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5) Sophie-Valentine Borloz, “Plaidoyer en faveur des renifleurs d’odeurs littéraires : pour
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8) Aristote, Du Sensu, in Parva Naturalia, Vrin, 1911, p. 34.
9) Lucien Febvre, Le Probleme de ['incroyance au XVIe siécle, Albin Michel, 1962, p. 461.
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Representation of Olfactory Experiences in French Literature:
The Cases of Balzac, Zola, Baudelaire and Huysmans in
the 19th Century

Cho, Man—Soo

From ancient Greece to the 19th century, the sense of smell was
ignored in the dimension of perception until it gained recognition in the
18th century. Among sensory abilities, the sense of smell, in the
19th-century society, highlighted the cognitive importance of olfactory
experience amidst social and economic changes. Attitudes towards odor
and fragrances began to take on undeniable significance, whether socially
or aesthetically. As Balzac and Zola painted the vast mural of
19th-century society, within this mural, olfactory experiences bear witness
to the era in a non-visual manner. If descriptions of olfactory experiences
did not break free from convention in portrayals of Balzac, Zola elevates
olfactory descriptions to the dimension of symphony through empathetic
depictions in his synesthetic descriptions. It is an experiential world
touched by the senses, and Zola’s sensory perception and understanding
of bourgeois society, experienced and critiqued through the senses, acquire
a new dimension in the empathetic amplification of the world of sensory
experiences.

Baudelaire blends sensory experiences in a different way than Zola. The
world he wants to perceive and experience is not the real world but a
transcendental one. Sensory experiences in the realm of the transcendental
are made possible through hallucination and intoxication. Therefore,
olfaction is experienced within the form of intoxication, mixed with vision
and audition. Those following Baudelaire, like Huysmans, construct a
language that perceptually reconstructs an artificially induced paradise,
allowing for the experience of intoxication artificially. In Huysmans, the
language discussing olfactory experiences in literature, art, and music
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composes the same symbolic totality. The language of olfactory
experience as an artificial sense, departing from naturalism, has
contributed to the formation of an artificial aesthetics that establishes a
reversed relationship with nature. Following the process of the birth of
modernism in 19th-century literary history, we could experience a
different sense by tracing the ways in which olfactory experiences were
recreated.
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