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If a genre can be defined by the parodies it inspires, then decadence
received its consummate articulation in the writings of Octave Mirbeay
(1848-1917). Hardly the decadent, Mirbeau was a turn-of-the-century
pundit whose style combined psychosexual realism and sociological
naturalism within literary forms as diverse as the comedy of manners,
the muckraking political essay, the newspaper chronicle, the art review,
the short story, and the novel. Mirbeau used the decadent mode as

the butt of satire in at least three thematic areas. When hallucinatory
visions of a gangrenous nature overtook his fancy (and since he was

a long-time opium addict such visions frequently invaded his texts,
particularly The Torture Garden, 1899), these botanical contortions are
a pastiche of the “flowers of evil” tradition extending from Baudelaire
to ].-K. Huysmans. Second, in writing about domestic interiors (Le
Calvaire, 1886; The Diary of a Chambermaid, 1900), Mirbeau seemed to
revel in creating in prose grotesque renderings comparable to art nou-
veau — often considered to be the decadent design fashion par excel-
lence, with its claustrophobic, tendril-choked walls and hysterical,
panfeminine decorative forms. Third, in his art criticism (the best of
which helped to launch impressionist painting), Mirbeau spent con-
siderable energy targeting the Pre-Raphaelites as an anemic, sterile,
socially parasitical aesthetic movement. Edward Burne-Jones and
Dante Gabriel Rossetti were used as models for a caricatural persen-
age called “Kariste,” invented for a series of satirical pieces pub]ls.hed
in the widely circulated daily Le Journal. Like 4 Rebour's Des Esseinte
Kariste is a predictably effete character: androgynous, impotent, and
constantly in pursuit of recherché aesthetic pleasures.!

Botanical dystopia, art nouveau, Pre-Raphaelite painting — these
topoi, often interconnected by a virulent strand of antiferminism, 07
sistently served as sites of a parodic counterdiscourse of decadence.
But with the introduction of antifeminism, the question of parody
becomes more complicated. Mirbeau's misogyny, anchored in an aute”
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biography that included a putatively tortured relationship with
hiswife, the one-time cocotte Alice Regnault, led him to invent what
was perhaps a not-so-parodic form of decadentist representation,
although here one needs to broaden the parameters according to
which decadence itself is traditionally theorized to include contem-
porary g&nder critique.z In his dark portraits of sexual psychology,
specifically the sadomasochistic encounters between men and women
{or, on occasion, men and boys), Mirbeau was among those French
turn-of-the-century writers who fomented a distinct form of what
might be characterized as sexological decadence. From his contes and
earliest novel, Le Calvaire, to his most popular work of [iction, a docu-
drama of female domestic service entitled The Diary gyra Chamber-
maid, Mirbeau portrayed the sexes as locked into a murderous master/
slave dynamic in which the male partner invariably finished off the
victim. The short stories published in this volume — “Poor Tom!”
(1886), “The Octogenarian” (1887), “Dead Pearls” (1898), “The Ring"
(1893), and “Clotilde and [" {1899) —all employ sordid rituals of mas-
culine humiliation as devised by emotionally indifferent femmes
fatales. These early texts may be read as prepatory sketches or rehears-
als for Mirbeau's Orientalist chef-d"oeuvre of male masochism, The
Torture Garden, in which lurid descriptions of carnal subjection are
- anchored in feminine cruelty.
In defining Mirbeau's decadence in terms of late nineteenth-century
sexology and in situating his oeuvre within the history of sexuality
and psychoanalysis, it may be useful to recall with Foucault that Mirbeau
came of age in a period marked by “the birth of the clinic.” Mirbeau
published the lion’s share of his writings between 1880 and 1905.
From the 18705 on, modern psychology, psychiatry, and psychoanalysis
evolved out of medicine and philosophy, drawing in turn for case stud-
ies and behavioral documentation on a literary archive of late realist
- and naturalist writings by Flaubert, Zola, Huysmans, Edmond and Jules
de Goncourt, Guy de Maupassant, Alphonse and Léon Daudet, Léon
-Hennique, and Mirbeau, among many athers of equal or lesser repu-
tation.? As the influential psychologist Théodule Ribot wrote in his La
P{Fﬂﬁﬂfﬂgie des sentiments (1896), literature afforded indispensable
records of behavioral curiosities of new interest to the human sciences:

Sexual instinct remains the center around which everything gravitates;
nothing would exist without passing through it; character, imagination,
vanity, imitation, fashion, time, place, and many other individual circum-
stances or social influences, give to love, as emotion or passion, a Flasticit:(
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without limits: it is up to the novelists to describe all its forms, a task
which they have not failed to achieve.*

In a letter to Claude Monet, Mirbeau provided a negative inverse com.-
plement to Ribot’s statement when he gave personal voice to the
homme de lettres’s inferiority complex in the face of scientific progress:

While the natural sciences are discovering worlds and are on their way to
clear-cutting paths through that which obscures the sources of life, while
they interrogate the infinity of space and the eternity of matter, plumbing
the primordial mucosity from which we hail in the depths of the sea, litera-
ture, for its part, is still moaning the same two or three stupid, artificial,
conventional sentiments, mired in metaphysical errors, stupefied by the
false poetry of idiotic and barbaric pantheism. And what is most terrible of
all, is my own total impotence in climbing out of this intellectual morass,
this lie, this abjection. | see clearly what needs to be done, but am inca-
pable of its execution. It would necessitate a whole new education; chem-
istry, anatomy, geology, paleontology, embryology would have to be
learned.®

Mirbeau's self-doubt and contemptuous fulmination against literature
notwithstanding, he did, along with Remy de Gourment, Maurice
Maeterlinck, and Paul Bourget, among others, develop a stylistics of
the “physic” or “physiology” of love that suited the vogue of positiv-
ism and disciplinary syncretism in this period.®

The fact that sexual psychology informed the work of doctors and
writers alike comes as no surprise when one considers the close web
of social connections that brought together celebrated individuals from
medical and literary milieus. Flaubert grew up breathing the atmo-
sphere of the operating table as the son of a renowned physician whose
residence was located directly on hospital premises. The clinical
research on mania, hypnosis, and hysteria by, respectively, the doctors
Paul Moreau de Tours, Hippolyte Bernheim, and Jean-Martin Charcot
was discussed with fervent interest in Parisian literary salons, and
Charcot himself as an intimate of Alphonse Daudet and the Goncourts.
Maupassant and Léon Daudet frequented Charcot’s lectures on hyste-
ria at the Salpétrigre while Henri Cazalis, a doctor with literary
pretensions of his own, allowed his pen name “Lahors” to be anagraf”
matically encrypted in Maupassant’s récit of autohypnosis and hall_ll'
cination, Le Horla. Mirbeau’s father, Ladislas-Frangois, breaking with
the family profession of notary, practised medicine, although he never
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obtained the degrees that would have allowed him to assume the title
of doctor. A threatening portrait of the paternal medical Imago was
painted by Mirbeau in L’Abbé fules (1888), in which a young boy is
haunted by his father's nightly display of gore-encrusted surgical instru-
ments, Later, in Les 21 fours d'un neurasthénique (1901), the sadism of
patriarchal doctors unifies a sequence of chilling vignettes.” Patients
become guinea pigs in gruesome operations involving the “sculpting”
of human flesh (a variant of this image may be detected in the macabre
vision of the “art” of sculpture in “The Octogenarian™); the body's
vital substances are vampirically sapped and transfused (as in “The Ring,”
excerpted here from Les 21 Jours); and syphilitic running sores are
allowed to fester, disfiguring female beauty (as in “Dead Pearls™).
These concrete points of contact between doctors and writers are
interesting insofar as they chart less visible literary encounters between
medicine and literature: nodes of experimentation in the fusion of
pathography (pathological case histories), clinical or anatomical detail-
ism, the diegesis of philosophical pessimism, evolutionary entropy
and national decline, suspense plots of heuristic detection, the family
melodrama of hereditary taints, and the discursive rendering of dis-
ease, sexual “vice,” and psychic disorder in relation to the popular
social themes of prostitution, homosexuality, lumpen oppression, and
violent crime. Work on the social pathology of class hierarchy by
Gabriel de Tarde (specifically his theory of contagious behavioral imi-
tations from above to below entitled Les Lois de imitation [1855])
together with the translation into French of Krafft-Ebing's Psychopathia
sexualis (1886) and Max Nordau's Degeneration (1893) also served to
buttress the sociomedical underpinnings of that ethos of sexual obses-
sion pervading decadent movements in every aesthetic medium. Mir-
beau's particular articulation of sexological decadence matched the
catalog of specialty vices offered by Krafft-Ebing to the politics of
right-wing and subsequently left-wing, class hatred. If, as the contem-
porary psychoanalyst Robert Stoller has surmised, perversion is the
erotic expression of hatred, then Mirbeau's vitriolic, sado-erotic prose
works may be held up as exemplifying this theory in a literary mode.®

Sex and Anarchy

Mirbeau’s biography is marked by two lines of force, the one political,
the other erotological, both conjoined in the combustive narrative
thythms of his fiction. Born to a Norman family of modest means and
Bonapartist sympathies, Mirbeau's mother, Eugénie Dubosg, was re-
puted to be sickly in temperament and haunted by morbid fantasies.
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His father, an authoritarian ultra, sent Mirbeau to the Jesuit College de
Vannes from which he was expelled in 1863 for reasons that remain
obscure. In his autobiographical novel Sébastien Roch (1890), Mirbeau
included a disturbing (homophobically drawn) homosexual rape scene
that, according to the speculations of his most recent biegraphers,
Pierre Michel and Jean-Frangois MNivet, may have been grounded in a
real incident that required institutional hushing up. More plausible is
the hypothesis that Mirbeau was sent home for his intractable rebelli-
ousness of character. As a young révolté, who coconspires with his
friend Bolorec to blow up the school, the fictional Sébastien Roch
exhibits anarchist tendencies that Mirbeau would later affirm in pref-
acing a classic of anarchist polemic, Jean Grave's La Société mourante et
I"anarchie (1893). In the novel, Roch’s dispesitional propensity to erotic
decadence — which leads him to respend to the advances of his Jesuit
tutor in the first place — is inextricably bound to his attraction and
repulsion toward authority figures. Taunted on the playground for
being the son of a shopkeeper, the alienated Roch is propelled into

the arms of his seducer, Father de Kern, who is portrayed as a predator
lying in wait for his susceptible quarry much like the greed-driven
capitalist baiting the poor and disenfranchised caricatured by Mirbeau
in his political journalism. The seeds of Roch’s furious class conscious-
ness are thus sown in tandem with the coming to consciousness of
sexual shame and the resulting emotion vented through a language of
venom hurled at the “bad object.”

Mirbeau came to anarchism from the opposite pole of the political
spectrum.? Accused of being a deserter from the army during the
Franco-Prussian War (a charge that he eventually had cleared), he
muffled his disgrace and disillusionment with la défaite by turning his
energies to journalism. He began his career in 1872, contributing
articles on art and theater to L'Ordre, a Bonapartist newspaper, but
throughout the 1870s he turned his attention increasingly to right-
wing political causes aired in regular columns in Le Gaulois, La France,
Paris-Journal, and Le Figaro. In 1883 he cofounded a reactionary
weekly entitled Les Grimaces with Etienne Grosclaude, Paul Hervieu,
and Alfred Capus. Honing his reputation (similar to that of Jules
Vallés) as a master of provecation, imprecation, and invective, he con-
centrated his bile in an unrelenting volley of anti-Semitic broadsides,
vilifying the Rothschilds, accusing the French state of prostituting
itself to Jewish banking interests, and even slandering rivals such as t]'_l'ff
notoriously anti-Semitic Alphonse Daudet by insinuating that his origi-
nal “Israelite” name had been Davidet or “little David”
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Mirbeau completed a radical political about-face during the Dreyfus
affair, although he had already begun to drift toward anarchism and
socialism in the 1880s. His long-standing anticlericalism and aversion
to the army, his identification with the poor and distaste for charity,
his contempt for bourgeois values and temperamental s’erzﬁmtfrmz,
made him receptive to the anarchist and republican sympathies of many
artists and intellectuals in his circle. In 1892 he published a defense of
Ravachol (Frangois Koenigstein), interpreting the terrorist hombing
for which he was tried as an important strike against economic and
social injustice. Stirred by Zola's “]'accuse” to join the camp of Dreyfus
supporters, he fought the opposition on the journalistic front, unleash-
ing a torrent of heated articles attacking noted anti-Dreyfusards, who
in turn responded in kind, embarrassing him with the republication in
La Libre Parole of his early anti-Semitic Grimaces pieces. Mirbeau's
indictment of the nationally endorsed scapegoating of Dreyfus, Colo-
nel Picquart, and Zola passed from the pamphlet into fiction with
The Torture Garden, where, in the preamble, a group of natural philoso-
phers expound on the murderous human instinct for persecuting the
stigmatized, outcast, racially marked other. In the novel that follows,
this allegory of predator and prey is carried over into a misogynist plot
structure in which Clara, a Pre-Raphaelite hetaera of sublime cruelty,
nourishes her erotic appetites on the spectacle of Chinese tortures
applied to dehumanized prisoners.'”

Fascinated by the submerged eroticism within psychic destitution
and political victimage, Mirbeau often concentrated his interrogation
of eros and power in portrayals of the decadent subject. If, in the per-
sonage of The Garden's Clara, Mirbeau investigated female vampirism
within the decadent framewerk of an Orientalist garden that conjures
up Giverny painted by Hieronymous Bosch, in Sébastien Roch, he
explored the sexual politics of pederasty through a character study of
the protagonist, whose febrile nervous system, rocked by music and
romantic poetry, conforms to the type of feminized male enshrined
by mauve and yellow literature and lampooned by its more homo-
phobic foes. (As Elaine Showalter reminds us, “*Decadence’ was also a
fin-de-sitcle euphemism for homosexuality™") Sebastien’s seduction
by Father de Kern is couched in a medicalized rhetoric of decadence,
accenting the twin fin-de-siécle obsessions of “devirilization” and
“demaoralization™:

Little by little, Sébastien entered into an enervating and voluptuous atmo-

sphere where, under that veil of divine love masking all carnal exaltations,







