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Society Nineteen talks with
BOB VAN LAERHOVEN

Charles Baudelaire is three years dead by the time Flemish author Bob van Laerhoven’s Baudelaire’s 
Revenge begins, but the life, art, and personality of the fabled French poet are felt on every page of the 
novel. Amid the tumult of 1870 Paris, someone is killing those who opposed Baudelaire and leaving 
lines from his iconic Les Fleurs du Mal on their bodies. The quotations are written in handwriting 
that exactly matches Baudelaire’s, raising speculation about whether the notorious member of the 
Decadent movement is dead at all—and if so, how and why the crimes are being committed. As the 
melancholy Commissioner Lefèvre and his autodidact subordinate, Inspector Bouveroux, attempt 
to unravel the mystery, their lives intersect with Baudelaire’s in ways that neither they nor the reader 
could predict. Published in Flemish in 2007 and French in 2013, the book’s English edition, trans-
lated from the Dutch by Brian Doyle, appeared in 2014 from Pegasus Books. Baudelaire’s Revenge 
has earned van Laerhoven the Hercule Poirot Prize for best suspense novel of 2007; the USA Best 
Book Award 2014 in the category mystery/suspense; widespread critical and popular praise; and 
myriad new readers beyond his home in Belgium. Though its candid treatments of sexual issues may 
not suit every reader, Baudelaire’s Revenge is not merely startling, much less sensationalist; from its 
darkest themes to its moments of dry wit, it is richly imagined, intricately plotted, carefully researched, 
and undeniably distinctive. The author of over thirty books, Van Laerhoven’s freelance writing and 
work for Médecins Sans Frontières (Doctors Without Borders) International has brought him to 
myriad places of conflict including Somalia, Liberia, Sudan, Gaza, Iran, Iraq, Myanmar, and the 
besieged city of Sarajevo. You can find out more about van Laerhoven and his work on his website 
and keep abreast of his news on Facebook and Twitter. Society Nineteen is pleased to interview its 
first Flemish author, and to speak with Bob van Laerhoven about the strange cruelties of love, the 
equally strange mind of Charles Baudelaire, the requirements and risks of novel-writing, and the 
many contradictions of the 19th century. —Suzanne Fox

http://www.bobvanlaerhoven.be/en
http://www.bobvanlaerhoven.be/en
https://www.facebook.com/bob.vanlaerhoven
https://twitter.com/bobvanlaerhoven
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So19: The text on the back cover of your new short story collection, Dangerous Obsessions (Anaphora 
Literary Press, 2015), notes the theme as “warped love as the source of violence.” Similarly, a character in 
Baudelaire’s Revenge says that “some loves are inexplicable and cruel” and “our shortcomings, after all, 
breed our most powerful desires.” So this seems to be a theme that you return to?

BvL: You have a very sharp eye. Love’s ambiguousness is simultaneously a mystery and a challenge 
to me. Why? I confess, I don’t really know. Is it because, at a tender age, I witnessed how troubling, 
and even menacing, love can be? The adults around me clung together because they said they loved 
each other. But often, I saw them fight bitterly. When I grew up, I noticed people have a tendency 
to idealize love, maybe to make it easier to believe in it. 

Novelists usually like nice endings. After many pages of conflict, sadness, anger, violence, dou-
ble-crossing, etc., the reader wants an ending that soothes her or him. But I think that life isn’t 
soothing, except for fleeting moments, and that even our purest forms of love—from parent to 
child, from human to beloved animal—is tainted in some way. Humans are a very complicated and 
contradictory species. Although many of us strive for renunciation and simplicity, so few of us find 
a solution for the intricate, ever-changing coalitions of emotions and “feelings” that are being forged 
in our minds, this devious ballet of the forces that we call “good” and “evil.” 

I try to capture these conflicts in our beings. I want to capture in language the fluidity of who we 
are and what we consider as right or wrong. I want to understand the depths of our desires—that 
mysterious point where Eros and Thanatos meet, are enemies and allies, and both love and hate 
each other.

So19: As noted in the introduction above, though he dies three years before it begins, Charles Baudelaire 
is vividly present in the novel. His work, his legacy, his family, his philosophy, his inner demons all come 
roaring to life. What inspired you to write a novel with him at its center?

BvL: Charles Baudelaire is the incarnation of my love for the two-fanged beauty of language. By 
that I mean a “lurid beauty,” condemning and yearning, aching and soothing, a beauty that is on a 
quest for the demon and the angel behind the Janus face we all wear. 
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Baudelaire’s verses fascinated me even before I was able to understand the brilliant depth of his 
poetry. I was eighteen then, and lived in a small Flemish village very close to the Dutch border. There 
was no reading culture, no books in my parents’ house. They were hard-working people, striving to 
provide their four sons a better future. There was a small but well-stocked library in the village, though, 
and the librarian noticed my hunger for reading. Eventually, he advised me to read De Bloemen Van 
den Booze, the Dutch translation of Baudelaire’s Les Fleurs du Mal. 

I was so flabbergasted by the mysterious language, the elegant phrases, and the mystical depth I 
sensed behind the metaphors, that in my free time I learned enough French to be able to read the 
original version of the poems. The rhythm of those words was intoxicating. I reveled in the veiled 
threat they carried in such a sparkling language, the hopeless longing, the devious cunning, the desires 
paralleled with a death-wish, and the courtly love linked with debauchery. It was dazzling.  In short: 
Baudelaire’s ghost had me in its grip. 

I vowed that I would become an author and that I would write about this mysterious poet, so 
sensitive yet so brutal, so pure yet so depraved. The chances of my being able to fulfill that promise 
seemed slim. But against all odds, I kept my vow. I’ve published more than 30 books in Holland and 
Belgium, but I was 52 before I could sit down with enough confidence to write Baudelaire’s Revenge, 
the book I always had wanted to write. 

So19: Though you clearly made extensive use of the historical Baudelaire, you also built a complex secret 
around him. Where did the inspiration for this invented story come from—was there a particular 
starting point or “seed”?

 BvL: During his life, the French nobility and bourgeoisie frowned upon Charles Baudelaire. Among 
other things, he was called a pervert, a decadent, and a sadomasochist. The French government 
censored his poetry and threw him in jail when Les Fleurs du Mal appeared, and the literary estab-
lishment despised him. Nevertheless, with his extravagant clothing and daring opinions about life, 
death and sex, he was a role model for many young and stylish Parisians.
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Baudelaire was something of what we would today call a drama queen. Everyone in the artistic 
salons of that time knew some tragic story about the “doomed poet.”  Baudelaire’s hypersensitivity 
and hysterical conundrums fed a lot of myths around his person, especially after his death. Even 
during his life, rumors abounded, in part because Baudelaire liked to tell outrageous stories about 
himself, his family, and his travels. He was clearly a myth maniac. 

Allegedly, one of those stories was that he was doomed to lead a dramatic and wretched life 
because he had a twin sister, misshapen at birth, who was (in the custom of that time) whisked away 
to a convent and who died early. When his entourage asked for details, Baudelaire remained vague, 
alluding to the fact that his taste for “evil” had its roots in the fact that he possessed a “damaged 
soul.” The reason for that was the loss of his twin sister. Finding this concept of a damaged soul 
fascinating, I knew I wanted to use it in the novel. From there on, the story came to me, as if it had 
waited for that starting point.

So19: Your novel describes the cultural, political, literary and other aspects of Paris at an incredibly tense, 
complex time in its history. Can you talk about the process of researching the details you use to evoke it so 
richly?

BvL: It’s easy to talk about that process: I don’t really know how it happens. You could call it the 
“following the subterranean gold wire” Hermann Hesse wrote about in his famous novel Steppen-
wolf. I’m doing nothing, idling away, and then suddenly I’m aware of its glow. I only have to follow 
it, jumping as it were from fact to fact. 

     It’s also a question of weeding. Using the Internet, books, libraries, and every scrap of infor-
mation that I can find, regardless of the source, I always gather too much material. Then, when the 
story unfolds itself, I see what I need and what I don’t. 

It can be a strange feeling. I read a text about my subject; I see a word, or an expression, a fact, 
that seems to jump out of the page; and those I research further. I’m guided. I don’t know precisely 
how it works, but it’s an organic process. I don’t want to analyze it too much. Why should I damage 
a precious gift for which I’m deeply grateful?
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So19: Sexual desire and behavior are consistent themes in Baudelaire’s Revenge, with a number of 
scenes treating them quite explicitly. In this way, your novel is quite different from the many books that 
portray this era as prudish or even sexless. Perhaps some novels portray people of the period as they wished 
to seem, where you are revealing how they actually behaved. Was the emphasis on themes of sexuality your 
intention from the start, or did it develop as you crafted the story and “world” of the book?

BvL: Ah, at last! At last someone in the States who asks this question, for which I’m deeply grateful. 
But it’s also a complicated question that made me scratch my head! 

    The emphasis on sexual themes was there partly from the start, and partly influenced by my 
research. In 19th-century France, the bourgeoisie and the nobility expressed their sexual needs rather 
freely, often with even more self-confidence than people do now. The great courtesans were admired, 
even revered. The morals regarding marriage were very different: marriage existed for practical reasons 
while a blooming sexual industry, embellished upon and viewed as an art, existed by its side. Partic-
ularly for male needs, of course; as usual, women were more subtle in their sexuality. 

    A visit to the brothel was stylishly frivolous for those who could afford it. At least, that was the 
cover. In reality, all that glitter and glamour hid a lot of female suffering. It was a rougher time, and 
the relationships between men and women were very different from those today.

In particular, fashionable nobility and artists sought reputations as being a bit perverse. This added 
luster to their reputations. Demanding “oriental practices” of the prostitutes was en vogue; it was, 
after all, fashionable to be extravagant. The exotic held a great appeal, and moeurs de terres lointaines 
were considered a sign of worldliness. Charles Baudelaire himself was one of the “Decadents,” an 
informal group of artists who wanted to break through all social and sexual boundaries. Freedom 
(again, for men) was their highest call.

    All these elements spurred me on, and I wanted to be as true as possible to my subject. Therefore, 
my novel had to mirror the sadomasochistic tendencies of Baudelaire, who was a great poet but a 
wreck of a man. I also wanted to show that under the glittering surface of the sex industry, there was 
a much harsher reality.  For instance, 15-year-old performing prostitutes, or poupées, weren’t unusual 
in some brothels. Children were treated like adults much earlier in their lives than they are now.
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So19: The sexual content of the book has engendered some controversy.

BvL: It’s always my goal to hide my research as much as possible when writing a historical novel 
(I also write contemporary novels). Sometimes, when I read a historical book, the author’s research 
shimmers through. For me, that hampers the story’s atmosphere. So in Baudelaire’s Revenge, I decided 
to write the sexual scenes from the point of view of someone who lived in that time and was familiar 
with then-fashionable sexual practices.

And yes, this choice has had consequences. In Holland, Belgium, France and Canada, where the 
novel was published before it was launched on the American market, the cultural and social back-
ground of the story was accepted. But I quickly learned that some American readers were shocked 
and offended by Baudelaire’s Revenge. I knew in advance that Americans tend to be more prudish 
than Europeans, at least in public. But I was still surprised by the vehemence of some reactions. 

So19: But your decision about how to treat this material was, nonetheless, a deliberate and thoughtful 
creative choice.

BvL: I’ve put a lot of work in the descriptions of the sex scenes. Being the author, I couldn’t directly 
intervene by conveying my opinion about these scenes. I had to do that more subtly, so I tried to 
use an elegant, literary and detached language when it came to writing these episodes. The situa-
tions may be perverse, but the language isn’t. This is meant as a sign that I, as a human being, don’t 
condone such acts. In Europe, I was understood, because my novel has roots in a literary tradition. 
I wasn’t always understood in the States. Don’t get me wrong: I understand and acknowledge that 
fact. The American culture is different from ours. Many Americans are not familiar with the different 
backgrounds of our past or our literature. Similarly, we don’t fully know yours. 

    Such differences can also have funny consequences. With your permission, I’ll tell you one that 
stuck out. I hope I won’t offend anyone with this anecdote, but the mess-up was such fun—and at 
the same time such a revelation for me—that I hope you’ll bear with me. 

I received shocked and angry remarks about a line in Baudelaire’s Revenge comparing Commission-
er Lefèvre’s glans with a “plump radish.” How could I? Such a bad taste! Unstylish!  At first, I was 
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flabbergasted. I had made that comparison in homage to the 19th century French brothers Edmond 
and Jules de Goncourt, who are of course world famous for their ironic diaries, written in a superb 
style. One of the entries was written after a visit to Maxime du Camp, the great nineteenth-century 
photographer. Edmond had written laconically that Du Camp had received them in an unbuttoned 
dressing gown, so that his glans penis, “the size of a plump radish,” was visible. Hilarity everywhere 
in the era’s Paris literary salons. Many literature lovers in Belgium and France know that original 
ironic comparison; I decided to use it in Baudelaire’s Revenge as a tribute to the Goncourt Brothers 
who, at the start of my attempts to write, taught me so much about style. It turns out that very few 
in the States are aware of that literary joke, not even literature students. Again, I understand. I am 
not familiar with the more subtle faits divers of American literature.

   Another example is the anal intercourse of commissioner Lefèvre with his preferred courtesan, 
Claire de la Lune. The candid description of it! The debauchery! What a vile man I was to imagine 
such a scene! And the filthy and perverse description of Claire de la Lune’s cleansing of the anus 
according to “the Japanese way?” Huh? Surely, that must be a figment of your depraved brain? Well, 
neither is imagined. Both are carefully researched. 

    There were condoms available at that time, made from the bowels of sheep. Almost every man 
not forced to do so refused to wear them, as they blunted every sensation. Many cocottes therefore 
preferred anal intercourse, to avoid unwanted pregnancy in dangerous periods but also during men-
struation. The Japanese method of cleansing the anus with an enema filled with lavender extracts made 
the experience more bearable through its heat and moistness. (The same method is still used in these 
days by women, especially in Muslim countries, mostly to keep their virginity intact for marriage.)

    So, as I said before, behind all that glamour, were hidden small, sad, all too human realities.  
Should I have explained this background in the novel? If I had done so, I would have been a bad 
novelist, interfering with the story. At that time, these were everyday realities. So I presented them 
like that: almost collateral, things to be taken for granted.  Rather than describing certain sexual 
mores of that time because I am an advocate for them, I used them to uncover the grim truth behind 
the flowery French façade.
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    “But why show sexual attitudes to unveil social facts of that century in the first place? You 
could have chosen other topics,” it might be asked. I have written about other topics—for instance, 
the huge gap between rich and poor—in the book. But Baudelaire being such a sexually disturbed 
man, I didn’t want to steer away from the more delicate sexual matters.  Another reason too lengthy 
to discuss here is explained on Goodreads. Click here and you’ll know more!

Now I rest my case. I made my choice; I think it’s a valuable choice; and I stick with it.

So19: Commissioner Lef èvre and his subordinate, Inspector Bouveroux, are a study in contrasts. It 
would be great if you’d talk a bit about how you developed their characters and “assigned” their particular 
talents, capacities, and stories. 

 BvL: It’s said that in love and friendship we’re seeking kindred souls. But often, that’s not the reality. 
I’ve observed a lot of couples who seem to have opposing characters, but share a certain vibe that 
becomes the emotional glue between them. Because they are opposites, they possess a kind of objec-
tivity toward each other, and often that detachment is a good thing. We know so little of ourselves 
that co-existing with a similar partner can be irksome. We recognize something, a character trait or 
attitude, in him or her that we ourselves share, but in that “other” we find it offensive or irritating.

With that in mind, I decided to give Lefèvre and Bouveroux the same background—the Algerian 
war that has welded them together—but very different personalities. In this way, they form a good 
team and gave me the opportunity to describe the mystery from both sides.

So19: Your website talks about the way your writing is grounded in personal experience. Can you talk 
about how your own experiences in Algiers helped shape that aspect of the novel?

BvL: I have been a travel writer in mostly war-torn countries from 1990 until the end of 2003. I was 
fifty then, and by that point I felt that part of my life was over. My last journeys, among them to 
Gaza, Iran, and the region of the Wa-rebels in Myanmar (Burma), had taught me that I had become 
too jumpy. Something was closing in. I simply knew that I had to stop before destiny struck. But 

https://www.goodreads.com/questions/169869-why-is-baudelaire-s-revenge-so
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I remained fascinated by the things humans do in warfare and by the question of where all that violence 
stems from. 

Some—not all—of my books are influenced by those thirteen years. But you know how writers are: they 
try to transcend the personal, translate it into the general.  Therefore, I mix things up, even replace them in 
time (I wasn’t in Algiers in the nineteenth century, of course), and try to make them universal. 

I’m hunting after the questions—and maybe some answers. What damage is life doing to us as we get 
older and lose our faith, our illusions, our goals? What is the meaning of our bitterness and pain? Why are 
we so afraid of death while life itself can be so painful?  Do we all have the feeling that we, inside of us, are 
one, or multiple?  What is a personality, what is that elusive thing we call “me”? Why is sex, meant for joy 
and tender loving, often a weapon and a threat between man and woman? 

I could go on, but I think you get my drift. The atrocities I describe in Baudelaire’s Revenge are raw and 
shocking, but let’s not pretend that our age is more civilized. When the monster of war takes possession 
of people’s hearts and minds, they will revert to a state worse than bestial. To give you just one example: 
during the Bosnian war in the nineties, I was in besieged Sarajevo. The greatest threat was not the 24/7 
shelling of the town by the Serbian cannons on the top of the hills that surrounded the city, although that 
was bad enough. Worse were the snipers who transformed many city intersections into deadly traps. They 
liked to shoot the women who, to keep their families alive, had to queue up every 3 days or so in front of 
the water distribution points—there was no tap water, and very rarely electricity, available in the city. The 
snipers killed defenseless women who risked their lives to be able to nourish their children, to give them 
something to drink…so don’t tell me my books are harsh. They are nothing more than a reflection of a 
reality that still exists and slowly is even becoming stronger.

So19: In what ways is this book most similar to your other works? In what ways is it most different?

BvL: I try to adapt my style to the subject of each novel. When I was younger, I worried about not having 
a single, consistent style. I thought it was a flaw, but since then I’ve noticed that there are authors who have 
one color on their style-palette and others who use more. I’ve done my humble best to use a style à la Flau-
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bert in Baudelaire’s Revenge. In other novels, the style can be more clipped and raw, or refined à la Curzio 
Malaparte, or more cabaret-like, as in the novel I’m writing now. I must be clear: I don’t copy styles. I study 
the great stylists and then I adapt their way of writing to my temperament, goals, and ability in each book.  

My admiration for some stylists is fathomless. The great Italian author Curzio Malaparte, whom I men-
tioned just above, is one of them. In English, the diaries of John Cheever are marvels of stylistic brilliance. I 
may be a crossover writer between literature and the suspense novel, but style remains the most important 
tool a writer must develop and refine his whole life. I’m almost 62, but I’m only starting to see, in a far 
distance, style’s full powers…

So19: What are you working on now? Do you have any plans to return to the 19th century in upcoming work? 

BvL: After Baudelaire’s Revenge, I’ve published three more or less contemporary novels: Return to Hiroshima, 
set in 1995; Black Water, set in 2012; and Alejandro’s Lie, set in 1983. So you see I’m not always a writer of 
historical novels. 

But I have returned to the genre in my current work in progress. I’m working on The Shadow of the Mole, 
a novel that takes place primarily in the Argonne region of France in 1916, but also “visits” Vienna and 
Paris in other time periods. It’s not so much a novel about World War I as it is a story about a search for 
the borders of reality and delusion, that uses the war as a background. I have the feeling it will be my last 
historical novel. The research devours energy, and—I don’t know why precisely—I think I’ve said enough 
of the past. 

Maybe I’ll end my writing days with a novel about the future. Who knows? During the cocaine wars 
between the drug cartels and the Columbian government in 1990, I rounded a corner in nighttime Bogotá, 
and was very nearly shot by a drunk soldier because I didn’t immediately understand his guttural Spanish. 
I learned that, quite literally, you can round a corner and your life can turn upside down. 

•
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ABOUT SOCIETY NINETEEN
 Society Nineteen showcases the work of great contemporary authors who write about 19th-century issues 
and experience. New interviews and other features are published in our online journal most weeks; our 
newsletter offers links to everything that appeared on So19 in the preceding month, while our main website 
adds a changing gallery of images from or related to the 19th century to our rich mix of content.

We talk with authors in literary and genre fiction, scholarly and popular nonfiction, even young adult and 
children’s books. Our goal is always to look deeply into an author’s work, explore its sources in and relation-
ship to the 19th century, illuminate its relevance to 21st century issues and ideas, and celebrate the creative 
process itself. Though we don’t publish book reviews per se, we welcome queries about possible submissions 
including author interviews and essays related to our themes.

Founder and editor Suzanne Fox is an author, teacher, and consultant on issues of book structure, style, 
and marketing. Suzanne’s publications include the memoir Home Life: A Journey of Rooms and Recollections 
(Simon & Schuster), which was featured in Glamour, Elle and Mirabella magazines and praised by publica-
tions including Kirkus Reviews, Booklist and the Chicago Tribune. Suzanne received her M.F.A. in Writing 
from the Columbia University School of the Arts; has been awarded residencies at Yaddo, the Vermont 
Studio Center, and the Atlantic Center for the Arts; and contributes regularly to Publishers Weekly. A 
lifelong lover of all things 19th-century, she designed Society Nineteen to celebrate the extraordinary range 
and gifts of the contemporary creatives who use events, themes, and issues from the century in their work.

www.societynineteen.com
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