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Pleased to meet you 
Hope you guess my name 
But what’s puzzling you 
Is the nature of my game 

 
The Rolling Stones, Sympathy for the Devil, 1968. 
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I  Introduction 

Es gibt ein gutes Prinzip, das die Ordnung, das Licht und 
den Mann geschaffen hat, und ein böses Prinzip, das das 
Chaos, die Finsternis und die Frau geschaffen hat. 

Pythagoras 

1.  Pleased to meet you, hope you guess my name 

For ages, the femme fatale has fascinated mankind. Whether in the shape of the 
demon Lilith haunting the Talmud, the biblical Eve, historical figures such as 
Cleopatra or in guise of Lulu and Salome, her artistic and aesthetic manifesta-
tions – nearly each century breeds its own type of femme fatale, every single one 
fatal in her own, different style. Throughout the nineteenth century she ex-
periences her hitherto greatest reception, mutating into the spectre of a society 
which, deeply unsettled by socio-cultural, political and medical-psychological 
changes, distorts reality. It is exactly this conglomerate of art, sexuality, lit-
erature and psychology which lastly forms the substrate for the birth of this 
illusory appearing infestation. One by one did authors from all over the world 
succumb to her lure. Théophile Gautier, Charles Baudelaire, Oscar Wilde, Edgar 
Allan Poe, Leopold von Sacher Masoch – they all hailed, paralysed and yet 
enthralled by the fascination which emanated from this strange creature, her 
power.  

In his 1896 work Trésor des Humbles, Maurice Maeterlinck writes:  

Dès que nous exprimons quelque chose, nous le diminuons étrangement. Nous croyons 
avoir plongé jusqu’au fond des abîmes et quand nous remontons à la surface, la goutte 
d’eau qui scintille au bout de nos doigts pâles ne ressemble plus à la mer d’où elle sort. 
Nous croyons avoir découvert une goutte aux trésors merveilleux ; et quand nous re-
venons au jour, nous n’avons emporté que des pierreries fausses et des morceaux de 
verre; et cependant le trésor brille invariablement dans les ténèbres.1 

Poignantly, this also comes true when trying to approach the topic of the femme 
fatale. It seems as if she is somehow like a ghost, haunting and crossing the 
centuries to appear anew from time to time; both frightening and attracting her 
viewers, yet never explaining her existence or answering the questions she is 

                                             
1  Maeterlinck, Maurice. Le Trésor des Humbles. Bruxelles: Edition Labor, 1986, p. 45.  
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asked. The attempt to demystify her appears as impudent as denying the en-
chantment she radiates.  

Today it seems as if the fascination with her is on decline. In a contemporary 
media-saturated society where taboos hardly exist, what is left of the dazzling 
construction which reached its peak by the second half of the 19th century does 
not shock or provoke anyone anymore. Women’s suffrage, love-matches instead 
of marriages of interest, the claim for self-fulfilment in terms of sexuality – all 
these modern comforts, which surely abetted the rise of the femme fatale2, had to 
be laboriously eked out then. But as these developments are nowadays regarded 
to be self-evident it is not surprising to find the femme fatale decline in power. 
Her construct, which had outlived ages and centuries, does not seem to survive 
the 20th century. This development is also due to the fact that the terminology 
femme fatale is far too easily used. What happened to Lilith, Eve, Cleopatra, 
Salome, Lulu or Theda Bara? They have turned into Sharon Stone, Madonna, 
Lady Gaga and Dita von Teese. All of them play and coquet with attributes 
which partly constitute a femme fatale. Yet, these attributes reduce what once 
used to be complex phantasmagoria to a superficial, shallow caricature of the 
femme fatale which reduces her primarily to her sexual attraction. But what is or 
makes a femme fatale in her original meaning? What constitutes attraction in 
contemplation of death? 

In a compilation of essays, diary entries and manuscripts published by the title 
of Journaux Intimes, Charles Baudelaire briefly defined what beauty meant to 
him: 

De l’air dans la femme  
Les airs charmants et qui font la beauté sont : 
L’air blasé L’air de domination 
L’air ennuyé L’air de volonté 
L’air évaporé L’air méchant 
L’air impudent L’air malade 

                                             
2  A prevalent view, see also Tebben, Karin. Deutschsprachige Schriftstellerinnen des Fin 

de Siècle. Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1999, p. 21: “In dem Maße 
nun, wie die polarisierten Geschlechtscharaktere zur Jahrhundertwende vor allem von 
streitbaren Frauenrechtlerinnen in Frage gestellt wurden und sich in den öffentlichen 
Diskurs einschlichen, tauchten in der von Männern produzierten Literatur Frauentypen 
auf, die, von geisterhafter Schwäche heimgesucht, herumirrten (femme fragile) oder mit 
bedrohlicher Sexualität die männlichen Protagonisten in ihrer Existenz gefährdeten.” 




