
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WｴｷデWげゲ ヮﾉ;IW ┘ｷデｴｷﾐ デｴｷゲ ヴWIWヮデｷﾗﾐ ｴｷゲデﾗヴ┞ sits in relation to the transcultural and translingual 

transfer of B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴWげゲ ヮﾗWデヴ┞ ｷﾐ デｴW W;ヴﾉ┞ ┞W;ヴゲ ﾗa デｴW デ┘WﾐデｷWデｴ IWﾐデ┌ヴ┞く B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴWげゲ verse began 

to exceed its national boundaries and move far beyond its closely-related French aesthetic and 

musical milieus of the salon, the mélodie, and the chanson from c.1900 onwards. As this happens, 

his poetry is also subjected to an additional layer of transfer, as the text is translated into the 

vernacular. While, for reasons of space, this article will not examine in detail the translation losses 

and gains enacted upon his poetry by his translators, it will scrutinise the role the translator has to 

play alongside the composer in this process of transfer, and question the extent to which both these 

figures can be considered to be けﾉｷデWヴ;ヴ┞ IヴｷデｷIsげ ﾗヴ けIヴｷデｷI;ﾉ ヴW;SWヴsげ ﾗa B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴWげゲ work. In so doing, 

this article will test the hypothesis that the composer-translator adds further layers of complexity to 

the voices of his poetry, in such a way as to create increasingly challenging soundworlds which 

shatter the already fragile categories ﾗa けヮﾗWデヴ┞げ ;ﾐS けﾏ┌ゲｷIげ ;ゲ SｷゲデｷﾐIデ WﾉWﾏWﾐデゲ. The alliance 

between text and sound, it is suggested, becomes increasingly complicated by dislocated voices in a 

foreign tongue and in an experimental musical genre such that the relationship between poem and 

music is permeated by heightened levels of strangeness. 

When analysing word-music relations it is tempting to take the straightforward view that poem + 

music = song. In fact, as scholars such as Steven P. Scher and Eric Prieto have outlined, there are 

many more layers of complexity which derive from the combinatory possibilities.7 Even the most 

straightforward ;ゲゲ┌ﾏヮデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa け┗ﾗI;ﾉ ﾏ┌ゲｷIげ ｷゲ IﾗﾏヮﾉｷI;デWS H┞ デｴW W┝デWﾐデ デﾗ ┘ｴｷIｴ WｷデｴWヴ ┘ﾗヴSゲ ﾗヴ 

music are present. Scher suggests that only when literary text and musical composition are 

ゲｷﾏ┌ﾉデ;ﾐWﾗ┌ゲﾉ┞ ヮヴWゲWﾐデ ;ﾐS Hﾗ┌ﾐS ;ゲ ; けゲ┞ﾏHｷﾗデｷI Iﾗﾐゲデヴ┌Iデげ I;ﾐ ; ヮｷWIW ﾗa ┗ﾗI;ﾉ ﾏ┌sic be 

IﾗﾐゲｷSWヴWS ; けa┌ﾉﾉ┞-aﾉWSｪWS ┘ﾗヴﾆ ﾗa ;ヴデげく8 These views throw into sharper relief the possibility of 

ﾏ;ﾐ┞ ﾏﾗヴW ｪヴ;S;デｷﾗﾐゲ ﾗa ┘ﾗヴﾆゲ デｴ;デ ゲｷデ ﾗﾐ デｴW ﾏ;ヴｪｷﾐゲ ﾗa HWｷﾐｪ けa┌ﾉﾉ┞-aﾉWSｪWSげ ┗ﾗI;ﾉ ﾏ┌ゲｷIが 

ヮ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;ヴﾉ┞ ｷa ┘W デ;ﾆW ｷﾐデﾗ ;IIﾗ┌ﾐデ PヴｷWデﾗげゲ ﾏﾗヴW ﾐ┌;ﾐIWd views of metaphorical, cognitive, and 

structural relations between the different art forms. For example, where, as traditional music 

analysis has foregrounded, art song sets a poem to music scored for solo voice and accompanying 
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instrument (typically piano, harp, or guitar), it always results in some level of disruption to the poetic 

text, such as displaced meter, word changes, stanza or line omissions, and repeated lines or words. 

Such disruptions can better be understood more neutrally as necessary manipulations to the poetic 

text on the part of the composer who negotiates the oral and aural boundaries of poetry as a 

performed medium not cognate with but related to music. Not only are manipulations to the poetic 

text permissible according to unwritten conventions of song setting, but they also highlight the 

requirement for flexibility in negotiating the demands of the poetic text and those of the musical 

ゲIﾗヴWく Iデ デｴWﾐ HWIﾗﾏWゲ デｴW ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏWヴげゲ ヴﾗﾉW デﾗ Wﾐｪ;ｪW ┘ｷデｴ デｴ;デ aﾉW┝ｷHﾉW ﾏ┌ゲｷI;ﾉ ヴW;Sｷﾐｪ ﾗa デｴW ヮﾗWﾏ 

text, to acknowledge に as Lawrence Kramer suggests に the mobility of both art forms that is always 

at stake when words and music interrelate.9 Accepting the mobility of both poetry and music in song 

settings, additional features can be built into the song framework which further complicate the song 

form, such as an expanded number of vocal and instrumental lines or translation of the poem text 

into another language prior to being set to music in the foreign-language version.  

This view of song as a necessarily complicated arrangement between poem and music suggests 

that the categories of poem and music constantly permeate each other. This, in turn, raises 

questions about how to validly interrogate the highly mobile features of song, given the differing 

levels of ヮWヴIWｷ┗WS けstrangenessげ that this permeation can enact. In order to critique and evaluate 

ｴﾗ┘ ;ﾐS ┘ｴ┞ IWヴデ;ｷﾐ ゲﾗﾐｪ ゲWデデｷﾐｪゲ ﾗa B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴWげゲ ヮﾗWデヴ┞ ｴ;┗W ヴWﾏ;ｷﾐWS ﾗﾐ デｴW ヮWヴｷヮｴWヴ┞ ﾗa IヴｷデｷI;ﾉ 

analysis (and indeed public reception), three core areas for analysis emerge: 

(1) construction に the practical concerns of selecting and combining poem(s) and music in a 

given (or newly-created) song form; 

(2) voice に the aesthetic concerns of language choice, subjectivity, and agency in performance; 

(3) text/sound interface に the relationships between practical and aesthetic concerns on the 

micro and macro levels (including syllabic stress, word choice, or poetic/song structures at a 

given point in the song framework). 
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Whiteげゲ Flowers of Evil album offers both an important case study to test out the proposed 

analytical approach, and a significant example of adding layers of complexity to the already mobile 

features of song, notably the elements of translation and multi-layered electronic instrumentation. 

The undeniable strangeness of the album remains difficult to pin down, however, and this 

けゲデヴ;ﾐｪWﾐWゲゲげ ﾏWヴｷデゲ a┌ヴデｴWヴ ;ﾐ;ﾉ┞ゲｷゲ デﾗ Wゲデ;Hﾉｷゲｴ ┘ｴWデｴWヴ ｷデ IﾗﾏWゲ aヴﾗﾏ デｴW ゲWﾉWIデｷﾗﾐ ;ﾐS 

configuration of the poems (construction), the choice of language and performer (voice), the text 

setting techniques such as repetition, omission, or overlaying (text/sound interface), or a 

combination of all of these elements. 

White describes her Flowers of Evil ;ﾉH┌ﾏ ;ゲ け;ﾐ WﾉWIデヴﾗﾐｷI ゲWデデｷﾐｪ ﾗa デｴW ヮﾗWﾏ ぷsic] of Charles 

BaudelaiヴWげく10 This barely prepares the listener for what is to follow: a series of heavily manipulated 

electronic compositions, deploying innovative techniques generated by the then very new Moog 

ﾏﾗS┌ﾉ;ヴ ゲ┞ﾐデｴWゲｷ┣Wヴが IﾗﾏHｷﾐｷﾐｪ WｴｷデWげゲ ゲﾗﾉﾗ ┗ﾗｷIW ┘ｷデｴ ﾏ┌ゲｷI IﾗﾐIヴXデe techniques which deploy 

acousmatic sounds derived from both conventional musical instruments and electronic generators. 

Iﾐ ;SSｷデｷﾗﾐ デﾗ デｴｷゲ ﾐW┘ ;┌ヴ;ﾉ ﾉ;ﾐSゲI;ヮWが WｴｷデW SW┗Wﾉﾗヮゲ ｴWヴ ﾗ┘ﾐ ふヮヴﾗゲWぶ デヴ;ﾐゲﾉ;デｷﾗﾐゲ ﾗa B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴWげゲ 

poetry into English in such a way ;ゲ デﾗ a┌ヴデｴWヴ ﾏ;ﾐｷヮ┌ﾉ;デW Hﾗデｴ B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴWげゲ ┗WヴゲW ;ﾐS ｴWヴ ﾗ┘ﾐ 

voice(s) through multi-layered performances on analogue recording devices. In releasing her 12-inch 

vinyl album with Limelight Records in 1969, White opted for the title Flowers of Evil. Her choice of 

album title suggests an attempt at the apparently simple approach of direct equivalence in her 

デヴ;ﾐゲﾉ;デｷﾗﾐが ;ﾐS デｴｷゲ ｷゲ ｷﾐSWWS ; aW;デ┌ヴW ﾗa WｴｷデWげゲ ┗Wヴゲｷﾗﾐゲ ﾗa B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴW デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴﾗ┌デ デｴW ;ﾉH┌ﾏが ｷﾐ 

which the French poem is consistently replaced with hWヴ ﾗ┘ﾐ けSｷヴWIデげ Eﾐｪﾉｷゲｴ-language versions. In 

WｴｷデWげゲ ﾗ┘ﾐ ┘ﾗヴSゲぎ けIn the translations, there was no attempt to rhyme the verse as in the original 

French poems. I tried only to keep the language as direct and simple as possibleげく11 WｴｷデWげゲ IﾉﾗゲW 

engagement with Baudelaire as she reworks his language into her own suggests at once an intimacy 

┘ｷデｴ デｴW B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴW;ﾐ デW┝デ ;ﾐS ; ヮ┌ゲｴｷﾐｪ ;┘;┞ aヴﾗﾏ ｷデぎ  デｴW IﾗﾐデWﾐデｷﾗﾐ ｴWヴW ｷゲ デｴ;デ デｴW けIﾗﾏヮﾗゲWヴ-

デヴ;ﾐゲﾉ;デﾗヴげ ゲWデデｷﾐｪゲ by White serve as a means to rethink word-music relations in Baudelaire as a 

close interaction with the poetic text on multiple levels (construction, voice, text/sound interface).  
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Construction 

White offers us a 9-track album lasting just over 33 minutes and culminating in by far the longest 

and most demanding of all the songs, the final B-side track Litanies of Satan (see Table 1): 

Table 1: Ruth White, Flowers of Evil (1969) 

 Ruth White title Baudelaire original French title  

(and section of Les Fleurs du Mal) 

Track 

duration 

A side 1. The Clock LげHﾗヴﾉﾗｪW (Spleen et Idéal) ンげヰヰ 

2. Evening Harmony Harmonie du soir (Spleen et Idéal) ヴげヰヱ 

ンく Lﾗ┗Wヴげゲ WｷﾐW Le Vin des amants (Le Vin) ヲげヵΒ 

4. Owls Les Hiboux (Spleen et Idéal) ヲげヴヵ 

5. Mists and Rains Brumes et pluies (Tableaux parisiens) ヲげヰヶ 

B side 6. The Irremediable LげIヴヴWﾏYSｷ;HﾉW ふ“ヮﾉWWﾐ Wデ ISY;ﾉぶ ヴげヵヴ 

7. The Cat  Le Chat - Dans ma cervelle se promène... (Spleen et Idéal) ンげヲΑ 

8. Spleen Spleen に Quand le ciel bas et lourd... (Spleen et Idéal) ヲげヵヲ 

9. Litanies of Satan Les Litanies de Satan (Révolte) ヶげヵン 

WｴｷデWげゲ ヮヴﾗｪヴ;ﾏﾏｷﾐｪ IｴﾗｷIWゲ ｴWヴW ﾏ;┞ ;デ aｷヴゲデ ｪﾉ;ﾐIW ゲWWﾏ ヴWﾉ;デｷ┗Wﾉ┞ ゲデヴ;ｷｪｴデaﾗヴ┘;ヴSき デｴW ﾏ;ﾃﾗヴｷデ┞ 

of poems are selected from the longest section of Les Fleurs du Malが デｴW け“ヮﾉWWﾐ Wデ ISY;ﾉげ ゲWIデｷﾗﾐが 

and this seems to tally with other composWヴゲげ IｴﾗｷIWゲ ﾗa デW┝デく Hﾗ┘W┗Wヴが ﾗa デｴW ヮﾗWﾏゲ ゲWﾉWIデWS H┞ 

White, there is in fact a predominance of poems that are rarely chosen to be set to music (see Table 

2): 

Table 2: Frequency of settings of Flowers of Evil poems 

Very frequently set けH;ヴﾏﾗﾐｷW S┌ ゲﾗｷヴげ (e.g. Debussy, de Bréville, Rollinat, Gretchaninov, 

Zemlinsky, Ferré, Chelon) 
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Some rarer settings (by 

mainstream composers / 

songwriters) 

けLW Vｷﾐ SWゲ ;ﾏ;ﾐデゲげ ふBWヴｪぶが けLWゲ HｷHﾗ┌┝げ ふSW “Y┗Yヴ;Iが VｷWヴﾐWが FWヴヴY, 

Chelonぶが けBヴ┌ﾏWゲ Wデ ヮﾉ┌ｷWゲげ ふFWヴヴY, Chelon) 

 

Almost never set けLげHﾗヴﾉﾗｪWげが けLげIヴヴWﾏYSｷ;HﾉWげが けLW Cｴ;デげが け“ヮﾉWWﾐげが けLWゲ Lｷデ;ﾐｷWゲ SW “;デ;ﾐげ12 

That the album includes only one poem that is frequently selected by composers to set to music tells 

┌ゲ ﾉWゲゲ ;Hﾗ┌デ デｴ;デ ヮﾗWﾏ ふ┘ｴｷIｴ SｷヴWIデﾉ┞ W┗ﾗﾆWゲ ﾏ┌ゲｷIぶが ;ﾐS ﾏﾗヴW ;Hﾗ┌デ WｴｷデWげゲ ;ヮヮ;ヴWﾐデ 

predilection for the rarer poems (White does not select any other supposedly けﾏ┌ゲｷI;ﾉげ ヮﾗWﾏゲぶく 

MﾗヴWﾗ┗Wヴが デｴW a;Iデ デｴ;デ デｴW ゲWデ I┌ﾉﾏｷﾐ;デWゲ ┘ｷデｴ ; ゲWデデｷﾐｪ ﾗa けLWゲ Lｷデ;ﾐｷWゲ SW “;デ;ﾐげ ｷゲ ヴW┗W;ﾉｷﾐｪぎ ﾐﾗデ 

only is it a poem that is rarely used by composers or songwriters, but it is also rarely examined in the 

critical scholarship on Baudelaire. This shows White making a bold choice, attempting something 

that at once challenges her listeners, and moves far beyond any kind of comfortable or positive 

relationship between words and music (and an aesthetic ideal) that has so often been identified in 

デｴW ゲWデデｷﾐｪゲ ﾗa けH;ヴﾏﾗﾐｷW S┌ ゲﾗｷヴげが aﾗヴ W┝;ﾏヮﾉWが ;ﾐS Sｷゲヮヴﾗヮﾗヴデｷﾗﾐ;デWﾉ┞ ヮヴﾗﾏﾗデWS デﾗ S;デW H┞ ゲIｴﾗﾉ;ヴゲ 

on Baudelaire.13 けH;ヴﾏﾗﾐｷW S┌ ゲﾗｷヴげ SﾗWゲ ﾗa Iﾗ┌ヴゲW デｴWﾏ;デｷゲW デｴW ｷﾏヮﾗヴデ;ﾐデ ふヮﾗゲｷデｷ┗Wぶ B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴW;ﾐ 

SﾗIデヴｷﾐW ﾗa けIﾗヴヴWゲヮﾗﾐS;ﾐIWゲげ ;ﾐS デｴW ｷﾐデWヴﾏｷﾐｪﾉｷﾐｪ ﾗa デｴW ゲWﾐゲWゲ ふけLWゲ ゲﾗﾐゲ Wデ ﾉWゲ ヮ;ヴa┌ﾏゲ デﾗ┌ヴﾐWﾐデ 

S;ﾐゲ ﾉげ;ｷヴ S┌ ゲﾗｷヴげが ┗く 3) and reinforces the extension of the intermingling of senses with the 

IﾗﾗヮWヴ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa SｷaaWヴWﾐデ ;ヴデ aﾗヴﾏゲ デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴ SｷヴWIデ ヴWaWヴWﾐIWゲ デﾗ ﾏ┌ゲｷI ふけV;ﾉゲW ﾏYﾉ;ﾐIﾗﾉｷケ┌W Wデ 

ﾉ;ﾐｪﾗ┌ヴW┌┝ ┗WヴデｷｪWげ が┗┗く ヴ わ Αき けLW ┗ｷﾗﾉﾗﾐ aヴYﾏｷデ IﾗﾏﾏW ┌ﾐ Iヱ┌ヴ ケ┌げﾗﾐ ;aaﾉｷｪWげが ┗┗く 6 & 9). By 

contrast, the Litanies of Satan track is a demanding choice of text which privileges the darker side of 

Baudelaire, calling on those beyond redemption who inhabit the depths of hell. The inhabitants of 

ｴWﾉﾉ ;ヴW ;ﾉヴW;S┞ ゲｷｪﾐ;ﾉﾉWS ｷﾐ デｴW デヴ;Iﾆ ┘ｴｷIｴ ﾗヮWﾐゲ デｴW ;ﾉH┌ﾏげゲ B ゲｷSWが The Irremediable, in which a 

journey through hell is evoked as the poet negotiates the river Styx (v. 3). Selecting such poems as 

デｴWゲW ゲｷｪﾐ;ﾉ ;ﾐ Wﾐｪ;ｪWﾏWﾐデ ﾗﾐ WｴｷデWげゲ ヮ;ヴデ ┘ｷデｴ B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴWげゲ ﾏﾗヴW ┌ﾐﾐWヴ┗ｷﾐｪ デW┝デゲく けLWゲ Lｷデ;ﾐｷWゲ SW 

“;デ;ﾐげ ｷﾐ ヮ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;ヴ ﾗaaWヴゲ ; ヮｴｷﾉﾗゲﾗヮｴｷI;ﾉ ヴWaﾉWIデion on the nature of human suffering, and on the 

agency of human depravity. It brings lepers and prostitutes into prominence, deploying the typically 
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Baudelairean approach of foregrounding protagonists who are alienated or kept at the margins of 

society: 

 

Toi qui, même aux lépreux, aux parias maudits, 

EﾐゲWｷｪﾐWゲ ヮ;ヴ ﾉげamour le goût du Paradis, 

 

Ô Satan, prends pitié de ma longue misère! (vv. 10に12). 

 

(You who teach through love the taste of Paradise 

Even to lepers, and to cursed outcasts, 

 

O Satan, have mercy upon my long despair!) 

 

TｴW ┌ﾐｷデｷﾐｪ aﾗヴIW aﾗヴ デｴWゲW ;ﾉｷWﾐ;デWS ヮヴﾗデ;ｪﾗﾐｷゲデゲ ｷゲ W┝ｷﾉWぎ “;デ;ﾐ ｷゲ SWゲIヴｷHWS H┞ B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴW ;ゲ けLW 

PヴｷﾐIW SW ﾉげW┝ｷﾉげ ふ┗く 4), and stands as the figurehead who guides the social outcasts. The poet-

protagonist thus allies himself with the exiled by calling on Satan through repeated anaphoric 

;ヮﾗゲデヴﾗヮｴW ;ﾐS SｷヴWIデ ;SSヴWゲゲ ふWｷデｴWヴ けÔくくげが ﾗヴ けTﾗｷ ケ┌ｷくくくげぶく B┞ ゲWデデｷﾐｪ ┌ヮ デｴｷゲ SｷヴWIデ ;SSヴWゲゲ ｷﾐ デｴW けデ┌げ 

form, Baudelaire thus seems to confirm his intimacy with Satan. However, the question of irony 

ヴ;ｷゲWゲ ｷデゲ ｴW;S ┘ｴWﾐ デｴW ヮﾗWﾏげゲ デｴWﾏ;デｷI IﾗﾐデWﾐデ ｷゲ ヮｷデデWS ;ｪ;ｷﾐゲデ ｴｷゲ ﾏWデヴｷI;ﾉ IｴﾗｷIWゲく B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴW 

has opted for the traditional alexandrine line throughout the poem, and maintains に quite unusually 

for Baudelaire に a consistent 6+6 caesura throughout.14 Yet such rhythmic stability is seemingly at 

odds with the thematic content of exile, alienation, and non-adherence to the respected mainstream 

worldview. What is striking in this choice of final poem for the album is that it suggests that White is 
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capitalising on the notion of poetry (ironically) already being at odds with itself, sitting 

uncomfortably in its own voice and tongue, unsure of how to emerge from its marginalised state 

(like the lepers and prostitutes). Closing the album with this poem, and framing it with other rarely-

set poems, White rWIﾗﾐaｷｪ┌ヴWゲ B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴWげゲ ヮﾗWデヴ┞ ｷﾐ ゲ┌Iｴ ; ┘;┞ ;ゲ デﾗ Iｴ;ﾉﾉWﾐｪW デｴW ﾐﾗデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa 

coherence. 

WｴｷデWげゲ reconfiguration of nine poems clustered into two sides of a vinyl album is the result of an 

active process of triage, selection, and repositioning typical of how composers engage with poetry as 

they opt to set it to musicく CﾉﾗゲWヴ ;ﾐ;ﾉ┞ゲｷゲ ヴW┗W;ﾉゲ ｴﾗ┘ WｴｷデWげゲ particular choices exploit key 

ヴｴWデﾗヴｷI;ﾉ WaaWIデゲ デｴ;デ ;ヴW ヮ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;ヴﾉ┞ ヮヴW┗;ﾉWﾐデ ｷﾐ B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴWげゲ ┘ﾗヴﾆが ﾐﾗデ;Hﾉ┞ ;ﾐデｷデｴWデｷI;ﾉ デWIｴﾐｷケ┌Wゲ 

including juxtaposition and oxymoron. Such oppositional tactics often found within individual poems 

are also played out across the collection as poems that were once distant from each other are 

repositioned next to each other from the 1857 to the 1861 editions; the same process and effects 

are played out when a composer such as White reconfigures the poems into a fresh order. With the 

creation of new oppositions, new pathways are opened up to negotiate the texts, and these can 

IヴW;デW ヴWゲヮﾗﾐゲWゲ ﾗa ゲデヴ;ﾐｪWﾐWゲゲ ﾗﾐ デｴW ヮ;ヴデ ﾗa ; ヴW;SWヴ a;ﾏｷﾉｷ;ヴ ┘ｷデｴ B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴWげゲ ┗WヴゲW ｷﾐ ｷデゲ Fleurs 

du mal contexts. The effects of reconfiguring the order of certain poems also help us to deepen our 

understanding of the interactions taking place when a poem is reconfigured to form a song setting: it 

is not a perfect or uncomplicated combination of two art forms, but a porous interaction, in a hybrid 

context created by the new oppositional combinations. Yet this, in itself, is not sufficient to 

IﾗﾐデヴｷH┌デW デﾗ ; ヴW;Sｷﾐｪ ﾗa WｴｷデWげゲ ゲWデデｷﾐｪゲ ;ゲ wholly strange or unusual; in fact, although she selects 

; ヮ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;ヴﾉ┞ ┌ﾐ┌ゲ┌;ﾉ ヮﾗWﾏ デﾗ ゲWデ デﾗ ﾏ┌ゲｷI ┘ｷデｴ けLWゲ Lｷデ;ﾐｷWゲ SW “;デ;ﾐげが デｴW ﾗ┗Wヴ;ﾉﾉ ゲWﾉWIデｷﾗﾐ ;ﾐS 

construction techniques which re-order the nine poems are not, of themselves, especially unusual.  

Ia デｴWヴW ｷゲ ;ﾐ┞デｴｷﾐｪ ┌ﾐ┌ゲ┌;ﾉ ｷﾐ WｴｷデWげゲ ;ヮヮヴﾗ;Iｴが ｷデ ｷゲ デﾗ HW aﾗ┌ﾐS ｷﾐ ｴWヴ ﾗ┗Wヴ;ヴIｴｷﾐｪ Wデｴﾗゲ ;ゲ ゲWデ 

out in her liner notes: けTﾗ ﾏWが B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴWろゲ ヮﾗWﾏゲ ;ヴW ﾗa ゲ┌Iｴ ┌ﾐｷケ┌W ヮﾗ┘Wヴ デｴ;デ デｴW┞ ;ﾉ┘;┞ゲ ゲWWﾏ 

to rise above the level of the personal and sometimes existential nature of their content. In this 

composition, I have attempted to parallel the transcendental qualities of the poetry through 
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WﾉWIデヴﾗﾐｷI ﾏW;ﾐゲくげ15 White thus highlights how her composition process is not one which seeks to 

;HゲﾗヴH ﾗヴ ｷﾐデWｪヴ;デW B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴWげゲ ヮﾗWデヴ┞ ｷﾐデﾗ ; IﾗｴWヴWﾐデ ﾐW┘ ┘ｴﾗﾉWが H┌デ ﾗﾐW ┘ｴｷIｴ ;ﾉﾉﾗ┘ゲ WﾉWﾏWﾐデゲ 

to work in parallel. The parallel White offers, however, is not parallel language (the English is not 

presented alongside the French), but a form of parallel analogue that works at the levels of aesthetic 

and linguistic remove (the electronic music alongside her own English translation of a poetic idea). 

The supposed simplicity of this approach, like the apparent straightforwardness of the directly 

equivalent translations, belies a layer of complexity that is to be found embedded on a deeper level 

within her album through her exploitation of auditory space. 

 

Voice  

Aデ aｷヴゲデ ｴW;ヴｷﾐｪが WｴｷデWげゲ ;ﾉH┌ﾏ I;ﾐ HW SｷゲﾗヴｷWﾐデ;デｷﾐｪく This is derived, in part, from the way in which 

White deploys her own voice. White sometimes chants and sometimes speaks her translated 

Baudelaire texts, her voice often heavily modulated by different electronic effects using filters, tape 

speed changes and delays, white noise, and added reverberation.16 Aゲ WｴｷデW ｴWヴゲWﾉa W┝ヮﾉ;ｷﾐゲぎ けI ┌ゲWS 

ﾏ┞ ﾗ┘ﾐ ┗ﾗｷIW ;ゲ デｴW ｪWﾐWヴ;デﾗヴ ﾗa デｴW ﾗヴｷｪｷﾐ;ﾉ ゲﾗ┌ﾐS デﾗ HW ;ﾉデWヴWS ﾗヴ さSWｴ┌ﾏ;ﾐｷ┣WSざくげ17 This 

けSWｴ┌ﾏ;ﾐｷ┣ｷﾐｪげ ヮヴﾗIess is further reinforced, as we have seen, H┞ WｴｷデWげゲ ヮ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;ヴ ゲWﾉWIデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa 

poems from Les Fleurs du Mal ┘ｴｷIｴ ヮヴｷ┗ｷﾉWｪW ゲﾗﾏW ﾗa B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴWげゲ ﾏﾗゲデ ┌ﾐゲWデデﾉｷﾐｪ デW┝デゲく White 

deploys words at first remove in English, voiced through electronic filters, and removed from 

corporeal agency by synthesized techniques. This dislocation of her own voice foregrounds a feature 

ﾗa B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴWげゲ ﾗ┘ﾐ ヮﾗWデヴ┞ ┘ｴｷIｴ Iｴ;ﾉﾉWﾐｪWゲ デｴW ゲデ;デ┌ゲ ﾗa ┗ﾗｷIWが ゲ┌HﾃWIデｷ┗ｷデ┞が ;ﾐS ;ｪWﾐI┞く Iデ ｷゲ 

difficult to pin down who is speaking (or singing) at a given moment.  For example, aﾉデｴﾗ┌ｪｴ ｷﾐ けLWゲ 

Lｷデ;ﾐｷWゲ SW “;デ;ﾐげ デｴWヴW ｷゲ ; IﾉW;ヴ ふゲｷﾐｪ┌ﾉ;ヴぶ ┗ﾗｷIW ┘ｴｷIｴ SｷヴWIデﾉ┞ ;SSヴWゲゲWゲ “;デ;ﾐ ｷﾐ ; けjeげにけtuげ 

ヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐゲｴｷヮが ｷﾐ a;Iデ デｴW ヮWヴゲﾗﾐ; HWｴｷﾐS デｴW けﾃWげ ヮヴﾗデ;ｪﾗﾐｷゲデ ヴWﾏ;ｷﾐゲ ｴｷｪｴﾉ┞ ┌ﾐIWヴデ;ｷﾐく B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴWげゲ 

voices are often neutralised に we make assumptions that it is the male-┗ﾗｷIW ヮﾗWデ ┗ﾗｷIｷﾐｪ デｴW けﾃWげ H┌デ 

in fact this is a key example of a voice that allows itself to be entered and inhabited by countless 

others (whether male or female).18 Although White goes one step further by producing a 
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けSWｴ┌ﾏ;ﾐｷ┣WSげ ┗ﾗｷIW ┘ｴｷIｴ ｴ;ゲ ｴ;┌ﾐデｷﾐｪ ケ┌;ﾉｷデｷWゲ デｴ;ﾐﾆゲ デﾗ デｴW WﾉWIデヴﾗﾐｷI ﾏ;ﾐｷヮ┌ﾉ;デｷﾗﾐ デWIｴﾐｷケ┌Wゲが 

ｷデ ｷゲ ﾐﾗﾐWデｴWﾉWゲゲ ｪWﾐWヴ;デWS H┞ WｴｷデWげゲ ﾗ┘ﾐ ┗ﾗｷIW ┘ｴｷIｴ ｷゲが ｷデゲWﾉaが ;ﾉヴW;S┞ ｷﾐ Sｷ;ﾉﾗｪ┌W ┘ｷデｴ B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴW 

HWI;┌ゲW ｷデ ｷゲ WｴｷデWげゲ own translation of Baudelaire. That Baudelaire creates voices that enable you 

to enter and inhabit them, irrespective of gender or class, means that he also opens up his voice to 

multiple possible manipulations such as translation into another tongue, timbre alterations, tempo 

switches, or changes of emphasis. White uses all of these modulating techniques, but the most 

ゲデヴｷﾆｷﾐｪ ｷゲ デｴW デヴ;ﾐゲﾉ;デWS ┗ﾗｷIW ﾗa B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴW ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏWS ｷﾐ Eﾐｪﾉｷゲｴが ｷﾐ WｴｷデWげゲ aWﾏ;ﾉW ┗ﾗｷIWが ┘ｷデｴ ;ﾐ 

American accent. While it may be tempting to suggest that these trigger irreconcilable differences 

(because B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴWげゲ ┗ﾗｷIW ｷゲ FヴWﾐIｴ ;ﾐS ﾏ;ﾉW)が B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴWげゲ ﾗ┘ﾐ ┗ﾗｷIW ｷﾐ┗ｷデWゲ ;ﾐS ヮヴｷ┗ｷﾉWｪWゲ such 

interaction with unfamiliar voices. As Scott has argued in Translating Baudelaire, translation sets up 

a new conversation between the translator and the author, or に more precisely に between the target 

デW┝デ ふTTぶ ;ﾐS デｴW ゲﾗ┌ヴIW デW┝デ ふ“Tぶぎ デｴW TTが ｷﾐ “Iﾗデデげゲ ┘ﾗヴSゲが ｷゲ けﾗﾐW ｴ;ﾉa ﾗa ; ヮWヴゲﾗﾐ;ﾉ Sｷ;ﾉﾗｪ┌W ┘ｷデｴ デｴW 

“Tげく19 For Scott: 

 

Translation is not only an account of a text but an account of a response to a text, of cohabitation 

with a text. We read translations not only to understand the ST better, but also to come to know 

another reader, and to come to know about the process of translation. (p. 181). 

 

The dialogue allows, as White herself identified, different elements of the text to co-exist alongside 

W;Iｴ ﾗデｴWヴ ｷﾐ ヮ;ヴ;ﾉﾉWﾉ ふけIﾗｴ;Hｷデ;デｷﾗﾐげぶ ;ﾐSが aﾗヴ “Iﾗデデ デｴｷゲ ﾏW;ﾐゲ デｴ;デ デｴW デヴ;ﾐゲﾉ;デﾗヴ-in-dialogue also 

plays the role of literary critic. As Scott acknowﾉWSｪWゲぎ けデヴ;ﾐゲﾉ;デｷﾗﾐ ｷゲ ﾐﾗデ ;ﾐ ｷﾐデWﾐゲWヴ aﾗヴﾏ ﾗa ﾉｷデWヴ;ヴ┞ 

IヴｷデｷIｷゲﾏが H┌デ ｷゲ ﾗﾐW ﾗa デｴW aW┘ ┘;┞ゲ ┘W ｴ;┗W ﾗa ﾏ;ﾆｷﾐｪ ﾏ;ﾐｷaWゲデ ┘ｴ;デ ヴW;Sｷﾐｪ ｴ;ゲ ヴWﾉW;ゲWS ｷﾐ ┌ゲげ 

(p. 101). This idea of showing half a dialogue, of producing an account of a response to a text, 

highlights the agency of the translator in both the reading and the rewriting process. Another way of 

けﾏ;ﾆｷﾐｪ ﾏ;ﾐｷaWゲデげ ; ヴW;Sｷﾐｪ ﾗa ; デW┝デ ｷゲ through in a cognate kind of rewriting ふ;ゲ WｴｷデWげゲ I;ゲW 

foregrounds) which opens up the possibility for different types of vocal interactions: setting a poem 
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to music. Where Scott identifies the literary critic in the translator, Michael Allis, in his analysis of 

word/music relations, identifies the literary critic in the composer, suggesting that composers 

present us wiデｴ けIヴｷデｷI;ﾉ ヴW;Sｷﾐｪゲげ ﾗa ; ヮﾗWﾏ デｴW┞ ｴ;┗W ゲWデ デﾗ ﾏ┌ゲｷI which offer ; けゲｷｪﾐｷaｷI;ﾐデ 

IﾗﾐデヴｷH┌デｷﾗﾐ デﾗ デｴW ﾉｷデWヴ;ヴ┞ SWH;デW ﾗ┗Wヴ デｴW ﾏW;ﾐｷﾐｪ ﾗa デｴW ヮﾗWﾏげく20 Wｷデｴ WｴｷデWげゲ Flowers of Evil we 

are able to access a doubly-reinforced manifestation of her critical engaｪWﾏWﾐデ ┘ｷデｴ B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴWげゲ 

poetry, both in her translations and in her musical readings of the poems. Because White does not 

sing her translated texts, her settings of Baudelaire are not voiced explicitly as (lyrical) songs, but as 

something more hybrid, closer to declamation of the poem, using the voice in a way which inheres 

to speech but tends towards music. By choosing to retain the spoken voice, White presents us with 

something that seeks to retain the poem as poem rather than transpose it wholesale into song. The 

privileged use ﾗa ┗ﾗｷIW ｷﾐ WｴｷデWげゲ settings, while complicated through its dehumanizing techniques, 

デｴ┌ゲ ┘ﾗヴﾆゲ ﾗﾐ ﾏ┌ﾉデｷヮﾉW ﾉW┗Wﾉゲぎ ｷデ ゲｴﾗ┘ゲ ｴWヴ ｷﾐ Sｷ;ﾉﾗｪ┌W ┘ｷデｴ B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴWげゲ デW┝デが Iﾗｴ;Hｷデｷﾐｪ ┘ｷデｴ ｷデが ;ﾐS 

critiquing it, but not absorbing or integrating it fully into music. It is thus at the level of vocal 

ﾏ;ﾐｷヮ┌ﾉ;デｷﾗﾐゲ デｴ;デ WｴｷデWげゲ ゲWデデｷﾐｪゲ ｷﾐIヴW;ゲｷﾐｪﾉ┞ ヮヴｷ┗ｷﾉWｪW ゲデヴ;ﾐｪWﾐWゲゲ; we have neither poem nor 

song, but a flexible and multi-layered musical form. 

 

Text/Sound Interface 

To better understand what is at stake in the heavily processed nature of the voice deployed by 

White, it is helpful to examine the subtle manipulations that White has enacted upon the text in 

each track of the album. In her dehumanizing use of voice, White exploits the text/sound interface 

through the layering techniques afforded by her state-of-the-art recording equipment and multi-

instrumentalist facility. In each track, White problematizes the location of voice sources, not just of 

the textual spoken-sung voice of the English translation, but also of other instrumental lines in which 

it is difficult to discern, for example, whether it is a traditional instrument (guitar, accordion, piano) 

or an electronic synthesised sound created by analogue monosynth which exploits its closeness to, 

yet difference from, acoustic instruments:21 
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1. けTｴW CﾉﾗIﾆげ SWヮﾉﾗ┞ゲ excessive reverb on the vocal line which makes it hard to distinguish the 

words. White speaks largely on a monotone (deploying limited inflection) intensifying the 

aﾗヴWHﾗSｷﾐｪ aｷﾐ;ﾉ I;ﾉﾉ ﾗa デｴW ヮﾗWﾏ けｷデ ｷゲ デﾗﾗ ﾉ;デWげく 

2. けE┗Wﾐｷﾐｪ H;ヴﾏﾗﾐ┞げ ｷゲ ﾗﾐW ﾗa デｴW ヴ;ヴW けﾉ┞ヴｷI;ﾉげ ゲﾗﾐｪゲ ﾗa デｴW ゲWデ ふヮWヴｴ;ヮゲ ﾐﾗデ ゲ┌ヴヮヴｷゲｷﾐｪ aﾗヴ デｴW 

ﾗﾐW けa;ﾏﾗ┌ゲげ ヮﾗWﾏ ｷﾐ デｴW ゲWデ ┘ｴｷIｴ ;ﾉゲﾗ SｷヴWIデﾉ┞ ヴWaWヴWﾐIWゲ ﾏ┌ゲｷIぶく Iデゲ ﾉ┞ヴｷIｷゲﾏ ｷゲ ﾐﾗデが 

however, in the vocal line, but in the melodic line set up in the musical introduction on guitar 

sounds that partially mimic French accordion music of the chanson genre, using an underlying 

┘;ﾉデ┣ ヴｴ┞デｴﾏ ふヴWaWヴWﾐIｷﾐｪ デｴW け┗;ﾉゲW ﾏYﾉ;ﾐIﾗﾉｷケ┌Wげ ﾏWデ;ヮｴﾗヴ ﾗa ┗┗く 4 & 7). The spoken voice 

phases across the stereo sound spectrum, such that locating the source of the voice is 

sometimes problematic. The repetition inherent to the pantoum form of the poem is picked 

up in repeated musical material throughout the song which also disrupts the notion of textual 

or musical boundaries (with no clear beginning or endpoint). 

3. けLﾗ┗Wヴげゲ WｷﾐWげ exploits screechy synthesized sounds layered with white-noise effects that 

Iｴ;ﾉﾉWﾐｪW デｴW ﾉｷゲデWﾐWヴげゲ aﾗヴHW;ヴ;ﾐIWく It shows innovative use of the Moog synthesizer, 

particularly in the lengthy musical introduction. The voice remains muffled by reverb 

throughout, with the soundscape taking precedence over the poem text itself such that the 

words remain largely indistinguishable. 

4. けO┘ﾉゲげが H┞ Iﾗﾐデヴ;ゲデが ｷゲ ;ﾉﾏﾗゲデ ヮヴWdominantly voice-generated. It selects notes on which to 

chant each stanza, with only the occasional semitone shift in each stanza which destabilise 

the root of the tone structure. Nonetheless, it is the most tonal of all the compositions, and 

the only one that could potentially be sung and performed けconventionallyげ. 

5. けMｷゲデゲ ;ﾐS ‘;ｷﾐゲげ W┝ヮﾉﾗｷデゲ デｴW ヮ;ﾐﾐｷﾐｪ WaaWIデゲ ﾗa デｴW ゲ┞ﾐデｴWゲｷ┣Wヴ ┌ゲｷﾐｪ デｴW a┌ﾉﾉ ゲデWヴWﾗ 

ゲヮWIデヴ┌ﾏが ;ﾐS ;SSゲ ｷﾐ ゲﾗﾏW デヴ;Sｷデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ け┘ﾗヴS-ヮ;ｷﾐデｷﾐｪげ デWIｴﾐｷケ┌Wゲ H┌デ ┌ゲｷﾐｪ ﾏﾗSWヴﾐ 

manipulation of the sounds (notably of dripping water). In this way, the spoken text remains 

clear because it is supported by the selection of electronic sounds which reinforce rather 
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than undermine, but the location of the voice is constantly shifting through the auditory 

space. 

6. けTｴW IヴヴWﾏWSｷ;HﾉWげ W┝ヮﾉﾗｷデゲ ゲﾉﾗ┘WS-down speech with extensive reverb. The synthesized 

ゲﾗ┌ﾐSゲ デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴﾗ┌デ I┌ﾉﾏｷﾐ;デW ｷﾐ ; ゲｷヴWﾐ ┘;ｷﾉ ;aデWヴ デｴW ┘ﾗヴSゲ けIﾗﾐゲIｷﾗ┌ゲﾐWゲゲ ｷﾐ W┗ｷﾉげ デﾗ ゲｷｪﾐ;ﾉ 

the start of what seems to be a coda. In fact, White completely re-orders the poem text, 

beginning with the two short stanzas of part II ﾗa デｴW ヮﾗWﾏく AaデWヴ デｴW ゲ┌ヮヮﾗゲWS けIﾗS;げ 

following part II, White then introduces new echoing musical material, almost in canon, 

┘ｴｷIｴ ﾉW;Sゲ H;Iﾆ ｷﾐデﾗ デｴW ゲデ;ヴデ ﾗa デｴW ヮﾗWﾏ ふヮ;ヴデ Iぶ ;デ ンげヱヶく WｴWヴW;ゲ ヮ;ヴデ II ┘;ゲ ｴW;┗ｷﾉ┞ 

slowed down, she speaks part I at standard tempo, with limited reverb allowing a brief 

moment of textual clarity. To privilege the comprehensibility of the text at this particular 

moment, the musical accompaniment slowly tails off, such that the final stanza comprises 

just the solo voice utterｷﾐｪ デｴW ｴ;┌ﾐデｷﾐｪ ┘ﾗヴSゲ けAﾉﾉ デｴWゲW WﾏHﾉWﾏゲが ヮWヴaWIデ ヮｷIデ┌ヴWゲ ﾗa ;ﾐ 

┌ﾐIｴ;ﾐｪW;HﾉW a;デWが デｴW┞ ﾏ;ﾆW ┌ゲ デｴｷﾐﾆ デｴ;デ ┘ｴ;デW┗Wヴ ｴW SﾗWゲ デｴW DW┗ｷﾉ SﾗWゲ ┘Wﾉﾉげく ふTｴｷゲ 

aﾗヴWｪヴﾗ┌ﾐSゲ WｴｷデWげゲ ゲWﾉWIデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa “;デ;ﾐっDW┗ｷﾉ-inspired poetry, pre-empting what is to come in 

track 9). The contrast between the extremely incomprehensible slowed-down text, and this 

ヴ;ヴW ﾏﾗﾏWﾐデ ﾗa ┗ﾗI;ﾉ Iﾉ;ヴｷデ┞ ゲWヴ┗Wゲ デﾗ デｴヴﾗ┘ ｷﾐデﾗ ゲｴ;ヴヮWヴ ヴWﾉｷWa ｴﾗ┘ ﾉｷデデﾉW ﾗa WｴｷデWげゲ ゲWデデｷﾐｪゲ 

allow the text to be heard clearly. 

7. けTｴW C;デげ HWｪｷﾐゲ ┘ｷデｴ ; ﾏｷﾐ┌デW-long instrumental introduction. When the voice enters, it is 

relatively unmodified, following the tempo and patterns of normal speech but maintaining a 

monotone throughout. White creates a brief musical gap between the two sections of the 

poem, but runs on over the stanza breaks, privileging syntactical reading over one which 

preserves any enjambment . As a result, a number of the translation decisions reorder the 

French text (this is the only poem in which she does this). For example, White reorders the 

opening three lines of the poem as 3-1-2, beginning with what is v. ン ﾗa デｴW FヴWﾐIｴ ヮﾗWﾏ ふけUﾐ 

HW;┌ Iｴ;デが aﾗヴデが Sﾗ┌┝ Wデ Iｴ;ヴﾏ;ﾐデげぶ ;ﾐS IヴW;デｷﾐｪ ; ﾐW┘ ┘ﾗヴS-ﾗヴSWヴ ふけA ｴ;ﾐSゲﾗﾏW I;デが ゲデヴﾗﾐｪが 

gentle and charming, prowls along my braiﾐ ;ゲ デｴﾗ┌ｪｴ ｷﾐ ｴｷゲ ﾗ┘ﾐ ｴﾗﾏWげぶく In this way, White 
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lulls us into a false sense of security about the audibility and accessibility of the poem text, 

which reminds us that the setting starts with an extended instrumental-only section in which 

the voice (and with it the poem) is completely silent.  

8. け“ヮﾉWWﾐげ HWｪｷﾐゲ ┘ｷデｴ デｴW ┗ﾗｷIW ﾗﾐﾉ┞が ;デ ; a;ゲデ ゲヮW;ﾆｷﾐｪ ヮ;IW and heavily processed so as to 

contain two different pitches centred around the interval of a perfect fifth apart (akin to the 

organum effect of plainchant), with occasional step-wise movement of the upper voice pitch 

at line-WﾐS I;SWﾐIWゲく Aゲ ﾗデｴWヴ ゲﾗ┌ﾐSゲ ;ヴW ﾉ;┞WヴWS ｷﾐデﾗ デｴW デヴ;Iﾆが デｴW ﾉｷゲデWﾐWヴげゲ W┝ヮWIデ;デｷﾗﾐゲ 

are challenged: based on all the previous tracks, the listener expects the additional sounds to 

be modulated instrumental sounds but in fact the new layers are highly processed versions of 

WｴｷデWげゲ ┗ﾗｷIW ┘ｷデｴ デｴW ┘ﾗヴSゲ ゲﾉﾗ┘WS ヴｷｪｴデ Sﾗ┘ﾐ ゲﾗ ;ゲ デﾗ HW ｷﾐIﾗﾏヮヴWｴWﾐゲｷHﾉWが W┗Wﾐ デｴﾗ┌ｪｴ 

the pitches are variable and quasi-melodic. The primary voice line drops out half way into the 

track, and the other incomprehensible voice layers take over for the remainder of the track 

(the sound effect created is more redolent of horror film soundtracks evoking ghosts). 

9. けLｷデ;ﾐｷWゲ ﾗa “;デ;ﾐげ ｷゲ ; SｷゲデﾗヴデWS ｷﾐI;ﾐデ;デﾗヴ┞ ヴW;Sｷﾐｪ ﾗa デhe poem accompanied by roving 

synthesized sounds that fill the auditory space, underpinned by an ostinato low-timbre 

SｷゲデﾗヴデWS ┗Wヴゲｷﾗﾐ ﾗa デｴW ヴWaヴ;ｷﾐ けO “;デ;ﾐ ｴ;┗W ヮｷデ┞ ﾗﾐ ﾏ┞ ﾉﾗﾐｪ ﾏｷゲWヴ┞げく B┞ ﾃ┌ゲデ ｴ;ﾉa-way into 

the track, all 15 couplets of the main poem have been read but without the intervening 

refrain (since the refrain is transposed into a different musical layer in the soundscape 

forming the ostinato underpinning). At this point, the music changes abruptly into an almost 

cheerful language with a computer game-ﾉｷﾆW ケ┌;ﾉｷデ┞ ;ゲ WｴｷデW ヴW;Sゲ デｴW aｷﾐ;ﾉ けPヴ;┞Wヴげ ゲWIデｷﾗﾐ 

of the poem. The accompanying music is highly rhythmic, and each of the syllables of the 

けPヴ;┞Wヴげ ｷゲ ゲWヮ;ヴ;デWS ﾗ┌デき デｴW HWｪｷﾐﾐｷﾐｪ ﾗa デｴW ヮヴ;┞Wヴ ｷゲ ヴWヮW;デWS ふけPヴ;ｷゲW デﾗ ┞ﾗ┌ ﾗ “;デ;ﾐげぶ ;ゲ 

the voice dies out and the highly synthesized coda takes over with its maniacal rhythms for 

the final minute of the track. 

As this examination of the voice and instrumental techniques reveals, each song exploits the 

liminality of voice to acoustic / synthetic instruments through different layering, phasing, and 
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distortion techniques. In this way, the text/sound interface is revealed as highly permeable in 

WｴｷデWげゲ ゲWデデｷﾐｪゲ ﾗa B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴW. If White could be considered a けcヴｷデｷI;ﾉ ヴW;SWヴげ of Baudelaire through 

the parallel dialogue she sets up in her English translations and musical settings of his poetry, she 

nonetheless repeatedly undermines the perceptibility of his text ふ;ﾐS デｴW Iﾉ;ヴｷデ┞ ﾗa ｴWヴ けIヴｷデｷI;ﾉ 

ヴW;Sｷﾐｪげぶ through her range of techniques that interrogate the text/sound interface. This incessant 

chipping away at the status of voice, subjectivity, and agency through bringing the text in and out of 

focus in disorienting manoeuvres enacted by the use of the multi-layered instrumental tracks in fact 

reinforces the notion that poem and music are fragile categories which can permeate each other, 

particularly as technology advances and enables new ways of doing this. 

The analysis centred around three core areas of WｴｷデWげゲ Flowers of Evil (construction, voice, 

text/sound interface) thus reveals how, through modern experimental techniques which exploit the 

use of natural and synthetic voices, and the porous boundaries of the text/sound interface, White 

introduces increasingly defamiliarizing techniques デｴ;デ IﾗﾐデヴｷH┌デW デﾗ デｴW けゲデヴ;ﾐｪWﾐWゲゲげ ﾗa ｴWヴ ゲWデデｷﾐｪゲ 

of Baudelaire. It is not just the choice of English-ﾉ;ﾐｪ┌;ｪW デヴ;ﾐゲﾉ;デｷﾗﾐ ふ┘ｴｷIｴ ヴW┗W;ﾉ ｴWヴ ;ゲ ; けIヴｷデｷI;ﾉ 

ヴW;SWヴげ ﾗa B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴWが ｷﾐ Sｷ;ﾉﾗｪ┌W ┘ｷデｴ ｴｷゲ ヮﾗWデヴ┞ぶ, but also the decision to dehumanise and dislocate 

the multi-layered voices within her settings, which contribute to this sense of けゲデヴ;ﾐｪWﾐWゲゲげく 

Significantly, the effects created by White in Flowers of Evil challenge our conceptions of 

comprehensibility pertaining to the nature of the human voice and its relationship to both poetic 

and musical language. Nonetheless, we should be wary of reviewing these findings in isolation. 

FｷﾐSｷﾐｪ ゲWデデｷﾐｪゲ ;ｪ;ｷﾐゲデ ┘ｴｷIｴ デﾗ W┗;ﾉ┌;デW WｴｷデWげゲ ゲ┌ヮヮﾗゲWS けゲデヴ;ﾐｪWﾐWゲゲげ ｷゲ ﾐﾗデ straightforward, 

particularly since the nature of comparative song analysis to date has tended to focus on trying to 

evaluate ┘ｴｷIｴ デヴ;ﾐゲﾉ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗヴ ゲWデデｷﾐｪ ｷゲ ﾐﾗﾏｷﾐ;ﾉﾉ┞ けHWデデWヴげく Only very recent scholarship in the fields 

of translation studies and word and music studies has begun to challenge the value-laden 

judgements often cast in comparative approaches, and it is from these that we can take our lead in 

order to examine specific technical aspects of related settings.22 In the case of comparative settings 

ﾗa WｴｷデWげゲ versions of Baudelaire, the works of two other female, American, experimental 
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IﾗﾏヮﾗゲWヴゲが Hヴﾗ;Sﾉ┞ IﾗﾐデWﾏヮﾗヴ;ヴ┞ ┘ｷデｴ WｴｷデW IﾗﾏW デﾗ ﾏｷﾐSく Aﾉﾉ デｴヴWW ┘ﾗﾏWﾐ ﾗヮデWS デﾗ ゲWデ けLWゲ 

Lｷデ;ﾐｷWゲ SW “;デ;ﾐげ デﾗ ﾏ┌ゲｷI ｷﾐ ; デ┘Wﾐデ┞-year period (1963-1982). Examining these other settings, 

albeit briefly, can allow us to qualify how WｴｷデWげゲ W┝;ﾏヮﾉW, while privileging strangeness through the 

use of vocal manipulation techniques, is not exclusively the preserve of the unusual, the rare, and 

the unfamiliar, but in fact contributes to an extension of modes of enｪ;ｪｷﾐｪ ┘ｷデｴ B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴWげゲ デW┝デゲ 

at the peripheries of new music. 

D;デｷﾐｪ aヴﾗﾏ ヱΓヶンが GｷSWﾗﾐげゲ Iﾗﾏヮﾗゲｷデｷﾗﾐ ｷゲ ; ヮﾗゲデ-tonal classical music setting of The Litanies of 

Satan, which uses the English translation of the text by Edna St. Vincent Millay, while maintaining 

the French original for the refrain. Gideon scores the setting for a broad tessitura, specifically for 

soprano, tenor, flute, bassoon, string quartet, forming the third song of a set published under the 

collective title The Condemned Playground. The two preceding songs are also macaronic settings of 

poems, but not by Baudelaire (they use texts by Horace in English and Latin, and by Gary Spokes in 

English and Japanese). Gideon states in the liner notes of the LP recording made of The Condemned 

Playground デｴ;デ デｴW デｴヴWW ゲﾗﾐｪゲ ﾗﾐ デｴW ;ﾉH┌ﾏ ;ヴW SWゲｷｪﾐWS デﾗ W┝ヮﾉﾗヴW けデｴW ｷﾏヮｷﾐｪWﾏWﾐデ ﾗa デｴW 

ゲｷﾐｷゲデWヴ ┌ヮﾗﾐ デｴW ヮﾉW;ゲ┌ヴ;HﾉWげく23 Tｴｷゲ ｴｷｪｴﾉｷｪｴデゲ ;ﾐ ｷﾐデWヴWゲデ ｷﾐ ; ヮ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;ヴ ゲｷSW ﾗa B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴWげゲ ヮﾗWデヴ┞が 

and suggests a response to his poetry on an intrinsic emotional level, but GｷSWﾗﾐげゲ ﾏﾗSW ﾗa 

expanding upon this interpretation of the text in her composition is relatively contained and does 

not deploy any of the disorienting vocal techniques used by White, nor indeed does it significantly 

challenge the text/sound interface. 

At the other end of the spectrum, Diamanda Galásげゲ ヱΓΒヲ ;ﾉH┌ﾏが entitled The Litanies of Satan, 

privileges the unfamiliar and, perhaps drawing her inspiration from White, exploits some of the 

same technical voice manipulation techniques which distort vocal comprehensibility. The first track 

of the album ｷゲ ゲ┌HデｷデﾉWS けaヴﾗﾏ デｴW ヮﾗWﾏ H┞ Cｴ;ヴﾉWゲ B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴWげが ;ﾐS G;ﾉ=ゲげ ｷﾐデWヴヮヴWデ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa デｴW デW┝デ 

lasts close to 18 minutes, signalling its expansive nature (nearly three times as lonｪ ;ゲ WｴｷデWげゲ 

already expansive version of the poem)く LｷﾆW WｴｷデWげゲ setting, it is an experimental work for solo 

voice, tape, and electronics, and the track is often hailed as one of the most harrowing renditions of 
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a Baudelaire poem. However, unlike White, Galás recites the poem in French (with additional 

repetitions of the refrain), and although she makes some errors of pronunciation (e.g. pronouncing 

デｴW けデげ ﾗﾐ デｴW WﾐS ﾗa けデﾗヴデげ ;ﾐS けaﾗヴデげ ﾉｷﾐW-end rhyme words in vv. 4-5), her delivery is weighty and 

redolent of the traditional French style of poetry declamation. However, the electronic scoring, and 

the extent of manipulation afforded to the text remind us of the distance Galás creates from the 

tradition of French declamation styles. After the first four couplets, which take up the only first two 

minutes of the track, Galás repeats the refrain and adds in a highly distorted low-tessitura voice (a 

slowed-down version of the opening couplets), layered with heightened electronic effects, gradually 

increasing tempo in order to reiterate a sped-up high-tessitura version of the same opening 

couplets. This technique is akin to the けデｴWﾏW ;ﾐS ┗;ヴｷ;デｷﾗﾐゲげ デWIｴﾐｷケ┌W deployed by classical 

composers, reusing material in different tempi and pitches, remaining recogniゲ;HﾉW ;ゲ デｴW けﾗヴｷｪｷﾐ;ﾉげ 

theme but taking that theme to unfamiliar placesく Iﾐ デｴW I;ゲW ﾗa G;ﾉ=ゲげ ゲWデデｷﾐｪが the voices and 

sounds become more and more distorted as the track progresses, turning into terrifying screams, 

howls, shrieks, and grunts in incomprehensible vocalisations. The uncompromising demands of the 

track challenge the boundaries of where noise becomes music, and vice versa, such that the 

text/sound interface is effectively shattered. The audible poem recitation returns briefly after c.13 

minutes, deploying stretto entries which further compromise comprehensibility as they become 

increasingly intractable. At c.16 minutes, Galás allows the poem text to become comprehensible 

once again with a full recitation of the final けPヴｷXヴWげ section of the poem; however, she declaims the 

prayer in such a way as to exploit the violence of the consonants, and the eeriness of the vowel 

sounds when extended excessively. The overall effect of the track is one of virtuoso performance 

and original interpretation of what is already a challenging Baudelaire poem. That the opening and 

the closing sections of the poem are voiced in comprehensible French suggests that the inner 

sections of highly distorted vocal and musical language could contain the remainder of the long 

poem; the intervening 11 couplets and refrains are technically unheard (because they are 

undiscernible), but this does not mean that they remain completely unvoiced. The multiple layers 



for publication in Comparative Critical Studies 12.3 (2015) 

20 
 

afforded to the track by electronic means に particularly tape speed changes, and vocal gymnastics に 

reveal how Galás takes her interpretation of Baudelaire to the furthest extremes, expanding the 

palette of his poetry into auditory and musical territories rarely ventured into elsewhere. Where 

GｷSWﾗﾐげゲ ゲWデデｷﾐｪ ｷゲ ﾏﾗヴW Iﾗﾐ┗Wﾐデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ デｴ;ﾐ WｴｷデWげゲが G;ﾉ=ゲげ ﾗaaWヴゲ ; significantly more extreme 

version of the vocal manipulation technique, in part demonstrating how a wider spectrum is now 

available to her through further technological advancements in the electronic recording medium 

than was available to White in the late 1960s. G;ﾉ=ゲげ W┝;ﾏヮﾉWが ;ﾉﾗﾐｪゲｷSW WｴｷデWげゲが ゲ┌ｪｪWゲデゲ デｴ;デ 

developments in electronic technology play a significant role in tｴW ヴWIWヮデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴWげゲ ヮﾗWデヴ┞ 

in unfamiliar contexts; the newness of the technology thus enables unusual performances.  

The desire to ┌ゲW B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴWげゲ ヮﾗWデヴ┞ ;ゲ ; ﾏW;ﾐゲ デﾗ Wﾐ;HﾉW composers to also showcase new 

technology shows how his texts appealed to composers as ripe for offering new ways of creating and 

capturing sound, and expanding the overall musical-poetic palette by interrogating the possibilities 

of the human voice and the text/sound interface. The development of electronica from the 1960s 

onwards showcases a new cohort of critical readers of Baudelaire who work at the level of vocal 

interaction through manipulations which dehumanise, defamiliarise, and dislocate his already 

complexly voiced poetic texts. For the poet of modernity, such technological developments afford 

new ways of testing out the comprehensibility of poetry through the transformed soundscapes that 

they can create, suggesting that the critical readings that emerge from the work of composers, and 

particularly composer-translators, ヴ;SｷI;ﾉﾉ┞ W┝ヮ;ﾐS デｴW I┌ﾉデ┌ヴ;ﾉ ヴWIWヮデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa B;┌SWﾉ;ｷヴWげゲ ヮﾗWデヴ┞ ｷﾐデﾗ 

less familiar aesthetic territories. 
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