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CHAPTER 4 

Sorne Nineteenth-Century 
Thernes: Decadence, Masses, 

Ernpire, Gothic Revivals 

In spite of all our protests, in spite of all our anger, we belong 
by our way of speaking to the same literary, scientific, and 
political society that we would ruin . ... We are at the same 
time the corpse and the prosecutor of the old world; that is our 
vocation. The death of the old world will carry us away also; 
there is no salvation possible; our sick lungs can breathe no 
other than infected airo We are being hurried to inevitable 
ruin. lt is altogether legitima te and indispensible; we feel that 
soon we shall be in the way; but, in disappearíng with the old 
world, we shall be aware of the fatality that has bound us to it, 
and shall stíll deliver the most ferocious blows to it amid disas
ter and chaos; we shall passionately acclaím the new world
that world which does not helong to us-crying towards it our: 
"Caesar, the dying salute theeJ" 

-ALEXANDER HERZEN 

Nero and Narcissus are always with uso 
-OseAR WILDE 

N OT just Marxists and existentialists, secularists and theologians, 
but artists and writers of every persuasion have been pro

foundly affected by the development of industrialized mass culture. 
Over the last two centuries, painters, poets, sculptors, novelists, and 
playwrights have all be en either the beneficiaries or the victims of the 
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forces of massification: democratization, commercialization, the tech
niques of mass production. Nietzsche sums up one aspect of the com
plicated, often tortured relationship between the artist and modern 
society when he writes: "That is an artist as 1 love artists, modest in 
his needs; he really wants only two things, his bread and his art
panem et Circen."l The meaning of the aphorism depends on the 
understanding that the society of bread and circuses, as Nietzsche 
knew from his own experience, did not aHow artists to enjoy their 
bread and art without paying dearly. Central to Nietzsche' s philoso
phy, moreover, is the paradox that the seeming progress of society 
reaHy signifies its decadence, a parado x that is also basic to the "dec
adent movement" of artists and poets. "Nothing avails: one must go 
forward-step by step further into decadence (that is my definition of 
modern 'progress'). "2 Here is the fórmula of aH decadent avant-gardes 
and modernist classicisms in the arts, as also of aH decadent "trans
valuations of values" in philosophy. "'Progress' is merely a modern 
idea, that is, a false idea" (571). The discoveries of the philosopher and 
the innovations of the avant-garde artist take on the appearance of 
delvings in a charnel house, using aH the latest equipment. "H is a 
painful, horrible spectacle that has dawned on me," writes Nietzsche 
in The Anti-Christ. "1 have drawn back the curtain from the corrup
tían of mano ... 1 understand corruption ... in the sense of dec
adence: it is my contention that aH the values in which mankind now 
sums up its supreme desiderata are decadence-values" (572). For 
Nietzsche, there are always new frontiers to cross, new boundaries to 
violate, even of disease. The "progress"-that is, "decadence"-of 
modern society forces the artist and philosopher of genius to be also 
"progressive," avant-garde, modernist-that is, "decadent." 

The first modern versions of negative classicism were the declara
tions of decadence issued by Théophile Gautier and his Bohemian 
contemporaries in the 1830S; these were the deliberate antitheses of 
bourgeois assertions of progress through industry. The Chevalier d' Al
bert in Gautier's Mademoíselle de Maupin (1835) set the pattern by 
likening both his ennui and his pleasures to those of the Roman em
perors: ''Thy gilded house, O Nero! is but a filthy stable beside the 

1. Friedrich Nietzsche, Twilight of the [dols, "",Iaxims and Arrows 17," in The 
Portahle Nietzsche, ed. and tr. \Valter Kaufmann (New York: Penguin. 1976), p. 468. 

2. Ibid., p. 547. 
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palace 1 have built myself; my wardrobe is better stoeked than yours, 
Heliogabalus, and it is infinitely more magnifieent. My eircuses are 
bloodier and more roaring," and so forth. 3 N evertheless, says d' Al
bert, "nothing 1 ean do has the least attraetion for me." His mock 
distress points toward that hedonistie, solipsistie, "deeadent" lifestyle 
that is both celebrated and satirized in later fiction: for example, in 
Joris-Karl Huysmans's A Rebours, Walter Pater's Marius the Epí
curean, and Osear Wilde's Picture of Dorían Gray. 

"We are all emperors of the Lower Empire," said Théophile de 
Ferriere, also in 1835. "For are we not in deeadenee?"4 Sinee the 
1830S deeadent artists and poets have thought of themselves as fonn
ing an avant-garde of esthetie modernism in the midst of historieal 
baeksliding, hastening the downfall of a moribund soeiety by pushing 
art beyond the limits of bourgeois toleranee. This esthetic deeadence 
contrasted a perversely ideal antiquity-Rome or Byzantium both as 
the capital of all pleasure and as neeropolis, the ultimate dead end of 
history-to the sterility of industrial modernity. Rome or Byzantium 
eould be at onee utopia and dystopia, a model of deeadent behavior to 
be admired and imitated but also an exemplar of imperial hubris and 
futility-the ironie mirror of the decadents' own bourgeois, indus
trial, imperial soeiety whieh, they declared, was rapidly becoming 
another tottering empire like the one that had fallen. They eon
demned the deeadence of their times; they also paraded the dee
adenee of their own art works and lifestyles. The famous first line of 
Paul Verlaine' s "Langueur" sums up this delicious eontradietion, 
shared by many of the artists and writers who shaped artistic modern
ism in opposition to industrial modernism: "Je suis l'Empire a la fin de 
la déeadenee" (1 am the Empire at the end of the decadence). 

The ehief faetors that the deeadent movement reaeted against were 
progress in the guise of industrialization and the failures and inconsis
tenCÍes that plagued democratization. In Franee, decadent posturing 
was inspired partly by the declines and falls that followed the revolu
tions of 1789, 1830, and 1848: the democratie promise of 1789 snuffed 
out by Napoleonic imperialism and the Bourbon Restoration; the 

3. Théophile Gautier, Mademoiselle de Maupin, tr. Joanna Richardson (New York: 
Penguin, 1981), p. 143· 

4- Théophile de Ferriere quoted by Koenraad Swart, The Sense of Decadence in 
Nineteenth-Century France (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1964), p. 77, n. 1. 
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promise of democracy in 1830 leading only to the July Monarchy and 
bourgeois industrialism; and the "socialist revolutions" across Europe 
in 1848 ending with the victory of reactionary forces, including, in 
France, the Second Empire of Napoleon IlI. Even more devastating 
was the "debacle" of the Franco-Prussian vVar followed by the bloody 
suppression of the Paris Commune in 1871, which Gustave Flaubert, 
for one, saw as an unmitigated catastrophe and the end of French 
civilization: "What barbarism! What a disaster! I was hardly a progres
sive and a humanitarian in the past. Nevertheless, I had my illusions! 
And I did not believe that I would see the end of the world. But this is 
it. We are witnessing the end of the latin world. ",5 

Al' ter the setbacks suffered by the democratic movements through
out the nineteenth century, many artists and intellectuals adopted 
pessimistic, cynical, often reactionary positions. Toward the end of 
Emile Zola's Germinal (1885), Etienne Lantier, who has gone through 
the hell of a miner' s life and who has seen the innocent "savagery" of 
the working class crushed by the "cannibalism" of the bourgeoisie, 
continues to dream of liberation. Etienne imagines the proletariat as 
the fittest species, overcoming a decadent bourgeoisie (Marxism for 
Etienne and perhaps also for Zola is a branch of social Darwinism). In 
the same passage, he also imagines the future revolution in terms of a 
Roman analogy: 

For if one class had to be devoured, surely the people, vigorous and 
young, must devour the effete and luxury-loving bourgeoisie? A new 
society needed new blood. In this expectation of a new invasion of 
barbarians regenerating the decayed nations of the old world, he 
rediscovered his absolute faith in a coming revolution, and this time 
it would be the real one, whose fires would cast their red glare over 
the end of this epoch even as the rising sun was now drenching the 
sky in blood. (; 

Etienne marches off into the bloody sunrise of the Paris Commune of 

1871. 
Zola could not have given his novel a more pessimistic conclusion. 

Marx viewed the Paris Commune as the harbinger of the final revolu-

5. Gustave Flaubert quoted hy Swart, The Sense of Decadence in Nineteenth· 
Century France, p. 124. 

6. Emile Zola, Germinal, tr. L. W. Tancock (Baltimore: Penguin, 1954), p. 496. 
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tion, only temporarily checked by the force s of repression. But, closer 
to Flaubert, Zola interprets the Commune and its aftermath as one 
more inevitable disaster for the unfit masses, visited upon them by the 
fitter bourgeoisie and the extremely fit Prussians. In Germinal, aH the 
revolutionary efforts of the miners end in calamity. The novel reaches 
a climax in the desperate machine-breaking riot that also breaks the 
back of the strike. The sabotage of the Le Voreux mine by the anar
chist Souvarine kills only miners. Etienne himself emerges from the 
ordeal of being buried alive a white-haired skeleton. When he 
marches off fuH of hope toward the bloody "debacle" of 1871, he 
leaves nothing but disaster in his wake and is headed only toward a 
still greater catastrophe. 

The entire Rougon-Macquart series of novels, anatomizing life un
der the Second Empire, points deterministically toward the catastro
phes of 1870-71. Zola's naturalism, supposedly applying the latest, 
most progressive "experimental" methods to the novel, explores the 
decadence of France after 1848 through the disasters and degenera
tions visited upon his characters. Even the more successful side of the 
family tree, the Rougons, eventually produces imbeciles and de
formed specimens. The counterfeit imperialism of Napoleon III also 
represents a degenerate falling away from that of the first Napoleon. 
No wonder that Max Nordau, in his massive exposé of the corruption 
of his times, Degeneration (1893), ineludes Zola and other "realists" 
alongside esthetes, impressionists, and symbolists as exemplars of 
decay. The anatomist of decadence turns out himself to be decadent: 
Zola "constantly practices ... that atavistic anthropomorphism and 
symbolism ... which is found among savages ... and among the 
whole category of degenerates .... Machines are horrible monsters 
dreaming of destruction; the streets of Paris open the jaws of Moloch 
to devour the human masses; a magasin de modes is an alarming, 
supernaturally powerful being."7 There is much truth in Nordau's 
assessment. But by identifying the critique of decadence with dec
adence itself, Nordau adopts a line of argument that ought to condemn 
his own treatise as an example of degeneracy. More to the point, 
despite his superficial antagonism to art-for-art's sake, Zola approxi
mates the many "decadent" poets and symbolists who are Nordau's 

7. Max Nordau, Degeneration (New York: Appleton, 1895), p. 494· 
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chief anathema: both the naturalists and the "decadents" create works 
of art that revel in the same regressive qualities they expose and 
condemn. 

Dissecting the decadence of his society, Zola was frequently at
tacked by other anatomists of decay. "Zolaism is a disease. It is a study 
of the putrid .... No one can read Zola without moral contamina
tion."8 Condemnations of the "leprous character" and "sheer beastli
ness" of Zola' s novels became rampant in the British press in the late 
1880s, at the time of the Vizetelly censorship trial. When the matter of 
Victor Vizetelly' s English translations of Zola came befo re Parliament 
in 1888, an M.P. wondered: "Were they to stand still while the coun
try was wholly corrupted by literature of this kind? Were they to wait 
until the moral fibre of the English race was eaten out, as that of the 
French was almost? Look what such literature had done for France. It 
overspread that country like a torrent, and its poi son was destroying 
the whole nationallife. France, to-day, was rapidly approaching the 
condition of Rome in the time of the Caesars."9 This was to attribute, 
of course, great corruptive if not constructive power to literature, a 
belief that "decadent" writers were quite willing to encourage by 
making style their sovereign value, even while they disengaged them
selves as completely as possible from social responsibility. The argu
ments against Zola, moreover, follow the general pattern of arguments 
against mass culture as corruptive and decadent. The same M.P. had 
no difficulty in associating Zola with the literary "garbage on which 
the children of London fed ... the penny dreadful and the penny 
novelette." This literature of the masses is poisoning the entire na
tionallife; it constitutes a "terrible pestilence ... spreading through-

. out the country." 
The association of literary naturalism with negative classicism and 

also with the decadent movement is not fortuitous. Both Huysmans, 
whose A Rebours served as the pattern book and "breviary" for the 
decadent movement, and George Moore, the only British novelist 
who tried to be faithful to Zola' s naturalism, began as imitators of Zola 
and ended by adopting decadent poses and styles. Zola himself de-

8. The National Vigilan ce Association, "Pernicious Literature" (1889), in George J. 
Becker, ed., Documents of Modern Literary Realism (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1963), p. 381. 

9· Ibid., p. 355· 
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clared his preference for "the works of decadence where a sort of 
sickly sensibility replaces the robust fertility of classical epochs. "10 

And a number of other writers, Flaubert prominent among them, 
combine naturalistic and decadent traits. 

With his hatred of things utilitarian, industrial, and bourgeois, 
Flaubert may be taken as representative of the decadent movement 
in France. The opposite of Homais, that smug, detestably progressive 
apothecary and citoyen who ironically wins the medal of the Legion of 
Honor at the end of Madame Bovary, is perhaps Heliogabalus. The 
sadistic, antique splendors of Salammb6 are as inimical to bourgeois, 
industrial values as the clichés of Bouvard et Pécuchet are ironically 
expressive of them. And Flaubert has his cult of N ero, as Oscar Wilde 
and the fin de siecle decadents have theirs of Domitian, Salome, and 
Byzantium. Flaubert cultivates "the love of things Roman branching 
out into all madnesses, expanding into alllubricities, by turn Egyptian 
under Antony, Asiatic at Naples with Nero, Indian with Heliogabalus, 
Sicilian, Tartar and Byzantine under Theodorus, and always mingling 
sorne blood with its roses, and always displaying its red flesh under 
the arcade of its grand circus where the lions roared, where the hippo
potamuses swam, where the Christians died."l1 

At the same time that Flaubert exemplifies many of the themes and 
attitudes of the decadent movement, he also points toward that ex
treme development of realism which Zola called naturalismo He de
nied being a realist, and would also have denied being a decadent, a 
naturalist, or anything el se programmatic. But Salammb6 reveals the 
axis along which naturalism and the decadent movement are joined. 
Flaubert' s agonizingly precise realistic techniques are lavished upon a 
story that is essentially nihilistic. Salammb6 comes close to fulfilling 
Flaubert's ambition to write "a book about nothing, a book without 
external attachments, which would hold together by itself through the 

10. Zola quoted by Swart, The Sense of Decadence in Nineteenth-Century France, 
p. 112. 

11. Gustave Flaubert quoted by Mario Praz, The Romantic Agony (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1951), p. 182 (my translation). For Flaubert's Neronian cult, 
see the entire series of quotations in Praz. And compare Verlaine: 'Jaime le mot de 
décadence, tout miroitant de pourpre et d' ors," quoted by Swart, The Sense of Dec
adence in Nineteenth-Century France, p. 165. See also A. E. Carter, The Idea of 
Decadence in French Literature, 1830-19°0 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
1958). 
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internal force of its style. "12 Just as much as Zola in Germinal, 
Flaubert is dealing with a historical cul-de-sac. The sadistic triumphs 
and lapidary splendors of Carthage lead nowhere but to treachery and 
destruction, the decimation of the barbarians who seem at least to 
embody some wild freedom, and the torture and death of Matho by 
the entire "civilized" population of the capital. AIso, of course, Car
thage itself is doomed to destruction in an even more ruinous and final 
way than Rome. Rome at least, as Sainte-Beuve declared, points to
ward "the whole future of civilization"; but Carthage is only a nec
ropolis, devoid of hopeo 

Flaubert's Carthage represents in extreme form the futility, cruel
ty, and desolation of all empires; the entire history of civilization takes 
on the aspect of a death factory. Salammb8 belongs partly to the 
memento mori genre exemplified by Constantin Fran<;ois Volney's 
Ruins; Flaubert populates the ruins with a horde of cruel, exotic 
ghosts. But as Georg Lukács suggests in The Historícal Novel (1962), 
Salammb8 resolutely refuses to be a political statement or to point a 
finger out of the past at the crimes of the presento The historical dead 
end of Carthage is mirrored in the total disjunction between 
Flaubert's narrative and immediate social concerns: the novelist re
fuses to judge; the work of art exists in a state of hermetic splendor; 
the supreme value is style. Flaubert's is the stance of the decadent 
practitioner of art-for-art' s sake, although the stance itself is in an 
important way political: a decadent estheticism, by which art no long
er connects with anything but art, is obviously antithetical to anything 
like mass art, anything manufactured for consumption by the masses. 
Salammb8 is thus an implicit condemnation of the decadent, bour
geois, industrial society that casts the arts into the outer darkness of a 

modish alienation. Only across the barricade of Flaubert' s deliberate 
isolation can Hamilcar' s prophecy of the downfall of Carthage, for 
example, be read as pointing also to modern France: "You willlose 
your ships, your lands, your chariots, your hanging beds, the slaves 
who rub your feet! Jackals will lie down in your palaces, the plough 
will turn up your graves. Nothing will remain but the eagles' cry and 
heaps of ruins. You will fall, Carthage!"13 

12. Flaubert quoted in Becker, Documents of Modern Literary Realism, p. 90. 
13. Gustave Flaubert, Salammbó, tr. A. J. Krailshamer (New York: Penguin, 1977), 

p. 115· 
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Flaubert' s Carthage nevertheless mirrors the Paris of the Second 
Empire, although of course less directly than Yvetot and Tostes mirror 
provincial France in Madame Bovary. Lukács argues that Salammbó's 
"frozen, lunar landscape of archaeological precision" betrays a false 
"modernization of history"; a dead Carthage is made to stand in the 
place of a dying modernity. Lukács finds the result not far removed 
from naturalism: "Only in Flaubert's imagination does Mátho embody 
ancient love. In reality, he is a prophetic model of the decadent 
drunkards and madmen of Zola."14 The treacheries, triumphs, and 
disasters of the Carthaginians are no different in kind from those of 
modern France. History is both static and endlessly repetitious for 
Flaubert, because human nature never progresses. Flaubert' s fre
quent descriptions of jewels and precious metals as features of 
clothing and architecture, the ornaments of a cruelly static necropolis 
petrified in the sands of the past, are also suggestive of the way history 
always works: imperializing civilization seems inevitably to transform 
the raw materials of humanity into piles of useless wealth, and then 
again into piles of bones and ruins. Like the golden bird in Yeats' s 
Byzantium poems, the lapidary brilliance of Carthage seems to exist 
outside of time, beyond "the fury and the mire" ofhistory. But where
as Yeats's Byzantium represents at least the mirage of eternality, the 
chief god of Flaubert's Carthage is Moloch the Devourer, to whom 
belongs "men's existence, their very flesh," and to whom frequent 
sacrifice must be made "to still his fury." Flaubert might just as well 
have said that Mammon is the chief god of his fellow Parisians; in 
L'education sentimentale, we are told that after the revolution of 1848, 
despite "the most humanitarian legislation ever passed in France ... 
property was raised to the level of Religion and became indis
tinguishable from God. "15 

From the outset the decadent movement was profoundly anti
bourgeois, anti-industrial, and also antidemocratic. The antithesis of a 
genuine work of art is whatever can be understood and consumed by 
"the public," "the masses," "the canaille." According to that decadent 
impressionist, James McNeill Whistler, great artists are always ge-

14. Georg Lukács, The Histarical Novel, tr. Hannah and Stanley Mitchell (New 
York: Humanities, 1965 [1937, English transo 1962]), p. 192. 

15. Gustave Flaubert, Sentimental Educatían. tr. Robert Baldick (New York: Pen
guin, 1964), p. 295. 
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faculties had deteriorated with each succeeding generation till they 
now consisted of the instincts of gorillas at work in the skulls of grooms 
and jockeys. "18 Huysmans' s language is unmistakably both Darwinian 
and Zolaesque; he applies an evolutionary but degenerative determin
ism to entire classes and societies. Huysmans did not leave naturalism 
behind to write decadent "breviaries"; rather, he found the theme of 
decadence ready-made in Zola and the Concourt brothers and applied 
it to the upper end of the social register. A Rebours portrays the other 
side of the landscape of social disaster depicted in Germinal: both Des 
Esseintes and Etienne Lantier, both aristocracy and working class, are 
doomed at least metaphorically to be eaten alive by the fittest species, 
the bourgeoisie. "What point of contact," Des Esseintes wonders, 
"could there possibly be between him and that bourgeois class which 
had gradually climbed to the top, taking advantage of every disaster to 
fill its pickets, stirring up every sort of trouble to command respect for 
its countless crimes and thefts?" The commercialism of the bour
geoisie devours everything that stands in its way, like the cannibal god 
of capital in Germinal. "Overbearing and underhand in behavior, base 
and cowardly in character, [the bourgeoisie] ruthlessly shot down its 
perennial and essential dupe, the mob, which it had previously un
muzzled and sent flying at the throats of the old castes." The impact 
on culture ofbourgeois domination and crassness, needless to say, has 
heen catastrophic: "the suppression of all intelligence, the negation of 
all honesty, the destruction of all art" (218). Des Esseintes's attempt to 
create a sanctuary of esthetic sensation, walled off from the cultural 
depredations of the bourgeoisie, prefigures the pattern of many later 
attacks upon mass culture as sham, disease, or commercial cannibal
ism, an apocalyptic category of decline and fallo 

In an important way, however, Des Esseintes does not merely 
despair of the future; he delights masochistically in his own deteriora
tion and in the idea of the ultimate downfall of society at large. In
spired by reading Dickens, Des Esseintes conjures up a vision of 
London and even sets off on a trip to visit it, though he gets no farther 
than Paris. His London vis ion is replete with dockside scenes, street 
traffic, fog, the roar and bustle ofbusiness and industry, and it ends on 

18. Joris-Karl Huysmans, Agaínst Nature, tr. Robert Baldick (New York: Penguin, 
1959), p. 214· 
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this note: "Des Esseintes shuddered with delight at feeling himself 
lost in this terrifYing world of commerce, immersed in this isolating 
fog, involved in this incessant activity, and caught up in this ruthless 
machine which ground to powder millions of poor wretches" (134). 
Here is the atavistic world of Germinal, in which "machines are horri
ble monsters dreaming of destruction," but viewed through an opera 
glass of esthetic sensation. 

The same sense of perverse enjoyment characterizes the theme of 
negative classicism in Huysmans's story. Des Esseintes's evocations of 
the crepuscular style of Latin decadence, which lead him to recount 
the decline and fall of ancient civilization, are high on his list of 
pleasures. He is especially fond of Petronius's Satyricon, which he 
reads as a "realistic novel, [a] slice cut from Roman life in the raw"; of 
Claudian, who "caUs Antiquity back to life" while "the Western Em
pire crumble[s] to its ruin aU about him"; and ofTertuUian, that sine 
qua non of negative classicism, who "had gone on calmly writing his 
sermons ... while the Roman Empire tottered" (45). Not that Des 
Esseintes pays heed to the content of the gloomy African's sermons: 
while TertuUian was preaching "carnal abstinence, frugality of diet, 
sobriety of dress . . . Elagabalus was treading in silver dust and sand 
of gold, his head crowned with a tiara and his clothes studded with 
jewels, working at women' s tasks in the midst of his eunuchs, calling 
himself Empress and bedding every night with a new Emperor, 
picked for choice from among his barbers, scullions, and charioteers." 
Des Esseintes, we are told, delights in this contrast, but of course it is 
Heliogabalus upon whom he models his own behavior. Even more 
than the behavior of perverse emperors, however, it is the literary 
style of the Roman decadence that Des Esseintes admires. He is 
enamored of "that special gamy flavour which in the fourth century
and even more in the foUowing centuries-the odour of Christianity 
was to give to the pagan tongue as it decomposed like venison, drop
ping to pieces at the same time as the civilization of the Ancient 
World, falling apart while the Empires succumbed to the barbarian 
onslaught and the accumulated pus of ages" (46). 

Des Esseintes' s fondness for decadent Latin is anything but pedan
tic. Far from a quiet rummaging among old books, his account of 
linguistic decadence leads to passages ofbloodthirsty, apocalyptic lyri
cism, reaching a crescendo in this evocation of the barbarian in
vasions: 
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On the banks of the Danube, thousands of men wrapped in ratskin 
cloaks and mounted on little horses, hideous Tartars with enormous 
heads, flat noses, hairless, jaundiced faces, and chins furrowed with 
gashes and scars, rode hell-for-Ieather into the territories of the 
Lower Empire, sweeping all before them in their whirlwind ad
vanee. . . . Civilization disappeared in the dust of their horses' 
hooves, in the smoke of the fires they kindled. Darkness fell upon 
the world and the peoples trembled in consternation as they listened 
to the dreadful tornado pass by with a sound like thunder. The horde 
of Huns swept over Europe .... The earth, gorged "with blood, 
looked like a sea of crimson frath; two hundred thousand corpses 
barred the way and broke the impetus of the invading avalanche 
which, turned fram its path, felllike a thunderbolt on Italy, whose 
ruined cities burned like blazing hay-ricks. [49) 

125 

If Zola had written a novel about the fall of the Roman Empire, it 
would have sounded like this. In any case, Des Esseintes's love of 
decadence clearly also involves a love of barbarism and scenes of 
destruction. Huysmans leads us on an ironic path fram his protago
nist' s fastidious and eccentric bibliophile tastes to images of the 
smashing of civilizations. What is the connection between the two? 
Perhaps only the meanderings of Des Esseintes' s depraved imagina
tion. But the very insistence on style as the supreme value seems to 
lead to scenes of desolation; it functions like a kind of vampirism, 
leaving the world symbolically incoherent, ravaged, falling into ruins. 

The emphasis on style is evident in every important decadent man
ifesto. The decadents were far fram being linguistic purists, however, 
seeking to prap up a tottering civilization by improving its rhetoric. 
The styles they valued most were themselves supposedly diseased, 
corrupt. Their classicism was primarily negative; their avant-garde 
modernism resuscitated the writers of a twilight age. In his preface to 
Les fleurs du mal, Gautier defines Baudelaire's "style of decadence" 
as "nothing other than art reaching the point of extreme maturity 
determined by the oblique suns of aging civilizations: a style inge
nious, complicated, knowing, full of nuances and affectations. "19 He 
proceeds to compare Baudelaire' s style to the "decomposing" lan
guage of falling Rome and of "the Byzantine school." Baudelaire, he 
says, preferred to the language ofVirgil and Cicero that of "Apuleius, 

19. Théophile Gautier, preface to Charles Baudelaire, Les fleurs du mal (Paris: 
Michel Lévy, 1868), p. 17. 
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Petronius, Juvenal, Saint Augustine, and that Tertullian whose style 
has the black sound of ebony" (18). Gautíer quotes a statement that 
Baudelaire attached to a Latin poem in Les fleurs du mal: "Does it not 
seem . . . that the language of the final Latín decadence-supreme 
sigh of a robust person already transformed and prepared for the life of 
the spirit-is singularly able to express the passion which the modern 
poetic world understands and feels?" Out of their impotenee and rage 
in the faee of bourgeois hegemony, decadent writers sought their 
revenge by declaring style, that seel11ingly least powerfúl value, to he 
their private monopoly, off limits to the bourgeoisie. Style was a 
mystery beyond the ken of ordinary mortals. The effect of so treating 
it, however, was like removing, at least in imagination, the keystone 
from the grand arch of civilization. Here was a whole generation of 
writers who l11ight have be en singing the praises of the Freneh Seeond 
Empire or of the British Empire, but who declared instead that those 
empires were doomed. They even seemed to be hastening decline 
and fa11 by imitating the decadent Romans and by cultivating linguistic 
eorruptions and eeeentricities, like magical incantatíons against the 
powers-that-be. And one and a11 they subscribed to the heresy that 
modern society was not following the path of progress, but its 
opposite. 

II 

Just as much as the failures and disillusionments attendant upon 
democratization, industrialization was a cause of dismay for many 
nineteenth-century artists and intelleetuals. The idea that machinery 
is destructive of art and culture arose with the factory system. The fú11 
history of how artists have responded to the threats of specific new 
machine techniques-steam printing and linotyping, lithography, 
photography, the telegraph and telephone, radio, cinema, televi
sion-has yet to be written, but it would deal with everything that we 
now categorize as mass media. Flaubert again can serve as an exam
pIe: "Let us cry against imitation silk, desk chairs, economy kitchens, 
take materials, fake luxury, fake pride. Industrialism has developed 
the ugly to gigantic proportions .... The department store has ren
dered true luxury difficult ... we have a11 become fakers and char
latans .... Our century is a whorish century ... the least pros-
























































