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Baudelaire and Electronica: strange voices and RƵƚŚ WŚŝƚĞ͛Ɛ ϭϵϲϬƐ ĞǆƉĞƌŝŵĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶƐ 

HELEN ABBOTT 

 

ABSTRACT 

This article examines the under-freƋƵĞŶƚĞĚ ŵƵƐŝĐĂů ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚƐ ĨŽƌ BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ͛Ɛ 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 ŽĨ ͚ƉŽĞƚƌǇ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ŵƵƐŝĐ͛ ĂƐ ĚŝƐƚŝŶĐƚ 

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 ďǇ ƉŝƚƚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ŶŽƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƚƌĂŶƐůĂƚŽƌ ĂƐ ͚ůŝƚĞƌĂƌǇ ĐƌŝƚŝĐ͛ ;“ĐŽƚƚ: 2000) 

alongside recent word-ŵƵƐŝĐ ƚŚĞŽƌǇ ƚŚĂƚ ƉĞƌĐĞŝǀĞƐ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŵƉŽƐĞƌ ĂƐ ͚ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂů ƌĞĂĚĞƌ͛ ;AůůŝƐ: 2005). It is 

suggested that unusual song settings of Baudelaire (using the coŵƉŽƐĞƌ͛Ɛ ŽǁŶ ƚƌĂŶƐůĂƚŝŽŶ) expand 

ŽƵƌ ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐ ŽĨ BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ͛Ɛ ƉŽĞƚŝĐ ƉĂůĞƚƚĞ͕ his use of voice(s), and the cultural reception of his 

work. 
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BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ͛Ɛ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉ ǁŝƚŚ ŵƵƐŝĐ ŚĂƐ Ă ůŽŶŐ ŚŝƐƚŽƌǇ͘ Celebrated settings of his poetry by famous 

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

DƌŝǀĞŶ ŝŶ ƉĂƌƚ ďǇ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĞŶŐĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ ǁŝƚŚ BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ͛Ɛ ĐŽŵƉůĞǆ ǀĞƌƐĞ͕ ƚŚĞƐĞ ĐŽŵƉŽƐĞƌƐ ĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚĞĚ 

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 BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ͛Ɛ ƉŽĞƚƌǇ 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 ƉŽĞƚ͛Ɛ famous 

article on Wagner following the 1861 Tannhäuser debacle at the Paris Opera. HŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕ BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ͛Ɛ 

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 Baudelaire͛Ɛ ƉŽĞƚƌǇ ǁĞůů ďĞǇŽŶĚ ŚŝƐ ŽǁŶ ĞƌĂ ĂŶĚ 

country, tŚŝƐ ĂƌƚŝĐůĞ ƐĞƚƐ ŽƵƚ ƚŽ ĞǆƉůŽƌĞ ƚŚĞ ƚĞǆƚͬƐŽƵŶĚ ŝŶƚĞƌĨĂĐĞ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ͛Ɛ ƉŽĞƚƌǇ ĂŶĚ 

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

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

voice, creates strange and difficult-to-locate voices in her song settings. BǇ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚŝŶŐ WŚŝƚĞ͛Ɛ 

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 

BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ͛Ɛ ǀĞƌƐĞ. 

TŽ ƐĞůĞĐƚ WŚŝƚĞ͛Ɛ ϭϵϲϵ ĂůďƵŵ 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 BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ͛Ɛ ƉŽĞƚƌǇ 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 

ĞǆƉĞƌŝŵĞŶƚĂů ĚŝŵĞŶƐŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƌĞĐĞƉƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ͛Ɛ ƉŽĞƚƌǇ ŝŶ ŵƵƐŝĐĂů ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚƐ. 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 

͚ůŝƚĞƌĂƌŝŶĞƐƐ͛ ŽĨ ŚŝƐ ƉŽĞƚƌǇ͘1 WŚĞŶ BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ͛Ɛ ƉŽĞƚƌǇ ŚĂƐ ďĞĞŶ ĞǆĂŵŝŶĞĚ ŝŶ ƌĞlation 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 “ĞƌŐĞ GĂŝŶƐďŽƵƌŐ͛Ɛ ϭϵϲϮ ƐĞƚƚŝŶŐ ŽĨ ͚LĞ “ĞƌƉĞŶƚ ƋƵŝ ĚĂŶƐĞ͛͘ This 

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

keyboard, is not, of itself, ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌůǇ ƵŶĨĂŵŝůŝĂƌ ƚĞƌƌŝƚŽƌǇ ĨŽƌ BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ͛Ɛ ƉŽĞƚƌǇ͗ FƌĞŶĐŚ 

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 

ƈƵǀƌĞ.2 Moreover, this is in fact an extension of work by an earlier generation of French poet-

ĐŽŵƉŽƐĞƌƐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ůĂƚĞ ŶŝŶĞƚĞĞŶƚŚ ĐĞŶƚƵƌǇ ǁŚŽ ƐĞƚ BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ͛Ɛ ƉŽĞƚƌǇ ƚŽ ŵƵƐŝĐ ŝŶ Ă ƐƚǇůĞ ŵŽƌĞ ƐƵŝƚĞĚ 

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

ƉŽŝŶƚƐ ƚŽǁĂƌĚƐ ĂŶ ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ ƌĞĐĞƉƚŝŽŶ ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚ ĨŽƌ BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ͛Ɛ ƉŽĞƚƌǇ͖ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ chanson mode, his 

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

linked with song formats which deploy lyrical-ŵĞůŽĚŝĐ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ ŚŝŐŚůǇ ͚ƐŝŶŐĂďůĞ͛ ƚĞǆƚ-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 

ƌĞŐĂƌĚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ĂĞƐƚŚĞƚŝĐ ŚŝĞƌĂƌĐŚŝĞƐ ŽĨ Ăƌƚ ƐŽŶŐ ĂŶĚ ƉŽƉƵůĂƌ ƐŽŶŐ ŝŶ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ͛Ɛ ƉŽĞƚƌǇ 

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

knowledge of BaƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ͛Ɛ ǁŽƌĚ-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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WŚŝƚĞ͛Ɛ ƉůĂĐĞ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ ƚŚŝƐ ƌĞĐĞƉƚŝŽŶ ŚŝƐƚŽƌǇ sits in relation to the transcultural and translingual 

transfer of BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ͛Ɛ ƉŽĞƚƌǇ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĞĂƌůǇ ǇĞĂƌƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƚǁĞŶƚŝĞƚŚ ĐĞŶƚƵƌǇ͘ BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ͛Ɛ 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 ͚ůŝƚĞƌĂƌǇ ĐƌŝƚŝĐs͛ Žƌ ͚ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂů ƌĞĂĚĞƌs͛ ŽĨ BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ͛Ɛ 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 ŽĨ ͚ƉŽĞƚƌǇ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ŵƵƐŝĐ͛ ĂƐ ĚŝƐƚŝŶĐƚ ĞůĞŵĞŶƚƐ. 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 ĂƐƐƵŵƉƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ͚ǀŽĐĂů ŵƵƐŝĐ͛ ŝƐ ĐŽŵƉůŝĐĂƚĞĚ ďǇ ƚŚĞ ĞǆƚĞŶƚ ƚŽ ǁŚŝĐŚ ĞŝƚŚĞƌ ǁŽƌĚƐ Žƌ 

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

ƐŝŵƵůƚĂŶĞŽƵƐůǇ ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚ ĂŶĚ ďŽƵŶĚ ĂƐ Ă ͚ƐǇŵďŝŽƚŝĐ ĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚ͛ ĐĂŶ Ă ƉŝĞĐĞ ŽĨ ǀŽĐĂů ŵƵsic be 

ĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌĞĚ Ă ͚ĨƵůůǇ-ĨůĞĚŐĞĚ ǁŽƌŬ ŽĨ Ăƌƚ͛͘8 These views throw into sharper relief the possibility of 

ŵĂŶǇ ŵŽƌĞ ŐƌĂĚĂƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ ǁŽƌŬƐ ƚŚĂƚ Ɛŝƚ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ŵĂƌŐŝŶƐ ŽĨ ďĞŝŶŐ ͚ĨƵůůǇ-ĨůĞĚŐĞĚ͛ ǀŽĐĂů ŵƵƐŝĐ͕ 

ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌůǇ ŝĨ ǁĞ ƚĂŬĞ ŝŶƚŽ ĂĐĐŽƵŶƚ PƌŝĞƚŽ͛Ɛ ŵŽƌĞ ŶƵĂŶĐĞd 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 

ƐĐŽƌĞ͘ Iƚ ƚŚĞŶ ďĞĐŽŵĞƐ ƚŚĞ ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĞƌ͛Ɛ ƌŽůĞ ƚŽ ĞŶŐĂŐĞ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĂƚ ĨůĞǆŝďůĞ ŵƵƐŝĐĂů ƌĞĂĚŝŶŐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƉŽĞŵ 

text, to acknowledge ʹ as Lawrence Kramer suggests ʹ 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 ƉĞƌĐĞŝǀĞĚ ͚strangeness͛ that this permeation can enact. In order to critique and evaluate 

ŚŽǁ ĂŶĚ ǁŚǇ ĐĞƌƚĂŝŶ ƐŽŶŐ ƐĞƚƚŝŶŐƐ ŽĨ BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ͛Ɛ ƉŽĞƚƌǇ ŚĂǀĞ ƌĞŵĂŝŶĞĚ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ƉĞƌŝƉŚĞƌǇ ŽĨ ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂů 

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

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

given (or newly-created) song form; 

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

(3) text/sound interface ʹ 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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White͛Ɛ 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 

͚ƐƚƌĂŶŐĞŶĞƐƐ͛ ŵĞƌŝƚƐ ĨƵƌƚŚĞƌ ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ ƚŽ ĞƐƚĂďůŝƐŚ ǁŚĞƚŚĞƌ ŝƚ ĐŽŵĞƐ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ ƐĞůĞĐƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ 

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 ĂůďƵŵ ĂƐ ͚ĂŶ ĞůĞĐƚƌŽŶŝĐ ƐĞƚƚŝŶŐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƉŽĞŵ ΀sic] of Charles 

BaudelaiƌĞ͛͘10 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 

ŵŽĚƵůĂƌ ƐǇŶƚŚĞƐŝǌĞƌ͕ ĐŽŵďŝŶŝŶŐ WŚŝƚĞ͛Ɛ ƐŽůŽ ǀŽŝĐĞ ǁŝƚŚ ŵƵƐŝĐ ĐŽŶĐƌğƚe techniques which deploy 

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

IŶ ĂĚĚŝƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ƚŚŝƐ ŶĞǁ ĂƵƌĂů ůĂŶĚƐĐĂƉĞ͕ WŚŝƚĞ ĚĞǀĞůŽƉƐ ŚĞƌ ŽǁŶ ;ƉƌŽƐĞͿ ƚƌĂŶƐůĂƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ͛Ɛ 

poetry into English in such a way ĂƐ ƚŽ ĨƵƌƚŚĞƌ ŵĂŶŝƉƵůĂƚĞ ďŽƚŚ BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ͛Ɛ ǀĞƌƐĞ ĂŶĚ ŚĞƌ ŽǁŶ 

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 

ƚƌĂŶƐůĂƚŝŽŶ͕ ĂŶĚ ƚŚŝƐ ŝƐ ŝŶĚĞĞĚ Ă ĨĞĂƚƵƌĞ ŽĨ WŚŝƚĞ͛Ɛ ǀĞƌƐŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚŽƵƚ ƚŚĞ ĂůďƵŵ͕ ŝŶ 

which the French poem is consistently replaced with hĞƌ ŽǁŶ ͚ĚŝƌĞĐƚ͛ EŶŐůŝƐŚ-language versions. In 

WŚŝƚĞ͛Ɛ ŽǁŶ ǁŽƌĚƐ͗ ͚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 possible͛͘11 WŚŝƚĞ͛Ɛ ĐůŽƐĞ 

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

ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞĂŶ ƚĞǆƚ ĂŶĚ Ă ƉƵƐŚŝŶŐ ĂǁĂǇ ĨƌŽŵ ŝƚ͗  ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶƚĞŶƚŝŽŶ ŚĞƌĞ ŝƐ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ͚ĐŽŵƉŽƐĞƌ-

ƚƌĂŶƐůĂƚŽƌ͛ ƐĞƚƚŝŶŐƐ 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 L͛HŽƌůŽŐĞ (Spleen et Idéal) ϯ͛ϬϬ 

2. Evening Harmony Harmonie du soir (Spleen et Idéal) ϰ͛Ϭϭ 

ϯ͘ LŽǀĞƌ͛Ɛ WŝŶĞ Le Vin des amants (Le Vin) Ϯ͛ϱϴ 

4. Owls Les Hiboux (Spleen et Idéal) Ϯ͛ϰϱ 

5. Mists and Rains Brumes et pluies (Tableaux parisiens) Ϯ͛Ϭϲ 

B side 6. The Irremediable L͛IƌƌĞŵĠĚŝĂďůĞ ;“ƉůĞĞŶ Ğƚ IĚĠĂůͿ ϰ͛ϱϰ 

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

8. Spleen Spleen ʹ Quand le ciel bas et lourd... (Spleen et Idéal) Ϯ͛ϱϮ 

9. Litanies of Satan Les Litanies de Satan (Révolte) ϲ͛ϱϯ 

WŚŝƚĞ͛Ɛ ƉƌŽŐƌĂŵŵŝŶŐ ĐŚŽŝĐĞƐ ŚĞƌĞ ŵĂǇ Ăƚ ĨŝƌƐƚ ŐůĂŶĐĞ ƐĞĞŵ ƌĞůĂƚŝǀĞůǇ ƐƚƌĂŝŐŚƚĨŽƌǁĂƌĚ͖ ƚŚĞ ŵĂũŽƌŝƚǇ 

of poems are selected from the longest section of Les Fleurs du Mal͕ ƚŚĞ ͚“ƉůĞĞŶ Ğƚ IĚĠĂů͛ ƐĞĐƚŝŽŶ͕ 

and this seems to tally with other composĞƌƐ͛ ĐŚŽŝĐĞƐ ŽĨ ƚĞǆƚ͘ HŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƉŽĞŵƐ ƐĞůĞĐƚĞĚ ďǇ 

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 ͚HĂƌŵŽŶŝĞ ĚƵ ƐŽŝƌ͛ (e.g. Debussy, de Bréville, Rollinat, Gretchaninov, 

Zemlinsky, Ferré, Chelon) 
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Some rarer settings (by 

mainstream composers / 

songwriters) 

͚LĞ VŝŶ ĚĞƐ ĂŵĂŶƚƐ͛ ;BĞƌŐͿ͕ ͚LĞƐ HŝďŽƵǆ͛ ;ĚĞ “ĠǀĠƌĂĐ͕ VŝĞƌŶĞ͕ FĞƌƌĠ, 

ChelonͿ͕ ͚BƌƵŵĞƐ Ğƚ ƉůƵŝĞƐ͛ ;FĞƌƌĠ, Chelon) 

 

Almost never set ͚L͛HŽƌůŽŐĞ͕͛ ͚L͛IƌƌĞŵĠĚŝĂďůĞ͕͛ ͚LĞ CŚĂƚ͕͛ ͚“ƉůĞĞŶ͕͛ ͚LĞƐ LŝƚĂŶŝĞƐ ĚĞ “ĂƚĂŶ͛12 

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

ƵƐ ůĞƐƐ ĂďŽƵƚ ƚŚĂƚ ƉŽĞŵ ;ǁŚŝĐŚ ĚŝƌĞĐƚůǇ ĞǀŽŬĞƐ ŵƵƐŝĐͿ͕ ĂŶĚ ŵŽƌĞ ĂďŽƵƚ WŚŝƚĞ͛Ɛ ĂƉƉĂƌĞŶƚ 

predilection for the rarer poems (White does not select any other supposedly ͚ŵƵƐŝĐĂů͛ ƉŽĞŵƐͿ͘ 

MŽƌĞŽǀĞƌ͕ ƚŚĞ ĨĂĐƚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ƐĞƚ ĐƵůŵŝŶĂƚĞƐ ǁŝƚŚ Ă ƐĞƚƚŝŶŐ ŽĨ ͚LĞƐ LŝƚĂŶŝĞƐ ĚĞ “ĂƚĂŶ͛ ŝƐ ƌĞǀĞĂůŝŶŐ͗ ŶŽƚ 

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 

ƚŚĞ ƐĞƚƚŝŶŐƐ ŽĨ ͚HĂƌŵŽŶŝĞ ĚƵ ƐŽŝƌ͕͛ ĨŽƌ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ͕ ĂŶĚ ĚŝƐƉƌŽƉŽƌƚŝŽŶĂƚĞůǇ ƉƌŽŵŽƚĞĚ ƚŽ ĚĂƚĞ ďǇ ƐĐŚŽůĂƌƐ 

on Baudelaire.13 ͚HĂƌŵŽŶŝĞ ĚƵ ƐŽŝƌ͛ ĚŽĞƐ ŽĨ ĐŽƵƌƐĞ ƚŚĞŵĂƚŝƐĞ ƚŚĞ ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ ;ƉŽƐŝƚŝǀĞͿ BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞĂŶ 

ĚŽĐƚƌŝŶĞ ŽĨ ͚ĐŽƌƌĞƐƉŽŶĚĂŶĐĞƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ŝŶƚĞƌŵŝŶŐůŝŶŐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƐĞŶƐĞƐ ;͚LĞƐ ƐŽŶƐ Ğƚ ůĞƐ ƉĂƌĨƵŵƐ ƚŽƵƌŶĞŶƚ 

ĚĂŶƐ ů͛Ăŝƌ ĚƵ ƐŽŝƌ͕͛ ǀ͘ 3) and reinforces the extension of the intermingling of senses with the 

ĐŽŽƉĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ Ăƌƚ ĨŽƌŵƐ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ĚŝƌĞĐƚ ƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞƐ ƚŽ ŵƵƐŝĐ ;͚VĂůƐĞ ŵĠůĂŶĐŽůŝƋƵĞ Ğƚ 

ůĂŶŐŽƵƌĞƵǆ ǀĞƌƚŝŐĞ͛ ͕ǀǀ͘ ϰ Θ ϳ͖ ͚LĞ ǀŝŽůŽŶ ĨƌĠŵŝƚ ĐŽŵŵĞ ƵŶ ĐƈƵƌ ƋƵ͛ŽŶ ĂĨĨůŝŐĞ͕͛ ǀǀ͘ 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 

ŚĞůů ĂƌĞ ĂůƌĞĂĚǇ ƐŝŐŶĂůůĞĚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƚƌĂĐŬ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŽƉĞŶƐ ƚŚĞ ĂůďƵŵ͛Ɛ B ƐŝĚĞ͕ The Irremediable, in which a 

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

ƚŚĞƐĞ ƐŝŐŶĂů ĂŶ ĞŶŐĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ ŽŶ WŚŝƚĞ͛Ɛ ƉĂƌƚ ǁŝƚŚ BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ͛Ɛ ŵŽƌĞ ƵŶŶĞƌǀŝŶŐ ƚĞǆƚƐ͘ ͚LĞƐ LŝƚĂŶŝĞƐ ĚĞ 

“ĂƚĂŶ͛ ŝŶ ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ ŽĨĨĞƌƐ Ă ƉŚŝůŽƐŽƉŚŝĐĂů ƌĞĨůĞĐƚion 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, 

EŶƐĞŝŐŶĞƐ ƉĂƌ ů͛amour le goût du Paradis, 

 

Ô Satan, prends pitié de ma longue misère! (vv. 10ʹ12). 

 

(You who teach through love the taste of Paradise 

Even to lepers, and to cursed outcasts, 

 

O Satan, have mercy upon my long despair!) 

 

TŚĞ ƵŶŝƚŝŶŐ ĨŽƌĐĞ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞƐĞ ĂůŝĞŶĂƚĞĚ ƉƌŽƚĂŐŽŶŝƐƚƐ ŝƐ ĞǆŝůĞ͗ “ĂƚĂŶ ŝƐ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ďǇ BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ ĂƐ ͚LĞ 

PƌŝŶĐĞ ĚĞ ů͛Ğǆŝů͛ ;ǀ͘ 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 

ĂƉŽƐƚƌŽƉŚĞ ĂŶĚ ĚŝƌĞĐƚ ĂĚĚƌĞƐƐ ;ĞŝƚŚĞƌ ͚Ô͕͛͘͘ Žƌ ͚TŽŝ ƋƵŝ͛͘͘͘Ϳ͘ BǇ ƐĞƚƚŝŶŐ ƵƉ ƚŚŝƐ ĚŝƌĞĐƚ ĂĚĚƌĞƐƐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ͚ƚƵ͛ 

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

ƌĂŝƐĞƐ ŝƚƐ ŚĞĂĚ ǁŚĞŶ ƚŚĞ ƉŽĞŵ͛Ɛ ƚŚĞŵĂƚŝĐ ĐŽŶƚĞŶƚ ŝƐ ƉŝƚƚĞĚ ĂŐĂŝŶƐƚ ŚŝƐ ŵĞƚƌŝĐĂů ĐŚŽŝĐĞƐ͘ BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ 

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

for Baudelaire ʹ 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 rĞĐŽŶĨŝŐƵƌĞƐ BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ͛Ɛ ƉŽĞƚƌǇ ŝŶ ƐƵĐŚ Ă ǁĂǇ ĂƐ ƚŽ ĐŚĂůůĞŶŐĞ ƚŚĞ ŶŽƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ 

coherence. 

WŚŝƚĞ͛Ɛ 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 music͘ CůŽƐĞƌ ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ ƌĞǀĞĂůƐ ŚŽǁ WŚŝƚĞ͛Ɛ particular choices exploit key 

ƌŚĞƚŽƌŝĐĂů ĞĨĨĞĐƚƐ ƚŚĂƚ ĂƌĞ ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌůǇ ƉƌĞǀĂůĞŶƚ ŝŶ BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ͛Ɛ ǁŽƌŬ͕ ŶŽƚĂďůǇ ĂŶƚŝƚŚĞƚŝĐĂů ƚĞĐŚŶŝƋƵĞƐ 

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 

ĐƌĞĂƚĞ ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐĞƐ ŽĨ ƐƚƌĂŶŐĞŶĞƐƐ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ƉĂƌƚ ŽĨ Ă ƌĞĂĚĞƌ ĨĂŵŝůŝĂƌ ǁŝƚŚ BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ͛Ɛ ǀĞƌƐĞ ŝŶ ŝƚƐ 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 

ĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚĞ ƚŽ Ă ƌĞĂĚŝŶŐ ŽĨ WŚŝƚĞ͛Ɛ ƐĞƚƚŝŶŐƐ ĂƐ wholly strange or unusual; in fact, although she selects 

Ă ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌůǇ ƵŶƵƐƵĂů ƉŽĞŵ ƚŽ ƐĞƚ ƚŽ ŵƵƐŝĐ ǁŝƚŚ ͚LĞƐ LŝƚĂŶŝĞƐ ĚĞ “ĂƚĂŶ͕͛ ƚŚĞ ŽǀĞƌĂůů ƐĞůĞĐƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ 

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

IĨ ƚŚĞƌĞ ŝƐ ĂŶǇƚŚŝŶŐ ƵŶƵƐƵĂů ŝŶ WŚŝƚĞ͛Ɛ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ͕ ŝƚ ŝƐ ƚŽ ďĞ ĨŽƵŶĚ ŝŶ ŚĞƌ ŽǀĞƌĂƌĐŚŝŶŐ ĞƚŚŽƐ ĂƐ ƐĞƚ 

out in her liner notes: ͚TŽ ŵĞ͕ BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞΖƐ ƉŽĞŵƐ ĂƌĞ ŽĨ ƐƵĐŚ ƵŶŝƋƵĞ ƉŽǁĞƌ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞǇ ĂůǁĂǇƐ ƐĞĞŵ 

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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ĞůĞĐƚƌŽŶŝĐ ŵĞĂŶƐ͛͘15 White thus highlights how her composition process is not one which seeks to 

ĂďƐŽƌď Žƌ ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚĞ BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ͛Ɛ ƉŽĞƚƌǇ ŝŶƚŽ Ă ĐŽŚĞƌĞŶƚ ŶĞǁ ǁŚŽůĞ͕ ďƵƚ ŽŶĞ ǁŚŝĐŚ ĂůůŽǁƐ ĞůĞŵĞŶƚƐ 

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  

Aƚ ĨŝƌƐƚ ŚĞĂƌŝŶŐ͕ WŚŝƚĞ͛Ɛ ĂůďƵŵ ĐĂŶ ďĞ ĚŝƐŽƌŝĞŶƚĂƚŝŶŐ͘ 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 AƐ WŚŝƚĞ ŚĞƌƐĞůĨ ĞǆƉůĂŝŶƐ͗ ͚I ƵƐĞĚ 

ŵǇ ŽǁŶ ǀŽŝĐĞ ĂƐ ƚŚĞ ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŽƌ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŽƌŝŐŝŶĂů ƐŽƵŶĚ ƚŽ ďĞ ĂůƚĞƌĞĚ Žƌ ͞ĚĞŚƵŵĂŶŝǌĞĚ͛͘͟17 This 

͚ĚĞŚƵŵĂŶŝǌŝŶŐ͛ ƉƌŽĐess is further reinforced, as we have seen, ďǇ WŚŝƚĞ͛Ɛ ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ ƐĞůĞĐƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ 

poems from Les Fleurs du Mal ǁŚŝĐŚ ƉƌŝǀŝůĞŐĞ ƐŽŵĞ ŽĨ BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ͛Ɛ ŵŽƐƚ ƵŶƐĞƚƚůŝŶŐ ƚĞǆƚƐ͘ 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 

ŽĨ BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ͛Ɛ ŽǁŶ ƉŽĞƚƌǇ ǁŚŝĐŚ ĐŚĂůůĞŶŐĞƐ ƚŚĞ ƐƚĂƚƵƐ ŽĨ ǀŽŝĐĞ͕ ƐƵďũĞĐƚŝǀŝƚǇ͕ ĂŶĚ ĂŐĞŶĐǇ͘ Iƚ ŝƐ 

difficult to pin down who is speaking (or singing) at a given moment.  For example, aůƚŚŽƵŐŚ ŝŶ ͚LĞƐ 

LŝƚĂŶŝĞƐ ĚĞ “ĂƚĂŶ͛ ƚŚĞƌĞ ŝƐ Ă ĐůĞĂƌ ;ƐŝŶŐƵůĂƌͿ ǀŽŝĐĞ ǁŚŝĐŚ ĚŝƌĞĐƚůǇ ĂĚĚƌĞƐƐĞƐ “ĂƚĂŶ ŝŶ Ă ͚je͛ʹ͚tu͛ 

ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉ͕ ŝŶ ĨĂĐƚ ƚŚĞ ƉĞƌƐŽŶĂ ďĞŚŝŶĚ ƚŚĞ ͚ũĞ͛ ƉƌŽƚĂŐŽŶŝƐƚ ƌĞŵĂŝŶƐ ŚŝŐŚůǇ ƵŶĐĞƌƚĂŝŶ͘ BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ͛Ɛ 

voices are often neutralised ʹ we make assumptions that it is the male-ǀŽŝĐĞ ƉŽĞƚ ǀŽŝĐŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ͚ũĞ͛ ďƵƚ 

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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͚ĚĞŚƵŵĂŶŝǌĞĚ͛ ǀŽŝĐĞ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŚĂƐ ŚĂƵŶƚŝŶŐ ƋƵĂůŝƚŝĞƐ ƚŚĂŶŬƐ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĞůĞĐƚƌŽŶŝĐ ŵĂŶŝƉƵůĂƚŝŽŶ ƚĞĐŚŶŝƋƵĞƐ͕ 

ŝƚ ŝƐ ŶŽŶĞƚŚĞůĞƐƐ ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚĞĚ ďǇ WŚŝƚĞ͛Ɛ ŽǁŶ ǀŽŝĐĞ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŝƐ͕ ŝƚƐĞůĨ͕ ĂůƌĞĂĚǇ ŝŶ ĚŝĂůŽŐƵĞ ǁŝƚŚ BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ 

ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ŝƚ ŝƐ WŚŝƚĞ͛Ɛ 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 

ƐƚƌŝŬŝŶŐ ŝƐ ƚŚĞ ƚƌĂŶƐůĂƚĞĚ ǀŽŝĐĞ ŽĨ BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵĞĚ ŝŶ EŶŐůŝƐŚ͕ ŝŶ WŚŝƚĞ͛Ɛ ĨĞŵĂůĞ ǀŽŝĐĞ͕ ǁŝƚŚ ĂŶ 

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

(because BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ͛Ɛ ǀŽŝĐĞ ŝƐ FƌĞŶĐŚ ĂŶĚ ŵĂůĞ)͕ BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ͛Ɛ ŽǁŶ ǀŽŝĐĞ ŝŶǀŝƚĞƐ ĂŶĚ ƉƌŝǀŝůĞŐĞƐ 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 ʹ more precisely ʹ between the target 

ƚĞǆƚ ;TTͿ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ƐŽƵƌĐĞ ƚĞǆƚ ;“TͿ͗ ƚŚĞ TT͕ ŝŶ “ĐŽƚƚ͛Ɛ ǁŽƌĚƐ͕ ŝƐ ͚ŽŶĞ ŚĂůĨ ŽĨ Ă ƉĞƌƐŽŶĂů ĚŝĂůŽŐƵĞ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ 

“T͛͘19 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 

ĞĂĐŚ ŽƚŚĞƌ ŝŶ ƉĂƌĂůůĞů ;͚ĐŽŚĂďŝƚĂƚŝŽŶ͛Ϳ ĂŶĚ͕ ĨŽƌ “ĐŽƚƚ ƚŚŝƐ ŵĞĂŶƐ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ƚƌĂŶƐůĂƚŽƌ-in-dialogue also 

plays the role of literary critic. As Scott acknowůĞĚŐĞƐ͗ ͚ƚƌĂŶƐůĂƚŝŽŶ ŝƐ ŶŽƚ ĂŶ ŝŶƚĞŶƐĞƌ ĨŽƌŵ ŽĨ ůŝƚĞƌĂƌǇ 

ĐƌŝƚŝĐŝƐŵ͕ ďƵƚ ŝƐ ŽŶĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĨĞǁ ǁĂǇƐ ǁĞ ŚĂǀĞ ŽĨ ŵĂŬŝŶŐ ŵĂŶŝĨĞƐƚ ǁŚĂƚ ƌĞĂĚŝŶŐ ŚĂƐ ƌĞůĞĂƐĞĚ ŝŶ ƵƐ͛ 

(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 

͚ŵĂŬŝŶŐ ŵĂŶŝĨĞƐƚ͛ Ă ƌĞĂĚŝŶŐ ŽĨ Ă ƚĞǆƚ ŝƐ through in a cognate kind of rewriting ;ĂƐ WŚŝƚĞ͛Ɛ ĐĂƐĞ 

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 wiƚŚ ͚ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂů ƌĞĂĚŝŶŐƐ͛ ŽĨ Ă ƉŽĞŵ ƚŚĞǇ ŚĂǀĞ ƐĞƚ ƚŽ ŵƵƐŝĐ which offer Ă ͚ƐŝŐŶŝĨŝĐĂŶƚ 

ĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ůŝƚĞƌĂƌǇ ĚĞďĂƚĞ ŽǀĞƌ ƚŚĞ ŵĞĂŶŝŶŐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƉŽĞŵ͛͘20 WŝƚŚ WŚŝƚĞ͛Ɛ Flowers of Evil we 

are able to access a doubly-reinforced manifestation of her critical engaŐĞŵĞŶƚ ǁŝƚŚ BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ͛Ɛ 

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 ŽĨ ǀŽŝĐĞ ŝŶ WŚŝƚĞ͛Ɛ settings, while complicated through its dehumanizing techniques, 

ƚŚƵƐ ǁŽƌŬƐ ŽŶ ŵƵůƚŝƉůĞ ůĞǀĞůƐ͗ ŝƚ ƐŚŽǁƐ ŚĞƌ ŝŶ ĚŝĂůŽŐƵĞ ǁŝƚŚ BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ͛Ɛ ƚĞǆƚ͕ ĐŽŚĂďŝƚŝŶŐ ǁŝƚŚ ŝƚ͕ ĂŶĚ 

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

ŵĂŶŝƉƵůĂƚŝŽŶƐ ƚŚĂƚ WŚŝƚĞ͛Ɛ ƐĞƚƚŝŶŐƐ ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐŝŶŐůǇ ƉƌŝǀŝůĞŐĞ ƐƚƌĂŶŐĞŶĞƐƐ; 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. ͚TŚĞ CůŽĐŬ͛ ĚĞƉůŽǇƐ 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 

ĨŽƌĞďŽĚŝŶŐ ĨŝŶĂů ĐĂůů ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƉŽĞŵ ͚ŝƚ ŝƐ ƚŽŽ ůĂƚĞ͛͘ 

2. ͚EǀĞŶŝŶŐ HĂƌŵŽŶǇ͛ ŝƐ ŽŶĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƌĂƌĞ ͚ůǇƌŝĐĂů͛ ƐŽŶŐƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƐĞƚ ;ƉĞƌŚĂƉƐ ŶŽƚ ƐƵƌƉƌŝƐŝŶŐ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ 

ŽŶĞ ͚ĨĂŵŽƵƐ͛ ƉŽĞŵ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƐĞƚ ǁŚŝĐŚ ĂůƐŽ ĚŝƌĞĐƚůǇ ƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞƐ ŵƵƐŝĐͿ͘ IƚƐ ůǇƌŝĐŝƐŵ ŝƐ ŶŽƚ͕ 

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 

ǁĂůƚǌ ƌŚǇƚŚŵ ;ƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ͚ǀĂůƐĞ ŵĠůĂŶĐŽůŝƋƵĞ͛ ŵĞƚĂƉŚŽƌ ŽĨ ǀǀ͘ 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. ͚LŽǀĞƌ͛Ɛ WŝŶĞ͛ exploits screechy synthesized sounds layered with white-noise effects that 

ĐŚĂůůĞŶŐĞ ƚŚĞ ůŝƐƚĞŶĞƌ͛Ɛ ĨŽƌďĞĂƌĂŶĐĞ͘ 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. ͚OǁůƐ͕͛ ďǇ ĐŽŶƚƌĂƐƚ͕ ŝƐ ĂůŵŽƐƚ ƉƌĞdominantly 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 ͚conventionally͛. 

5. ͚MŝƐƚƐ ĂŶĚ ‘ĂŝŶƐ͛ ĞǆƉůŽŝƚƐ ƚŚĞ ƉĂŶŶŝŶŐ ĞĨĨĞĐƚƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƐǇŶƚŚĞƐŝǌĞƌ ƵƐŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ĨƵůů ƐƚĞƌĞŽ 

ƐƉĞĐƚƌƵŵ͕ ĂŶĚ ĂĚĚƐ ŝŶ ƐŽŵĞ ƚƌĂĚŝƚŝŽŶĂů ͚ǁŽƌĚ-ƉĂŝŶƚŝŶŐ͛ ƚĞĐŚŶŝƋƵĞƐ ďƵƚ ƵƐŝŶŐ ŵŽĚĞƌŶ 

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. ͚TŚĞ IƌƌĞŵĞĚŝĂďůĞ͛ ĞǆƉůŽŝƚƐ ƐůŽǁĞĚ-down speech with extensive reverb. The synthesized 

ƐŽƵŶĚƐ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚŽƵƚ ĐƵůŵŝŶĂƚĞ ŝŶ Ă ƐŝƌĞŶ ǁĂŝů ĂĨƚĞƌ ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌĚƐ ͚ĐŽŶƐĐŝŽƵƐŶĞƐƐ ŝŶ Ğǀŝů͛ ƚŽ ƐŝŐŶĂů 

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 ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƉŽĞŵ͘ AĨƚĞƌ ƚŚĞ ƐƵƉƉŽƐĞĚ ͚ĐŽĚĂ͛ 

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

ǁŚŝĐŚ ůĞĂĚƐ ďĂĐŬ ŝŶƚŽ ƚŚĞ ƐƚĂƌƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƉŽĞŵ ;ƉĂƌƚ IͿ Ăƚ ϯ͛ϭϲ͘ WŚĞƌĞĂƐ ƉĂƌƚ II ǁĂƐ ŚĞĂǀŝůǇ 

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 utterŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ŚĂƵŶƚŝŶŐ ǁŽƌĚƐ ͚Aůů ƚŚĞƐĞ ĞŵďůĞŵƐ͕ ƉĞƌĨĞĐƚ ƉŝĐƚƵƌĞƐ ŽĨ ĂŶ 

ƵŶĐŚĂŶŐĞĂďůĞ ĨĂƚĞ͕ ƚŚĞǇ ŵĂŬĞ ƵƐ ƚŚŝŶŬ ƚŚĂƚ ǁŚĂƚĞǀĞƌ ŚĞ ĚŽĞƐ ƚŚĞ DĞǀŝů ĚŽĞƐ ǁĞůů͛͘ ;TŚŝƐ 

ĨŽƌĞŐƌŽƵŶĚƐ WŚŝƚĞ͛Ɛ ƐĞůĞĐƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ “ĂƚĂŶͬDĞǀŝů-inspired poetry, pre-empting what is to come in 

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

ƌĂƌĞ ŵŽŵĞŶƚ ŽĨ ǀŽĐĂů ĐůĂƌŝƚǇ ƐĞƌǀĞƐ ƚŽ ƚŚƌŽǁ ŝŶƚŽ ƐŚĂƌƉĞƌ ƌĞůŝĞĨ ŚŽǁ ůŝƚƚůĞ ŽĨ WŚŝƚĞ͛Ɛ ƐĞƚƚŝŶŐƐ 

allow the text to be heard clearly. 

7. ͚TŚĞ CĂƚ͛ ďĞŐŝŶƐ ǁŝƚŚ Ă ŵŝŶƵƚĞ-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. ϯ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ FƌĞŶĐŚ ƉŽĞŵ ;͚UŶ 

ďĞĂƵ ĐŚĂƚ͕ ĨŽƌƚ͕ ĚŽƵǆ Ğƚ ĐŚĂƌŵĂŶƚ͛Ϳ ĂŶĚ ĐƌĞĂƚŝŶŐ Ă ŶĞǁ ǁŽƌĚ-ŽƌĚĞƌ ;͚A ŚĂŶĚƐŽŵĞ ĐĂƚ͕ ƐƚƌŽŶŐ͕ 

gentle and charming, prowls along my braiŶ ĂƐ ƚŚŽƵŐŚ ŝŶ ŚŝƐ ŽǁŶ ŚŽŵĞ͛Ϳ͘ In this way, White 



for publication in Comparative Critical Studies 12.3 (2015) 

16 
 

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. ͚“ƉůĞĞŶ͛ ďĞŐŝŶƐ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ǀŽŝĐĞ ŽŶůǇ͕ Ăƚ Ă ĨĂƐƚ ƐƉĞĂŬŝŶŐ ƉĂĐĞ 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-ĞŶĚ ĐĂĚĞŶĐĞƐ͘ AƐ ŽƚŚĞƌ ƐŽƵŶĚƐ ĂƌĞ ůĂǇĞƌĞĚ ŝŶƚŽ ƚŚĞ ƚƌĂĐŬ͕ ƚŚĞ ůŝƐƚĞŶĞƌ͛Ɛ ĞǆƉĞĐƚĂƚŝŽŶƐ 

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 

WŚŝƚĞ͛Ɛ ǀŽŝĐĞ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌĚƐ ƐůŽǁĞĚ ƌŝŐŚƚ ĚŽǁŶ ƐŽ ĂƐ ƚŽ ďĞ ŝŶĐŽŵƉƌĞŚĞŶƐŝďůĞ͕ ĞǀĞŶ ƚŚŽƵŐŚ 

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. ͚LŝƚĂŶŝĞƐ ŽĨ “ĂƚĂŶ͛ ŝƐ Ă ĚŝƐƚŽƌƚĞĚ ŝŶĐĂŶƚĂƚŽƌǇ ƌĞĂĚŝŶŐ ŽĨ ƚhe poem accompanied by roving 

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

ĚŝƐƚŽƌƚĞĚ ǀĞƌƐŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƌĞĨƌĂŝŶ ͚O “ĂƚĂŶ ŚĂǀĞ ƉŝƚǇ ŽŶ ŵǇ ůŽŶŐ ŵŝƐĞƌǇ͛͘ BǇ ũƵƐƚ ŚĂůĨ-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-ůŝŬĞ ƋƵĂůŝƚǇ ĂƐ WŚŝƚĞ ƌĞĂĚƐ ƚŚĞ ĨŝŶĂů ͚PƌĂǇĞƌ͛ ƐĞĐƚŝŽŶ 

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

͚PƌĂǇĞƌ͛ ŝƐ ƐĞƉĂƌĂƚĞĚ ŽƵƚ͖ ƚŚĞ ďĞŐŝŶŶŝŶŐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƉƌĂǇĞƌ ŝƐ ƌĞƉĞĂƚĞĚ ;͚PƌĂŝƐĞ ƚŽ ǇŽƵ Ž “ĂƚĂŶ͛Ϳ ĂƐ 

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 

WŚŝƚĞ͛Ɛ ƐĞƚƚŝŶŐƐ ŽĨ BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ. If White could be considered a ͚cƌŝƚŝĐĂů ƌĞĂĚĞƌ͛ 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 ;ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ĐůĂƌŝƚǇ ŽĨ ŚĞƌ ͚ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂů 

ƌĞĂĚŝŶŐ͛Ϳ 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 WŚŝƚĞ͛Ɛ 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 ƚŚĂƚ ĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚĞ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ͚ƐƚƌĂŶŐĞŶĞƐƐ͛ ŽĨ ŚĞƌ ƐĞƚƚŝŶŐƐ 

of Baudelaire. It is not just the choice of English-ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ ƚƌĂŶƐůĂƚŝŽŶ ;ǁŚŝĐŚ ƌĞǀĞĂů ŚĞƌ ĂƐ Ă ͚ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂů 

ƌĞĂĚĞƌ͛ ŽĨ BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ͕ ŝŶ ĚŝĂůŽŐƵĞ ǁŝƚŚ ŚŝƐ ƉŽĞƚƌǇͿ, but also the decision to dehumanise and dislocate 

the multi-layered voices within her settings, which contribute to this sense of ͚ƐƚƌĂŶŐĞŶĞƐƐ͛͘ 

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. 

FŝŶĚŝŶŐ ƐĞƚƚŝŶŐƐ ĂŐĂŝŶƐƚ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƚŽ ĞǀĂůƵĂƚĞ WŚŝƚĞ͛Ɛ ƐƵƉƉŽƐĞĚ ͚ƐƚƌĂŶŐĞŶĞƐƐ͛ ŝƐ ŶŽƚ straightforward, 

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

evaluate ǁŚŝĐŚ ƚƌĂŶƐůĂƚŝŽŶ Žƌ ƐĞƚƚŝŶŐ ŝƐ ŶŽŵŝŶĂůůǇ ͚ďĞƚƚĞƌ͛͘ 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 

ŽĨ WŚŝƚĞ͛Ɛ versions of Baudelaire, the works of two other female, American, experimental 
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ĐŽŵƉŽƐĞƌƐ͕ ďƌŽĂĚůǇ ĐŽŶƚĞŵƉŽƌĂƌǇ ǁŝƚŚ WŚŝƚĞ ĐŽŵĞ ƚŽ ŵŝŶĚ͘ Aůů ƚŚƌĞĞ ǁŽŵĞŶ ŽƉƚĞĚ ƚŽ ƐĞƚ ͚LĞƐ 

LŝƚĂŶŝĞƐ ĚĞ “ĂƚĂŶ͛ ƚŽ ŵƵƐŝĐ ŝŶ Ă ƚǁĞŶƚǇ-year period (1963-1982). Examining these other settings, 

albeit briefly, can allow us to qualify how WŚŝƚĞ͛Ɛ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ, 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 enŐĂŐŝŶŐ ǁŝƚŚ BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ͛Ɛ ƚĞǆƚƐ 

at the peripheries of new music. 

DĂƚŝŶŐ ĨƌŽŵ ϭϵϲϯ͕ GŝĚĞŽŶ͛Ɛ ĐŽŵƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ ŝƐ Ă ƉŽƐƚ-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 ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ƚŚƌĞĞ ƐŽŶŐƐ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ĂůďƵŵ ĂƌĞ ĚĞƐŝŐŶĞĚ ƚŽ ĞǆƉůŽƌĞ ͚ƚŚĞ ŝŵƉŝŶŐĞŵĞŶƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ 

ƐŝŶŝƐƚĞƌ ƵƉŽŶ ƚŚĞ ƉůĞĂƐƵƌĂďůĞ͛͘23 TŚŝƐ ŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚƐ ĂŶ ŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚ ŝŶ Ă ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ ƐŝĚĞ ŽĨ BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ͛Ɛ ƉŽĞƚƌǇ͕ 

and suggests a response to his poetry on an intrinsic emotional level, but GŝĚĞŽŶ͛Ɛ ŵŽĚĞ ŽĨ 

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 Galás͛Ɛ ϭϵϴϮ ĂůďƵŵ͕ 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 ŝƐ ƐƵďƚŝƚůĞĚ ͚ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ ƉŽĞŵ ďǇ CŚĂƌůĞƐ BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ͕͛ ĂŶĚ GĂůĄƐ͛ ŝŶƚĞƌƉƌĞƚĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƚĞǆƚ 

lasts close to 18 minutes, signalling its expansive nature (nearly three times as lonŐ ĂƐ WŚŝƚĞ͛Ɛ 

already expansive version of the poem)͘ LŝŬĞ WŚŝƚĞ͛Ɛ 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 

ƚŚĞ ͚ƚ͛ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ĞŶĚ ŽĨ ͚ƚŽƌƚ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ĨŽƌƚ͛ ůŝŶĞ-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 ͚ƚŚĞŵĞ ĂŶĚ ǀĂƌŝĂƚŝŽŶƐ͛ ƚĞĐŚŶŝƋƵĞ deployed by classical 

composers, reusing material in different tempi and pitches, remaining recogniƐĂďůĞ ĂƐ ƚŚĞ ͚ŽƌŝŐŝŶĂů͛ 

theme but taking that theme to unfamiliar places͘ IŶ ƚŚĞ ĐĂƐĞ ŽĨ GĂůĄƐ͛ ƐĞƚƚŝŶŐ͕ 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 ͚PƌŝğƌĞ͛ 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 
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afforded to the track by electronic means ʹ particularly tape speed changes, and vocal gymnastics ʹ 

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 

GŝĚĞŽŶ͛Ɛ ƐĞƚƚŝŶŐ ŝƐ ŵŽƌĞ ĐŽŶǀĞŶƚŝŽŶĂů ƚŚĂŶ WŚŝƚĞ͛Ɛ͕ GĂůĄƐ͛ ŽĨĨĞƌƐ Ă 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. GĂůĄƐ͛ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ͕ ĂůŽŶŐƐŝĚĞ WŚŝƚĞ͛Ɛ͕ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐ ƚŚĂƚ 

developments in electronic technology play a significant role in tŚĞ ƌĞĐĞƉƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ͛Ɛ ƉŽĞƚƌǇ 

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

The desire to ƵƐĞ BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ͛Ɛ ƉŽĞƚƌǇ ĂƐ Ă ŵĞĂŶƐ ƚŽ ĞŶĂďůĞ 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, ƌĂĚŝĐĂůůǇ ĞǆƉĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ĐƵůƚƵƌĂů ƌĞĐĞƉƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ BĂƵĚĞůĂŝƌĞ͛Ɛ ƉŽĞƚƌǇ ŝŶƚŽ 

less familiar aesthetic territories. 
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Hiddleston in The Cambridge Companion to Baudelaire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005). Wright 
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