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AGAINST NATURE

JORIS-KARL HUYSMANS was born in Paris in 1848, the only son of a French mother and a Dutch father. After a childhood saddened by his father’s death and his mother’s speedy remarriage, he became a junior clerk in the Ministry of the Interior, where he remained for thirty-two years. He spent the first half of the Franco-Prussian War in hospital, suffering from dysentery, and the second half under fire in the besieged capital. When peace returned he went back to the Ministry, and three years later published his first book, Le Drageoir à épices (1874), a collection of prose-poems after Baudelaire. He then turned to novel-writing and published Marthe (1876), Les Sæurs Vatard (1879), En Ménage (1881) and A Vau-l’Eau (1882). A Rebours, published in 1884 and hailed by Arthur Symons as ‘the breviary of the Decadence’, marked his break with Zola’s Medan Group and the beginning of an attempt to widen the scope of the novel. His other novels were En Rade (1887), Là-Bas (1891), En Route (1895), La Catbédrale (1898) and L’Oblat (1903). He died in 1907.
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Chronology

1815 Birth of Godfried Huysmans, father of the novelist, in the Dutch town of Breda. A lithographer and miniaturist by profession, he settles in Paris as a young man.

1845 June Godfried Huysmans proposes to a young French schoolmistress, Malvina Badin.

1848 5 Feb. Birth of Charles Marie Georges Huysmans at no. 11 (now no. 9) rue Suger in the 6th Arrondissement.

1848 Ordination of Joseph Antoine Boullan.

1856 24 June Death of Godfried Huysmans.

1857 Mother re-marries, to a M. Jules Og.

1858 May Mother and stepfather purchase a small bookbindery at no. 11 rue de Sèvres in the 7th Arrondissement.

1862 Huysmans enrols at the Lycée Saint-Louis.

1864 First sexual experiences with prostitutes.

1866 7 Mar. Huysmans passes baccalauréat.

1866 1 Apr. Following in the footsteps of other members of the family on his mother’s side, Huysmans enters the Ministry of the Interior as an employé de sixième classe (employee: sixth grade) on a salary of 1,500 francs p.a.

1866 Autumn Enrols in the Faculties of Law and Letters of the University of Paris.

1867 8 Sept. Death of stepfather.

1868 15 Aug. Salary increases to 1,800 francs p.a.

1870 30 July Mobilized in the 6th Battalion of the Garde Mobile during the Franco-Prussian War. Dysentery prevents him from seeing action.

1870 15 Aug. Salary increases to 2,100 francs p.a.

1871 Feb. The Government and its staff relocate to Versailles.

1871 Summer Huysmans rents rooms in Paris.

1872 First draft of his war memoirs which will become Sac au dos.

1873 1 Feb. Salary increases to 2,400 francs p.a.

1874 10 Oct. Le Drageoir à épices (tr. Dish of Spices, 1927), a collection of prose-poems, is published at the author’s own expense.

1876 4 May His mother dies, leaving Huysmans responsible for his two half-sisters and the management of the bookbindery. He transfers to a post at the Sûreté Générale in Paris.

1876 12 Sept. Marthe, histoire d’une fille (tr. Marthe, 1927 (US) and 1958 (UK)), a short novel dealing with the life of a prostitute in a licensed brothel, is published in Brussels.

1877 Early Enters into contact with Zola, Flaubert and Edmond de Goncourt.

1877 Aug. L’Artiste serializes Sac au dos.

1878 1 Jan. Salary increases to 2,700 francs p.a.

1879 26 Feb. Les Soeurs Vatard (tr. The Vatard Sisters, 1983), a study of the lives of women working as bookbinders, is published. The work is dedicated to Zola.

1879 17 May Le Voltaire, on Zola’s recommendation, publishes Huysmans’ first article on the Salon, the main artistic event in the Parisian calendar.

1880 1 Jan. Salary increases to 3,000 francs p.a.

1880 April Sac au dos (tr. Knapsack, 1907) appears in Les Soirées de Medan, a collection of war stories, together with tales by Zola and Maupassant.

1881 Feb. En Ménage (tr. Living Together, 1969), a pessimistic study of everyday life, is published.

1881 22 May Croquis Parisiens (tr. Parisian Sketches, 1962) is published.

1882 1 Jan. Salary increases to 3,300 francs p.a.

1882 26 Jan. A Vau-l’Eau (tr. Downstream, 1927 (US) and 1952 (UK)), the study of the wretched existence of a minor fonctionnaire (civil servant), is published in Brussels.

1883 May L’Art Moderne, a collection of critical essays championing progressive artists (Odilon Redon, Gustave Moreau, the Impressionists), is published.

1884 1 Jan Salary increases to 3,600 francs p.a.

1884 May A Rebours (tr. Against the Grain, 1922; Against Nature, 1959) is published to enormous acclaim.

Friendship commences with Léon Bloy.

1886 Jan. Only a loan from the poet François Coppée prevents Huysmans from becoming bankrupt due to losses incurred by the bookbindery.

1887 1 Jan. Salary increases to 4,500 francs p.a.

1887 16 April Salary increases to 4,800 francs p.a.

1887 26 April En Rade (tr. Becalmed!, 1992 (UK) and A Haven, 1998 (US)) is published but fails to find favour with the public.

1887 31 Oct. Letter to Zola first mentioning Là-Bas.

1888 Spring The Universal Review commissions a novella from Huysmans but subsequently declines La Retraite de M. Bougran (M. Bougran’s Retirement).

1888 Summer Huysmans encounters the work of the Primitives during a visit to Germany.

1889 21 Aug. Funeral of Villiers de l’Isle-Adam. Mallarmé and Huysmans are named his literary executors.

1889 Sept. Huysmans visits Tiffauges, the stronghold of Gilles de Rais. Huysmans meets Berthe de Courrière.

1889 Nov. Publication of Certains, the author’s second volume of critical essays.

1890 5 Feb. Huysmans writes to introduce himself to the former Abbé Boullan.

1890 July La Bièvre (tr. The Bièvre River, 1986), an evocation of the river and its surroundings, is published.

1890 Sept. Huysmans visits Boullan in Lyons.

Berthe de Courrière is interned in Bruges.

1891 15 Feb. L’Echo de Paris begins serialization of Là-Bas (The Damned).

1891 March Henriette Maillat attempts to blackmail Huysmans over the author’s use of her correspondence in Là-Bas.

1891 April Là-Bas published in book form.

1891 28 May Berthe de Courrière introduces Huysmans to the Abbé Mugnier, who will become his spiritual director.

1891 July Pilgrimage to La Salette, followed by a visit to Boullan in Lyons.

1891 25 Sept. Paul Valéry visits Huysmans in his office.

1892 Jan Huysmans holds a seance in his flat.

1892 1 Feb. Salary increases to 5,000 francs p.a.

1892 July Huysmans’ first retreat at Notre-Dame d’Igny.

1893 3 Jan. Boullan dies at Lyons.

1893 3 Sept. Huysmans appointed Chevalier de la Légion d’Honneur.

1894 Spring Huysmans meets Dom Besse, who is seeking to develop the small Benedictine community at Saint Wandrille in Normandy.

1895 1 Jan. Salary increases to 6,000 francs p.a.

1895 12 Feb. Death of Anna Meunier, his mistress, in Sainte-Anne.

1895 25 Feb. Publication of En Route (tr. 1896), which describes Durtal’s conversion and subsequent retreat at Notre-Dame d’Igny.

1896 Oct. Sojourn at the Benedictine Abbey of Solesmes.

1898 Jan. La Cathédrale (tr. The Cathedral, 1898), the third volume in the Durtal cycle, is published.

1898 16 Feb. Huysmans retires from the Civil Service after thirty-two years’ service.

1899 June Leaves Paris to take up residence in his purpose-built house at Ligugé.

Publication of La Magie en Poitou (Magic in Poitou).

1900 18 Mar. Huysmans undergoes the ceremony of taking the robes of an oblate novice.

1900 April First meeting of the Académie Goncourt, of which Huysmans is president.

1901 Jan. Three studies by Huysmans of the old quarters of Paris – La Bièvre; Les Gobelins, St-Séverin – are reissued in a de luxe edition.

1901 21 March Huysmans takes his final vows as an oblate.

1901 8 June Publication of Sainte Lydwine de Schiedam (tr. 1923), the harrowing story of the Dutch martyr.

1901 Nov. Publication of De Tout (This and That), a collection of articles.

1901 Oct. Government laws on religious communities oblige Huysmans to leave the abbey at Ligugé.

1903 April Publication of L’Oblat (tr. The Oblate, 1924), the last volume in the Durtal cycle, recounting his stay at Ligugé.

1906 Sept. Les Foules de Lourdes (tr. The Crowds of Lourdes, 1926) published.

1906 8 Nov. Huysmans, realizing the gravity of his condition, drafts his will.

1907 Jan. Promoted to Officier de la Légion d’Honneur.

1907 12 May Death of Huysmans half an hour after the departure of Lucien Descaves, his literary executor.

1907 15 May Huysmans is buried at the Montparnasse Cemetery in the family grave.

1908 Posthumous publication of Trois Eglises et Trois Primitifs (Three Churches and Three Primitives).


Introduction

Thus when the universal sun has set does the moth seek the lamplight of privacy.

Karl Marx

‘Against Nature fell like a meteorite into the literary fairground,’ Joris-Karl Huysmans remembered in the preface to the 1903 de luxe edition of this notorious book.1 The image of the meteorite – spectacular, explosive, otherworldly – to convey literary strangeness had been used by the poet Stéphane Mallarmé in his enigmatic poem ‘Le Tombeau d’Edgar Poe’ (‘The Tomb of Edgar Poe’, 1877). ‘Calm block fallen here below from an obscure disaster’, Mallarmé had written, and it is perhaps this line that Huysmans had in mind when he recalled the bemusement, the outrage and the marvel Against Nature provoked when it appeared in May 1884. In France and across Europe the book was read as the most flamboyant expression of what came to be known as ‘the Decadence’. It was held up by some as a cautionary tale and by others as a manual of modern living; it was read as a moral fable and as a chilling case study of crisis and debauchery. Many felt that it marked the end of the novel, while a few saw it as the beginning of a new way of writing. For many critics, including Huysmans’ former mentor and friend Emile Zola, Against Nature was an eccentric and unhealthy book, passionless, introspective, and above all glorying in its removal from the world. For others, like the critic and novelist Remy de Gourmont, it was formally and thematically liberating. It was a novel that seemed not to want to be a novel; nothing happened, and yet the writing was dense, crowded and allusive. It was obscene, garish, depraved; but it was also a curiously ascetic and inward book. It dwelt fascinatedly on bodily functions, messy ailments and lurid sexual adventures, but it appeared also to strive for serenity and peace. In at least one respect Against Nature can be called a classic: it portrayed its time but also intervened in it. There are poems and stories inspired by or indebted to Against Nature in almost every European language, and Huysmans’ creation even found its way into fiction as every wit, dandy or femme fatale had a copy ready to hand. The novel’s hero, Duke Jean Floressas Des Esseintes – hoarder of literary treasures, lover of artifice and liver of the artistically mediated life – had joined Edgar Allan Poe, Schopenhauer and Baudelaire on the fin de siècle bookshelf.


Against Nature is a brazen enough title in English, but in fact Against the Grain would better have captured the suggestive range of its French original, A Rebours, a far more open-ended title. To do something à rebours is to run countercurrent, to go against the flow, to do things the wrong way around; but it also suggests stubbornness, perversity, wilful difficulty – qualities and tendencies which Huysmans’ hero, Des Esseintes, shares with the novel that tells his story. By contrast, Against Nature is too reductive and unsubtle a title, and reflects the climate of its English reception rather than the range and complexity of the novel Huysmans wrote.2 By comparison with some of the more outlandish titles that appeared in 1884 – such as Péladan’s Le Vice suprême (The Supreme Vice), Rachilde’s Monsieur Vénus or Elémir Bourges’ Crépuscule des Dieux (Twilight of the Gods) – A Rebours seemed mysterious and understated. The novel has proved critically inexhaustible, but it is also exhaustively written and perhaps exhausting to read. It is also about exhaustion: racial, social, moral, historical and aesthetic. It is a book of endings; yet for its author in his ‘Preface Written Twenty Years after the Novel’ (Appendix I), it is also a compendium of beginnings. Arthur Symons, the poet and critic who interpreted European Symbolism for modernists such as Yeats and Eliot, called it the ‘breviary of the Decadence’,3 while its most famous fictional reader, Oscar Wilde’s Dorian Gray, found it ‘poisonous’ and ‘the strangest book that he had ever read’.4 The novel has retained its cultish hold, as Marianne Faithfull recalls in her autobiography: ‘You would ask your date, “Do you know Genet? Have you read A Rebours?’’ and if he said yes you’d fuck.’5 It is a fine irony that a novel about an impotent, reclusive and prematurely aged reactionary should become a must-read in the vigorous counter-culture of the 1960s. Today’s readers may or may not feel the same as Dorian Gray or Marianne Faithfull; what is certain is that they will find it unlike any work of fiction they have encountered.



HUYSMANS, ‘DECADENCE’ AND AGAINST NATURE

[I]t is the difference between the raw, white and direct light of a midday sun beating down on all things equally, and the horizontal light of evening, firing the strange clouds with reflections… Does the setting sun of decadence deserve our contempt and anathema for being less simple in tone than the rising sun of morning?

Théophile Gautier, Histoire du romantisme (History of Romanticism)

For Gautier, discussing his friend Charles Baudelaire, ‘Decadence’ is the dying sun as it projects its intricate and complex fires across the sky. It is twilight; not the Yeatsian ‘Celtic Twilight’ prior to daybreak and revival, but the twilight of a sun setting for the last time on a tired globe and its tired inhabitants. For the artists and writers who proclaimed themselves ‘Decadent’, it was a compelling metaphor: ‘we are dying of civilization’, wrote Edmond de Goncourt, a writer Huysmans admired and learned from. Many artists of the period invoked the decline and fall of the hyper-civilized Roman Empire as the most resonant ‘culture rhyme’ for modern France. Certainly there were grounds for such views: a sense of historical decline symbolized by a humiliating defeat at the hands of the Prussians, who marched on the French capital in 1870, followed by the Commune and the siege of Paris in 1871, a bloody and divisive episode in French history whose memory endured until the Second World War. This they called ‘the débâcle’, and the symbolism was powerful: invaded and humiliated by the ‘barbarian’ Germans, then ruinously tearing itself apart, French civilization, guardian of ‘Latin’ values, appeared to have peaked and begun a slow collapse. Huysmans, a (non-combatant) soldier during the Franco-Prussian war and a civil servant during the siege of Paris, witnessed the French defeat, the Commune and its brutal repression, and the national soul-searching that came in their aftermath.


But there was also a malaise more difficult to pin down: a sense that everything had been done, said, written, felt. As Des Esseintes muses reading Baudelaire, the late nineteenth century’s was a ‘mind that ha[d] reached the October of its sensations’. Yet there was something wilfully self-dramatizing about all these decadent attitudes – after all, the nineteenth century had known extraordinary technological, political and scientific advances, and all of these had happened at breathtaking pace. While many embraced these changes, others saw them in unambiguously negative terms: ‘we have spent the nineteenth century splitting hairs; how shall we spend the twentieth? Splitting them into four?’ asked one of Huysmans’ contemporaries. Against Nature is full of references to the century’s end, the end of art, the end of creativity, and it was to what Mallarmé called the ‘modern muse of Impotence’ that the new generation looked: all writing seemed a rewriting, every reading a rereading. But there was another story, equally compelling: in art, literature, social and political theory and in science, the second half of the nineteenth century was a time of unprecedented innovation. With poets such as Mallarmé, Verlaine and the Symbolists, novelists such as Zola and Maupassant, artists such as Manet and Rodin, composers such as Debussy or Erik Satie, we might object that, on the contrary, this was no decadence but a period of astonishing artistic richness and diversity. Perhaps the belief that there was nothing new was itself a necessary prelude to creating the new. This is one of the great paradoxes of the late nineteenth century: that these contradictory views – of decadence and renewal, beginnings and ends, exhaustion and innovation – could be held simultaneously and often by the same people.

One of the great formative novels of French Romanticism, Chateaubriand’s René (1802), had helped define what came to be called the ‘sickness of the century’ (mal du siècle) felt by the rootless, aimless, self-indulgent aristocrats in a world which seemed not to need them. ‘Alone in the great desert of men’ was how René, ‘last of his race’, put it: it was a historical, sexual and cultural dispossession, but it gave the Romantic writer opportunity to explore the mysteries of the infinitely desiring but finite self. As late as 1878 Robert Louis Stevenson mocked the persistence of ‘René’s malady’ among the young of his own period: ‘Young gentlemen with three or four hundred a year… look down from their pinnacle of doleful experience on all the grown and hearty men who have dared to say a good word for life.’6 When Huysmans loosed Des Esseintes upon the reading public, people interpreted his character, for all his disturbing newness, as part of an unfolding tradition: an orphan perhaps, but an orphan with a pedigree.

The end of the nineteenth century seemed to mirror its beginning, but whereas the Romantics had their illusions shattered, the Decadents merely had their disillusionment reinforced. Osip Mandelstam uses a 1913 review of a Russian translation of Huysmans’ Croquis Parisiens (Parisian Sketches, 1881) to distinguish between the Romantics and their Decadent successors, between the beginning and the end of the nineteenth century:



This book is almost intentionally physiological. Its primary theme is the clash between the defenceless but refined external organs of perception and insulted reality. Paris is hell… Huysmans’s boldness and innovation stem from the fact that he managed to remain a confirmed hedonist under the worst possible conditions… The decadents did not like reality, but they did know reality, and that is what distinguishes them from the romantics.7


‘Live? Our servants will do that for us’: the defiant words of the heroic and princely recluse of Villiers de l’Isle-Adam’s Axël (1890) became a supreme idealist battle-cry, uttered in heroic defiance of materialist society and its stultifying cult of bourgeois ‘common sense’. This was the epoch of the superman and of the individualist, but it was also the epoch of his less fortunate twin: the sickly, the consumptive, the neurotic. In Huysmans’ novels, the self is not a goal but a refuge, no longer an aspiration but a point of final fallback; the heritage of individualism remained, but wounded, humiliated and in retreat.

The Romantic heroes had travelled to exotic places in search of themselves, only to discover that it was themselves they were trying to escape. They had, like René, posed on seashores, mountain tops and volcanoes. Their Decadent successors were mired in the filth of the crawling cityscape, compulsively drawn to its alternating tedium and exhilaration; but they were drawn also to interiors, the ornate, meticulously furnished, airless rooms that symbolize their retreat. Huysmans’ characters, as Mandelstam notes, are among the most physiologically sensitive in literature, and their quest for peace or fulfilment takes its toll not just on their spirits but on their bodies. In Des Esseintes’s case, the quest terminates indoors, the final bastion of the privacy that feeds on itself until there is nothing left. Des Esseintes thus became the exemplary Decadent figure: the last, sickly scion of a once great family, his mind addled by fantastical luxury and his body wracked by abuse, he retires from the nineteenth century – the ‘American century’ as both Des Esseintes and Huysmans call it – to build his own dream fortress. Against Nature is the tale of this obsession.



HUYSMANS AND AGAINST NATURE

It was as if everything that was disgusting and horrible in every sphere of life forced itself on his attention, and that all manner of abomination had produced an artist uniquely made to paint them and a man created expressly to suffer from them.

Paul Valéry, ‘Souvenirs de J.-K. Huysmans’ (‘Memories of J.-K. Huysmans’)

Joris-Karl Huysmans was born in 1848, the revolutionary year in which Flaubert set part of L’Education sentimentale (Sentimental Education), the novel Huysmans claimed in his 1903 preface had most influenced him. His father, who died in 1856, was an artist of Dutch origins, and the son would later refer to himself as a mystical Fleming beneath the skin of a neurotic Parisian. J.-K. Huysmans would produce some of the finest art criticism of his generation, and his attention was particularly drawn to nordic artists, the Flemish and Dutch, with whose cultures he retained a lifelong sympathy.


In 1866, Huysmans joined the Ministry of the Interior, where he remained until 1898. The drudgery of bureaucratic routine was minutely detailed in a number of works, notably A Vau-l’Eau (Downstream, 1882), the novella that gave rise to Against Nature, and the strange story, La Retraite de M. Bougran (Mr. Bougran’s Retirement), written in 1888 but first published in 1964), of a retired bureaucrat addicted to the banality of his job. In 1870 Huysmans was conscripted into the army and later worked for the Versailles War Ministry during the Paris Commune. He describes some of his army experiences in Sac au dos (Knapsack, 1880), the story he contributed to the volume Les Soirées de Medan (Medan Evenings), a collective book by Zola and his disciples intended to showcase the work of the Naturalist writers. However, Huysmans’ first published work, Le Drageoir à épices (Dish of Spices, 1874), was far from being a Naturalist specimen. It was a collection of lurid, flashy and precocious prose-poems which one Parisian publisher, refusing the manuscript, accused of launching a ‘revolutionary Paris Commune in the French language’.8 Two years later, when Huysmans became associated with the Naturalists, he was a vocal defender of Zola and his principles, publishing a passionate defence of Zola’s L’Assommoir and of Naturalist writing. Huysmans soon became acquainted with the most innovative writers and artists of the period. Among his friends and correspondents were Flaubert, the Goncourt brothers, Maupassant, Villiers de l’Isle-Adam and Mallarmé – a representative cross-section of the many literary tendencies of the time.

Huysmans’ first novel, Marthe, histoire d’une fille (Marthe: Story of a Prostitute), was published in 1876. According to his biographer (and the translator of this edition of Against Nature), Robert Baldick, it was the first novel to deal with prostitution in licensed brothels, memorably described as ‘slaughterhouses of love’. His next book, Les Soeurs Vatard (The Vatard Sisters), which appeared in 1879, contains a character, the artist Cyprien Tibaille, who is eccentric and inward, an idealist caught in a disappointing world. Flaubert, to whom Huysmans sent his novel, admired it but criticized it on two counts. First, he claimed that, like his own L’Education sentimentale, there was no ‘false perspective’ in the novel and thus no ‘progression of effect’: ‘art is not reality’, Flaubert told him, ‘like it or not, we must choose carefully among the elements [reality] provides’ (undated letter of February–March, 1879). Flaubert’s second criticism concerned Huysmans’ passion for rare, difficult or specialized vocabulary: whether refined or coarse, arcane or streetwise, Huysmans’ love of words attracted notice from his earliest work. After Les Soeurs Vatard, there followed En Ménage (Living Together, 1881), about a failing and claustrophobic marriage, which Zola described as ‘a page of human life, banalyet poignant’. Interestingly, several of Huysmans’ early ‘Naturalist’ novels were important to André Breton, the self-styled leader of the Surrealists, who was fascinated by Huysmans’ apparently subversive life: a penpusher and bureaucrat writing his disturbing novels at his ministry desk, often on ministry headed paper. This is how Breton, in his Anthologie de l’humour noir (Anthology of Black Humour, 1939), imagined Huysmans at work:



With a derision whose secret pleasure he has discovered, the life of this great imaginative writer ebbed away between ministerial filing boxes (reports from his superiors depict him as a model employee). It fits perfectly with this writer’s style, at once crushing and elevating, that in breaks from work, with a few technical manuals within reach and a cookery book always open before him, Huysmans should – with unique foresight – have pieced together most of the laws which would govern modern feeling.9

Huysmans was attached to the bureaucratic life. It gave him time to write as well as subjects to write about; but above all it kept the world at bay. When in 1893 he retired from his ministry he kept the headed notepaper, doctoring it so that it read ‘Ministry of the Interior [Life]’.


Some critics have suggested that there was little in Huysmans’ previous work to prepare for Against Nature, but this is misleading. Readers of his early novels had already noticed his fixation with the demeaning mundanities of life, with daily existence as a pleasureless assault course of disappointment and minor degradation. Huysmans was interested in the stuff of lives that would never amount to tragedy, but this did not mean that his prose needed to be flat and factual. Besides the descriptive detail, documentary precision and social observation associated with Naturalism, Huysmans’ style – as Goncourt, Flaubert and Zola noticed – was colourful and nervy, full of rare words and startling adjectives. Edmond de Goncourt had found even in Marthe that Huysmans was too easily tempted by ‘the fine expression, the brilliant, startling or oddly archaic word’, and that this threatened to ‘kill the reality of [his] well-conceived realistic scenes’ (letter of October 1879). Reviewing Sac au dos, the novelist Jean Richepin had called Huysmans’ writing ‘the debauchery of style: rare substantives, strange epithets, unexpected fusions of words, archaisms and neologisms’ (Gil Blas, 21 April 1880). It is curious to see how responses to Huysmans’ ‘Naturalist’ work resemble responses to Against Nature, in which, as Léon Bloy puts it, Huysmans is ‘continually dragging Mother Image by the hair or the feet down the worm-eaten staircase of terrified Syntax’.10 Huysmans’ contemporaries had noticed also his attentiveness to the intimate emotional and intellectual processes of characters who were often sensitive creatures, men (very occasionally women) designed for pain and disappointment, battered by the casual brutality of modern life. These characters were often isolated; lost and bruised and ill-fitted to their lives, they were not ‘types’ but exceptions. Where Zola excelled at painting the crowd, Huysmans excelled at portraying the individual; where Zola plotted the progress of a family, Huysmans fixed his eye on the bachelor, the unpartnered or the isolated. The Naturalists are often simplistically read, with critics crying foul whenever they spot a metaphor or an imaginative reflex in a ‘Naturalist’ book. We do not need to worry about classifying Huysmans, but to remember that there was plenty of room in Naturalist theory and practice to exercise the imagination and to perfect the art of illusion. A valuable insight into Huysmans’ style and his contexts (those in which he was read as well as those in which he wrote) comes from James Joyce. ‘The very intensity and refinement of French realism betrays its spiritual origins’, wrote Joyce, before noting, in a beautiful and precise formulation, ‘the angry fervour of corruption… that illuminates Huysmans’s sad pages with a blighted phosphorescence’.11

The nearest analogy to Huysmans’ manner, this sense of ‘blighted phosphorescence’, was what was known as ‘écriture artiste’, the rarefied, hypersensitive style of the Goncourt brothers, the aristocrats of Naturalist writing. In one of Against Nature’s most memorable images, Des Esseintes describes the Goncourts’ style as ‘gamey’, and calls Edmond de Goncourt’s writing ‘penetrating and sickly, tense and subtle’. For Des Esseintes, language, like meat, is at its tastiest as it is turning – as, on the cusp of rotting, the flavours are released. It is one of Against Nature’s recurrent analogies: between food and language, and if the reader finds Huysmans’ style ‘hard to swallow’ or ‘hard to keep down’ this is as it should be. After all, this was an author who regularly wrote to his friends asking for information on technical language, bureaucratic lingo, street slang, and who relished the strange words he dredged up from glossaries and manuals.

It was the short novel A Vau-l’Eau that opened the way for Against Nature. Its hero Folantin searches without success for good food, decent furnishings, good male and female company. The story ends with him crying out, echoing Schopenhauer, the German philosopher whose pessimism shaped a generation of French writers: ‘only the worst happens’. In the 1903 preface Huysmans recalled that in starting Against Nature, he had



pictured another Mr Folantin, better-read, more refined and richer, who had discovered in artifice a diversion from the disgust of life’s petty torments and the Americanized manners of his day. I envisaged him soaring upwards into dream, seeking refuge in illusions of extravagant fantasy, living alone, far from his century, among memories of more congenial times, of less base surroundings.


Although Against Nature is unique, it forms part of a series of novels of retreat that occupied Huysmans up to and including his extraordinary tale of satanism and sadism Là-Bas (The Damned) of 1891.12 Three years after Against Nature Huysmans published En Rade (Becalmed), the story of a young couple who move to the countryside to escape the expense and stress of Paris. Their rural idyll becomes a hell, as they are swindled by rapacious peasants and tormented by sickness and pests; their food is disgusting, the countryside too hot, too wet, too cold. In La Retraite de M. Bougran a retired ministry clerk misses his job so much that he has his flat decorated exactly like his former office and pays a retired office boy to bring him the letters he has posted to himself the previous day. He drafts tedious reports in his most bureaucratic French and is eventually found dead at his desk having scribbled a few last words of ministerial jargon.

Huysmans’ books are full of retreats: to the office, the bedroom, the library, the past, the monastery. The working title of Against Nature had been ‘Seul’ (‘Alone’), but in a sense all of his novels and stories had explored solitude, the aspirations of the yearning individual in a valueless world. It now remained for Huysmans to attempt a book that banished that world.



WRITING AGAINST NATURE

This book will at least have curiosity value among your works.

Zola to Huysmans, May 1884

In spring 1883 Huysmans told his friend, the Belgian poet Théodore Hannon, that he was ‘immersed in a very strange novel, vaguely clerical, a bit homosexual… A novel with only one character!’, adding that the book would contain ‘the ultimate refinement of everything: literature, Art, flowers, perfumes, furnishings, gemstones, etc.’13 A few months earlier Huysmans had requested help from Mallarmé for the literary dimension of this ‘ultimate refinement’, asking him to send a few uncollected poems for use in depicting Des Esseintes’s tastes in modern literature. Huysmans addresses Mallarmé as ‘Dear Colleague’, praising the ‘troubling sublimity’ of his poetry,14 but his correspondence reveals that he was playing literary double agent. In May 1884 he told Zola that in Against Nature, ‘I expressed ideas diametrically opposed to my own… this complete dichotomy with my own preferences allowed me to enunciate really sick ideas and celebrate the glory of Mallarmé, which I thought was quite a joke.’15 In the same letter he insists on the book’s methodological Naturalism, assuring Zola that he had followed the medical treatises on breakdown and nervous disorder, and emphasizing his extensive use of documents. But the following year (in September 1885), he was telling Jules Laforgue:

When I wrote that chapter on modern profane literature in Against Nature and I praised Corbière, Verlaine and Mallarmé, I thought I was writing for myself, and did not suspect that the whole movement was getting under way in that direction… As yet no one has penetrated the intimate depths of that chapter, despite the fact that I explained Mallarmé, that most abstruse of poets, so as to make him almost clear.16


Compositionally, Against Nature has much in common with the ‘classic’ Naturalist novel. André Breton’s image of the scribe at his desk surrounded by manuals and guidebooks, treatises on nervous illness, precious stones or horticulture is also the image of the Naturalist writer at work. What Breton goes on to mention – the cookery book – is no frivolous afterthought either, since it refers not just to the fact that food is never far away in a Huysmans novel (though gastronomic satisfaction is unattainable), but to the importance of ‘composition’, the measuring out of ingredients to make the right novelistic mix. This mix has confused critics, and Against Nature’s relationship with the literary tendencies of the period still poses difficulties. It is an unclassifiable book in that it seems to invite a number of classifications only to play them off – inconclusively – against each other. Is it Naturalist or Decadent or Symbolist? Need it be any of these? Is it perhaps a book in which Naturalist writing practice (document and description, analysis of symptoms) converges on ‘Symbolist’ subjects (solitude, refinement, fantasy) with a guiding thread of Decadent philosophy (pessimism, perversion, cultural élitism)?

All of these literary tendencies are reflected in Against Nature, but all are ambiguously and at times parodically treated too.17 Mallarmé felt that the book contained ‘not one atom of fantasy’, and that Huysmans had proved himself ‘more strictly documentary’ than any other writer; but Zola condemned its incoherence and ‘confusion’. What may partly have disturbed Zola was not that Naturalism had been abandoned in Against Nature, but rather that it had been followed perversely. The relationship between Against Nature and Naturalism resembles the relationship between the negative and the photograph. Huysmans produced an inverted version of the Naturalist ‘race, moment, milieu’: Des Esseintes is the last of his race attempting to flee his historical moment by creating an artificial milieu. It was not that Against Nature was anti-Naturalist, but that it was Naturalist enough to have disturbing implications for Zola and his methods. The discussion in chapter III of Petronius’ Satyricon is tellingly framed in this respect: Des Esseintes reads it as a ‘realist novel’, a ‘slice cut from Roman life’ (echoing the famous Naturalist dictum that a novel must be a ‘slice of life’), but also emphasizes the fact that it is a ‘story with no plot’. This genre-defying satirical feat of documentary imagination might be a clue to what Against Nature is attempting.

As for Against Nature’s celebrated espousal of the ‘Symbolist’ poets, who in 1884 were neither a movement nor a school (the Symbolist ‘manifesto’ appeared in 1886), this too is complicated. Many of Huysmans’ contemporaries would have seen Des Esseintes as a caricature of the Decadent reader-consumer, a misanthropic drop-out in a fetishistic relationship with his books and artworks. Although his tastes are new-fangled, quirky and rare, and although the ‘exquisite’ poetry of Mallarmé and ‘pidgin’ verse of Corbière were little known at the time, the fact that these are the tastes of a burned-out and spiteful elitist makes the compliment Huysmans pays to these writers ambiguous – it was certainly ambiguously interpreted by reviewers, as our appendix of critical responses to the novel shows. Des Esseintes predicts rather than reflects artistic tastes: we know the influence of Mallarmé on twentieth-century thought, we know too of Corbière’s impact on Ezra Pound and T. S. Eliot. Edgar Allan Poe and Baudelaire are classics while Gustave Moreau and Odilon Redon are among the most widely recognized image-makers of their time. In 1884, however, his favourite artists and writers seemed obscure, irrelevant, and – with a few exceptions – destined for oblivion. One reviewer wrote that Des Esseintes’s selection of authors would, once their flashing fame had died, ‘date the book and limit its future value’. What promised to ‘date’ Huysmans’ novel in 1884 is one of the elements that keeps it modern.

Huysmans’ 1903 preface is misleading, seeking as it does to rewrite the history of the book’s composition and interpretation to suit a different cultural moment and a different – Catholic – Huysmans. The Huysmans of 1903 sees Against Nature as evidence of the ‘underground workings’ of the soul groping for salvation. For him each chapter of Against Nature contains the ‘seed’ of the novels that followed: Là-Bas, En Route, La Cathédrale (The Cathedral) and L’Oblat (The Oblate). He also retrospectively interprets Des Esseintes’s final words of the book as a prelude to conversion. There are problems with this, not least the fact that Huysmans did not convert until 1892 and that his writing meanwhile showed little evidence of these ‘underground workings’. The 1903 preface also takes the opportunity to settle a few scores and rewrites a few premises. By claiming Flaubert’s (L’Éducation Sentimentale as the key book, the novel after which nothing can be written, Huysmans downplays the value of Naturalism and the aesthetic and sociopolitical project of Zola, who had died the previous year. He also caricatures the principles of Naturalist writing and overplays his break with Zola and the Naturalists when in fact he maintained good relations with his former colleagues for several years. The rejection of Naturalism is to be found less in Against Nature than in the 1903 preface, an ambiguous text which is published here in an appendix because it should be treated with caution.



THEMES AND STRUCTURES

Against Nature was not the starting point but the consecration of a new literature… the novel is free at last.

Remy de Gourmont, Le Livre des masques (The Book of Masks)

Des Esseintes is a fictional character, but he is not pure invention. Huysmans was a shrewd observer of the dandies and eccentrics who frequented the literary haunts of Paris. Many of the people he knew seemed themselves larger than life: Villiers de l’Isle-Adam, the great playwright and novelist reduced to sparring partner in a boxing gym; Jules Barbey d’Aurevilly, dandy, ultramontane Catholic and sadist; Francis Poictevin, dandified young novelist and aesthete. Among the specific models for Des Esseintes was the eccentric King Ludwig II of Bavaria, who designed an artificial forest with mechanical animals, but there were also Baudelaire himself, Edmond de Goncourt and a variety of fictional characters such as Samuel Cramer in Baudelaire’s Fanfarlo and Charles Demailly in the Goncourts’ eponymous 1868 novel. The most obvious model, however, was Count Robert de Montesquiou-Fezensac, an aesthete and eccentric who provided the model for Proust’s Baron Charlus in A la recherche du temps perdu (Montesquiou was a relatively capable poet and critic and not wholly ridiculous or mad). Many of the elements of Des Esseintes’s interior are based on details of Montesquiou’s lodgings as described by Mallarmé in letters to Huysmans, but it gives some indication of the strange times Huysmans lived through to recall that one of the book’s most implausible episodes – the jewel-encrusted tortoise – is based on fact. Montesquiou had the poor creature customized to his tastes, and when it died wrote a poem in its memory in his collection Les Hortensias bleus (The Blue Hortensias), 1896). Zola (revealing his preoccupation with dirt, hygiene and tidiness of plot) was particularly exercised by the tortoise, telling Huysmans: ‘a rather bourgeois preoccupation niggled me: it’s lucky [the tortoise] died because it would have crapped on the carpet’ (letter of May 1884).


Des Esseintes is a kind of Decadent everyman, but he is also a prototype. He has the classic Decadent childhood: a mother who inhabits dark rooms with some unspecified nervous disorder, dying for no clear reason. There is an absent father, a boarding school and loveless family existence. We are told that the Des Esseintes have used up their strength through generations of inbreeding, and that the present Duke is the last in the line, the culmination of a long process of ‘degeneration’. Against Nature opens, on the one hand, with a model of linearity and of the cyclic nature of Decadence; on the other, with crisis and dislocation. The Prologue notes not just the gradual decline of the family, but also the gaps suggested by the missing paintings. In the chapter on Latin Decadent poets we read that parts of the literary history are followed in immense detail, others are lost; Des Esseintes’s editions ‘tailed away to nothing’ and his collection makes a ‘prodigious jump of several centuries’ to the modern period. These two ways of organizing and narrating time are projected across the book’s treatment of genealogy and biology, in its use of political and cultural history, and its assessments of literature and art. This in turn is reflected in Against Nature’s structure: a narrative that progresses in a linear manner but is driven by ruptures, flashbacks and recollections that erupt unpredictably and often destructively into a near­static present. Des Esseintes attempts to recall certain memories by means of various stimuli, but he is also victim of memories he cannot control or does not want to revisit. This aspect of Huysmans’ novel has led to comparisons with Proust, though for Huysmans it remains purely at the level of narrative expedient. In Against Nature, the traditional novelistic plot has ‘degenerated’ and come to a near standstill; even Des Esseintes is often ‘squeezed out’ from entire swathes of his story by the renegade memories and the lists and inventories he has amassed.

Des Esseintes, like the book that tells his story, is prodigiously but selectively learned. Not for him the rounded education, the balanced mind and healthy body. His tastes are for the quirky, the difficult, the outrageous. He savours the Latin Decadents, he enjoys the sense of the language losing its clarity, becoming complex and strange, ‘a pagan tongue as it decomposed like venison, dropping to pieces’. Des Esseintes is also impotent, and, like his creator, a misogynist. We should not refine this fact away: in Against Nature, as in so many ‘Decadent’ works, the misogyny is not incidental but in built.18

Des Esseintes has sought ever richer, more dazzling and dangerous pleasures; ever more eccentric, artificial or stage-managed sexual encounters – his literary and artistic tastes are exclusive and his sexual tastes eclectic. There is something of the theatrical director in him, a thwarted creativity that expresses itself in a need to stage and direct his fantasy scenarios. Most importantly, he has the money to indulge these tastes and play out these scenarios. We notice how, despite his tirades against the ‘American century’, modern consumerism and ownership, he takes advantage of all of these. He owns, and money is rarely far from the surface of this book ostensibly about the ascetic and cultured life, the search for the uncontaminated pleasure of pure art. Indeed, his passion for reproducing, commissioning copies, having finely bound books and made-to-measure interiors is uncannily like that of the early twentieth-century (American) millionaire: buying, transporting, transplanting. He is also a book fetishist, in whom the bibliophile – the lover of the book as object – overcomes the reader. Des Esseintes does not read, preferring instead to wax lyrical about paper quality and bindings. Reading in Against Nature is only ever remembered or replayed, and all the evocative passages about Baudelaire or Mallarmé are memories of readings that finished before the novel began. Against Nature is about consumption in all its forms: financial, material, gastronomic, literary and artistic. With consumption there is also, inevitably (and in keeping with the Naturalist logic displayed by Zola’s concern for the defecating tortoise), expulsion. Des Esseintes takes enemas, has problems with his digestion, diets and then gorges himself. He takes strong literary medicine, and the artistic equivalent of the beef-tea he drinks may be found in the prose poetry he favours, what he calls the ‘osmazome’ or concentrated juice of literature. Des Esseintes does not simply wish to abandon the world, but to poison it (as his dealings with August Langlois reveal). We see him exercise his authority over servants and tradesmen, in a relationship which replicates the social order of the world he tries to escape. The more Against Nature banishes the world, the more it returns to haunt Des Esseintes, just as he himself is the mirror image of the materialism he hates.

Another sense of the term ‘Decadence’ was provided for Huysmans’ generation by the classical scholar Désirée Nisard in his 1834 Etude de mæurs et de critique sur les poètes latins de la décadence (Critical and Cultural Study of the Latin Poets of the Decadence). Nisard defined Decadence in literary terms as the period of description, where verbal ingenuity replaced moral vision, ornament replaced substance and false complexity replaced clarity of thought and language. Against Nature certainly fulfils Nisard’s definition, though Des Esseintes’s ambition is not so much to collect as to select: he tries to distil, to anthologize, to sift. Edmond de Goncourt’s La Maison d’un artiste (An Artist’s House, 1881) had stretched the boundary between the novel and the inventory, and Goncourt’s influence can be detected in Against Nature, weighed down by detail, buckling and coming to a standstill under the weight of description, as the poor tortoise dies beneath the burden of its finery. We may detect also Poe’s ‘Philosophy of Furniture’ and Baudelaire’s ‘The Double Chamber’ in Des Esseintes’s interiors. In Against Nature, objects, like knowledge and memories, are collected and stored as the reader toils through thickets of descriptive prose. The language that had once described the world has edged out the world. In this respect, Against Nature is a Decadent book, but it would be mistaken to see it as a book that advocated Decadence.

Early on in Against Nature Des Esseintes expresses his preference for the artificial over the natural, one of the defining attitudes of Decadence. ‘Nature… has had her day’, he muses, seeking the copy or the mechanically produced, not as a substitute for the natural but in preference to it. His is an artificial world: abstracted and decontextualized, full of gadgets and refined objects, custom-built and chemical. In the marvellous chapter on tropical flowers we see his logic reach an extreme point of Decadent perversion. Not content with artificial flowers, Des Esseintes goes further, choosing real flowers that seem to imitate artificial ones, thereby reversing the relationship between natural and artificial, copy and original. The dominant influence here is Baudelaire, who in his art writings argued a philosophically impressive as well as morally extreme case against la Nature. For Baudelaire, nature was what pushed human beings to kill and brutalize each other; the authority and civilization that maintained humane values were themselves artificial: laws, religions, moral codes. Baudelaire’s was a reaction against the given towards the made (‘who would dare assign to art the sterile function of imitating nature?’ he demanded in Peintre de la vie moderne [The Painter of Modern Life]), seeking to free art from the tyranny of representation. Des Esseintes’s view is subtly different: like Baudelaire he prefers the artificial, but unlike Baudelaire he still relies on reference to the model; he seeks the copy but needs to know what it has been copied from. As with his dependence on the tradesmen and suppliers who furnish his house, Des Esseintes constantly refers to what he claims to have abandoned. He is more outrageous in tone but less daring in intellectual substance than Baudelaire; we might even suggest that his views are a kind of crude copy of his mentor’s – that with Des Esseintes Baudelaire’s ideas have in fact ‘degenerated’. Thanks principally to Oscar Wilde, who repeated or paraphrased its contents not just in The Picture of Dorian Gray and The Decay of Lying but in an array of on-and off-stage witticisms, this is the book’s most famous chapter. Against Nature has suffered from this, because Wilde focused attention on only one – highly ambiguous – thread in Huysmans’ novel; it is possible that Dorian Gray misinterprets his mentor Des Esseintes much as Des Esseintes misinterprets his mentor Baudelaire.

One of Huysmans’ achievements in Against Nature, regardless of the double-dealing evident in his letters to Mallarmé and Zola, is to have imagined – or predicted – an alternative literary canon. The chapters on modern literature are subtle and forward-looking, and Des Esseintes’s tastes are more than simply indicated: they are justified and often compellingly analysed, while his dislikes are expressed in trenchant criticism. Des Esseintes’s thoughts on Mallarmé and Villiers, Verlaine and Corbière, Edmond de Goncourt and Flaubert are precise and analytical as well as perversely sophisticated. Huysmans was proud of his reading of Mallarmé, and his pages on Edgar Allan Poe are among the finest accounts of the French debt to the American poet who cast his spell over several generations of poets and prose writers. Des Esseintes is fascinated that this Decadent literary field exists in a spectacular contraction of time: all of these modes of writing, all of these stages of French and all of these artistic tendencies coexist in Des Esseintes’s Paris, a modernist living museum of artists and artworks. In order to establish his literary tastes, Huysmans must also set out his distastes, and the great names of French writing, both living and dead, are paraded before us: Victor Hugo (still alive at the time Huysmans was writing), Rousseau, Voltaire, Molière are among the ‘classics’ Des Esseintes finds unoriginal, overblown or bourgeois. In painting, he admires Gustave Moreau for the luxury of his conceptions and the mythological dimension of his paintings, and for his removal from the ‘hateful period’ in which he lived. Moreau belongs nowhere, and it is revealing that in plans for Against Nature Huysmans had intended to use Degas as his exemplary artist, thus giving a very different slant to Des Esseintes’s artistic tastes. He admires the contortions of El Greco, and the Dutch engraver Jan Luyken for his depictions of suffering and torment, for images that ‘reek[ed] of burnt flesh’. There are also the ‘bad dreams and fevered visions’ of another contemporary, Odilon Redon, whose spare and mysterious paintings contrast with Moreau’s detail and incrustation.

It was not just the content of Against Nature but its structure that was felt to be unusual. Dorian Gray noted that ‘It was a novel without a plot, and with only one character’, but Ezra Pound decades later put it more bluntly: ‘Huysmans escaped by putting an exceptionally dull young decadent in the midst of no milieu whatsoever.’19 For Remy de Gourmont Against Nature ‘freed’ the novel, but Zola condemned its lack of progress, its circularity and its ‘painful transitions’.

How could a novel so ending-obsessed, plotless and grid-locked by description be seen as liberating? In certain respects, it was a version of Flaubert’s dream of a book ‘about nothing’. Huysmans took pride in his novel’s lack of plot, telling Zola that he had ‘emasculated dialogue’. In his 1903 preface Huysmans claimed to have sought to break the limits of the novel in order to allow in ‘more serious work’. Against Nature is a hybrid, composed of different modes of writing: catalogue, inventory, case study, encyclopedia and scholarly treatise, while the chapters are arranged as compartments or glass cases.

In Flaubert’s Bouvard et Pécuchet (posthumously published in 1881), Bouvard and Pécuchet retire to a country house to become great scientists and scholars. They read books, perform experiments and discuss big subjects, but the problem is that they understand nothing. New knowledge and new ways of knowing simply lead to new ways of being stupid. Ahead of our era of artificial intelligence, Flaubert exposed the era of artificial stupidity, and there is an element of Bouvard and Pécuchet in Des Esseintes. It is legitimate to find some of his antics farcical: his world of knowledge without context, reference without points of reference, discovery without application is in part related to theirs. The scene where Des Esseintes plays his ‘mouth organ’ of liqueurs or orchestrates scents with his vaporizer, his imaginary trip to Britain based on reading of Dickens and Poe and port bottle labels in the restaurant, or his extraordinary sexual relationship with a ventriloquist who recites Flaubert – all these are eccentric adventures, but with a strain of comical pedantry too.

Des Esseintes searches for essences, but lives amid clutter. The most poignant moments occur when he tries to impose order on his world, or to uncover the hidden order of the world outside. He constantly tries to classify: people, plants, ideas, information, objects, sounds, scents, tastes. He dreams of the ‘syntax’ of precious stones, the ‘grammar’ of scents; he tries to compose symphonies of tastes and reads the entire social order into the different varieties of exotic plants. The Baudelairean world, alive with ‘correspondences’ becomes, in Against Nature, a dead world where the metaphor and the model run rife, where the classificatory structure dominates, and where mediated knowledge wins out over experience. His black feast to mourn his virility signals also the death of a creative urge, buried under heaps of books and paintings. Just as the house in Fontenay becomes a kind of living tomb, so Against Nature becomes a catacomb of reference and allusion, full of dead learning. Des Esseintes is a cross between a jailer and a curator; he can neither invent nor create, only absorb, consume and occasionally reorder what already exists. He is no more exemplary than Chateaubriand’s René, Camus’ Meursault or Goethe’s Werther. Though he became one of literature’s most famous and most imitated characters, for Huysmans and many of his more alert contemporaries Des Esseintes was a ridiculous figure, a caricature trapped in his own claustrophobic farce.

Against Nature was a self-exhausting genre, a one-off. It has more in common with the seemingly plotless and non-linear narratives of modernism than with most of the French fin de siècle fiction it inspired and pre-emptively surpassed. Perhaps only Remy de Gourmont’s Sixtine (subtitled Novel of the Cerebral Life, 1890) and Georges Rodenbach’s Symbolist masterpiece Bruges-la-Morte (1892) measured up to the novel that made them possible. Against Nature sits more comfortably alongside the works of Proust, Musil, Joyce and Woolf than those of Jean Lorrain or Rachilde or Octave Mirbeau. It is a literature of retreat, of reaction and of revolt, but it is also a penetrating and innovative study of individualism and aliena­tion. Against Nature is a novel of surfeit: surfeit of knowledge, sensation, culture; and it culminates in a surfeit of self. It is a kind of Symbolist or Decadent Heart of Darkness in its thwarted dreams of isolation, power and discovery. Like Heart of Darkness it analyses the deadly game of self-fulfilment and self-escape; like Conrad’s great novel it ends with a snarl of pessimism both at the world and at the counter-world forged in its stead – forged in the sense of faked as well as newly created. It is a mysterious, difficult and absurd book. Des Esseintes is the last of his race but perhaps the first of his kind: the modernist anthologist, caught between a desire for cultural preservation and a drive for apocalypse. He too might have surveyed his dying century and foreseen the one to come; and he too, like the voice in T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land, might have murmured: ‘These fragments I have shored against my ruins’.
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