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Chapter 2
Unknowing Decadence
Charles Bernheimer

Imagine the following scenario: at a dinner party I am telling a friend about
the vacation from which I have just returned. I describe lolling naked in a
hot tub at a luxurious resort, sipping chilled French champagne, nibbling
delicious chocolate truffles, and flirting with a beautiful woman — or was it a
beautiful boy?—who is soaking next to me. "How decadent!" exclaims my
friend. Although perfectly current, this usage of the word warrants some
reflection. It conveys quite a complex set of conflicted feelings. There is, of
course, envy: my experience sounds wonderfully decadent to my friend in the
sense of its being self-indulgently hedonistic and sensuously stimulating,
with hints of loosened inhibitions and sexual transgression. All of this made
possible by an enviably large outlay of money. But there is also a suggestion
of moral censorship: my friend may have chosen this word to convey his
sense of my conduct's being excessively self-indulgent, of its having reprehensi-
bly failed to respect the proper social norms, of its demonstrating insuffi-
ciently repressed and sublimated instinctual appetites. The first meaning
makes me morally superior to my friend, in the subversive sense that I have
shown myself not to be subject to the dictates of traditional morality. The
second meaning makes my friend morally superior to me insofar as he
recognizes the value of those dictates and judges me to have violated them.
In the first instance, my friend envies me the potential unraveling of my
stable identity through sensuous pleasure and erotic adventure. I am, as it
were, tempting fate, and succeeding, by seductively lifting repression. I am
not so much indulging myself as undoing the self's coherence by liberating
the perverse force of desire. In the second instance, my friend implicitly
asserts the self's claim to wholeness and stands by the importance of that
wholeness for the dynamic progress of civilization. From this perspective my
decadence is regressive, counterproductive, even childish. Continue along
that path, my friend implies, and you'll become an impoverished, obese,
alcoholic pervert with one foot in a watery grave.

All this goes to show that, even in current parlance, the notion of deca-
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Unknowing Decadence 51

dence is inhabited by a doubleness that puts fundamental moral and social
values in question. There is an implicit appeal to a norm that sustains so-
ciety's assumptions about what is natural, good, right, life-sustaining, pro-
gressive, and so forth. But there is also the suggestion that this appeal con-
stricts human potential, denies opportunities for pleasure, and discredits
the attraction of the perverse and destructive.

* * #

In 1979, Richard Gilman, a respected literary and cultural critic, pub-
lished a short book entitled Decadence: The Strange Life of an Epithet. Oilman's
attitude toward his subject —the word decadence itself and its uses, or rather
misuses, throughout western history —is passionately censorious. He pres-
ents himself as an arbiter of cultural value whose purpose is to draw atten-
tion to the contemporary degradation of language. The word decadence is
representative for him of a class of words that, he says, "injure meaning and
bring about confusion" (5) by evading truth and obscuring reality with a veil
of illusion. But Oilman's dismissal of the word decadences a tool for insight
can itself serve as a tool for insight. His book is actually very useful, for in
arguing that the term decadence has no specific referent, that " all the forms
in which we think we detect the phenomenon of decadence are products of
the word's prior uses and not stable realities of the objective world" (14), by
so arguing Gilman succeeds less in proving the emptiness of decadence as a
subject than in proving its coherence as a subversive agent in language and
culture. It is against the appeal of this subversion, evident in Oilman's fas-
cination with his slippery, duplicitous topic, that he defensively reacts.

One of Oilman's strongest objections to the term decadence is that it cor-
rupts what he calls the "proper" distinction between a metaphorical use of
language, which, he claims, "relieves us of the burden of the world's fac-
ticity" (161), and an epistemologically accurate use of language through
which that facticity is made intelligible. Decadence, he complains, is a po-
etic metaphor that speakers mistakenly employ as if it described document-
able actualities in the real world. The Romans were the first to use the term
in this way to account for their sense of loss in relation to a projected image
of their own earlier vigor. But this loss, Gilman argues, cannot be measured
in any concrete, historically specific terms. Late Roman art was different
than, rather than inferior to, its classical predecessor. Thus Rome's sense of
its decline was a fictional construct posited on the premise of a preceding
ideal performance. Change, brought on largely by factors over which Rome
had little control, was interpreted poetically, metaphorically, narcissistically,
as degradation and loss.

For Gilman, this is a culturally destructive mistake that blinds a society to
its own innovative potential. He claims that the fault lies largely in the failure
of the society to perceive the purely constructed fictive quality of the ideal in
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52 Charles Bernheimer

relation to which it judges its own inferiority. If, that is to say, the notion of
"progress" were to be recognized as an arbitrary fiction, rather than a natu-
ral function of civilized life, then the epistemological value of "decadence"
as its logical negative complement would be immediately suspect. Once
revealed as poetic lies and discredited as instruments of knowledge, both
words, progress and decadence, would presumably have to retreat to their
"proper spheres" (161) of metaphorical operation, and Gilman could fi-
nally relax his vigilant policing of their harmful vagaries.

Such vagaries, Gilman claims, are harmful to proper semantic function
and to what he terms "the integrity and wholeness of communal experi-
ence" (163). Like certain figures of late nineteenth-century liberalism —
such as Max Nordau, author of the massive attack on fin-de-siecle deca-
dence entitled Degeneration (1892)—he refuses to acknowledge the pos-
sibility that the subversion of communal wholeness could have cultural
value.1 He fails to see that the transgression of conventionally "proper"
spheres of verbal operation — for instance, the use of metaphor in the con-
text of history — need not be symptomatic of epistemological confusion and
may reflect a lucid skepticism about asserting distinctions between fiction
and history, writing and what is outside it.

The most useful of the revaluations one can make of Gilman's critique
concerns his model of decadent constructedness. In order for the term
decadence to have any meaning at all, he argues, a positive norm must be
constructed in relation to which certain modes of behavior can be desig-
nated as regressively deviant. The arbitrary, fictional quality of this con-
struct must be forgotten, however, if decadence, linked to the norm as its
abnormal, depressive opposite, is to appear to have any subject matter
proper to it, such as decline, loss, degradation, and so forth. In other words,
the notion of decadence depends, according to Gilman, on a prior essen-
tializing gesture whereby a cultural metaphor is mistakenly taken to be a
truth of nature.

He's right, I think, though I don't read the founding mistake of deca-
dence the way he does, as grounds for linguistic eviction. And he's only
partially right, as I propose to demonstrate in the rest of this essay.

* >H *

Reviewing Flaubert's newly published novel Salammbo, the critic Sainte-
Beuve complains about the insignificance of the book's subject, the brutal
war between Carthage and its mercenary army in 241-238 B.C. "Why should
I interest myself in this lost war, buried in the mountain passes or the sands
of Africa?" (437) he asks, foreshadowing the puzzled, irritated response of
numerous subsequent readers. This war made no difference to the future of
European civilization, he protests; there is no "live communication" (437)
between it and the present; its story reveals nothing about how we got where
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we are. Sainte-Beuve's complaint amounts to this: Flaubert's historical novel
is unhistorical because the author has perversely chosen a subject in history
that had no effect on history. Although Sainte-Beuve does not use the word,
he is accusing Flaubert of decadence, decadence displayed as the failure of
historical understanding.

Sainte-Beuve's Romantic perspective is echoed in our century by the ma-
terialist critique of the philosopher Georg Lukacs, who accuses Flaubert of
failing to understand "the real driving forces of history as they objectively
worked" (177) and of transforming history from a means of dramatizing
social and economic contradictions into "a collection of exotic anecdotes"
(182). The appeal of this exoticism, Lukacs argues, motivated Flaubert in
his choice of a historical subject that would have no connection with the
modern bourgeois society that he so passionately hated. But, notes Lukacs
in a perception that goes well beyond Sainte-Beuve's insights, "this lack of
connection — or rather the illusion of such —is at the same time the subjec-
tive factor which connects Flaubert's exotic historical subject matter with
the everyday life of the present" (185). Here Lukacs is linking the discon-
nected meaninglessness of Flaubert's historical subject in Salammbowith the
disconnected impersonality and disinterestedness of the authorial attitude
that Flaubert wished to assume in Madame Bovary. Since Lukacs considers
this wish a reflection of Flaubert's regrettable detachment from the material
processes of historical change, he has little sympathy for it. Reading Flaubert
against Flaubert, he attributes the greater success of Madame Bovary to the
author's failure to remain distant and impersonal.

However, what Lukacs interprets as a failure of historical vision may be an
assertion that history lacks vision. What he sees as the decadence of histor-
ical fiction may be a fiction generated by history's decadence. Flaubert feels
himself to be at an end — which he variously describes as that of nineteenth-
century France, of the Latin race, even of the world —but he associates this
ending not with a poverty of history but with its excess: "Wretched as we
are," he observes to his friend Louis Bouilhet from Cairo in 1850, "we have,
I think, a good deal of taste because we are profoundly historical, admit
everything, and adopt the point of view of the thing in order to judge it.
But," he asks rhetorically, "do we have as much innateness as we have com-
prehensivity? Is a fierce originality even compatible with so much breadth?"
(Correspondance 645). This passage suggests that, for Flaubert, in direct an-
tithesis to Sainte-Beuve, a highly developed historical sense is a symptom of
decadence, of a falling away from an ideal of imaginative originality. Flau-
bert's conception of what it means to be historical destroys history as a mode
of insight and understanding. To be historical, he says, is to /os^any elevated
perspective, any distance from events and objects, and to adopt an entirely
contingent point of view, "le point de vue de la chose." History for Flaubert
is no more than its objects and exists nowhere else than in its objects. Sainte-
Beuve criticizes just this myopic narrative stance in Salammbo: "The author
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does not maintain himself above his work," he observes; "he applies himself
too closely, he's got his nose on top of it. He never distanced himself enough
from his work to adopt the point of view of his readers" (436). Those
readers, Sainte-Beuve suggests, want Flaubert to present history as a tele-
ological narrative capable of explaining progress and decadence in terms of
causes and effects.

Flaubert, in contrast, suggests that he is constrained to write from within
decadence, which he views as a historical moment incapable of reading itself
from a historically significant perspective. In this he agrees with Nietzsche's
analysis of the consequences of the oversaturation of the modern age with
history: "To take everything objectively," Nietzsche observes in "On the
Uses and Disadvantages of History for Life," "to grow angry at nothing, to
love nothing, to understand everything, how soft and pliable that makes
one" (105). Nietzsche measures the decadent loss of vitality, as does Flau-
bert, against a Romantic ideal of the demiurgic imagination. This compara-
tive measure betrays the de-historicizing contingency of the decadent mo-
ment by constructing an ideal in relation to which decadence can be nar-
rativized as such.

My formulation here echoes Gilman's model for decadence but with two
crucial differences. First, Gilman describes the projection of an essential-
ized norm as an epistemological mistake that necessarily discredits any op-
positional structure built on its premise. In contrast, I see the projection of
the norm as betrayal that, far from discrediting the idea of decadence, actu-
ally enables its articulation. Second, Gilman claims that the fictive dimen-
sion of the projected norm must be forgotten in order to mask the vacancy
of its decadent opposite. I believe that decadent artists are self-consciously
aware of the norm's uncertain ontological status.

Flaubert silences this awareness when he defends the accuracy of his
depiction of Carthage against the criticism of Sainte-Beuve. The norm
against which Sainte-Beuve measures Flaubert's deficiency is, as we have
seen, historical meaning — and Flaubert's response appears to be addressed
to this issue. He takes great pains to defend the exactitude of his documen-
tation, often citing the precise volume and page number of his source. "You
may be sure," he tells Sainte-Beuve, "that I have not created a fantastic
Carthage. Documents on Carthage do exist" (451). The reader of Flaubert's
open letters to Sainte-Beuve and to the archaeologist Froehner is surprised
to realize, upon reflection, that Flaubert nowhere interprets the historical
significance of his subject. He simply cites his sources. No model of episte-
mological coherence determines his choices: it suffices that some detail can
be found in an author of antiquity for him to accept it as true.2 What he calls
the comprehensivity of his historical sense in the letter to Bouilhet is man-
ifested by the sheer magnitude of his scholarly research. Inspiration in a
decadent age is born in the library; it is secondary, derivative, and quantita-
tive. Flaubert's textual documents are like the body parts strewn across the
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battlefields in his novel: they are the cultural remains that constitute his-
tory's resistance to meaning.

This resistance is thematized in Salammboby the collapse of the difference
between disputing opponents, supposedly civilized Carthaginians and sup-
posedly savage barbarians.3 Although their confrontation is motivated at the
outset by a grievance — the mercenaries' claim to their unpaid wages — this
complaint is soon forgotten and the motive of opposition on both sides
becomes the pure desire to oppose and dominate. Flaubert grants neither
side any kind of comprehension of its historical position, any moral project
or political vision. The warring opposites, as in Bouvard etPecuchet, are purely
structural. The violence of their clash does not produce a meaningful dis-
tinction between civilization and savagery, culture and nature, or any other
dualism. History is pictured on the micro level as mutilation and dismem-
berment—think of Hanno's leprous flesh hanging in rotten shreds; of
Matho's bleeding body picked and scratched to death by the whole popula-
tion of Carthage; of the barbarians trapped in the Defile de la Hache cutting
up and devouring their comrades; of any battle scene, for that matter, where
detached body parts proliferate and are even recycled for new uses —hu-
man fat to grease war machines, human nails to fabricate armor, and so
forth. Indifferently Carthaginian or barbarian, the dismembered body em-
blematizes the absence of historical direction when everything has become
history. The confrontation of enemies turns into a duplication of the same,
and barbarism is revealed to be an attribute projected onto the Other to
create the illusion of differential superiority, progressives on one side, deca-
dents on the other. Indeed, in Flaubert's usage, barbarism is just another
term for decadence.

The reader who, like Sainte-Beuve, condemns Flaubert's novel as barba-
rous is thus doubly entrapped by the structural dynamics of decadence.
First, the novel deconstructs the opposition on which his condemnation
depends. Second, if he tries to speak from a position outside the collapse of
difference and to read this collapse historically as itself a symptom of deca-
dence, his reading is always already included within decadence as the be-
trayal of its indifference to historical knowledge.

* * *

"Nature has had her day," reflects Des Esseintes in Huysmans's A rebours.
"The time has come to replace her, to the degree possible, by artifice" (107,
108). This project is probably what first comes to most people's minds when
they think of decadence as a style in art and literature. Decadent style is
artificial, ornamental, superficial, decorative. Itfetishizes the particularized
detail at the expense of the organic whole. It is a style of decomposition and
disintegration, best appreciated by the kind of myopic point of view Flaubert
considered characteristic of his age. "What is the style of every literary deca-
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dencet" asks Nietzsche in The Case of Wagner. Paraphrasing Paul Bourget's
earlier formulation, he answers: "That life no longer dwells in the whole.
The word becomes sovereign and leaps out of the sentence, the sentence
reaches out and obscures the meaning of the page, the page gains life at the
expense of the whole — the whole is no longer whole" (170).

While this description applies perfectly to Nietzsche's own fragmentary,
inconclusive writing style — showing that he failed to overcome what makes
him, as he says, "a child of this time; that is, a decadent" (Case of Wagner
15) —it seems far removed from the style of literary naturalism. Zola's sen-
tences don't have the tortured syntax and densely encrusted verbal surface
of Huysmans's. But the decadence is not only a matter of style. Huysmans
began as a disciple of Zola, and his first novels are characteristically natu-
ralistic in language and theme. Indeed, one could argue that Nietzsche's
borrowed description simply projects onto the plane of literary style what is
at the thematic center of much naturalist writing, that is, the decomposition
of organic wholes, the failure of nature to sustain meaning, and a decen-
tered instability that Nietzsche, speaking of Wagner, associates with physical
degeneration and hysteria.

Des Esseintes's favorite novel by Zola, Lafaute de VabbeMouret, seems to be
written in praise of the same qualities that Nietzsche also champions, that is,
in Nietzsche's terms, "the vibration and exuberance of life" (Case of Wagner
10) and "the return to nature, health, cheerfulness, youth, virtue" (159-
60). But just as Nietzsche observes in The Will to Power that "man reaches
nature only after a long struggle —he never 'returns' " (73), so Zola, in a
novel that appears to offer just such an ideal liberating return, shows that
nature is always already decadent, that is, unhealthy, decomposing, deriva-
tive, like Nietzsche's definition of decadent style.4

The first part of the novel paints an antithesis between Serge Mouret, an
ascetic young priest who exults in his contemptuous denial of nature, of
sensual pleasure, and of the sexual body, and his sister Desiree, "une belle
bete" [a beautiful animal] (93), who, sexually and intellectually innocent
herself, exults in the pullulating fertility of the barnyard animals she mater-
nally tends. The siblings live in a tiny, isolated village where promiscuous
sexual activity defines the relation of the brutish peasants both to each other
and to the land they till, with which they are described as "fornicating" (65).
The alternatives Zola offers are both singularly unappealing: an embrace of
nature as teeming animal generation or a violent repression of life in the
flesh, so violent, indeed, that it leads to psychosomatic collapse. At the end
of part one, Serge, in a masochistic delirium, calls on the Virgin Mary to
castrate him so that he can unite with her without sin.

In the novel's second part, Serge wakes up from his long illness to find
himself in the symbolically named Paradou, which was a country domain in
the eighteenth century and is now a decaying manor surrounded by an
immense, luxuriantly overgrown garden. There Serge, who has forgotten his
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past, is reborn and nursed back to life by the generous, spontaneously loving
Albine. An exuberant child of nature, she teaches Serge to love the beauty of
the garden's abundant flowers, plants, trees, and animals. The sensuous
appreciation of organic life, his own included, is Albine's cure for Serge,
which enlists the indulgent cooperation of the erotically charged garden —
roses reveal their delectable nakedness, fragrant perfumes fill the air, sap
exudes from the fruit-laden trees. Soon the garden becomes an active force
in encouraging Serge and Albine to consummate their love. Hesitant and
anxious at first, when they finally "exceed to the exigencies of the garden,"
Zola calls their act "a victory for the animals, plants, and things that had
wanted the entry of these two children into the eternity of life" (248).

Thus, the novel's message seems to reverse the Edenic myth: instead of
being a fall, a sin, an act against man's better nature, sex is a celebration of
love and of the integration of man and woman into "1'eternite de la vie." But
this message becomes confused when, immediately after their carnal cli-
max, Serge and Albine feel shame, and Serge's religious past returns to his
consciousness. Overwhelmed by guilt, he flees from Albine and the Paradou
to resume his priestly duties. At the outset of the last of the novel's three
parts, he has once again dedicated himself to the negation of life and fer-
vently wishes for death. This wish is not for just any death, however, but for
an inorganic one that would "save [him] from all putrefaction." "Your
garden," he tells Albine, who has come to take him back, "is a charnel house
where the cadavers of things decompose" (317).

Serge's claim is that apparently unfallen nature, nurturing and therapeu-
tic, is actually no different from nature in its decadence, where sex is mere
animal instinct and death feeds life by corrupting it. The text justifies this
perception. At the garden's most intimate moment of complicity with the
lovers, when it seems to be offering them the liberating ecstasy of sexual
union, Zola describes it as pullulating with fecund couplings and fertile
fornications — a description that resembles nothing so much as the rampant
sexual promiscuity in the village and in Desiree's farmyard. The liberating
benefits of a natural sexuality are thus equated with the repugnant repeti-
tions of a futile fertility. And woman as savior becomes woman as libidinal
vampire.

Not only is the Paradou's ideal nature decomposed by organic process, it
is also undermined by representation and artifice. The Paradou is not actu-
ally a wilderness but the luxuriant overgrowth of what was initially a sophisti-
cated design: a cultural intention is at the origin of this natural efflores-
cence. And at the origin of Zola's evocation of this efflorescence is his
research in botanical dictionaries, not his promenades in pristine nature.
Cultural also are the incitements to sex that Serge and Albine derive from
the suggestive paintings of human and mythological couplings in the cha-
teau's bedrooms. Thus the lesson in love is not taught only by animals and
plants. Finally, there is the Biblical intertext, which often asserts itself so
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insistently that the reader becomes less interested in the mimetic rendition
of nature's flora and fauna than in the Paradou's relation to its Edenic
prototype.

One could summarize these observations by saying that, for Zola, "Nature
is no great mother who has borne us. She is our creation. It is in our brain
that she quickens to life" (Artist as Critic 312). So opines Oscar Wilde, an
author with whom Zola is rarely linked and who condemned his French
contemporary for his "unimaginative realism" (299). But in Lafaute de Vabbe
Mouret, which Wilde may not have known, Zola takes his realism to its imag-
inative limit, where nature's organic decomposition is shown to be analo-
gous to its cultural constructedness. Life here certainly no longer dwells in
the whole. Nature is no great mother. Yet just as Flaubert plays with the
possibility of meaningful history, so Zola plays with a fantasy of nature's
beneficent meaning. Both writers are highly invested in their projected
norms. I don't want to give the impression that these projections are mere
tactical gestures. Flaubert's defense of his historical accuracy is passionate
and sincere. Zola's desire to redeem nature is so convincing that the critic
introducing the Garnier-Flammarion edition calls the novel "a magnificent
hymn to nature" (Lafaute 32). But both writers subvert their own dreams of
making sense of their decadence. They reveal the abnormality of the nor-
mative position from which this judgment could be made. The revelation
has a strong masochistic motive: the renunciation of judgment charges the
decadent world erotically with deviance, disintegration, fragmentation,
even castration. Emblematic is Father Mouret's desire to be nailed to the
cross, to have his limbs pierced and his side opened. Nature having failed as
nurturing mother, decadent masculinity defines itself in homoerotic rela-
tion to a punitive father, who, in fantasy, denaturalizes his son's body.

* * *

It is largely because Wilde's Picture of Dorian Gray appears firmly to know
and to judge its decadent subject that it has become the canonical example
of literary decadence in English. The normative standard subverted by
Flaubert in Salammbo and by Zola in Lafaute de Vabbe Mouret is embodied by
Wilde in Basil Hallward's magical portrait of the beautiful Dorian. The
painting acts as an unimpeachable moral arbiter, "the visible emblem of
conscience," expressing on the surface of the canvas the truth of Dorian's
sinful, degenerate life. While Dorian goes about the world looking eternally
youthful and innocent, the picture unsparingly records the physical impact
of his moral failures. For example, when, at the novel's end, he imagines
that he has done a good deed in not seducing a peasant girl who loves him,
the portrait adds a look of cunning to the eyes and a hypocritical wrinkle to
the mouth, thereby convincing Dorian that "through vanity he had spared
her. In hypocrisy he had worn the mask of goodness. For curiosity's sake he
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had tried the denial of self" (192). Disgusted by what he calls "this mon-
strous soul-life" (192), Dorian decides to get rid of the painting. The result
is a novelistic ending that has the didactic quality of a fairy tale finale: in
stabbing the picture, Dorian kills himself, and the dichotomy between life
and representation returns to "normal." The picture reverts to its original
youthful appearance and the dead man is revealed to be "withered, wrin-
kled, and loathsome of visage" (193).

This scenario reduces the notion of decadence to a catalog of moral
perversions — Dorian is condemned for his aestheticism, his self-indulgent
narcissism, his callous indifference to the suffering of others. Wilde's book
then becomes, as Richard Ellmann maintains, "the tragedy of aestheticism,
[proof that] life cannot be lived on such terms" (315), and this most famous
of English decadent novels is reassuringly interpreted as a devastating cri-
tique of decadence. Interestingly, Wilde himself was worried about this
likely misreading of his novel, of which he simultaneously acknowledged the
validity. Responding to a critical review of the book's first edition, he insisted
that his story had a moral. "And the moral is this: All excess, as well as all
renunciation, brings its own punishment." Basil, he claimed, is punished for
"worshipping physical beauty far too much," Dorian for "having led a life of
mere sensation and pleasure," and Lord Henry for attempting to be "mere-
ly the spectator of life." Then, in a remark that is surely tongue-in-cheek,
Wilde says that his "terrible moral" may not be accessible to the prurient but
"will be revealed to those whose minds are healthy. Is this an artistic error? I
fear it is" (Artist as Critic 240-41). Thus Wilde recognizes that the moral
structure of his book betrays decadent art, which, having no standard of
health or ethics, is constitutionally morbid and in error. But that error
requires the fiction of truth in order to be judged as such.

Critics who side with the portrait's moral righteousness are repeating the
demonic pact whereby Dorian fixes his essence on the canvas. That pact, in
my view, does not signal the onset of Dorian's decadence but rather his
failure to espouse decadent subjectivity.

The first scenes of Wilde's novel show the creation of Dorian Gray as the
subject of the verbal and visual representations of two male admirers. Look-
ing at his finished portrait, Dorian feels "as if he had recognized himself for
the first time" (25). But the self he claims to be recognizing is actually
entirely new, for it is the locus of the conjunction, as Ed Cohen puts it,
"between Basil's visual embodiment of his erotic desire for Dorian and Lord
Henry's verbal sublimation of such desire" (806). Basil says that he has
invested the portrait with his soul and heart (13); similarly, Lord Henry
claims to have projected his soul into Dorian's gracious form, a projection
whose effects the painting must certainly register, since Basil is completing it
while Lord Henry is verbally seducing Dorian. Thus the identity that Dorian
recognizes is his only insofar as it is not his. Dorian's subjectivity is con-
stituted as decadent insofar as it is a function of the desire of the Other.
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It is this dynamic of identity de-formation and alienation that Dorian
rejects when he falls in love with his painted alter ego and volunteers to give
up his soul to always look like it. Thereby Dorian equates his soul, that is, his
moral center, his essential being, with a perfectly static image of his un-
changing physical beauty. The equation is explicit in a number of his reflec-
tions after the portrait's appearance has begun to change. For instance: "As
it had revealed to him his own body, so it would reveal to him his own soul"
(93). The image of his body, ideally beautiful, ideally whole, expresses for
Dorian the essence of his soul's moral integrity. But he has misread himself.
His painted body image is actually the projection of the souls of his lovers.
Their souls are mobile instruments of desire; Dorian's, in contrast, is a
repressive agency that punishes transgression. By identifying with this soul,
Dorian ensures that his decadence will be massively condemned, as it has
been by countless readers eager to associate themselves with his right-
thinking spiritual essence. But such condemnation mistakes Wilde's deca-
dent subject, which is betrayed by Dorian's overly conscientious soul.

"No artist has ethical sympathies," Wilde observes in the preface to The
Picture of Dorian Gray, in response to criticism of the novel's first edition. "An
ethical sympathy in an artist is an unpardonable mannerism of style" (Artist
as Critic 236). This aphorism suggests that, from the point of view of the
(decadent) artist, an ethical sympathy may actually be pardonable if it is
revealed to be no more than a stylistic mannerism. I believe that the ending
of Dorian Gray, with what Wilde called "its extremely obvious moral" (245),
is just such a pardonable mannerism. Rather than embodying a lesson in
ethics — if you destroy your soul you kill yourself— it offers a sort of comic
send-up of this message. Nor is Dorian's death a form of atonement, as if art
were somehow able to redeem a ruined life. Wilde's message, insofar as
there is one, concerns rather the mistake of imagining that life is anything
other than art, that a soul is anything other than a style of representation,
that a normative standard of ethics is anything more than a mannerism, or
that decadence can judge itself in any other way than by betraying its own
aesthetic premises.

The effects of those premises are evident throughout Wilde's text, which
is a collage of artistic styles and conventions. There is the witty, epigramma-
tic dialogue that seems to be lifted from Wilde's plays; there is the naturalis-
tic, "slice-of-life" subplot involving the actress Sybil Vane and her brother,
whose return to revenge his sister's death is the stuff of Victorian melo-
drama; there is the unacknowledged imitation, which Wilde probably con-
sidered "decorative," of whole sections of Huysmans's A rebours— about Dor-
ian's study of perfumes, music, jewels, and so forth —as well as the borrow-
ing of Huysmanian techniques and themes; there are repeated echoes of
Pater in Lord Henry's speech; there are sentences in a highly artificial,
aestheticized style that appear in the midst of naturalistic description; there
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are obvious references to Faust's pact with the devil and to the imagery of
fairy tales.

This heterogeneous hodgepodge of imitated styles and borrowed themes
constitutes Wilde's decadent subject. It corresponds to an interpretation of
subjectivity that Dorian, insofar as he identifies with his essential soul, would
have to find abhorrent. Yet none other than Dorian offers as a normative
picture of man's psychology just such a version of the multiple, decomposed
subject of decadence. Looking at pictures of his ancestors, he wonders how
anyone could be so naive as to "conceive the Ego in man as a thing simple,
reliable and of one essence. To him, man was a being with myriad lives and
myriad sensations, a complex multiform creature that bore within itself
strange legacies of thought and passion, and whose very flesh was tainted
with the monstrous maladies of the dead" (124).5 Here it is precisely the
stimulus of representations in paint that pushes Dorian to reflect on the
ego's constitution in and through otherness. Yet, earlier, when he identified
with his portrait as the permanent embodiment of his essence, Dorian had
rejected any notion that he might be constitutionally tainted, monstrous,
multiform, that his essential self might be dissolved by anteriority, plurality,
and difference.

By seeing his morbid taint simply as the physical consequence of sin,
Dorian denies the complex multiformity of his decadent constitution. He
also closes off the implications of the most sophisticated of his earlier ideas
about the formation of the ego: "One had ancestors in literature as well as
one's own race," he says to himself, "nearer perhaps in type and tempera-
ment" (125). This observation is particularly pertinent at this point in the
narrative since Dorian's entire meditation about genealogy is stolen from
Des Esseintes's thoughts in the opening pages of A rebours. So the rot invad-
ing Dorian's portrait from inside can be seen not only as the sign of his
disintegration through "strange legacies of thought and passion" but also as
the effect of his being poisoned at birth by the legacies of the library, the
famous yellow book and many others. It is a poison similar to the one that
infected Zola's Paradou and Flaubert's Carthage. A century later this mor-
bid agent becomes a crucial ingredient in the witches' brew of postmodern-
ism, whose subject, according to Terry Eagleton, is "a dispersed, decentered
network of libidinal attachments, emptied of ethical substance and psychi-
cal in teriority" (145).

* * *

I have spoken of decadence's being betrayed by attaining knowledge of
itself, a formulation that obviously reflects on my position as author of this
article about decadence. If I'm right, then I must be in error about my
subject. But, then again, that depends on how you define knowledge. If I
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assume the place of judgment and speak as if I had access to truth, then I
enter into the decadent subject as an agent of its betrayal. Theoreticians of
decadence, of whom —not surprisingly — there have been few, have often
made this mistake. They have become Manichean allegorists, or mythomans
like Camille Paglia, dividing the world up into the good and the bad, the
healthy and the sick, the progressive and the degenerate. Even Nietzsche,
who thought about decadence obsessively, had a tendency to want to put
decadence behind him by defining it in stark opposition to life, health, and
creativity. But he also observed, "The phenomenon of decadence is as nec-
essary as the increase and advance of life: one is in no position to abolish it"
(Will to Power 25}.

My word betrayal is inspired by Walter Benjamin's meditations on the
structure of German baroque allegory. Although not everything that Ben-
jamin says about allegory is relevant to decadence, certain aspects of his
analysis are illuminating in this context.6 He describes the allegorical world
as containing nothing but ruins, fragments, scraps, the products of unend-
ing erosion and decay. " 'History,' " writes Benjamin, "is inscribed on the
face of nature in the sign-script [Zeichenscrift] of transience" (353). Flau-
bert's "documents sur Carthage," Zola's biblical and botanical intertexts,
Wilde's decorative borrowings from the library are all such sign-scripts,
inscribing representation on the face of nature, disrupting natural process
with alien script. The allegorical protagonist tries to give sense to these
enigmatic fragments and lives in a melancholy state of contemplation. Fi-
nally his patience is rewarded when an Umschwung (406), an about-turn,
occurs and redemptive meaning is revealed. This about-turn corresponds,
in the terms of my analyses in this essay, to a vision of history's significance
(Flaubert), to a knowledge of nature's purpose (Zola), or to a picture of
moral rectitude (Wilde). Allegory turns to metaphysical truth as its teleol-
ogy. Decadence, in contrast, is antiteleological and antimetaphysical — yet it
cannot do without the illusions of metaphysics. In this sense, it cannot not
judge its own value negatively from the point of view of history, nature, or
ethics. But this judgment is not final, as it becomes in allegory after the
Umschwung. Decadence holds judgment in suspension. It fights against be-
traying the materiality of signs and objects and tries to adhere to surfaces
and sensations. It wants to claim autonomy in its own realm, commandeer-
ing death to undertake its own work rather than serve the interests of life.
Thus diverted from its natural function, this agency promotes unnatural
practices and generates perverse pleasures. Decadence wants to do without
truth. But its moment, at least as regards the nineteenth century, is that
precisely defined by Nietzsche in his writings on European nihilism, when
God has died but his place remains empty, tempting man to fill it — with art,
science (decadence and positivism are not necessarily opposites, as degener-
ation theory demonstrates), mysticism, diabolism, even a return to religion.
Decadence is haunted by its Other, yet also knows that this Other is no more
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than an illusory projection, a false turn away from the materiality of an
allegorical world without redemption.7

Notes

1. Nordau mounts an attack on language far more sweeping than Gilman's. He
considers all use of language to be contaminated by mysticism. The only reliable
knowledge, in his positivist view, is "derived from direct perception" (68).

2. This point was first brought out forcefully by Jacques Neefs in his important
article. Other pieces of value for seeing Salammboin the context of decadence are by
Liz Constable, Eugenio Donato, and Francoise Gaillard.

3. The best discussion of this aspect of Flaubert's novel is Michal Ginsburg's chap-
ter in her book on Flaubert.

4. The critic who reads Zola with the greatest sensitivity to this aspect of his creative
vision is Jean Borie. Illuminating articles on La faute are those listed below by Mieke
Bal, Janet Beizer, and Dorothy Kelly.

5. Wilde puts basically this same idea into the mouth of one of his dialogists in
"The Critic as Artist," first published in 1890. "And so, it is not our own life that we
live, but the lives of the dead," says Gilbert, "and the soul that dwells within us is no
single spiritual entity, making us personal and individual, created for our service,
and entering into us for our joy. It is something that has dwelt in fearful places, and
in ancient sepulchres has made its abode. It is sick with many maladies, and has
memories of curious sins" (Artist as Critic 383).

6. The relation of Benjamin's ideas to an analysis of decadence has been explored
by Christine Buci-Glucksmann in her stimulating book Baroque Reason.

7. This article is an elaboration from the point of view of epistemology of a model I
first developed in a shorter essay, "The Decadent Subject," and incorporates pas-
sages from that essay.
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