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Abstract 

This thesis explores the links between reading and writing, and how they have 

historically been associated with masculine privilege and intellect. Taking Joris-Karl 

Huysmans’s À Rebours as a starting point, I explore the representation of masculinity 

as a literary concept in Decadent literature by Jean Lorrain (Monsieur de Phocas), 

Rachilde (Monsieur Vénus and La Tour d’amour), and Octabe Mirbeau (Le Calvaire), 

in order to demonstrate how the Decadent movement both appropriated and subverted 

patriarchal assumptions surrounding reading and writing. By positioning the study 

against the backdrop of the fin-de-siècle ‘crisis’ of masculinity, the thesis undermines 

the exceptional default status that heterosexual white males held at the time by 

revealing that masculinity can be equally performed by those deemed un-masculine 

under Patriarchy - specifically the neurasthenic dandy, the male witch, the submissive 

male, the dominant female, the illiterate male, and finally the aesthetically and sexually 

impotent male. By revealing the crisis of masculinity to be a self-perpetuating myth, 

the thesis opens up fresh ground for the appraisal and analysis of gender in French 

studies and beyond. The overarching argument is that while these authors present 

different, non-normative moulds of masculinity within their texts, the deliberate 

interaction with acts of reading and writing represents construction of identity via the 

transmission and subversion of received knowledge and patterns surrounding the 

performance and perception of masculinity. 
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Introduction:                                                                                     

Against the Grain 

‘Fin de siècle, fin de sexe’ 

Jean Lorrain1 

Writing and reading have historically been considered as inherently masculine due to 

their assertive and active nature, functioning as an exertion of masculine influence. 

Whereas Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar have rightly asserted that ‘writing, reading, 

and thinking are not only alien but also inimical to “female” characteristics’ in the 

nineteenth-century imagination,2 this gender-essentialist analysis of literature has 

recently been challenged with respect to the cultural changes of fin-de-siècle France. 

For example, François Proulx comments on the social anxiety concerning men’s 

reading at the fin de siècle,3 while Kathryn Brown argues that the proliferation of the 

liseuse genre in paintings from the Third Republic reconceptualises our ideas of 

reading and literacy in the nineteenth century.4 The connections between reading and 

writing, and their undeniable influence on men, is extensively explored in Huysmans’s 

À Rebours through which the protagonist celebrates not only the non-normative 

themes of authors he admires, but also their overtly masculine writing style. Huysmans 

(through his protagonist, Des Esseintes) refers to being attracted to a woman for her 

‘idées masculines’ – masculine idea(l)s that she is ultimately unable to enact, thereby 

                                                 
1 Cited in Will L. McLendon, ‘Rachilde: Fin-de-Siècle Perspectives on Perversity’, in Modernity and 
Revolution in Late Nineteenth-Century France, ed. by Barbara T. Cooper and Mary Donaldson-Evans 
(Newark: University of Delaware Press, 1992), pp. 52–61 (p. 56). 
2 Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar, The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the 
Nineteenth-Century Literary Imagination (New Haven: Yale Nota Bene, 2000), p. 8. 
3 François Proulx, ‘“De nouveaux et étranges éducateurs”: Dangers de la lecture et remèdes littéraires, 
1883-1914’, Culture & Musées, 17 (2011), 21-40; Victims of the Book: Reading and Masculinity in Fin-
de-Siècle France (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2019). 
4 Kathryn Brown, Women Readers in French Painting 1870-1890: A Space for the Imagination 
(Abingdon: Routledge, 2016), pp. 1-6.   
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reinforcing the links between traditional masculinity and literary creation ironically 

through the lens of non-normative masculinity.5 Such a framework epitomises Jean-

Jacques Courtine’s suggestion that ‘[la] domination masculine ne relève d’aucun état 

de nature, mais qu’elle est profondément inscrite dans celui de la culture, du langage 

et des images, des comportements que ceux-ci inspirent et ordonnent.’6 The 

misogynistic connections between intellect and masculinity were appropriated and 

subverted by Decadent authors in their desire to discuss taboo topics freely yet 

clandestinely.7 Taking À Rebours as its starting point due to its undeniable, and 

perhaps axiomatic position as the quintessential Decadent text,8 this thesis explores 

the interconnections between intertextuality, reading, and writing in the works of 

Lorrain (Monsieur de Phocas), Rachilde (Monsieur Vénus and La Tour d’amour), and 

Mirbeau (Le Calvaire). The overarching argument is that while these authors present 

different, non-normative moulds of masculinity within their texts, the deliberate 

interaction of their protagonists with acts of reading and writing offers a system of 

representation, in which the narrative act – both ‘active’ writing and ‘passive’ reading 

– ultimately breaks with gender essentialist notions of literature and constitutes a 

construction of both gender identity and literary identity via the transmission of ideas. 

By positioning the study against the backdrop of the fin-de-siècle ‘crisis’ of 

masculinity, the thesis challenges previously held assertions about the nature of 

                                                 
5 Joris-Karl Huysmans, À rebours, ed. by Daniel Grojnowski (Paris: Flammarion, 2004), p. 139. 
6 Jean-Jacques Courtine (ed.), ‘Introduction’, in L’Histoire de la virilité, vol. III (Paris: Éditions du 
Seuil, 2011), pp. 7-11 (p. 8).  
7 In this thesis, I take my lead from Decadence scholars such as Regenia Gagnier regarding the 
capitalisation of Decadence. As Gagnier states: ‘Within this study, decadence (from Latin de + cadere, 
meaning to fall away from) designates a temporal category of the decline away from established norms. 
Decadence capitalized is a technical term for identifiable literary movements’ [‘The Decadence of the 
West in Huysmans and Houellebecq: Decadence in the Longue Durée’, English Literature in Transition, 
1880-1920, 60.4 (2017), 419-430 (p. 428)]. However, when quoting critics whose practice deviates from 
this, I have kept their orthographical choices in the quotation.  
8 Mario Praz declared in 1933 that ‘all the prose works of the Decadence [sic], from Lorrain to 
Gourmont, Wilde and D’Annunzio, are contained in embryo in À Rebours’. [The Romantic Agony, trans. 
by Angus Davidson (London: Oxford University Press, 1933), p. 309]. 
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masculinity at the time, opening up fresh ground for the appraisal and analysis of 

gender in nineteenth-century French studies, as well as adding to the debate of the 

established notions around the connections between masculinity and literary 

representation.  

This thesis focuses on the Decadent movement of the fin de siècle, the 

innovative aesthetics of which challenged the dominant social and cultural forces of 

the time. My interest lies in the way Decadent aesthetics intersect with gender and 

sexuality, and specifically masculinity, and the implications these aesthetic responses 

have for the narrative representation of non-normative masculinity. The following 

research questions guide the development of the thesis: how is masculinity 

accommodated in Decadent aesthetics? How did Decadent writers capture non-

normative masculinity? What are the links between Decadent thinking on masculinity 

and conceptions of narrative creation and representation? In order to frame these 

questions in their cultural, social and literary contexts, the thesis opens, in this 

introduction, by considering the gradual decline of French masculinity, pointing to the 

fin de siècle not only as a culmination of anxiety but also as a key period for the 

production of literature which highlighted and celebrated, non-normative moulds of 

masculinity. This introduction sets out the historical, economic, social, political and 

cultural context for the literary analyses to follow, such as the emancipation of women 

and the French defeat in the Franco-Prussian War, while it also engages with 

Foucault’s assertion that this period was marked by the ‘discovery’ of the homosexual 

as a ‘species’. It reviews extant scholarship not only of masculinity in the nineteenth 

century, but of Decadence studies more specifically. This sheds light on the critical 

lacuna which this project aims to begin to occupy and highlights its originality and 

contribution to knowledge within the field. Taking into account late nineteenth-century 
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French cultural attitudes to gender and sexuality, the introduction asks, in short, what 

it meant to be a man during the profound social changes of the fin de siècle.   

 ‘Fin de siècle, fin de sexe’: The Interplay of Decadence and Gender 

The corpus of literature on which I have chosen to focus is taken from the fin-de-siècle 

Decadent movement, due to the challenges that works from this field presented to the 

dominant social and cultural forces through innovative aesthetics. Arthur Symons 

noted that Decadence, although notoriously difficult to define, can be recognised by 

its ‘intense self-consciousness, a restless curiosity in research, an oversubtilizing 

refinement upon refinement [and] a spiritual and moral perversity.’9 Such an 

introverted and critical gaze provided a lush milieu in which explorations of the weird 

and wonderful ‘perversions’ of the nineteenth century could take place. As such, its 

embracing of the artificial, the perverse, and the grotesque marks an aesthetic 

individualism that becomes what Matei Călinescu refers to as ‘the rejection of the 

tyranny of tradition’, not only artistically at the level of representation, but also socially 

at the level of theme and content.10 Decadence therefore marks a flouting of both 

textual and sexual norms, which for Hélène Cixous were inherently linked, and which 

are explored through my concept of idées masculines (elaborated upon in chapter 

one).11 Cixous states that writing can provide a space in which we interrogate and 

subvert patriarchal hegemony.12 This thesis argues that Decadent privileging of the 

grotesque and individualism against the establishment both subverts and redefines 

masculinity in a textual, and consequentially societal manner, akin to Cixous’s concept 

                                                 
9 Arthur Symons, ‘The Decadent Movement in Literature’, Harper’s Magazine (November 1893), p. 
858. 
10 Matei Călinescu, Five Faces of Modernity: Modernism, Avant-Garde, Decadence, Kitsch, Post-
Modernism (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1987), p. 171.  
11 Susan Sellers and Jacques Derrida (eds.), The Hélène Cixous Reader (New York: Routledge, 1994), 
p. xxix.  
12 Hélène Cixous, ‘La Jeune Née’, cited in Sellers and Derrida, p. xxix. 
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of écriture féminine in its aim of destabilising the gender binary through narrative and 

literary means. The Decadents were painfully aware of the artificial nature of 

language: as Dorothy Kelly suggests, their ‘dissatisfaction with existence’ stemmed 

from ‘a new understanding of language’, whereby the ambiguous and often nebulous 

nature of language informed their ‘cult of artifice.’13 Symons notes that Stéphane 

Mallarmé’s writing was ‘delicately artificial’ yet allowed for the ‘exact noting of 

sensation’.14 It is precisely this awareness of linguistic artifice that provides a locus 

for gender interrogation by way of linguistic interrogation. The connections between 

gender and language are rendered visible in the highly-gendered structure of French 

grammar, which inevitably comes to bear in its literature and culture. This bipartite 

recognition, and subsequent subversion of linguistic and gender norms, is highlighted 

and even exploited in Decadence, as shall be seen, for example, in Rachilde’s ludic 

use of language in Monsieur Vénus and La Tour d’amour. This linguistic self-

awareness has deeper implications as it highlights the artificial nature of literature 

itself, thus underscoring the Decadent love of artifice. This thesis argues that this 

crossroads between aesthetics and societal progress provides a fertile breeding ground 

for the development of what I analyse as a poetics of non-normative masculinity. 

When studying Decadence, however, one must take care not to make 

assumptions about the political affiliations of the authors in question, and the aims they 

had in writing perverse, possibly subversive narratives. Elaine Showalter warns 

against assuming Decadent support for feminism or homosexual emancipation simply 

                                                 
13 Dorothy Kelly, Fictional Genders: Role and Representation in Nineteenth-Century French Narrative 
(Lincoln, NE: Nebraska University Press, 1989), p. 144. 
14 Symons, p. 862. I am aware that for many, Mallarmé is considered to be a Symbolist rather than a 
Decadent; however, due to Huysmans’s presentation of him as a core Decadent writer in chapter XIV 
of À Rebours, the well-documented confusion between the two movements (with Symons noting that 
Impressionism and Symbolism can be considered as ‘branches’ of the Decadent movement in their 
rebellion against the artistic status quo), as well as the notable linguistic experimentation that supports 
our argument here, I will, for all intents and purposes, refer to Mallarmé as a Decadent. 
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based on a thematic reading of such texts, noting that, due to the Decadent ‘rejection 

of all that was natural and biological in favour of the inner life of art, artifice, sensation, 

and imagination’, women were viewed in a particularly misogynistic light.15 Decadent 

‘support’ for homosexuality can be considered as slightly more nuanced, however. 

Some at the fin de siècle took the view that homosexuality was the result of ‘inversion’ 

– implying that there was an ‘essential femininity’ in homosexual males, and was 

therefore on the same level of natural, biological womanhood.16 This explains the 

moral panic incited by the trial of Oscar Wilde and the lack of support from French 

contemporaries, with even Pierre Louÿs – an author widely known in contemporary 

homosexual circles for his expression of ‘pagan sensuality with stylistic perfection’17 

and to whom Wilde dedicated his play Salomé18 – refusing to sign a petition in support 

of Wilde. This conflation of male homosexuality with femininity19 was conversely 

tempered with the view of Benedict Friedländer who saw homosexuality as 

‘stereotypically masculine, virile, and even militaristic.’20 This view held 

homosexuality to be the ‘highest, most perfect evolutionary stage of gender 

differentiation’, in which homosexual men were considered to be hypermasculine – 

the need for women as sexual partners being considered as superfluous and even 

inferior.21 This notion reinforces subsequent misogynistic readings of the texts in this 

study, which posit that intellect and masculinity were linked, and thus open to 

                                                 
15 Elaine Showalter, Sexual Anarchy: Gender and Culture at the Fin-de-Siècle (London: Bloomsbury, 
1991), p. 170. 
16 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, ‘Across Gender, Across Sexuality: Willa Cather and Others’, South Atlantic 
Quarterly, 88 (1989), 53-72 (p. 58).  
17 Donald Watt (ed.), Aldous Huxley: The Critical Heritage (London and Boston: Routledge, 1997), p. 
51, n. 2. 
18 Oscar Wilde, Salomé, (London: Methuen & Co. Ltd., 1917).  
19 As this is a project based solely on non-normative masculine behaviour, I do not have the scope here 
to fully explore non-normative feminine behaviour (although it will be touched upon in passing, 
especially in my discussion of Rachilde in Chapter 3). However, it is worth noting here that lesbianism 
was likewise considered by some to be caused by an inherent masculinity.   
20 Donald Mager, ‘Gay Theories of Gender Role Deviance’, SubStance, 46 (1985), 32-48 (p. 35). 
21 Ibid., pp. 35-36. 
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appropriation by non-normative men. In many ways, misogynistic homosexual 

narratives were considered more suitable for intellectual pursuits. Edward Carpenter 

regarded heterosexual love as being intended for the ‘propagation of the race’, but 

applauded homosexual love for its inherent intellectual propensity, stating that it 

brought forward ‘the children of the mind, the philosophical conceptions and ideals 

which transform our lives and those of society.’ 22 In short, as far as intellect was 

concerned, one man is good, but two are better. Thus, homosexuality and its associated 

non-reproductive masculine patterns were often reified as they actively excluded the 

carnal feminine in favour of the more intellectual masculine in an attempt to perfect 

an image of manhood, while ironically calling into question the dominant mould of 

(cis-gendered, heterosexual) masculinity at the time.23  

The Decadent axiom of ‘l’art pour l’art’ – that art should have no moral, 

didactic function and simply be enjoyed as art – has its roots in Théophile Gautier’s 

lauding of what he saw as Baudelaire’s Decadent style in Les Fleurs du Mal, where he 

describes Decadence as ‘an ingenious, complicated style, full of shades and of 

research, constantly pushing back the boundaries of speech […] struggling to render 

what is most inexpressible in thought.’24 It is precisely this schism with establishment 

culture as well as the recognition of art as artificial – something that must be created 

– that allowed the Decadents to interrogate gender and sexuality in the literary sphere. 

                                                 
22 Edward Carpenter, ‘Homosexual Love, and its Place in a Free Society’, in Nineteenth Century 
Writings on Homosexuality: A Sourcebook, ed. by Chris White (London: Routledge, 1999), pp. 124-43 
(p. 140).  
23 It is important to remember that in the nineteenth century, burgeoning sexology was unable to 
differentiate between different categories of sexual behaviours and identities as we do today (as 
illustrated in the differing views of Carpenter and Friedländer). As such, whilst I refer here to 
homosexuality and non-reproductive/non-normative behaviours (which may include transvestism, 
androgyny, pederasty etc) together, I do it in the spirit of the age. These behaviours would have been 
seen as being both outside the norm and intimately connected as a result of their marginality. It would 
be anachronistic to map directly our assertions of sexual behaviour onto these texts, but our analyses 
can still be informed by them. 
24 Théophile Gautier, cited in Călinescu, p.164.  
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By moving away from the necessity for art to have a purpose, Decadence represents a 

break with the bipartite paradigm of “function following form” both in their literary 

aesthetic style, but also in their representations of gender and sexuality, breaking with 

the contemporaneous French medical discourse of sexomorphology and paving the 

way for more modern concepts of gender performance rather than gender essentialism. 

This, by extension, has implications for the conception of intellectuality and creative 

power as residing in the masculine.  

Contextualisation  

Nineteenth-century France is well documented for its strict codification of all areas of 

social life, most notably that of gender which, as Nigel Harkness highlights through 

his analysis of the Grand dictionnaire universel du XIXe siècle, was inherently 

biological. This can be seen in the dictionary’s definitions of ‘homme’ as a ‘personne 

humaine ou ensemble des personnes humaines du sexe masculin’, whereas ‘woman’ 

is marked out as the ‘Femelle de l’homme, être humain organisé pour concevoir et 

mettre au monde des enfants […]; Collectiv. Femmes en général, ensemble des 

personnes du sexe féminin […]; Épouse, femme en puissance de mari […].’25 This 

conflation of humanity with masculinity demonstrates society’s perception of 

masculinity as a ‘stable and unified gender position within a binary paradigm’26 in 

which ‘the masculine [becomes] the primary term’27 against which the feminine is 

situated, causing an inevitable subordination of the feminine. Furthermore, it is 

revealing that many French dictionaries either ignored the concept of ‘sexuality’ 

altogether or equated it with biological – and reproductive – purposes.28 Gender and 

                                                 
25 Cited in Nigel Harkness, Men of their Words: The Poetics of Masculinity in George Sand’s Fiction 
(London: Legenda, 2007) p. 21.  
26 Harkness, p. 23. 
27 Harkness, p. 20.  
28 Robert A, Nye, Masculinity and Male Codes of Honor in Modern France (New York/Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1993), pp. 116-17. 
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sexuality in nineteenth-century France were therefore staunchly codified and 

catalogued in an attempt at social control. Such codification coincided with the 

development of Darwin’s theory of evolution in 1859 and the basis of genetics in 

Gregor Mendel’s study of inheritance beginning in 1856. The body thus became 

increasingly codified, and as a result, politicised. For example, Alain Corbin has noted 

that the nineteenth century was the period which corresponded to ‘l’emprise maximale 

de la vertu de virilité’, based on a ‘système de représentations, de valeurs et de normes 

qui la constitue [et qui] s’impose alors avec une telle force qu’il ne saurait être 

véritablement contesté’.29 In their prodigious three-volume study of the history of 

virility in the West, Corbin and his co-editors stress the difference between masculinity 

and virility, with Corbin suggesting that while virility is underpinned by greatness, 

honour, and a sense of sacrifice, certain women (for example, Joan of Arc), could be 

considered as virile, but not masculine.30 This is corroborated by Jean-Jacques 

Courtine in the next volume, who suggests that ‘au XIXe siècle […] on n’exhorte pas 

les hommes à être “masculins”, mais virils, des hommes, disait-on “des vrais”’. 

However, Courtine goes on to suggest that, at least in current discourse, the fact that 

‘“masculin” en soit venu à supplanter “viril” est bien le signe qu’il y a, décidément, 

quelque chose qui a changé dans l’empire du mâle’.31 This thesis focuses on 

representations of men that would not have been considered virile – that is, who would 

not have conformed to a code of conduct that would have been used as a measure of 

one’s innate masculinity. For this reason, I choose to refer to “masculinity” in a 

broader, abstract sense to encompass those devirilized men (and in some cases, 

                                                 
29 Alain Corbin (ed.), ‘Introduction’, in L’Histoire de la virilité, vol. II, pp. 7-11 (p. 7). 
30 Ibid., pp. 9-10.  
31 Jean-Jacques Courtine (ed.), ‘Introduction’, in Histoire de la virilité, vol. III, pp. 8-9.  
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women), and begin to contest not only this zenith of hegemonic, toxic masculinity as 

epitomised by virility, but consequentially the very notion of a ‘vrai homme’.  

        Given the hegemonic position of virile masculinity, it is unsurprising that 

scholarship of nineteenth-century France that deals with the ‘transgression’ of gender 

and sexual codes has focused overwhelmingly on the position of women in this society 

and their representation in the literature of the time. By taking the specifically French 

– and specifically temporal – examples above as a medium by which to understand 

gender relations, we can see how recent scholarship has focused on giving 

disenfranchised women a voice, but also the extent to which language shapes our 

conceptions of gender and identity. This necessary rebalancing of the gendered scales 

has, however, left a significant gap in nineteenth-century masculinity studies; seminal 

texts on masculinity such as R.W. Connell’s Masculinities only appeared as late as 

1995. The French nineteenth century is appealing to masculinity studies due to the 

‘centrality of femininity to canonical fiction’, despite the fact that authors and critics 

alike have focused on the transgressive nature of this femininity.32 This can be seen 

through the proliferation of novels that focus on adultery, prostitution and the ‘fallen’ 

women of nineteenth-century France, and provide a moral didacticism as a result of 

this transgression. Neither Flaubert nor Zola envisions an alternative conclusion for 

Emma Bovary or Nana other than death – and visceral deaths at that. Harkness 

attributes the belated focus on masculinity within this period to the tendency of 

nineteenth-century discourse to treat masculinity as ‘the unproblematic norm which 

escaped the critical gaze that nineteenth-century medical, philosophical, and literary 

communities directed onto femininity.’33 More generally, of course, the masculine 

                                                 
32 Harkness, p. 17.  
33 Ibid.  



 

11 
 

gender in the French language is used as the de facto gender-neutral mechanism, thus 

implying an unproblematic and neutral term.  

        It is precisely this proclivity to treat the masculine as unproblematic and 

essentialist that has prompted this thesis for, as Mary Orr points out in her study of the 

masculine in the works of Flaubert, ‘not all men are equal or unaffected by the laws of 

Patriarchy.’34 It is precisely these men who were adversely affected by the laws of the 

Patriarchy that I study within this project. Whereas the disenfranchisement of women 

within the patriarchal system is well-documented and contested,35 Orr states that ‘the 

censorship of masculinities not deemed appropriate has largely remained hidden 

thanks to the overt promotion of certain hegemonic male authorities’.36 Similarly, 

Bradley Stephens has argued that in the case of Victor Hugo, the author’s ‘doubly 

masculine reputation as France’s premier Romantic and as one of the ‘great men’ of 

French letters […] has bolstered the widespread impression that his [Hugo’s] work 

locks its characters into the tired binary of male subjectivity and female objectivity’.37 

This privileging of a masculine promotion and perpetuation of a binary can be seen in 

Honoré de Balzac’s and Guy de Maupassant’s presentations of the jeune arriviste 

through the characters of Eugène de Rastignac and Georges Duroy respectively, in 

which the corrective forces of social education and indoctrination of performative 

                                                 
34 Mary Orr, Flaubert: Writing the Masculine, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), pp. 1-2.  
35 See James F. McMillan, Housewife or Harlot: The Place of Women in French Society, 1870 – 1940 
(Brighton: Harvester, 1981); Jean-Marc Berlière, La Police des moeurs (Paris: Perrin, 2016); Jann 
Matlock, Scenes of Seduction: Prostitution, Hysteria, and Reading Difference in Nineteenth-Century 
France (Chichester, NY: Columbia University Press, 1994); Alain Corbin, Women for Hire: 
Prostitution and Sexuality in France after 1850 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1990); 
Charles Bernheimer, Figures of Ill-Repute: Representing Prostitution in Nineteenth-Century France 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1989); Susan Hiner, Accessories to Modernity: Fashion 
and the Feminine in Nineteenth-Century France (Philadelphia, University of Philadelphia Press, 2010); 
Diana Holmes & Carrie Tarr (eds.), A ‘Belle Époque’?: Women in French Society and Culture, 1890-
1914 (New York: Berghahn, 2006); Susan K. Foley, Women in France since 1789: The Meanings of 
Difference (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004).  
36 Orr, p. 14.  
37 Bradley Stephens, ‘How Do You Solve a Problem Like Cosette? Femininity and the Changing Face 
of Victor Hugo’s Alouette’, Modern Languages Open, 1 (2019), 1-28 (p. 3). 
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phallic masculinity form key tropes of the roman d’apprentissage – the quintessential 

French male ‘success’ story. The unfortunate consequence, however, is that ‘critics 

have not focused on the detrimental effects of this same codification on [other] men.’38 

Thus, if we consider Connell’s hierarchy of multiple masculinities as posited in her 

theory of hegemonic masculinity, whereby ‘one form of masculinity rather than others 

is culturally exalted’39 whilst ‘other patterns and groups are subordinated rather than 

eliminated’,40 it becomes clear that the privileging of one masculine pattern through 

the codification and validation of the Code Napoléon and the Grand dictionnaire in 

nineteenth-century France is evidence of this hierarchy at work. It is a fundamentally 

collusive system, echoing Camille Paglia’s assertion that ‘masculinity is risky and 

elusive. It is achieved by a revolt from woman, and is confirmed only by other men’.41 

However, it is important to remember that this is a position that is always open to 

negotiation and, as such, must maintain itself through the relegation of other, ‘lesser’ 

forms of masculinity, most notably that of subordinated masculinity. This form of 

masculinity is most frequently associated not only with homosexuality, as ‘gayness is 

easily assimilated to femininity’,42 but also with weakness due to its opposition to the 

virility often lauded by the hegemonic bearers.43 I therefore propose to follow the 

example of Orr in studying non-normative masculinities, as embodied by, but not 

limited to, ‘the illegitimate son, the orphan, [and] the homosexual.’44  

My own study of non-normative masculinity encompasses such broad tropes 

as the male neurasthenic, the male witch, the masculine woman, the effeminate man, 

                                                 
38 Orr, p. 15.  
39 R.W. Connell, Masculinities (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1995), p. 77.  
40 R.W. Connell, Gender and Power (Cambridge: Polity in association with Blackwell, 1987), p. 184. 
41 Camille Paglia, Sex, Art, and American Culture: Essays (New York: Vintage Books, 1992), p. 82.  
42 Connell, Masculinities, p. 78. 
43 Connell, Masculinities, p. 79.  
44 Orr, p. 15.  
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and the impotent male author – all of whom provide additional dimensions to the 

complex question of what it meant to be a man (and masculine) at the fin de siècle 

during a ‘crisis’ of masculinity. By casting a large net to include such broad, disparate 

performances of masculinities, this project therefore aims to take into account the 

recent critiques and recalibrations of Connell’s seminal concept, both by herself and 

by others, to illustrate how Decadent author not only went against, but away from the 

grain. In 2003, for example, Alan Petersen argued that in spite of the welcome 

pluralisation of masculinities, ‘definitions of masculinity often entail little more than 

the compilation of lists of what are seen to be characteristic masculine qualities or 

attributes’, going on to argue that while the abstraction of gender is useful, we also 

need to remember that masculinity is often an embodied characteristic, and that ‘some 

male bodies are invested with more visibility and power than others’.45 Petersen’s 

critiques, among others, led Connell (in partnership with Messerschmidt) to recalibrate 

the concept in 2005, noting that while ‘the fundamental feature […] remains the 

plurality of masculinities and the hierarchy of masculinities’, it was at risk of being 

perceived as too simple and lacking in nuance. As Connell and Messerschmidt admit, 

while a simplistic model was useful ‘in preventing the idea of multiple masculinities 

from collapsing into an array of competing lifestyles’, it is increasingly important that 

‘the essentialist concept of masculinity but also, more generally, the trait approach to 

gender need to be thoroughly transcended’.46 In short, both scholars agree with their 

critics that the concept needed considerable nuance added to the conversation, but that 

as of 2019 ‘the term has become ubiquitous, serving as the principal touchstone for 

                                                 
45 Alan Petersen, ‘Research on Men and Masculinities: Some Implications of Recent Theory for 
Future Work’, Men and Masculinities, 6.1 (2003), 54-69 (pp. 58; 65). 
46 R.W. Connell and James W. Messerschmidt, ‘Hegemonic Masculinity: Rethinking the Concept’, 
Gender and Society, 19.6 (2005), 829-859 (pp. 856-857). 
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most research on masculinities’ for more than thirty years because even the ‘newest 

research confirms the omnipresent nature of hegemonic masculinities’.47  

As such, recent recalibrations of hegemonic masculinity take a more holistic 

approach to gender hierarchies, recognising the need for more intersectional 

approaches (including the axes of race and social class), the geography of 

masculinities, the social embodiment of masculinity, as well as the dynamics of 

masculinity.48 I touch on these additional facets of hegemonic masculinity (and its 

discontents) at several stages in this thesis – notably in Chapter Two in my discussion 

of Islam as racial and spiritual (masculine) other in the fin-de-siècle imaginary, evident 

in Lorrain’s Monsieur de Phocas as well as in Chapter Three in my discussion of the 

interaction of the working class Jacques and the aristocratic Raoule in Rachilde’s 

Monsieur Vénus. Similarly, Connell and Messerschmidt’s recognition that ‘the need 

for a more sophisticated treatment of embodiment in hegemonic masculinity is made 

particularly clear by the issue of transgender practices, which are difficult to 

understand within a simple model of social construction’ is also apparent in my 

discussion of the transgression of gender and sex in the dénouement of Monsieur 

Vénus.49 

        This study differs from recent author-specific literary studies such as the 

previously cited works from Orr and Harkness which deal with the appropriation and 

performance of the masculine in the works of Flaubert and George Sand respectively. 

This project follows Stephens’ recent call for ‘a more gender-oriented reading of 

canonical male writers [that] has slowly been undertaken since the theorization of 

                                                 
47 James W. Messerschmidt, ‘The Salience of Hegemonic Masculinity’, Men and Masculinities, 22.1 
(2019), 85-91 (pp. 85; 89). 
48 Connell and Messerschmidt, ‘Hegemonic Masculinity: Rethinking the Concept’, pp. 848-853. 
49 Ibid., p. 851. 
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‘queerness’ in the 1990s’, a strategy which Stephens has applied to the works of Victor 

Hugo.50 It contrasts with similar masculinity-based PhD projects such as Jacinta 

Wright’s broad-reaching ‘Reigning Men: Constructions of Masculinity in the 

Nineteenth-Century French Novel’, which deals with the long nineteenth-century 

through the works of Sand, Flaubert, and Stendhal,51 and Alana Eldrige’s author-

specific project, which presents the establishment of Balzac’s ‘critical framework for 

an aesthetic reading of his disempowered feminized hero.’52 Instead, I focus on the 

under-studied area of experimental fin-de-siècle fiction, in particular the poetics of 

Decadence and their iconoclastic aesthetics which challenged social and cultural 

assumptions. Unlike Sharon Larson, whose PhD explores the ‘correlation between 

masculinity, female sexuality, and expressive powers in the Decadent novel’53 via the 

figure of the femme fatale, or Kashi Hiroko Sato’s project which deals with (often 

male) masochistic tropes within the Decadent paradigm,54 I explore how masculinity 

is negotiated through narrative representation and how it is contested and re-inscribed 

as an effect of intertextuality and homosociality. This is significant not only as the 

diegetic medium has been used to reflect and influence reality, but also because it 

highlights the contrived nature of gender performance and how it is specifically 

influenced by language.  

                                                 
50 Stephens, ‘How Do You Solve a Problem Like Cosette?’, pp. 5-6.. See also: Bradley Stephens, 
‘‘Baisez-moi, belle Juju!’: Victor Hugo and the joy of Juliette’ in Joie de Vivre in French Literature 
and Culture: Essays in Honour of Michael Freeman, ed. by Susan Harrow and Timothy Unwin 
(Amsterdam/New York: Rodopi, 2009), 211-223.   
51 Jacinta Wright, ‘Reigning Men: Constructions of Masculinity in the Nineteenth-Century French 
Novel’ (unpublished doctoral thesis, Brown University, 1999).  
52 Alana K. Eldrige, ‘Inscriptive Masculinity in Balzac’s Comédie Humaine’ (doctoral thesis, University 
of Nebraska, Lincoln, 2009), p. ii. 
53 Sharon D. Larson, ‘Femme de Siècle: Malevolent Female Sexuality, Masculinity, and Linguistic 
Authority in the Decadent Novel’ (doctoral thesis, Brown University, Providence, 2009), p. 1. 
54 Kashi Hiroko Sato, ‘Masochism and Decadent Literature: Jean Lorrain and Joséphin Péladan’ 
(unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Birmingham, 2009), p. 4. 
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        The critical gap in the treatment of masculinity at the fin de siècle – and notably 

within Decadent literature – is surprising when we consider the upheavals that took 

place in the gendered arena, not only in France but internationally, as well as in the 

literary sphere. The end of a century is often accompanied by concerns for the next; as 

Frank Kermode notes, ‘we project our existential anxieties onto history; there is a real 

correlation between the ends of centuries and the peculiarity of our imagination, that 

it chooses always to be at the end of an era.’55 This anxiety often manifests itself in 

identity politics, for as Showalter notes, ‘in periods of cultural insecurity, when there 

are fears of regression and degeneration, the longing for strict border controls around 

the definition of gender, as well as race, class, and nationality, becomes especially 

intense’ due to these identity markers providing a ‘comforting sense of identity and 

permanence.56  The very title of Showalter’s study – Sexual Anarchy – hints at 

the gendered crises taking place at this time, and George Mosse notes that despite this 

period being an ‘age […] of great stability […] in reality this very society was on the 

offensive against new challenges that questioned some of the most important 

presuppositions on which it was based and threatened the image it had of itself.’57 Rita 

Felski argues in her study of the appropriation of feminine traits by three key pan-

European fin-de-siècle authors – Huysmans, Wilde, and Sacher-Masoch – that this 

time of instability not only caused a crisis of masculinity, but also a ‘fin-de-siècle crisis 

of literary representation’, in which male authors often sought to identify with the 

feminine in an attempt at a ‘self-conscious textualism’ that would subvert both sexual 

and textual norms.58 This crisis (and subsequent subversion) of literary representation 

                                                 
55 Frank Kermode, The Sense of an Ending (New York/Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1967), p. 97. 
56 Showalter, p. 4. 
57 George L. Mosse, The Image of Man: The Creation of Modern Masculinity (New York/Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1996), p. 78.  
58 Rita Felski, The Gender of Modernity (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1995), p. 91.  
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can be seen as originating in an alienation from social hierarchy and establishment 

artistic norms, the ‘counter-discourse’ of which manifested itself in a refusal of 

‘prevailing definitions of bourgeois masculinity’.59 Felski points out that the self-

consciously literary texts of the fin de siècle were inextricable from the representation 

of gender.60 It is therefore perhaps surprising that the rich intersections of the literature 

of this period with masculinity have been critically understudied, for they have the 

potential to reveal some of the crucial, if hitherto neglected, connections between the 

sexual and the textual in nineteenth-century France. This thesis aims to contribute 

meaningfully to the recent reinvigorations of both Decadence and masculinity studies 

such as the establishment of the Men and Masculinities in Culture and Society 

Research Network (MMICS) at the University of Bristol in 2016 by Bradley Stephens 

and Connor Doak,61 and the Decadence Research Unit (DRU) at Goldsmiths, 

University of London by Jane Desmarais in 2017 (including the establishment of the 

British Association of Decadence Studies and Volupté: Interdisciplinary Journal of 

Decadence Studies)62 by problematising the links between masculinity and literary 

creation in a distinctly Decadent setting. 

The ‘Crisis’ of Masculinity  

This project details the literary representations of non-normative masculinity at a time 

when masculinity was perceived to be in crisis – a crisis that ironically allowed greater 

representation of alternative behaviours and identities precisely due to the questioning 

of masculinity that was occurring. At the beginning of their prodigious three-volume 

                                                 
59 Felski, p. 93. 
60 Felski, p. 112. 
61 Bradley Stephens and Connor Doak, ‘Transnational Masculinities’, Institute for Advanced Studies, 
University of Bristol (2016/17), http://www.bristol.ac.uk/ias/workshops/current-
workshops/masculinity-studies.html [accessed 11/10/19]. 
62 Jane Desmarais, ‘Decadence Research Unit’, Goldsmiths, University of London (2017), 
https://www.gold.ac.uk/decadence-research-unit/ [accessed 11/10/19]. 
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http://www.bristol.ac.uk/ias/workshops/current-workshops/masculinity-studies.html
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study of the history of virility, Georges Vigarello, Alain Corbin, and Jean-Jacques 

Courtine note that virility is a ‘tradition sévère surtout, où la perfection serait toujours 

menacée de quelque insuffisance’.63 Although Lynne Segal notes that ‘masculinity is 

always in crisis’64 – echoing Connell & Messerschmidt’s assertion that ‘only a 

minority of men might enact’ the hegemonic mould of masculinity65 – it is still 

important for us to analyse and consider the multiple factors that French society 

blamed at the time for its perceived crisis of masculinity, not only to contextualise our 

study, but to consider why it is of such significance to studies of the fin de siècle, and 

Decadent literature in particular. Below, I lay out four distinct, yet interlinked changes 

in nineteenth-century France that led its men to reconsider their position in society and 

incited authors such as those included in this thesis to interrogate the very nature of 

masculinity. 

Inheritance and Patrilineality 

The long nineteenth century marks one of the most innovative periods of social 

transition for France, bookmarked between the equally iconoclastic French Revolution 

of 1789 and the beginning of the First World War in 1914. The French Revolution was 

one of the most pivotal moments of French history as it transformed ‘les status et les 

rôles, bouleversé les valeurs [et] remodelé les identités’,66 most notably with its ideals 

of equality for all citizens rather than the oligarchy that had constituted the Ancien 

Régime. Even though the social impact of the Revolution attempted, in theory, to level 

societal differences through the mantra of ‘liberté, égalité, fraternité’, it was the 

                                                 
63 Alain Corbin, Jean-Jacques Courtine, and Georges Vigarello (eds), ‘Préface’, in L’Histoire de la 
virilité, vol. I, pp. 7-9 (p. 7). 
64 Lynne Segal, ‘Back to the Boys? Temptations of the Good Gender Theorist’, Textual Practice, 15 
(2001), 231-50 (p. 239). 
65 Connell & Messerschmidt, ‘Hegemonic Masculinity: Rethinking the Concept, p. 832. 
66 Annelise Maugue, Identité masculine en crise au tournant du siècle (1871-1914) (Paris: Éditions 
Payot et Rivages, 2001), p. 10. 
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mercantile bourgeois classes who benefitted most from this shift of power, most 

notably due to their engagement with the Industrial Revolution, thus tapping into this 

innovative and mobile industrialised and productive society that unskilled labourers 

simply could not achieve.67 Robert Nye argues that the honour codes of the aristocracy 

of the Ancien Régime provided a model for the post-revolution bourgeoisie to follow.68 

We can therefore consider the bourgeoisie not as a ‘successor class’ to the pre-

revolutionary elite, but perhaps as a replacement aristocracy, echoing Pierre 

Bourdieu’s assertions that ‘the aristocratic model of “court society”, personified by a 

Parisian haute bourgeoisie’ continued to exist after the Revolution.69 This blurring of 

the bourgeoisie and the aristocracy exacerbated, rather than allayed, financial 

concerns; where the aristocracy practised endogamy to ensure the continuation of their 

patrilineality, the Napoleonic Code simultaneously protected individuals’ inheritance 

yet made their hegemonic position more precarious.70 The preoccupation with 

inheritance and the reassertion of familial position within society led Balzac to note 

that ‘l’HÉRÉDITÉ’ was the stone upon which ‘toute la civilization européenne 

repose’,71 especially in the nineteenth century which was, as Bernard Guyon asserts in 

his critique of Balzac, ruled by bankers in their conquest for financial success.72 

         Harkness suggests that the erosion of ‘solid markers of status, birth and sex’73 

brought previously-held gender roles into question, echoing Peter Gay’s suggestion 

                                                 
67 See André Rauch, Le Premier sexe: mutations et crise de l’identité masculine (Paris: Hachette 
Littérature, 2000), p. 8.  
68 Nye, p. 15.  
69 Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste, trans. by Richard Nice 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1984), p. xi.  
70 André-Jean Arnaud, Essai d’analyse structural du code civil français. La Règle du jeu dans la paix 
bourgeoise (Paris: R. Pichon & R. Durand-Auzias, 1973), p. 55.  
71 Honoré de Balzac, ‘L’Élixir de longue vie’, ed. by Isabelle Mimouni (Paris: Gallimard, 2009), p. 7.  
72 Bernard Guyon, ‘Le “Don Juan” de Balzac’, L’Année Balzacienne, (1977), 9-28 (p. 16.).  
73 Harkness, p. 19.  
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that the nineteenth century suffered from a ‘pervasive sense of manhood in danger’.74 

Thus, sexual differentiation was used as a method of validating traditional gender roles 

and the separation of public and private spheres in this highly stratified society, with 

men and women relegated to those areas that Jean-Jacques Rousseau had suggested 

was the best fit for them as far back as the eighteenth century.75 According to 

Rousseau, men were sexually weak, but could dominate politically, whereas women 

were relegated (albeit, perhaps, with paternalistic ‘good’ intentions) to the domestic 

sphere to look after the children due to their visceral role in childbirth.76 As such, it is 

unsurprising that with the ‘intimate connection between family resources and worldly 

ambition in middle-class life’, the post-revolutionary bourgeoisie was concerned with 

the proliferation of patrilineality given that children were considered as ‘biological 

capital’,77 just as their aristocratic predecessors had been. Inheritance was the order of 

the day, and as Jacques Donzelot states, marriage and sexuality were often treated as 

‘the business of the state’.78 Andrew Counter notes that with the legislation for 

inheritance in the Napoleonic Code, despite the ‘puissance paternelle’ that men 

enjoyed due to the shift of legislature from Ancien Régime practices, their patrilineal 

prerogative was now heavily undermined by law. Whereas once a paterfamilias could 

‘will [his] property to whomever [he] pleased’ under Roman law, his patrilineality was 

                                                 
74 Peter Gay, The Bourgeois Experience: Victoria to Freud, vol. I: The Education of the Senses (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1984-86), p. 197. 
75 Indeed, Thomas Laqueur’s ground breaking monograph, Making Sex: Body and Gender from the 
Greeks to Freud (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1990), suggests that it was precisely at the 
end of the Enlightenment that ‘human sexual nature changed’ (5) from an ostensibly on-sex model (in 
which women were still seen as inferior) to a two-sex model that essentially reified the patriarchal 
separation of the spheres. As Laqueur argues, despite the nineteenth-century discovery of ‘the 
common origins of both sexes in a morphologically androgynous embryo’, the differences between 
men and women (and implicitly, non-conforming men) were ‘politically important’ (10). 
76 Joel Schwartz, The Sexual Politics of Jean-Jacques Rousseau (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1984), pp. 10–73. 
77 Nye, p. 72.  
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now ordained not because he willed it, but because the law permitted it.79 This marks 

a shift in state interference in the maintenance of patrilineality, and by extension, 

patriarchy. This totalitarian management of inheritance disenfranchised men from 

patriarchy, ironically by the very patriarchal institutions that they represented. Thus, 

paternal function became political, in that good financial relations were equated with 

good familial relations, and by extension good societal relations. Men were expected 

to produce both ‘des producteurs et des consommateurs’ for France, being relegated 

to the position of ‘reproducteurs’. A bachelor therefore played no social role of import 

and was even considered to be an enemy of the state.80 In this way, the proliferation 

of patrilineality via ‘transmission morta causa’ demonstrates ‘the reproduction of the 

social system,’ by which the political status quo can reassert itself.81  

Depopulation and the Relegation of a Nation  

When we consider the importance that the upper echelons of French society placed 

upon the proliferation of children and its implied financial, patrilineal, and political 

consequences, it is unsurprising that a low birth rate in the mid-nineteenth century 

would strike at the very heart of French society. Mosse demonstrates that ‘the fear of 

depopulation’ was ‘strong in most western and central European nations, and 

especially so in France’.82 The reduced birth rate understandably undermined the 

bourgeois desire to proliferate – and retain – their wealth, but at a national level, it was 

seen as a reduction of manpower, leading inevitably to the reduction of political clout 

a country could rely on in times of conflict. Although this fear of depopulation was 

                                                 
79 Andrew J. Counter, Inheritance in Nineteenth-Century French Culture: Wealth, Knowledge and the 
Family (London: Legenda, 2010), pp. 2, 8. 
80 Xavier Martin, ‘Fonction Paternelle et Code Napoléon’, Annales historiques de la Révolution 
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81 Jack Goody, ‘Introduction’, in Family and Inheritance: Rural Society in Western Europe, 1200–1800, 
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widespread throughout Europe in the nineteenth century, Daniel Pick notes that ‘in 

France degeneration was a national syndrome producing a national disease.’83 The 

rise of the German nation as we would conceive of it in 1871 under Otto von Bismarck 

thus served as a counterpoint to the perceived loss of French virility via the reduced 

birth rate.84 

         The animosity between France and Germany has been well-documented as a 

‘hereditary enmity’ that ossified in the nineteenth-century with the rise of 

nationalism.85 Otto von Bismark’s unification of the German states incited fears of 

mediocrity in the French nation, whereby the ‘unification of Germanic central Europe’ 

could cause France to be regarded internationally as a ‘second rate power’.86 If we 

map the concerns of a reduced French birth rate alongside the fears of being overtaken 

by a newer, and perhaps more virile nation, the inherent nationalism and patriotism 

becomes apparent. Underlying these fears of another powerful sovereign state taking 

the French position internationally were domestic concerns and anxieties; as Claude 

Digeon has stated, ‘the German menace was regarded as the sign of French decadence’ 

and decline.87 It is therefore unsurprising that, when we compound the reduced rate of 

birth along with the defeat of France in 1871 against the Germanic Prussians, we arrive 

at a ‘geopolitical situation […that was] conceptualised in terms of the health and 

numbers of its population.’88 The defeat by Germany and the subsequent reparations 

                                                 
83 Daniel Pick, Faces of Degeneration. A European, c.1870–1918 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1989), p. 135. 
84 As Stephens put it: ‘an affirmation of masculinity later became one of the Third Republic’s key 
concerns, when French virility looked in need of restoration after the humiliating defeat of the Franco-
Prussian War (1870-71) and a decline in the national birth rate’ [‘How Do You Solve a Problem Like 
Cosette?’, p. 4]. 
85 Ulrich Krotz, ‘Three Eras and Possible Futures: A Long-Term View on the Franco-German 
Relationship a Century after the First World War’, International Affairs, 90 (2014), 337-50 (p. 338). 
86 Nye, pp. 78-79. 
87 Claude Digeon, La Crise allemande de la pensée française, 1870-1914 (Paris: Presses Universitaires 
de France, 1959), p. 431. See also Karen Offen, ‘Depopulation, Nationalism, and Feminism in Fin-de-
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such as the loss of Alsace-Lorraine prompted the French elite to consider the fact that 

‘the relationship between population and national might [could be] measured by 

military strength’.89 Napoléon’s war-machine, with its introduction of conscription, 

effectively commodified ‘la chair humaine par quantités.’90 There was an inherent 

relationship implied between men, the state, and their ability to produce the main 

d’oeuvre it required. As Boulay de la Meurthe puts it, there was a ‘rapport intime entre 

l’autorité du Gouvernement et celle du père de famille’.91 As such, we can take the 

family unit as a microcosm of macrocosmic patriarchy – any inability to maintain the 

‘ideal’ microcosm was an attack on the macrocosm. It is therefore unsurprising that 

the French demographer Jacques Bertillon should paraphrase the zeitgeist dramatically 

by declaring ‘Finis Galliae!’.92 The power, might, and future of the French nation was 

in question. This by extension had consequences for French perspectives of their 

masculinity – military defeat by a country whose men were perceived to be more fertile 

and virile understandably caused doubts in defeated French minds. 

The Emancipation of Women 

The legal framework of nineteenth-century France consolidated patriarchal dominance 

through its inherent subordination of woman and her Rousseauian relegation to the 

domestic sphere. Man was made to rule while woman was made to obey. This dialectic 

of opposition between the sexes can be seen in Marcel Prévost’s study of women, in 

which he declared that ‘le cerveau d’une femme de race civilisée ne pèse pas plus que 

le cerveau d’un homme de race inférieure’, implying the inherent intellectual 

                                                 
89 Offen, pp. 651-52. 
90 Martin, p. 468. 
91 Boulay de la Meurthe, président de la Section de Législation du Conseil d’État, 4 germinal an VIII 
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difference between the sexes based along lines of almost racial differentiation.93 This 

consolidation of masculine power along an active/passive binary has long been held 

up as an example of patriarchal dominance, most persuasively in Cixous’s conception 

of ‘Patriarchal Binary Thought’. In this theory, Cixous exposes the ‘phallocentric 

enterprise’94 in which Woman is always seen as the ‘negative, powerless instance’ 

with Man considered as more active.95 Therefore, when we consider the considerable 

emancipation that women experienced during the nineteenth century as a result of the 

burgeoning civil equalities, as enshrined in the motto of the French Revolution, it is 

not only unsurprising that women began to inhabit spaces previously dominated solely 

by men, but also that men should feel ‘dépossedé[s]’ by these women.96 

         Annelise Maugue states that ‘dès les années 1830, la question de la femme 

commence à se poser en référence à des comportements qui n’engagent plus seulement 

quelques personnalités d’exception’; the entire breadth of the nineteenth century 

would of course be marked by leaps forward in female emancipation.97 Women were 

afforded access to careers traditionally considered masculine such as those in 

medicine, law, and journalism. They practised sports openly, smoked, and were 

permitted to divorce. They ‘obtiennent l’accès à de multiples diplômes, licences, 

doctorats, agrégations, l’ouverture aux femmes de carrières nouvelles, l’autorisation 

de la recherche en paternité, la libre disposition de son salaire pour la femme mariée, 

et même le droit de vote et l’éligibilité…au Conseil supérieur du Travail, aux Conseils 

                                                 
93 Marcel Prévost, La Femme dans la société, vol. IV of La Femme dans la nature, dans les mœurs, 
dans la légende et dans la société (Paris: Bong et Cie, 1912), p. 323.  
94 Sellers, p. 37. 
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de prud’hommes etc.’98 However, it is precisely this new-found incursion by women 

into the public sphere and the ‘évolution du système’ which struck at the heart of the 

‘crisis’ of masculinity.99 The blurring of previously accepted gender roles effectively 

put the concept of masculinity and its future importance into question, with the ‘New 

Woman’ being cast as the enemy of ‘modern, normative masculinity’ whilst 

‘attempting to break out of [her] traditional role,’100 liberating themselves not only 

from Rousseauian relegation, but also from the societal pressure and assumption of 

bearing children – thus casting themselves as the enemies of the state in the process if 

we consider our previous assertions that childbirth and the state were intertwined. 

Women could therefore be seen to usurp ‘l’identité régnante, l’identité masculine’.101 

However, this usurping of masculine identity carried with it a fear of consequential 

masculine inversion, and an anxiety concerning the feminization of men and further 

gender/sexual anarchy. As Karl Miller states, ‘men became women. Women became 

men. Gender and country were put into doubt. The single life was found to harbour 

two sexes and two nations.’102 If we take Mosse’s concept of the countertype, by which 

masculinity is defined in contrast to femininity and a lack of masculinity,103 it is 

understandable why men would question their own position within society as they 

witnessed female incursions into areas that they had traditionally occupied exclusively. 

Of course, women were not the only demographic group that were challenging their 

previously subordinate position in society – a rise in awareness of what we would call 

                                                 
98 Maugue, pp. 13-14, citing M. Albistur and M. Armogathe, Histoire du féminisme français (Paris: 
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LGBTQ identities and behaviours similarly posed a challenge for heterosexual, 

patriarchal (mis)rule. 

From ‘Perverse Acts’ to ‘Perversity’ 

The nineteenth century – and the fin de siècle in particular – is widely accepted as 

being the period in which sexual ‘perversions’ were ‘discovered’. As Michel Foucault 

famously suggested, the emergence of homosexuality in particular could be interpreted 

as part of the nineteenth century’s bid to codify and legislate against a newly 

internalised embodiment of perverse acts.104 For Foucault, Carl Friedrich Otto 

Westphal’s paper published in the 1870 Archiv für Neurologie marks the moment in 

which homosexuality was characterised as a ‘psychological, psychiatric, and medical 

category’, describing a transition of classification from external acts of perversity to 

internalised, pathological perversity. As Foucault put it:  

Homosexuality appeared as one of the forms of sexuality when it was 

transposed from the practice of sodomy onto a kind of interior androgyny, a 

hermaphrodism of the soul. The sodomite has been a temporary aberration; the 

homosexual was now a species.105  

Moreover, Corbin notes that ‘l’ostentation nouvelle d’une homosexualité qui trouve 

alors son appellation, le catalogue des perversions que déroulent les premiers 

sexologues jettent le trouble, suscitent des réactions’.106 The emergence of non-

normative behaviours and identities in the medical discourse of the day were vilified 

and feared due to the perceived threat to patrilineality and, by extension, patrimony 

and patriarchy; the perceived feminisation of men and masculinisation of women was 

                                                 
104 Showalter, p. 14.  
105 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, trans. by Robert Hurley (Harmondworth: Penguin, 1990), 
p. 43. 
106 Corbin, ‘Introduction’, L’Histoire de la virilité, vol II, p. 10.  
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seen to be just as iconoclastic as the emancipation of women, which brought both 

gender roles and the sexual dimorphism and validation of separate spaces into 

question.  

        However, whilst the blurring of gender roles, social upheaval, and military defeat 

were tangible causes for the French crisis of masculinity, the emergence of non-

normative subjectivities and the pathologisation of these subjectivities also provided a 

response and, perhaps, an excuse for the low birth rate at the time due to the clear 

parallels between non-reproductive sexual practices and the birth rate. Sander Gilman 

argues that ‘as we seek to project the source of our anxiety onto objects in the world, 

we select models from the social world in which we function.’107 The pathologisation 

of perversity thus represents a societal projection of the Jungian shadow – that dark 

side of the psyche that the ego attempts to keep hidden from society.108 In Jungian 

thought, the obfuscation of the shadow often results in its inadvertent projection onto 

others who exhibit the very features one attempts to suppress. This pathologisation of 

‘perversity’ is a form of a societal internalised homophobia in which masculine society 

was able to shift attention away from its own perceived lack of virility onto that of 

other men. The overarching aim of the pathologisation and codification of non-

normative behaviours was ostensibly to provide a tangible target for medicine and to 

reverse repressive legislation (notably in England and Germany).109 However, the 

Napoleonic Code did not expressly forbid homosexual and non-procreative 

behaviours. As Nye notes, the Napoleonic Code ‘laid down no penalty for sodomy or 

homosexual acts, indeed it did not mention them by these or any other name.’110 This 

                                                 
107 Sander Gilman, Difference and Pathology. Stereotypes of Sexuality, Race, and Madness (Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell University Press, 1985), p. 20.  
108 Maggie Hyde and Michael McGuinness, Introducing Jung: A Graphic Guide (London: Icon Books, 
2008), pp. 86-87.  
109 Nye, pp. 104-105. 
110 Nye, p. 106. 



 

28 
 

lack of legal protection or penalty can be seen as a result of the continuing French 

association between sexuality and gender with biological genitalia rather than 

psychology, which continued as late as 1933.111 Therefore, while other European 

‘sexologists’ were advocating an epistemological shift, French doctors preferred to 

cling to the ‘biomedical discourse of the effeminate invert.’112 They viewed him as a 

transgressive individual rather than someone who had no choice in their sexual 

orientation.113 Nevertheless, despite the conspicuous lack of anti-sodomy laws in post-

revolutionary France, authorities continued to persecute sexual dissenters through the 

enforcement of Article 6 of the Code Civil, which sought to protect ‘les bonnes mœurs’ 

of French society.114 

 

From a gendered, and particularly masculinities studies, perspective, Mosse notes that 

‘the fin de siècle […and] the years roughly from the 1870s to the Great War gave a 

new impetus to both masculinity and its countertype.’115 If we consider the manifold 

causes of the crisis of masculinity presented so far in the introduction to this thesis, it 

is clear that the French methods of controlling dissent and challenges to hegemonic 

masculinity ironically provided a space in which to articulate those dissenting 

challenges.116 1870 – that is, the beginning of the fin-de-siècle period – can be 
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considered to be a watershed at which this crisis reached boiling point, with the 

Franco-Prussian War representing a symbolic defeat of French masculinity. Patrick 

McGuinness notes that the fin de siècle is often synonymous with the Decadent 

movement: ‘many other centuries have ended, but there was only one fin-de-siècle. It 

is identified with France, like other untranslatables such as ennui, savoir-faire and je 

ne sais quoi, but its applications and the associations it conjures up, have no cultural 

or national boundaries. […] It stops being a date and becomes a mood’.117 Showalter 

describes the period as witnessing an ‘intensified valorization of male power’ that had 

been weakened (allegedly) not only due to expanded female emancipation, but the 

nascent visibility of non-normative forms of masculinity, prompting her to describe it 

as a ‘battle within the sexes’, demonstrating an unprecedented fracturing of an 

accepted masculine identity.118 This thesis sheds new light on this key turning point 

by arguing that while it has now become axiomatic to discuss a crisis of gender – and 

particularly of masculinity – at the fin de siècle, an engagement with Decadent poetics 

and with textuality itself reveal that a more nuanced, often clandestine interrogation of 

gender occurred in tandem with this gendered crisis, and allowed Decadent authors to 

explore the full spectrum of gender while their contemporaries mourned the perceived 

disintegration of a discrete gender binary.   

Thesis Structure 
Chapter one analyses the quintessential Decadent text, Huysmans’s À Rebours. As 

well as studying the representation of literary masculinity more broadly in the text, I 

pay particular attention to a key passage in the novel in which the protagonist, Des 

Esseintes, outlines his appreciation of idées masculines. This is used to elaborate a 
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conceptual framework for masculinity, Decadence and literary creation. I utilise its 

position as the urtext of the Decadent movement – a model for Decadent writers – and 

suggest that it also provides a model for non-normative masculinity through its use of 

non-normative masculine tropes and literary devices. The term idées masculines 

derives from a passage in the novel in which the protagonist is seemingly infatuated 

with a female gymnast due to her (traditionally masculine) force and power; however, 

once he discovers that ‘la transmutation des idées masculines dans son corps de femme 

n’existait pas’,119  the attraction fades, and his only ‘successful’ sexual encounters are 

with ‘feminine men’, rather than with ‘masculine women’. This invites a consideration 

the concept of idées masculines and the age-old conflation of masculinity and intellect, 

as well as this relationship’s implications for literary creation. I argue that the 

appropriation of a conventionally masculine métier by historically ‘un-masculine’ men 

allows their marginal subjectivities to occupy the hegemonic space reserved for 

‘manly’ men, thus permitting the subversion and subsequent seizing of both sexual 

and textual control.  

While social upheaval in fin-de-siècle culture with regards to gender and 

sexuality has been well-documented, critical engagement with occult undercurrents 

that ran parallel to these debates has been scarce. And yet, the occult, characterised by 

the receipt of unknown knowledge and entry into an underworld that is separated from 

normative society, itself provides a marginalised and liminal space, allowing non-

normative individuals a space for engagement and self-exploration. Moreover, 

occulture can be considered a crystallised form of social anxiety associated with 

patriarchal disruption, which can be appropriated in order to subvert dominant 

discourses. The links between occult exploration and sexual transgression thus offer a 
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lens through which to examine social mores, providing a metaphorical locum tenens 

for non-normative sexual identities and practices, given the fantastical nature of the 

overt subject matter. Chapter two takes as its focus Jean Lorrain’s Monsieur de Phocas 

(1901), which at first glance is not as explicitly esoteric as some of its Decadent 

contemporaries, and which has received little attention from scholars of masculinity. I 

read it as a novel of occult initiation in which a diabolical pact is made, narrating the 

protagonist’s journey though debauchery and ultimately culminating in what is 

fundamentally his ‘rebirth’. This rebirth is inherently tied to the epistolary form of the 

novel in which Phocas’ manuscript becomes a literary reinvention of his character, not 

only through engaging with the occult. The novel’s engagement with tropes of 

witchcraft is studied in conjunction with studies of their literary proliferation in the 

nineteenth century – emerging in the works of George Sand, Jules Michelet, and 

Charles Leland – and how they inverted expectations of gendered roles. The chapter 

concludes by suggesting that witchcraft becomes an additional symbolic method of 

subverting hegemonic masculinity, acting as a representation of effeminate social 

revolt rather than virile dominance. 

Chapter three deals with Rachilde’s often ambiguous approach to gender, and 

specifically in relation to literary creation and textuality. It problematises the links 

between fiction and narrative, gender and sexuality, ultimately offering a dequeered 

and requeered Rachilde by focusing uniquely on different moulds of masculinity. I 

dequeer Rachilde by taking a step back from traditional critical approaches which 

choose to read her with the necessity of a gender binary, and requeer her work by 

presenting the norm of heterosexuality in a non-normative light. This chapter focuses 

on the masculine subjectivities within Monsieur Vénus and La Tour d’amour to disrupt 

the heteronormative binary, queer heterosexuality, and reclaim passive masculinity 
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and female masculinity as bearers of masculinity. These two texts present us not only 

with non-normative forms of masculinity through necrophilia, passive sexuality and 

gender non-conformity, but also with distinctly textual forms of masculinity which 

engage with literature and language. A focus on textuality demonstrates the reification 

of writing and the creative functions at the narrative level of the novels, which I argue 

counters patriarchal discourse and epitomises the concept of idées masculines. 

The critical spectre of Gilbert and Gubar’s seminal question, ‘is the pen a 

metaphorical penis?’, haunts this study, influencing my approach to constructions of 

masculinity by way of literary construction. However, if the pen is a penis, it can 

malfunction like any bodily appendage – and if it does malfunction, what 

repercussions does this have for the man wielding it? Does this preoccupation, both 

with phallus and phallus-pen, reveal more about masculinity and its limits more than 

the perceived threats to masculinity and the omnipresent “crisis” of masculinity? 

Linking literary impotence with the perceived impotence of masculinity at the fin de 

siècle, chapter four takes as its focus the impotent author-protagonist of Mirbeau’s 

1886 semi-autobiographical début novel, Le Calvaire. By juxtaposing protagonist and 

creator as simultaneously men and authors, I interrogate not only the links between the 

construction of masculinity and literature but demonstrate a distinctly literary form of 

catharsis through which Mirbeau is permitted to rewrite his own deemed failings both 

as a writer and as a man, ultimately presenting his protagonist as a foil against which 

to position himself. I read Mirbeau’s work in the light of (psychological) narrative 

theory and identity construction, in order to problematise homosociality in the context 

of a ‘crisis’ of masculinity, ultimately asking the question: what is a man, and how is 

a masculine identity appropriated? In this chapter, I problematise the homosocial 

shelter to which the narrator retreats to demonstrate that hegemonic masculinity is 
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often undermined by those within its own ranks, rather than women or non-normative 

men. 

The conclusion of the thesis ties together all the previous analyses of the works 

of Lorrain, Rachilde, and Mirbeau, whilst examining them through the lens of 

Huysmans’s presentation of idées masculines. This will assert the inextricable links 

between gender and literary creation in the Decadent movement and answer my over-

arching research question about what literature tells us what it meant to be a man 

during this tumultuous period French history. The answer to this question of course 

has implications outside of the thesis at a time when perceived challenges to 

masculinity are still articulated as a major cultural preoccupation. The conclusion 

therefore also suggests that Decadent literature from the end of nineteenth-century 

France paved the way for representations of queer identities throughout the twentieth 

and twenty first centuries. Thus, the contribution to scholarship contained within this 

thesis ultimately has the potential to inform twenty-first century interdisciplinary 

debates on shifting male identities and to encourage fresh appraisals of debates 

surrounding gender and sexuality that are often generated at times of social transition. 
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Chapter One:                                                                         

‘Idées Masculines’: The Intertextual Poetics of Masculinity in 

Joris-Karl Huysmans’s À Rebours (1884) 

‘La transmutation des idées masculines 

dans son corps de femme n’existait pas’ 

Joris-Karl Huysmans1 

The title of this chapter comes from Joris-Karl Huysmans’s seminal Decadent novel, 

À Rebours, and highlights the intimate connections between literary creation and 

identity formation, specifically that of masculinity through its implied focus on 

masculine intellect. The synecdoche of idées masculines derives from a passage in the 

novel in which the protagonist is seemingly infatuated with a female gymnast due to 

her (traditionally masculine) force and power; however, once he discovers that ‘la 

transmutation des idées masculines dans son corps de femme n’existait pas’ (139), the 

attraction fades, and his only ‘successful’ sexual encounters are with ‘feminine men’, 

rather than with ‘masculine women’. This symbolic moment in Huysmans’s novel 

invites us to consider in more depth the concept of idées masculines and the age-old 

conflation of masculinity and intellect, as well as the implications this relationship has 

for literary creation. The use of the word ‘idée’ specifically refers to the cerebral 

faculties, yet it is this word ‘transmutation’ that highlights the creative aspect of this 

ideal, implying a moulding, transformative action.  

                                                 
1 Joris-Karl Huysmans, À Rebours, ed. by Daniel Grojnowski (Paris: Flammarion, 2004), p. 139. All 
quotations from the novel will be from this edition unless stated otherwise, and will subsequently be 
integrated into the text.  
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        This chapter focuses on the literary construction of masculinity in À Rebours, 

paying special attention to the novel’s position as an urtext for the Decadent movement 

– not necessarily influencing each text to be studied in this thesis due to the obvious 

discrepancies of publication dates, but effectively articulating the zeitgeist in a clear 

and concise manner. The chapter outlines my conceptual approach to the poetics of 

masculinity, ultimately providing a framework to use when analysing a Decadent 

poetics of masculinity. In this way, it aims to develop recent critical studies of 

Huysmans, particularly in relation to masculinity, where there is a distinct lack of 

scholarship, despite the prominence of this theme within the author’s oeuvre. The 

development of scholarship in this area is then extrapolated to encompass the other 

texts within my corpus, thus placing the position of masculinity and its exploration 

within À Rebours as one of the foundations of my conceptual framework.   

The Poetics of Masculinity 

The idea that intellect and artistic creation is the province of masculinity – with the 

exclusion of woman to the natural, and inferior world – has long been asserted by 

philosophers and thinkers in the West. Charles Baudelaire stated that woman was the 

opposite of the dandy – considered by him the pinnacle of masculine identity – by the 

very fact that she was ‘naturelle’.2 For Baudelaire, the dandy was the ‘personification 

of the artistic persona, a performance of self […and] introjected artistic creation’.3 He 

goes on to say that this corporeality excludes woman from artistic creation and 

intellectuality because she does not know how to separate the intellectual from the 

corporeal.4 Such a reading is underlined by Sherry B. Ortner, who argues that female 

                                                 
2 Charles Baudelaire, Journaux Intimes: Fusées, Mon coeur mis à nu (Paris: Les Éditions G. Cré et Cie, 
1920), p. 48. 
3 Adam Geczy & Jacqueline Millner, Fashionable Art (London/New York: Bloomsbury, 2015), p. 26. 
4 Baudelaire, p. 77. 
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is to male as nature is to culture.5 The fin-de-siècle sexologist Edward Carpenter goes 

so far as to consider femininity to be ‘inextricable from the maternal instinct’, while 

positing that men were free of such ‘base’, natural bonds.6 It is this long-standing 

association between intellect and masculinity that underlines des Esseintes’s primary 

attraction to the American acrobat Miss Urania. We are told that: ‘il voyait un artificiel 

changement de sexe se produire en elle, ses singeries gracieuses, ses mièvreries de 

femelle s’effaçaient de plus en plus, tandis que se développaient, à leur place, les 

charmes agiles et puissants d’un mâle’ (138). It is thus not her feminine beauty, but 

rather those aspects considered masculine – force and pragmatism – that attracts him 

to her. Even her name, Urania, hints at the unconventional nature of this attraction, 

echoing terms such as ‘uranian’, an early term for same-sex attraction, but also of the 

castrated, primordial Greek god, Uranus. This implies that she is simply a 

dephallicised male, which in itself is significant as it places the value of masculinity 

with intellectuality rather than with virility. Des Esseintes no longer sees her as a 

sentimental woman, but as ‘complètement un homme’ (138). Ultimately, this 

projection of his desires for masculine intellectual invigoration is not sustainable and 

we are told that ‘la transmutation des idées masculines dans son corps de femme 

n’existait pas’ (139). It becomes clear that these idées masculines are intangible and 

desired, and ultimately fictional traits that des Esseintes projects onto Miss Urania. 

This projection seemingly stems from a need to compensate for his lack of traditional 

masculinity. In this way, I argue that, if we are to consider artistic creation and 

                                                 
5 Sherry B. Ortner, ‘Is Female to Male as Nature is to Culture?’ in Woman, Culture, and Society, ed. by 
Michelle Zimbalist Rosaldo & Louise Lamphere (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 
1974), pp. 68-87. 
6 Edward Carpenter in Elaine Showalter, Sexual Anarchy: Gender and Culture at the Fin-de-Siècle 
(London: Bloomsbury, 1991), p. 173. 
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intellectuality with masculinity, then the performance of that masculine identity is 

intrinsically informed by idées masculines. 

        Idées masculines can be considered as Huysmans’s own brand of poetics. 

Benjamin Hrushovski describes poetics as ‘the system of a particular poet’s “art” or 

“language”’7 while Roland Barthes describes it as ‘une science des conditions du 

contenu, c’est-à-dire des formes’.8 As such, poetics is intrinsically concerned not only 

with the creation of texts, but the creative act itself and how it is positioned against its 

subject matter. The use of poetics as a conceptual framework is motivated by 

‘keep[ing] the literariness of each text constantly in view’, analysing them both at the 

levels of plot and at the symbolic and representative levels.9 Poetics, therefore, is 

intimately connected to the creation of literature and, as we shall see, the creation of 

identity and subjectivity. What, then, constitutes a poetics of masculinity? Nigel 

Harkness notes that theorists of poetics such as Roland Barthes and Benjamin 

Hrushovski would baulk at the thought of examining literature through the prism of 

gender, but rightly reminds us that themes of gender and sexuality are indissociable 

from the literature of the nineteenth century.10 The poetics of masculinity – whether 

non-normative or conformative – are the literary embodiment of what the zeitgeist 

determines to be manhood. As noted in the introduction, fin-de-siècle French 

masculinity was predicated on the staunch stratification of class and gender, most 

notably through the lens of a ‘crisis’ of masculinity. The poetics of masculinity can 

thus be considered a shifting and constantly evolving concept that can be inherently 

tied to R.W. Connell’s conception of the hegemonic hierarchy of masculinity, in which 

                                                 
7 Benjamin Hrushovski, ‘Poetics, Criticism, Science: Remarks on the Fields and Responsibilities of the 
Study of Literature’, Poetics and Theory of Literature, 1 (1976), iii-xxxv (p. xv). 
8 Roland Barthes, Critique et Vérité (Paris: Seuil, 1966), pp. 61-62. 
9 Nigel Harkness, Men of their Words: The Poetics of Masculinity in George Sand’s Fiction (London: 
Legenda, 2007), pp. 147-48. 
10 Harkness, p. 147. 



 

38 
 

the ‘hegemonic’ mould of masculinity is a historically itinerant concept that can be 

renegotiated and challenged by other moulds of masculinity deemed more suitable to 

the time in question.11   

In his discussion of the representations of masculinity in early Victorian 

literature and art, Herbert Sussman describes the poetics of masculinity as  

the development of […] styles and practices that locate the sources of poetry 

and art in those various and often contradictory qualities marked by the age as 

masculine – in chaste masculinity as well as phallic sexuality; in emotional 

control and clear-eyed scientific objectivity as well as in prophetic vision.12  

The poetics of masculinity can, following this model, be understood to involve the 

creation of a narrative, one that highlights not only the constructed nature of 

masculinity but also the literary form that this identity formation takes. This inherently 

literary, narrative, and performative nature of masculinity can be extrapolated into a 

framework of intertextuality. David P. LaGuardia describes masculinity as being 

‘inscribed within an immense intertextual corpus of legal, didactic, and pastoral works 

concerned primarily with appropriate and proper behaviour for men, predicated upon 

the usage and surveillance of sex in both public and private space, which itself was 

contingent upon the legislation of sex within and beyond marriage.’13 This is 

analogous to the codification of gendered spaces and roles as a result of the Code 

Napoléon, and underlines that the concept of masculinity, as the product of literary 

production or as a narrative of identity, should be read as a ‘function of an incessant 

                                                 
11 R.W. Connell, Masculinities (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1995), p. 77. 
12 Herbert Sussman, Victorian Masculinities: Manhood and Masculine Poetics in Early Victorian 
Literature and Art (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995), p. 13. 
13 David P. LaGuardia, Intertextual Masculinity in French Renaissance Literature: Rabelais, Brantôme, 
and the Cent nouvelles nouvelles (Aldershot, England/ Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2008), p. 3.  
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intertextual process’.14 Intertextual masculine poetics requires a ‘continuous reflection 

upon the relation of texts to other texts, and a constant consideration of what it meant 

to be a man, and to read as a man within the social context that was defined by those 

texts’, taking into consideration ‘men’s activity as readers and writers of texts about 

being a man, written for the benefit and instruction of other men’.15 The creation of 

texts is an inherently homosocial activity that is negotiated between men, as seen in 

Connell’s theory. Intertextuality and masculinity are thus equally collusive: as 

Harkness notes, the poetics of masculinity are concerned with ‘how the masculine is 

made literary, and how masculinity is bound up with processes of literary creation’.16 

This thesis builds on these interrogations by examining to what extent the literary 

informs the corporeal and vice versa. In this regard, one of the guiding questions the 

present study will ask is: how is the non-conformism of Decadent literature 

inextricably tied to perceptions of gender and sexuality, and how does it influence our 

perceptions of these concepts? 

        An intertextual poetics of masculinity is key to understanding and analysing 

Huysmans’s portrayal of idées masculines. As Harkness notes, there is an inherent 

‘link between masculinity and literary language: a rhetorical tradition linked forceful 

style and vigorous masculinity, and this found expression in such terms as “voix mâle” 

and “style mâle.”’17 This is illustrated by the various and manifold connections made 

by contemporary authors between George Sand’s intellectuality and her assumed 

masculine identity. Henry James declares that ‘what was feminine in her was the 

quality of her genius; the quantity of it – its force, and mass, and energy – was 

                                                 
14 Ibid.  
15 Ibid., p. 4, (italics in original) 
16 Harkness, p. 147 
17 Harkness, p. 8.  
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masculine, and masculine were her temperament and character’.18 The Goncourt 

brothers asserted that ‘le génie est mâle’19 and this conflation of masculinity with 

literary greatness and intellectuality can be seen in Huysmans’s own lauding of Paul 

Verlaine’s ‘rimes masculines’ (214) and Baudelaire’s ‘langue musculeuse et charnue’ 

(176). As Maugue puts it, ‘le cerveau mâle est célébré comme l’instrument de la 

transformation, de la domination de l’univers par l’espèce humaine’.20 As such, female 

intellect was considered less than male intellectuality, as we saw in the introduction to 

this thesis.21 In a similar vein, Michael Garval notes that ‘male literary greatness’ was 

often associated with the phallus in nineteenth-century French literary culture,22 and 

this amalgamation of masculinity and intellect can be seen as a response to the 

increasing threat of the ‘femme auteur’.23 This is once again indicative of the crisis 

which masculinity felt in response to, amongst other reasons, the emancipation and 

professionalization of women. Émile Faguet notes that 1870, in particular, marked the 

‘apparition d’une littérature féminine professionnelle.’24 However, although numerous 

socio-political publications – such as the Code Napoléon – enshrine the zeitgeist of 

manhood, it is literature, which, as an ‘imaginary discourse’, allows us to theorise 

gender within the literary space and thus affect change outside it through the 

dissemination of that literary space.25 It is precisely this literary theorising which 

allows for the poetics of non-normative masculinity due to the consequential 

                                                 
18 Leon Edel, ed. Henry James: Literary Criticism, 2 vols (New York: Library of America, 1984), II: 
French Writers, Other European Writers, The Prefaces to the New York Edition, p. 716. 
19 Edmond & Jules Goncourt, Journal, 1: 1851-1865 (Paris: Laffont, 1989), p. 295.  
20 Annelise Maugue, L’Identité masculine en crise au tournant du siècle (Paris: Éditions Rivages, 1987), 
p. 35.  
21 See Marcel Prévost, La Femme dans la société, vol. IV of La Femme dans la nature, dans les mœurs, 
dans la légende et dans la société (Paris: Bong et Cie, 1912), p. 323; Dr Angelo Hesnard, Traité de 
sexologie normale et pathologique (Paris: Payot, 1933), p. 29. 
22 Michael Garval, ‘A Dream of Stone’: Fame, Vision, and Monumentality in Nineteenth-Century 
French Literary Culture (Newark: University of Delaware Press, 2004), p. 169. 
23 Harkness, p. 2.  
24 Maugue, p. 53, citing Émile Faguet, Le Féminisme (Paris: Sté-Fçse Lib. Et Imp., 1910), p. 30.  
25 LaGuardia, p. 13. 
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interrogation and subversion of tangible reality, as according to Huysmans, ‘en 

littérature, on s’était jusqu’alors borné à explorer les superficies de l’âme ou à pénétrer 

dans ses souterrains accessibles et éclairés’ (174). Thus, literature offers a gateway to 

analyse the extent to which masculinity is performed, both textually and sexually; that 

is, with both literary and actual ramifications.  

À Rebours: Decadent Textuality and Non-Normative Masculinity 

As Mario Praz notes, À Rebours is ‘the pivot upon which the whole psychology of the 

Decadent Movement turns’, providing a font of inspiration for ‘all the prose works of 

the decadence, from Lorrain to Gourmont, Wilde and D’Annunzio’.26 It is thus 

necessary to examine a few pertinent and more obvious huysmansien presentations of 

non-normative masculinity to demonstrate the role Decadent imagination played in the 

codification of a poetics of non-normative masculinity. These episodes include 

Huysmans’s presentation of des Esseintes’s apparent sexual decline and degeneration 

via his performance of non-normative masculine traits, but also highlight the 

intrinsically intertextual nature of some of Huysmans’s feuilletons and what these 

references to other works and authors reveal about huysmansien masculinity.  

Non-Normative Masculinity  

The novel begins with a Notice in which the decline of the line Floressas des Esseintes 

is laid out for the reader, beginning with portraits of ‘athlétiques soudards, de 

rébarbatifs reîtres’ with ‘de fortes épaules’ and whose ‘poitrine dont l’arc bombé 

remplissait l’énorme coquille des cuirasses’ (39). This impressive aristocratic stock, 

we are told, has been diluted due to intermarriage and decadence, now consisting of 

men whose cheeks are ‘ponctuées d’une virgule de fard, aux cheveux gommés et 

                                                 
26 Mario Praz, The Romantic Agony, trans. by Angus Davidson (London: Oxford University Press, 
1933), p. 309. 



 

42 
 

enroulés de perles, au col tendu et peint, sortant des cannelures d’une rigide fraise’ 

(39). This degeneration matches contemporary perceptions of a society that was 

deemed to have reached extinction, notably Max Nordau’s warning, in his 1892 

treatise Entartung (‘Degeneration’), of ‘a Dusk of the Nations’ and ‘a dying world.’27 

With the vast social changes that Europe underwent in the nineteenth century, it is 

unsurprising that an underlying fear of decline – including virility – would accompany 

it. Several authors and critics attributed growing French prosperity with the cusp of 

imminent decline, citing the apex and ultimate fall of the Roman Empire as an 

example.28 More pertinent for the present study, however, is Désiré Nisard’s theory of 

specifically literary Decadence, in which ‘the profuse use of description, the 

prominence of detail, and […] the elevation of the imaginative power, to the detriment 

of reason’ in writing – notably that of Hugo – was symptomatic of the same cultural 

decline.29  

         It later becomes clear that Huysmans does not hold des Esseintes’s family to be 

the sole example of decline. The family of des Esseintes’s mentor, Montchevrel, is 

described as ‘les descendants des anciens preux, les dernières branches des races 

féodales’ now demonstrating ‘les traits de vieillards catarrheux et maniaques, 

rabâchant d’insipide discours, de centenaires phrases’ (43). This decline has resulted 

in Huysmans’s protagonist, emerging as an unrecognisable final scion of this 

distinguished line, being described as ‘un grêle homme de trente ans, anémique et 

nerveux, aux joues caves, aux yeux d’un bleu froid d’acier, au nez éventé et pourtant 

droit aux mains sèches et fluettes’ (40). His childhood was permeated by bouts of 

                                                 
27 Max Nordau, cited in Showalter, p. 1. 
28 Matei Călinescu, Five Faces of Modernity: Modernism, Avant-Garde, Decadence, Kitsch, 
Postmodernism (Durham: Duke University Press, 1987), pp. 158-61.  
29 Désiré Nisard, cited in Călinescu, p. 161. 
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‘scrofules’ and ‘les abandons de la chlorose’ (40), which not only mark out a shift from 

virile health to febrile sickliness, but also an implied inherent feminisation of the line, 

with chlorosis historically being considered a morbus virgineus, a sickness that 

affected young – and almost always, female – virgins.30 Huysmans himself notes the 

‘effémination des mâles’ (39) of the family, and it could be argued that even Jean de 

Floressas des Esseintes’s name hints at his latent femininity. As Grojnowski notes, the 

‘distinction aristocratique outrancière’ points not only to ‘feminine’ interests such as 

flowers, but also to the topics des Esseintes will treat in the novel, notably ‘les fleurs, 

les florilèges, les essences’ (252, n. 2). While Grojnowski draws links between 

‘Esseintes’ and ‘essences’, reflecting the protagonist’s sensorial explorations, I offer a 

gendered reading whereby ‘Esseintes’ hints at the distinctly feminine and degenerate 

nature of its owner, suggesting that he is ‘éteinte’, with the pronunciation of the final, 

feminine ‘e’ maintained.  

       This aristocratic degeneration manifests itself in des Esseintes’s behaviour, which 

is illustrated in the novel’s title: everything he does is à rebours, which we can see in 

the protagonist’s sexual atrophy. We are told that in spite of his feminine inefficacy ‘il 

avait touché aux repas charnels, avec un appétit d’homme quinteux’, but it quickly 

becomes apparent that this hypermasculine behaviour could be seen as a coping 

mechanism for the ‘immense ennui [qui] l’opprimait’ during these ostensibly 

heterosexual, traditional trysts (45). We are told that ‘la nuque devenait déjà sensible 

et la main remuait’, and this demonstrable feminisation of des Esseintes serves as a 

physical symptom of his desire to ‘pratiquer les amours exceptionnelles, les joies 

déviées’ (45). It is precisely these ‘joies déviées’ that provide the bulk of examples of 

                                                 
30 Helen King, The Disease of Virgins: Green Sickness, Chlorosis, and the Problems of Puberty 
(London: Routledge, 2004), p. 2.  
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alternative masculinity in the novel and highlight not only why I argue that the 

feminisation of des Esseintes’s family line is a result of the emergence of new sexual 

subjectivities, but also that Huysmans holds it up as an example to others. Robert Nye 

notes that des Esseintes’s sexual ‘deviance’ can be attributed to ‘a progressive sexual 

collapse in a style that is virtually interchangeable with the psychiatrist’s case study’.31 

While I agree that this ‘collapse’ comes about in tandem with rise of sexology and a 

burgeoning understanding of ‘perversions’, Jennifer Birkett’s assertion that ‘the 

decadent usurps power with erotic promises that can never be cashed’ seems more 

appropriate.32 Thus, by positing a link between sexual lament and political 

disenchantment, I argue that the growing awareness of not only differing sexual 

behaviours, but also their struggle, is highlighted in des Esseintes’s inability to fully 

consummate his ‘amours exceptionnelles’. 

         The first episode of sexual perversion in the novel occurs in chapter VI, when 

the protagonist corrupts  

un galopin d’environ seize ans, un enfant pâlot et futé, tentant même qu’une 

fille. Il suçait péniblement une cigarette dont le papier crevait, percé par les 

bûches pointues du caporal.  Tout en pestant, il frottait sur sa cuisse des 

allumettes de cuisine qui ne partaient point; il les usa toutes (105-06). 

Here we are struck by the androgynous and sexualised manner in which this young 

boy is presented, with a proliferation of ‘penetrative’ language permeating the 

description. The boy is associated with the feminine not only in his description as ‘une 

fille’, but also the suggestive sucking on the cigarette, the paper of which was ‘percé’, 

                                                 
31 Robert A. Nye, Masculinity and Male Codes of Honor in Modern France (New York/Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1993), p. 119. 
32 Birkett, p. 67. 



 

45 
 

as well as the way he rubs his cigarette against his ‘cuisse’, all of which suggests a 

sexual subordination and passivity. Upon noticing Des Esseintes observing him, the 

youth approaches him in search of ‘un feu’, which Huysmans’s protagonist uses not 

only to offer him ‘d’aromatiques cigarettes de dubèque’, but also as a pretext to interact 

with him (106). The sexual symbolism of cigarettes, often culturally associated with 

the post-coital, also represents a metonym for initiation to the exotic and profane. It is 

also associated with teenage experimentation and rebellion, paving the way for des 

Esseintes to offer to pay for this youth to use the brothel.33 In this way, the predatory 

corruption of the androgynous youth – albeit voyeuristic – serves not only as his 

initiation to perversity, but also as des Esseintes’s, one which will foreshadow the 

events to come, most notably in Chapter IX.  

        Chapter IX provides us with three examples of des Esseintes’s ostensible sexual 

‘decline’ through his engagement with Miss Urania, as well as the anonymous 

‘ventriloque’ and ‘jeune homme’. As previously stated, Miss Urania represents des 

Esseintes’s desire for inverted gender roles. As the narrator reveals, he admires her 

brutish force, one that complements his lack thereof: ‘il en vint à éprouver, de son côté, 

l’impression que lui-même se féminisait, et il envia décidément la possession de cette 

femme, aspirant ainsi qu’une fillette chlorotique, après le grossier hercule dont les bras 

la peuvent broyer dans une étreinte’ (138). However, because she fails to demonstrate 

idées masculines, des Esseintes views this attempt at inversion as a failure. This motif 

is a trope of fin-de-siècle writing, with androgyny often held up as a symbol of the 

‘ideals of male same-sex love’.34 However, whereas Nicola Haxell notes that ‘the 

                                                 
33 We shall later revisit this episode in particular in order to discuss it more fully through the lens of 
intertextuality in the next section of this chapter, with particular attention to its engagement with the 
work of Gustave Flaubert.  
34 Shearer West, ‘The Visual Arts’ in The Cambridge Companion to the Fin-de-Siècle, ed. by Gail 
Marshall, pp. 131-52 (p. 147). 
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androgyne was idealized [by male writers] for being “almost male” or complementary 

to the male,35 des Esseintes is not searching for someone who is ‘almost’ or 

‘complementary’ to the male – he is searching for someone who is ‘complètement un 

homme’ (138), with the intellect that he perceives to accompany it. This preference for 

the masculine over the feminine can be seen in his attraction to a ‘gringalet’ – a weak 

male, yet still a bearer of idées masculines (139). This exclusive desire for male 

company can be translated to misogyny as we have seen in our exposition of 

Decadence, with Deborah Houk noting that ‘a fear of the castrating woman haunts the 

imaginary of many a dandy […which] presents itself in a particularly vehement form 

to Huysmans’s character des Esseintes’.36 Consider for example his cultivation of the 

plant Amorphophallus, which leads him to fear the castrating power of the vagina 

dentata (amorphophallus coming from the Greek meaning ‘misshapen’ penis). Indeed, 

Des Esseintes imagines the plant taking a feminine form, with whom ‘il frôlait avec 

son corps, la hideuse blessure de cette plante; il se sentait mourir’ (133).  

        Following the disappointing episode with Miss Urania, des Esseintes undertakes 

a tryst with an anonymous ventriloque to whom he is drawn not only by merit of her 

masculine, almost flapper-like façade, with ‘cheveux pommadés, plaques sur la tête, 

comme avec un pinceau, séparés par une raie de garçon’, but also due to her ability to 

throw her voice into mannequins and statues (140). This episode serves primarily to 

demonstrate des Esseintes’s Decadent fascination with the artificial – both through the 

ventriloque’s masculine ‘costume’ and in her engagement in theatre. However, it also 

highlights des Esseintes’s growing passivity and subservience through the symbolism 

                                                 
35 Nicola A. Haxell, ‘«Ces Dames du Cirque»: A Taxonomy of Male Desire in Nineteenth-Century 
French Literature and Art’, MLN, 115 (2000), 783-800 (p. 791). 
36 Deborah Houk, ‘Self-Construction and Sexual Identity in Nineteenth-Century French Dandyism’, 
French Forum, 22 (1997), 59-73 (p. 68). 
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of the ventriloquist ‘pulling his strings’: he is caught in her web, demonstrating 

masochistic tendencies, but also a fetishized misogyny. This bipartite attraction to her 

is displayed in his erotic response to ‘being caught’ by the woman’s husband in delicto 

flagrante (itself an artificial ploy based on her skills as a ventriloquist), whereby we 

are told: 

Pendant qu’il tenait la femme entre ses bras, une voix de rogomme éclatait 

derrière la porte: «Ouvriras-tu? je sais bien que t’es avec une miché, attends, 

attends un peu, salope!» - Aussitôt […]  il retrouvait passagèrement ses forces, 

se précipitait sur la ventriloque dont la voix continuait à tapager hors de la pièce 

et il éprouvait des allégresses inouïes (142). 

More pertinent here, however, is that in performing the role of lover in delicto 

flagrante, des Esseintes compares himself not to great heterosexual lovers such as Don 

Juan or Casanova, but rather to ‘ces libertins excités par la terreur d’être pris en flagrant 

délit, à l’air, sur les berges, dans le jardin des Tuileries, dans un rambuteau ou sur un 

banc’ (142). This list of locales is particularly pertinent as they conjure up historical 

connotations to infamous sites of ‘cottaging’ or ‘cruising’ for homosexual or 

homoerotic encounters.37 The implication here is that des Esseintes is using this sexual 

encounter as a substitute for a fully homosexual experience. Chapter IX culminates in 

des Esseintes’s ambiguously erotic encounter with a ‘tout jeune homme’ who was 

enquiring the route to the ‘rue de Babylone’. Des Esseintes’s sexual trajectory thus 

finishes where it began, with the corruption of a young man he meets on the street, as 

in chapter VI. The enquiry of directions is significant, not only because the destination 

                                                 
37 See Florence Tamagne, Histoire de l’homosexualité en Europe: Berlin, Londres, Paris 1919-1939 
(Paris: Éditions du Seuil, 2000); Andrew Israel Ross, Public City/Public Sex: Homosexuality, 
Prostitution, and Urban Culture in Nineteenth-Century Paris (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 
2019); Stéphane Leroy, ‘Le Paris gay. Éléments pour une géographie de l’homosexualité’, Annales de 
géographie, 646 (2005), 579-601. 
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– Babylon – conjures up connotations of Biblical sexual deviance (Rev. 17.5), but also 

because of the implied homosexual corruption that takes place when des Esseintes 

leads this youth astray, saying: ‘l’on m’avait pourtant affirmé qu’en obliquant par 

l’avenue, j’arriverais plus tôt’ (143). He is quite literally misleading him, which plays 

into the late nineteenth-century perception that homosexuality was ‘an aristocratic vice 

that corrupted lower-class youths’, demonstrated in real life through the trials of Oscar 

Wilde and the infamous Cleveland Street scandal.38  

     Despite his feminising experiences with Miss Urania and the ventriloquist, and 

his ostensible desire for masculine company, des Esseintes chooses an androgynous, 

feminised, and eroticised youth  

[dont] la figure [était] troublante; pâle et tirée, assez régulière sous les longs 

cheveux noirs, elle était éclairée par de grands yeux humides, aux paupières 

cernées de bleu, rapprochés du nez que pointillaient d’or quelques rousseurs et 

sous lequel s’ouvrait une bouche petite, mais bordée de grosses lèvres, coupées, 

au milieu, d’une raie ainsi qu’une cerise (143). 

This description is particularly rich: the young man is depicted with traditionally 

feminine traits such as long hair and large, expressive eyes, the blue of which reminds 

us of the devouring female of the floral scene in chapter VIII with her ‘yeux […] d’un 

bleu clair et froid’ (133) as well as Des Esseinte’s own ‘yeux d’un bleu froid d’acier’ 

(40). Moreover, the use of ‘la figure’ subtly but effectively attributes feminine 

grammatical gender to the ‘jeune homme’. There is also an innate sensuality implied 

by the descriptions of the mouth as a cherry, with the fruits being traditionally thought 

of as symbols of female (and passive homosexual) virginity, given their resemblance 

                                                 
38 Nicholas Frankel (ed.), The Picture of Dorian Gray: An Annotated, Uncensored Version, (Cambridge, 
MA/London: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2011), p. 44. 
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to both female and male sexual organs. 39 This description implies des Esseintes’s 

anticipation of deflowering the youth. Although it is not explicitly stated that an affair 

takes place, we are told that ‘ils se dévisagèrent […] puis le jeune homme baissa les 

yeux et se rapprocha; son bras frôla bientôt celui de des Esseintes qui ralentit le pas’ 

(143). This is a highly coded account of sexual congress, with the phallus and 

heightened heart rate represented respectively through the image of the arm and the 

diminished pace. The suggestion of a sexual encounter becomes even more likely 

when we are told that ‘du hasard de cette rencontre, était née une défiante amitié qui 

se prolongea durant des mois’ (143). This description of the anonymous youth has 

been suggested to have influenced other Decadent authors such as Oscar Wilde in his 

descriptions of Alan Campbell in The Picture of Dorian Gray, with his similar ‘coal-

black hair’ and ‘pallor’;40 moreover, many critics hold the book by which Gray was 

‘poisoned’ to be À Rebours.41  It has been suggested that Alan and des Esseintes’s 

lover conformed to stereotypes of homosexual sub-cultures similar to the ones we have 

today;42 thus Huysmans’s depiction marks an important touchstone for subsequent 

authors, providing them with his non-normative masculine model. As Clarence 

McClanahan asserts, ‘Huysmans exemplified a style of homosexuality at a pivotal 

                                                 
39 In her doctoral thesis, for example, Catherine Ellis notes that in contemporary English, ‘women […] 
are described using food metaphors, framing them as […] ‘cherries’ waiting to be popped’ [‘Sex Work 
and Ingestion in 18th Century France’ (unpublished doctoral thesis, Durham University, 2018)], while 
Jonathon Green’s dictionary of slang notes that cherries have been used to describe both female and 
homosexual male virginity. See Jonathon Green, ‘Cherry’, Green’s Dictionary of Slang (2019), 
https://greensdictofslang.com/entry/obqgwzq [accessed 23/07/19].  
40 Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray (Leipzig: Bernhard Tauchnitz, 1908), p. 215.  
41 ‘Decadent Novel À Rebours or, Against Nature’, in ‘Romantics and Victorian Collection’, The British 
Library, https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/decadent-novel-a-rebours-or-against-nature [accessed 
17/04/17]. We know that Wilde read it on his honeymoon in Paris during its year of publication, 
declaring it to be ‘one of the best’ novels he had read. 
42 L.H. (anonymous student contributor), ‘Linking The Picture of Dorian Gray and Huysmans’s À 
rebours (Exercise #3)’ in Oscar Wilde and the French Decadents (Stanford University, humanities 
seminar in French and Comparative Literature, 23/10/2012), 
https://wildedecadents.wordpress.com/2012/10/23/exercise-linking-the-picture-of-dorian-gray-and-
huysmans-a-rebours/ [accessed 17/04/17].  
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moment in the emergence of a gay identity’.43 This episode in À Rebours marks the 

end of a trajectory from febrile heterosexuality, through voyeurism, feminisation via 

androgyny and masochism, and ultimately finishing at homosexuality, which we are 

told was the perfect fit for des Esseintes as ‘jamais il n’avait supporté un plus attirant 

et un plus impérieux fermage; jamais il n’avait connu des périls pareils, jamais aussi il 

ne s’était senti plus douloureusement satisfait’ (144). This demonstrates both des 

Esseintes’s inability to fully convey those ‘erotic promises that can never be cashed’44 

due to the social moeurs of the time, yet he manages to convey it at the symbolic level 

as this is one of des Esseintes’s only “successful” liaisons within the novel. As 

foreshadowed in his attraction to the ‘gringalet’ after his disillusionment with Miss 

Urania, it is significant that this liaison should be with a feminine man rather than a 

masculine woman, not only as it reinforces a Decadent misogyny, but also because it 

implies the innate attraction to that which a woman could not hold for des Esseintes – 

idées masculines.  

Intertextual Masculinity 

In her study of the intersection between architecture and the ‘catalogue novels’ of both 

Huysmans and Edmond de Goncourt, Malin Zimm notes that ‘intertextual references 

and accounts of the library’ offer ‘an element of the outside world’ and insert ‘a critical 

discourse’ into the novel.45 Joseph Acquisto extends this insight by stating that ‘a 

complex intertextuality’ – albeit in Le Drageoir aux épices (1873) – allows Huysmans 

to ‘explore the literary territory of his period much as a flâneur might explore the 

                                                 
43 Clarence McClanahan, ‘Huysmans, Joris-Karl (1848-1907)’, in The Gay and Lesbian Literary 
Heritage: A Reader’s Companion to the Writers and their Works, from Antiquity to the Present, ed. by 
Claude J. Summers (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1995), 380-81 (p. 381).  
44 Birkett, p. 67.  
45 Malin Zimm, ‘Writers-in-Residence: Goncourt and Huysmans at Home without a Plot’, The Journal 
of Architecture, 9 (2004), 305-14 (p. 306). 
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city’.46 Intertextuality can be considered to impart a particular message or ideology 

based on its deliberate poetics of inclusion. LaGuardia elaborates that intertextual 

masculinity in particular is predicated on the recognition of ‘men’s activity as readers 

and writers of texts about being a man, written for the benefit and instruction of other 

men’.47 À Rebours is a vastly dense novel full of imagery and symbolism, and as with 

the blatant displays of gender deviance, the manifold intertextual references within the 

novel could provide the basis of an entire study alone. However, the illumination of 

some pertinent examples will highlight the use of certain intertextual references to 

codify a poetics of non-normative masculinity.  

        Intertextual references in À Rebours feature predominantly in three chapters of 

‘literary criticism’ through which Huysmans not only collates ‘an encyclopaedia of 

decadent tastes and idiosyncrasies’ but also develops a ‘theory of literary decadence’.48 

The first of these chapters is completely dominated by an exploration of des 

Esseintes’s extensive Latin library in which he dismisses classical, canonical authors 

such as Virgil, Ovid, Horace, and Cicero, choosing instead to present a non-

conforming fresco of predominantly late Latin authors. This serves to disconcert his 

readers by undercutting their assumptions of the canon, and to draw favourable 

comparisons between fin-de-siècle France and that of the fall of Rome. Grojnowski 

states that ‘en dressant le tableau de l’Empire romain, il associe la thèse de la 

dégénerescence d’une lignée d’aristocrates à celle de la «décadence» d’une 

civilisation’ (256-57), showing that this is a project that not only contests Nisard’s 

assertion that Decadent language marked the end of a cultural epoch,49 but also the 

                                                 
46 Joseph Acquisto, ‘The Decadent Writer as Collector and Flâneur: On Intertextual Networks and 
Literary Spaces in Huysmans’, French Forum, 32 (2007), 65-80 (p. 65). 
47 LaGuardia, p. 4. 
48 Călinescu, pp. 172-73.  
49 Nisard, cited in Călinescu, p. 161. 
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perception that these ends of eras were signposted by non-normative (usually male) 

sexual behaviour. As Donald Earl points out, Rome underwent ‘a moral crisis from 

which she never recovered’ due to the influx of colonial ‘foreign luxury’ and ‘Greek 

dissoluteness’, an influx which Polybius claims to have included ‘homosexuality, 

whoring and elaborate and costly banquets’.50 

        Chapter III begins with a reclamation of those ‘ouvrages latins, par ceux que les 

intelligences qu’ont domestiqués les déplorables leçons ressassées dans les Sorbonnes 

désignent sous ce nom générique: «la décadence»’ (64). The works to which 

Huysmans has recourse in this section demonstrate an overtly sensual approach to 

sexuality, with ‘l’excès contraire’ displaying ‘une ariditié de pète-sec, une stérilité de 

memento, une constipation incroyable’ and highlighting the links that between 

literature, gender, and sexuality that Huysmans notes through his use of corporeal 

language (66). Many of the examples follow a decidedly ‘perverse’ and counter-

establishment sexual pattern, with coded works ‘consacré[s] à la gloire de la citrouille, 

symbole de la fécondité’ as well as several manuals ‘d’érotologie classique […] la 

mœchialogie et les diaconales’ featuring within the library (76).51 However, it is in 

Huysmans’s exploration of authors such as Petronius and Apuleius that we see 

examples of this counter-establishment sexual pattern. Huysmans lauds Petronius’ 

‘style puisant’ which gives expression ‘à toutes les langues charriées dans Rome, 

reculant toutes les limites’ (67). Similarly, Apuleius’s ‘teinte bizarre, exotique, 

presque neuve’ is held in esteem, demonstrating Huysmans’s admiration of Decadent 

writing styles (67-69). More illuminating, however, is his decision to include both 

                                                 
50 Donald Charles Earl, The Moral and Political Tradition of Rome (London: Thames and Hudson, 
1967), pp. 17-18. 
51 Grojnowski writes in notes d and e on the same page that ‘mœchialogie’ and ‘diaconales’ refer to 
works on adultery and sexual morality.  
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these writers based on a thematic reading of their works. The most famous of 

Petronius’s oeuvre is arguably the Satyricon, in which ‘la société du temps s’agite: 

impurs filous, tel qu’Ascylte et qu’Eumolpe, à la recherche d’une bonne aubaine; vieux 

incubes aux robes retroussées, aux joues plâtrées de blanc de plomb et de rouge acacia; 

gitons de seize ans, dodus et frisés’ (67). This description of Rome juxtaposes 

criminals with male sexually predatory demons (incubi) covered in lead-based 

makeup, as well as young – perhaps underage – hustlers, and its inclusion – and even 

celebration – demonstrates des Esseintes’s proclivity for ‘les aventures de gibiers de 

Sodome’ (68), not only in Rome, but also in fin-de-siècle France, where the new fall 

of Rome was considered to be taking place.  Similarly, the inclusion of the ‘salace et 

gai compère’ Apuleius (69), is significant, as his major work, The Golden Ass, has 

been noted to include a group of sexually transgressive men.52 Thus, des Esseintes’s 

admiration for late Latin decadence is based on the languid style of the writing of these 

authors, for we are told that he admires Lucan’s ‘[langue] élargie, déjà plus expressive 

et moins chagrin […et] pavé[e] de joaillerie’ (66). However, it is also anchored in the 

themes that these Latin authors treated, with the non-normative masculine sexual 

behaviour of Rome being mirrored in Foucault’s claim for the late-nineteenth-century 

‘discovery’ of homosexuality.53 

        Chapter XII is marked out by an exploration and critique of contemporary 

Catholic authorship. As Grojnowski notes, Huysmans once again ‘cherche à 

déconcerter ses lecteurs’ by choosing ‘d’interminables listes […] d’ouvrages’ which 

‘déjà à son époque – s’effaçait des mémoires’ (279-80). Nevertheless, by presenting 

                                                 
52 Craig A. Williams, Roman Homosexuality: Ideologies of Masculinity in Classical Antiquity (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2010), p. 201. Williams notes that the narrative includes a group of cinaedi 
[sexually passive men], who share a concubinus [male prostitute] as well as fellating a well-endowed 
rusticanus iuvenis [country youth].  
53 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, vol. 1 ‘An Introduction’, trans. by Robert Hurley 
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1990), p. 43.  



 

54 
 

Catholic literature as an effective ‘contre-exemple des littératures de «décadence»’ due 

to its perceived ‘stagnation’ with regards to scientific progress, most notably Darwin’s 

theory of evolution, he implies an ironic decadence of Catholic literature itself (280). 

The literature of the sacred thus becomes the literature of the profane, by going à 

rebours of expected tropes. As noted, he makes use of an unwieldy repository of works 

and authors, of which two fellow Decadents in particular rise to the fore: Charles 

Baudelaire and Jules-Amédée Barbey d’Aurevilly. 

        We are told that des Esseintes’s admiration for Baudelaire is ‘sans borne’, due to 

the poet’s incisive ability to deconstruct ‘les superficies de l’âme ou à pénétrer dans 

ses souterrains accessibles et éclairés, relevant, çà et là, les gisements de péchés 

capitaux’ (174). This is unsurprising when we consider that ‘one finds all the 

accoutrements of Parisian vice in most of [Baudelaire’s] poems, just as one finds all 

the accoutrements of Catholic ritual.’54 Certainly, Baudelaire’s exploration of sin and 

‘les végétations monstrueuses de la pensée’ (175) understandably complemented the 

Decadent tropes of excess, perversity, and the grotesque. As Paul Bourget asserts, 

Baudelaire, like Huysmans, had ‘declared himself decadent, he sought out – and with 

what swaggering determination! – everything in life and in art that seems morbid and 

artificial to simpler souls.’55 For des Esseintes, Baudelaire ‘avait révélé la psychologie 

morbide de de l’esprit qui a atteint l’octobre de ses sensations; raconté les symptômes 

des âmes requises par la douleur […] alors qu’il ne reste plus que l’aride souvenir des 

misères supportés, des intolérances subies, des froissements encourus’ (175). The 

image of the ‘October’ of sensations is particularly pertinent to the study of Decadent 

                                                 
54 Paul Bourget, ‘I. Love and the Analytical Mind’, in ‘The Example of Baudelaire’ (trans. by Nancy 
O’Connor), New England Review, 30 (2009), http://cat.middlebury.edu/~nereview/30-2/Bourget.htm 
[accessed 15/04/17]. 
55 Bourget, ‘III. A Theory of Decadence’ in ‘The Example of Baudelaire’. 
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fin-de-siècle literature precisely due to the very concept of a fin de siècle, whose 

concerns and anxieties Decadence demonstrated in such vivid and visceral manners; 

similarly, the imagery of pained souls who have undergone misery, intolerance and 

strain could be seen to represent the Decadents themselves, those poets and artists who 

saw nothing to admire in the brave new, bourgeois, world, as well as gender non-

conformers struggling against the current.  

        However, it is in Baudelaire’s use of language that des Esseintes finds particular 

joy, unsurprisingly considering that Bourget described the ‘curious “prose”’ of 

Baudelaire as being ‘wrought in the style of Latin decadence’, a style that Huysmans 

has already exposited.56 We are told that Baudelaire: 

était parvenu à exprimer l’inexprimable, grâce à une langue musculeuse et 

charnue, qui, plus que toute autre, possédait cette merveilleuse puissance de 

fixer avec une étrange santé d’expressions, les états morbides les plus fuyants, 

les plus tremblés, des esprits épuisés et des âmes tristes (176).  

Here we are struck by the ‘puissance’ of Baudelaire’s ‘langue musculeuse et charnue’, 

which infers an implicit gendered textuality to his writing. More pertinent still is des 

Esseintes’s celebration of Baudelaire’s use of this powerful and virile language to 

‘expos[er] ses amours hybrides’ at a time when literature ‘attribuait presque 

exclusivement la douleur de vivre aux malchances d’un amour méconnu ou aux 

jalousies de l’adultère’ (176). The suggestion here is that the appropriation of idées 

masculines and a poetics of non-normative masculinity allows for more vigorous 

interrogations into gender and sexuality. 

                                                 
56 Bourget, ‘I. Love and the Analytical Mind’ in ‘The Example of Baudelaire’. 
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         Although Baudelaire is arguably the primary focus for des Esseintes, receiving 

more attention than any of the lesser-known Catholic authors, Barbey d’Aurevilly 

certainly merits a mention. In a similar vein to his praise of Baudelaire, Huysmans 

celebrates not only the Catholic nature of his writing, but also the inherent (and 

seemingly contrasting) transgression that Barbey finds so fascinating. Huysmans 

describes the problematic author as an ‘étrange serviteur qui, sous prétexte d’honorer 

ses maîtres, cassait les vitres de la chapelle, jonglait avec les saints ciboires, exécutait 

des danses de caractère autour du tabernacle’ (188). Barbey is described as having 

‘l’âme d’un mécreant’; his works, we are informed, display ‘les excès de la chair, 

aiguisés par de sanglants sévices’ which hint at ‘un cas de satyriasis arrive à son point 

de maturité suprême’ (190). This sexual excess and perversity is suited to the Decadent 

cult of perverse sexuality, and when mixed in with the religious transgression that 

arguably goes a step further than in Baudelaire, at least superficially, his writing 

provides a laudable source of Decadent inspiration. Thematically speaking, des 

Esseintes adores the ‘érotomanie démoniaque’ which permeates Barbey’s work, 

noting that ‘ces caractères de civilité dont les croches biscornues […] affectent une 

forme satanique’, which highlights the deeply iconoclastic, but also sexual, form that 

his writing takes (192).57 However, at the level of narrative creation, it is also important 

to note that des Esseintes admires his ‘style nerveux et varié’ in comparison to other, 

more ‘traditional’ Catholic authors whose ‘style lymphatique et fixé’ leaves him cold 

(192). Huysmans holds Barbey as being more ‘evolved’ stylistically – specifically in 

Darwinian terms (and ironically, considering his position as a Catholic) – and this 

                                                 
57 For a further discussion of Barbey d’Aurevilly’s sexual and religious transgression, see Mathew 
Rickard, ‘Le Sacré et le Profane: Don Juan, la masculinité transgressive et la figure du dandy dans Les 
Âmes du Purgatoire (1834) de Mérimée et Le Plus Bel Amour de Don Juan (1874) de Barbey 
d’Aurevilly’, in Le Dandysme, de l’histoire au mythe, ed. by Edyta Kociubińska (Berlin: Peter Lang, 
2019), pp. 97-109. 
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evolution provides Barbey with ‘un dialecte qui avait supporté de nombreuses et 

profondes modifications’. Des Esseintes notes that by engaging with specific ‘idées’, 

Barbey is able to present ‘ces faisandages, ces taches morbides, ce épidermes talés et 

ce gout blet’ that des Esseintes so enjoys (192-93). By focusing on the specific term 

‘idées’ here, we are brought back to our original focus of idées masculines; through 

identification with a concept of masculine intellect and subsequent narrative creation, 

Huysmans argues that Barbey d’Aurevilly is able to assert both textual and sexual 

control.   

        Chapter XIV is perhaps the densest section for intertextual references, with 

Grojnowski noting that ‘encore plus que les autres, le chapitre XIV d’À Rebours a été 

lu avec attention ou passion par les écrivains, les critiques, les amateurs, les jeunes 

auteurs’ (288). To contemporary and modern readers alike, this chapter would have 

been the most accessible of the three intertextual interludes due to the reference to 

literary greats such as Gustave Flaubert, Edmond de Goncourt, and Émile Zola. 

However, and unsurprisingly, des Esseintes admires these authors for their lesser-

known work, with the narrator admitting that ‘[il] préférait, chez Flaubert, La 

Tentation de saint Antoine à L’Éducation sentimentale; chez de Goncourt, La Faustin 

à Germinie Lacerteux; chez Zola, La Faute de l’abbé Mouret à L’Assommoir’ (209). 

Due to the density of intertextuality within this chapter, I examine the example of 

Flaubert in particular, due to his arguable status as a proto-Decadent.58  

        Huysmans tells us that des Esseintes admires Flaubert because of his ability to 

discern ‘d’affreux détraquements, de folles aspirations […et] la menaçante médiocrité 

                                                 
58 Jean Pierrot notes in his study of Decadence that the fin-de-siècle Decadents owed a particular debt 
to Flaubert [The Decadent Imagination, 1890-1900, trans. by Derek Coltman (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1981), pp. 24-44], while Melinda McKinney-Nelson argues in her doctoral thesis that 
Flaubertian bovarysme is the ‘creative matrix of decadent fiction’ [‘“Feux D’Artifice”: Flaubert and the 
Decadents’ (unpublished doctoral thesis, Ohio State University, 1988), p. 14.  
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des plaisirs qui pouvaient naître’ within his female protagonists (210). This admiration 

of neurotic characterisations is attributed by Grojnowski to ‘son état […] et par une 

esthétisation extrême de l’expression, par un culte de «style»’ (289). Here, des 

Esseintes is identifying with Flaubert’s transgressive female protagonists due to their 

similar states of hysteria; it is quite easy within a section on intertextuality to draw 

comparisons between the ‘destructive power’ books had on Emma Bovary and des 

Esseintes’s literary hermetism. Des Esseintes also admires Flaubert’s works for the 

manner in which the author ‘évoquait les éclats asiatiques des vieux âges, leurs 

éjaculations et leurs abattements mystiques, leurs démences oisives, leurs férocités, 

commandés par ce lourd ennui qui découle, avant même qu’on les ait épuisées, de 

l’opulence et de la prière’ (210). It is in this description that we find des Esseintes’s 

admiration for the masculine power of Flaubert’s writing, coded in his description of 

‘éclats’ and ‘férocité’, words associated with the lexical field of battle and thus 

traditional virility; however, his choice of the word ‘éjaculation’ adds a distinctly 

sexual layer to Flaubert’s writing. Furthermore, when this is described as being caused 

by the exhausted and heavy ennui of the age, it becomes clear that Huysmans sees a 

kindred literary soul in Flaubert, one which very easily maps on to the Decadent 

literature of the fin de siècle.  

           Despite his celebration of Flaubert, however, I argue that Huysmans takes a 

metatextual step by including him in his novel, most notably when he names both La 

Tentation de saint Antoine and L’Éducation sentimentale. Chapter VI, as we have 

already noted in the section on non-normative masculine behaviour, provides us with 

an arguably successful example of a visit to a brothel, in which des Esseintes 

voyeuristically pays for a youth to use the facilities of the house of ill-repute, albeit in 

order to ‘préparer un assassin’ (107). He notes that ‘ce garçon est vierge et a atteint 
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l’âge où le sang bouillonne’ (107). Here we are able to draw a parallel with Flaubert’s 

final scene in L’Éducation sentimentale, in which Frédéric and Deslauriers pay a visit 

to the ‘lieu de perdition’ which was the ‘obsession secrète de tous les adolescents’.59 

However, as des Esseintes has noted that he prefers La Tentatation de Saint Antoine 

to L’Éducation sentimentale, I argue that Huysmans performs a metatextual, corrective 

rewriting of this extract. Just as Flaubert’s narrative ‘fit une histoire qui n’était pas 

oubliée trois ans après’ among the locals in L’Éducation sentimentale, it arguably 

generates a story in Huysmans’s literary imagination too.60 Both excerpts begin in a 

similar manner, with Flaubert’s protagonists meeting ‘des demoiselles, en camisole 

blanche, avec du fard aux pommettes et de longues boucles d’oreilles […qui] 

chantonnaient doucement d’une voix rauque’,61 whereas in À Rebours, Auguste is met 

by ‘un bataillon de femmes dont les bouches peintes s’ouvrirent toutes ensemble’ 

(106). However, it is in the dénouement that these circumstances inherently differ, and 

it is here that Huysmans can be seen to be rewriting Flaubert. In L’Éducation 

sentimentale, we are told that Frédéric got what could be best described as teenage 

‘stage fright’ or performance anxiety: due to ‘l’appréhension de l’inconnu, une espèce 

de remords, et jusqu’au plaisir de voir, d’un seul coup d’oeil, tant de femmes à sa 

disposition’, he became pale, and thinking that the women were mocking him, ‘il 

s’enfuit’.62 Huysmans’s brothel scene unfolds in a very similar manner – we are told 

that Auguste was ‘ébahi’ as he regarded the group of prostitutes, ‘en pétrissant le drap 

de sa casquette’ (106). Even as the act begins, the boy remains embarrassed – ‘il ne 

bougeait plus, le sang aux joues, la bouche rêche, les yeux baissés’ (106). Yet, with 

                                                 
59 Gustave Flaubert, L’Éducation sentimentale: Histoire d’un jeune homme (Paris: Louis Conard, 1910), 
p. 994. 
60 Flaubert, L’Éducation sentimentale, p. 992. 
61 Ibid.  
62 Flaubert, p. 995. 
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the encouragement of his patron des Esseintes, he perseveres, and he ‘rentrait dans le 

salon et se dérobait, rouge et penaud’ afterwards (108).  

         Huysman’s narrative cannot be seen as an unequivocal success – for example, 

des Esseintes does not succeed in creating an assassin. Nevertheless, it still marks out 

Huysmans’s sexual and textual exploits – both voyeuristic and homoerotic – as more 

successful than those of Flaubert as the act of copulation is completed. Both excerpts 

deal with a joint homosocial attempt of sexual conquest, which I argue expresses a 

latent homoerotic desire following Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s queering of René 

Girard’s ‘erotic triangle’, in which ‘two males are rivals for a female [yet] it is the 

bond between males that he most assiduously uncovers’.63 Nevertheless, Huysmans is 

already more ‘successful’ as his homoerotic encounter is fulfilled, whereas Flaubert’s 

remains frustrated. Of course, in Huysmans’s world, fulfilment does not necessarily 

equate to success – as we have stated, the copulative act is completed, rather than 

enjoyed. Huysmans takes this non-normativity a step further than Flaubert and 

includes the corruption of a youth by an adult into the narrative, both in the case of the 

‘belle juive’ who deflowers him, but also in the mould of des Esseintes himself, who, 

it is implied, has a paedophilic interest in the boy, with the madam of the establishment 

noting that ‘il te les faut jeunes, à toi’ (107). As such, Huysmans presents the success 

of his non-normative mould of masculinity in comparison to Flaubert’s ostensibly 

heteronormative mould, going on to say that des Esseintes’s experience was 

‘l’allégorie de l’instruction universelle’, hinting at the appropriation and rewriting of 

L’Éducation sentimentale (108). 

                                                 
63 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Between Men: English Literature and Male Homosocial Desire (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1985), p. 21 [in relation to Réné Girard’s concept of mimetic desire, 
elaborated in his book, Mensonge romantique et vérité romanesque (Paris: Grasset, 1961)]. 
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         The brothel scene is not the only example of Flaubertian intertextuality in À 

Rebours, with La Tentation de saint Antoine briefly evoked in the ventriloquist scene 

in chapter IX. Taken by the ventriloquist’s skills in throwing her voice – ‘le 

phénomène l’attirait’ – des Esseintes ‘se résolut à accomplir des projets jusqu’alors 

irréalisables’ (141). These unachievable goals include a performance of the dialogue 

between the Sphinx and the Chimera in Flaubert’s oeuvre. While the focus here is 

ostensibly on artifice and performance, it also serves as a method in which Huysmans 

can celebrate Flaubert’s style and, by incorporating it within his narrative, appropriate 

it. We are even told that des Esseintes was ‘bercé par l’admirable prose de 

Flaubert’ (141), and it is Flaubert’s writing which permits des Esseintes to ‘échapper 

à l’horrible réalité de l’existence, à franchir les confins de la pensée’ (142). This 

particular episode in both Flaubert and Huysmans is significant to my argument as it 

highlights literature’s ability to go ahead of reality and to present the quest for ‘des 

parfums nouveaux, des fleurs plus larges, des plaisirs inéprouvés’ (141).64 It is 

precisely this last desideratum of the Chimera – the ‘inexperienced’ desires – that 

brings us back to idées masculines. Huysmans recognises in the prose of Flaubert the 

desire to represent that which has gone unrepresented and uses this as a signpost for 

his model of non-normative masculinity. As Kostas Boyiopoulous notes in his 

discussion of Oscar Wilde (and Flaubert’s influence on the Irish poet), ‘the Sphinx 

stands for inflexibility and the Chimera for the aimless flight of imagination’.65 The 

inclusion of the Sphinx and Chimera can thus be further extrapolated to represent the 

struggle of the Decadent aesthete, the non-conforming male, against the restraints of 

society at large.  

                                                 
64 Direct quotation from Gustave Flaubert, La Tentation de saint Antoine (Paris: Conard, 1910), p. 189.  
65 Kostas Boyiopoulos, The Decadent Image: The Poetry of Wilde, Symons, and Dowson (Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh University Press, 2015), p. 71.  
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Finally, in making significant critical reference to the works of his peers in 

chapter XIV, Huysmans notes that Verlaine, ‘n’accoupl[ait] que des rimes masculines 

pour lesquelles il semblait éprouver une affection’ (214). Although these ‘rimes 

masculines’ refer to a classical genre of rhyme, alternating with ‘rimes féminines’, it 

is implied here, with everything we have uncovered in the prose of Huysmans, that 

there is an implicit gendered textuality within these ‘rimes masculines’ – a technique 

which Huysmans celebrates just as he celebrated the ‘langue musculeuse et charnue’ 

of Baudelaire in chapter XII. This lauding of the inherent masculinity of artistic 

creation is revisited by Huysmans in his descriptions of the female protagonists of 

Edgar Poe. Despite the fact that they ‘possédaient une érudition immense, trempée 

dans les brumes de la philosophie allemande et dans les mystères cabalistiques du vieil 

Orient’, they had ‘des poitrines garçonnières et inertes d’anges, toutes étaient, pour 

ainsi dire, insexuelles’ (219-20). Despite being intelligent and artistically erudite, for 

des Esseintes to admire them, they must be masculinised and desexualised in order for 

them to fit into his ideal of idées masculines that Miss Urania was unable to fulfil. 

Moreover, their fictional status reinforces the inability of any real woman to live up to 

these standards.66 

Conclusion 

Huysmans’s literal intertextual interpolations throughout the novel support the 

argument advanced in this chapter that masculinity is an intertextual concept; by 

referencing masculine tropes in other authors’ works, he collates a masculine 

scrapbook as part of ‘le régie de l’appropriation, symptôme paradoxale d’une 

                                                 
66 This apotheosising of masculinity to the detriment of femininity can equally be seen in Huysmans’s 
discussion of Stéphane Mallarmé’s L’Après-midi du faune whose ‘faune vierge’ was ‘affolé de rut par 
la vue des nymphes’, only to be wracked with guilt – the implication being that the nymphs’ female 
sexuality had corrupted something deemed pure (225). 
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dépossession’.67 This, is turn, highlights the creative and narrative aspects of 

masculinity, in the same way that for Stephen Romer, ‘vertiginous intertextuality’ 

alludes to textuality.68 Des Esseintes’s bibliomania also demonstrates Norman 

Weiner’s description of the disorder, according to which a ‘text endowed with the 

magic of an ego quality’ allows the reader to ‘build his self-esteem, and reduces 

anxiety by allowing him to feel that he participate[s] in the power, intelligence or 

historical significance of the author.’69 The narrative act, both in passive reading and 

in active creation allows for the construction of an identity through the transmission of 

ideas, notably in À Rebours, of masculine identity. This chapter argues that non-

normative men can appropriate a hegemonic identity through engaging with literature. 

The creation of a narrative thus becomes the creation of a masculine identity, based on 

the intertextual and collusive nature of masculinity. My assertion that this intertextual 

masculinity is intended to influence others is based on Huysmans’s ‘théorie que 

l’écrivain subalterne de la décadence […] alambique un baume plus irritant, plus 

apéritif, plus acide, que l’artiste de la même époque qui est vraiment grand, vraiment 

parfait’ (213). Des Esseintes, here, is effectively setting out a model for non-normative 

masculinity – a trope that returns again and again in Decadent literature – through his 

creation of a catalogue of references and tastes that are à rebours to the accepted 

masculine palate. Both Court-Perez and Pierre Brunel refer to the catalogue-esque 

nature of the construction of the novel, with Brunel noting that ‘le premier catalogue 

possible est celui d’un contre-musée’; for Court-Perez, this is a catalogue of 

                                                 
67 Catherine Coquio, ‘La “Baudelairité” decadente: un modèle spectral’, Romantisme, 82 (1993), 91-
107 (p. 96). Coquio suggests that by adopting and adapting the semiological typology of citation laid 
out by Antoine Compagnon in La Seconde main ou le travail de la citation (Paris: Seuil, 1979), the 
decadent intertext ‘s’effectue sous le régie de l’appropriation, symptôme paradoxale d’une 
dépossession’.  
68 Stephen Romer, ‘Introduction: Symptomatology and the Dissociation of Ideas’, in French Decadent 
Tales (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), p. xi. 
69 Norman Weiner, ‘On Bibliomania’, Psychoanalytic Quarterly, 35 (1966), 217-32 (pp. 220-21). 
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‘dégoûts’.70 However, societal pressures to conform permeate the novel and we are 

witness to several failures. For example, the death of the aestheticized tortoise which 

foreshadows des Esseintes’s failing health could be read as an obvious comment on 

his lack of masculinity, forcing his ultimate return to society and Paris. Health and 

vigour are always considered to be desirable masculine traits, with sickness and 

febrility codified as less virile, and ultimately associated with the feminine.71 

However, one cannot be à rebours without first being integrated into societal tastes 

and norms and, in this way, des Esseintes’s extensive Latin and contemporary French 

intertextual references are a shibboleth of his aristocratic upbringing and place him 

firmly in society at large. This suggests that des Esseintes is not perhaps a failure in 

the traditional sense – simply that he cannot function when isolated from society, as 

nothing exists in a vacuum, separated from all else. It is, as Pierre Bourdieu would 

argue, impossible for des Esseintes to escape his cultural field as the cultural capital 

he has gained from his position within an aristocratic family dictates his judgment of 

taste.72 This effectively martyrs the non-conformative male, rather than punishing him. 

À Rebours therefore demonstrates the inevitable and inherent compatibility and 

interdependence of a web of (textual) masculinities which – however positively or 

negatively – require each other to define and refine themselves constantly, as per the 

collusion demonstrated in Connell’s framework of hegemonic masculinity as well as 

George Mosse’s concept of the countertype, whereby opposites exist and perceive 

                                                 
70 Pierre Brunel, ‘À Rebours: du catalogue au roman’, in Huysmans: une esthétique de la décadence, 
ed. by André Guyaux, Christian Heck, and Robert Kopp (Paris: Librairies Honoré Champion, 1987), 
pp. 13-21 (p. 15); Françoise Court-Perez, ‘À Rebours: Figures de l’Antinomie’, in Joris-Karl Huysmans: 
À rebours, ed. by P. Besnier et al. (Paris: Sedes, 1990), pp. 159-81 (pp. 162-63). 
71 Toril Moi, Sexual/Textual Politics: Feminist Literary Theory, 2nd edition (London: Routledge, 2002), 
p. 102. Moi notes that in Hélène Cixous’ concept of Patriarchal Binary Thought, ‘each opposition can 
be analysed as a hierarchy where the ‘feminine’ is always seen as the negative, powerless instance’, 
thus providing the rationale for the codification of febrility and lack of vigour as ‘un-masculine’. 
72 Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste, trans. by Richard Nice 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1984), p. 66.  
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themselves only in opposition to the Other.73 While des Esseintes fails, Huysmans 

succeeds. As Robert Ziegler proposes in his study of perversity, des Esseintes 

‘produce[es] nothing but the excrement of his memories’ while Huysmans ‘authors the 

book, paradoxically producing something tangible and real’.74 Although Ziegler sees 

this as the ‘cure’ for Decadent aestheticism, I argue that it ironically provides an 

apotheosis for des Esseintes’s alternative masculinity, inspiring other Decadent 

authors to follow his example.  

                                                 
73 George L. Mosse, The Image of Man: The Creation of Modern Masculinity (New York/Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1996), pp. 56-57.  
74 Robert Ziegler, ‘The Pervert, the Aesthete, and the Novelist in Huysmans’s À rebours’, Romance 
Studies, 25:3, 199-209 (p. 200). 
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Chapter Two:                                                                                       

‘Vers le sabbat’: Occult Initiation and Non-Normative 

Masculinity in Jean Lorrain’s Monsieur de Phocas (1901) 

  ‘The new socialism is a movement that is not 

just political, but also magical and sexual’ 

Arthur Evans1 

Jean Lorrain is often considered to be one of the most representative authors of French 

Decadence, with A. E. Carter presenting him as the prime example of fin-de-siècle 

debauchery.2 Like his own queer literature, Lorrain often rose to notoriety and was 

known for his effete style.3 An alleged homosexual and the personification of the 

dandy-aesthete, Lorrain declared that ‘je ne suis qu’un miroir et l’on me veut pervers’.4 

It was precisely this extravagance as well as his role as a journalist – the ‘fanfaron de 

vices’5 – that positioned him as a ‘literary observer of the bas-fonds of society’.6 

Certainly, the connections between homosexuality and transgression in Lorrain’s 

oeuvre, particularly in Monsieur de Phocas, have generated much discussion among 

critics , with most agreeing that the author provides us with a homosexual discourse.7 

                                                 
1 Arthur Evans, Witchcraft and the Gay Counterculture (Boston: Fag Rag Books, 1978), p. 155. Whilst 
Evans here refers to the traditional perception of politics as factions that fight to govern a country 
(‘socialism’), I present it here to highlight that the identification with marginal identities and behaviours 
– be they sexual or religio-magical – is far from apolitical. 
2 A. E. Carter, The Idea of Decadence in French Literature, 1830-1900 (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 1958), p. 16. 
3 Robert Ziegler, Asymptote: An Approach to Decadent Fiction (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2009), p. 177. 
4 Jean Lorrain, La Nostalgie de la beauté: pensées choisies et précédée d’une introduction par Jean 
Bouscatel (Paris: E. Sansot et Cie, 1930), p. 85. 
5 Rachilde, ‘Jean Lorrain, le fanfaron de vices’ in Portraits d’hommes (Paris: Mornay, 1929), pp. 49-
58. 
6 Robert A. Nye, Masculinity and Male Codes of Honor in Modern France (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1993), p. 123.  
7 See Jennifer Birkett, The Sins of the Fathers: Decadence in France 1870-1914 (London: Quartet 
Books, 1986), p. 201; C.J. Gomolka, ‘Ghosts in the Closet?: The Dandy, Specter, and Spectacle in Jean 
Lorrain’s Monsieur de Bougrelon and Monsieur de Phocas’, Pacific Coast Philology, 52 (2017), 88-
111 (pp. 89-90); Philippe Martin-Lau, ‘“Et Narkiss se mira...”: regard sur l’écriture hétéromosexuelle 
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Lorrain’s portrayal of diegetic homosexuality has been well-documented, with the 

author himself coming to the fore in social discussions of homosexuality at the time. 

However, critical engagement with Lorrain has tended to focus on the inherent 

ambiguity between his overtly homosexual life and his arguably closeted and 

recalcitrant writing. Robert Nye notes that despite his outlandish behaviour and 

writing, ‘he was nonetheless careful to present himself as a man of courage willing to 

risk all for his “honour” [through engaging with duals]’,8 while Philippe Martin-Lau 

theorizes a concept of an ‘écriture hétéromosexuelle’ through which Lorrain both 

condemns and embraces homosexuality.9 Similiarly, Ziegler has studied the 

iconography of the mask in the work of Lorrain, stating that the author ‘regarded 

writing as an opportunity for evasion’,10 especially through the image of the mask.’11 

This ambiguity has been perhaps best encapsulated by Michael du Plessis, who states 

that Lorrain’s writing ‘never really comes out.’12  

This chapter extends these analyses while addressing the dearth of attention 

paid to the occult currents that run parallel to the narrative of male homosexuality in 

Monsieur de Phocas, which subvert the traditional (misogynistic) assumption of 

witchcraft in particular as an exclusively female crime. Ultimately, I argue that the 

representation of witchcraft in the novel links to the presentation of non-normative 

masculinity through comparable engagement with marginal practices. Both the 

homosexual and the witch are marginal figures in a privileged patriarchal society that 

gives power exclusively to heterosexual, hegemonic males; by demonstrating how 

                                                 
de Jean Lorrain’, Dalhousie French Studies, 61 (2002), 49-61 (p. 54); Phillip Winn, Sexualités 
décadentes chez Jean Lorrain: le héros fin de sexe (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1997), p. 21.  
8 Nye, p. 123.  
9 Martin-Lau.  
10 Ziegler, Asymptote, p. 176. 
11 Ziegler, Asymptote, p. 191.  
12 Michael du Plessis, ‘Unspeakable Writing: Jean Lorrain’s Monsieur de Phocas’, French Forum, 27 
(2002), 65-98 (p. 66). 
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Lorrain’s (ostensibly) male protagonist engages with the trope of witchcraft, I uncover 

a Decadent strategy of empowerment, in which the marginal male’s subordinated 

masculinity becomes hegemonic through an interaction with the typically feminine, 

yet powerful, archetype of the witch. Lorrain’s engagement with the trope of witchcraft 

reveals it to be more akin to the modern notion of empowerment – which will be 

explored through the notion of ‘coming out’ – rather than the traditional medieval 

nightmares of witchcraft. Reading the representation of non-normative masculinity in 

relation to the trope of witchcraft reveals Lorrain’s presentation of Decadence to be a 

similarly iconoclastic and rebellious practice through which mainstream ideologies are 

rejected and agency is asserted. Moreover, a focus on the self-conscious textuality of 

the novel highlights the distinctly creative and independent nature of Decadent 

aesthetics and their role in asserting this gendered and sexual autonomy, linking to the 

concept of idées masculines which structures this thesis. Witchcraft, as a skill one 

learns from grimoires and spell books, is a uniquely literary practice – this, in addition 

to the epistolary form of the book, underscores the importance of reading and writing 

for the non-normative male to gain hegemony under patriarchy. 

Fin de Siècle, Fin de Sexe 

As noted in the Introduction to this thesis, it has become axiomatic that the end of the 

nineteenth century saw a crisis of gender.13 However, critical engagement with occult 

undercurrents that ran parallel to these debates – and more specifically in the literary 

sphere – has been scarce. The long nineteenth century underwent rapid structural, 

societal, and ideological changes. Unsurprisingly, it suffered from an uneasy 

dichotomy between progress and atavism, with the fin de siècle marking its zenith. As 

                                                 
13 See George L. Mosse, The Image of Man: The Creation of Modern Masculinity (New York and 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), p. 78; Elaine Showalter, Sexual Anarchy: Gender and Culture 
at the Fin-de-Siècle (London: Bloomsbury, 1991), p. 10. 
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Tara Isabella Burton notes, in fin-de-siècle France, ‘the burgeoning world of scientific 

positivism, sensational journalism, and celebrity culture intersected with a shadowy 

underworld that existed both in opposition to and inextricably part of “modern 

Paris”’.14 Just as Charles Baudelaire once famously exclaimed that ‘le vieux Paris n’est 

plus!’,15 so too did his fin-de-siècle successor, Joris-Karl Huysmans, declare that he 

sought to find ‘une compensation aux dégoûts de la vie quotidienne, aux ordures de 

chaque jour, aux purulences d’une époque qui répugne’.16 Paris, and the burgeoning 

modernity that it cradled, both enthralled and repulsed much of the cultural and literary 

elite of the time, with many of its members resorting to occult and Satanic imagery in 

their works in an attempt to reverse the ‘trend toward secularism and money 

worship’.17  

Perhaps the most notorious text that dealt with the occult at the fin de siècle 

was Huysmans’s Là-Bas, which explicitly states that ‘alors que le matérialisme sévit, 

la magie se lève’.18 The rise of capitalism had robbed the world of its magic and 

wonder, leading the Parisian intelligentsia to ‘the apex of that era’s intellectual 

conflicts: science versus religion, positivism versus mysticism, commercialization vs 

esotericism, forward-looking optimism versus cloistered nostalgia’.19 Robert Ziegler 

illustrates this stagnant modernity by citing Lorrain’s ‘Lanterne magique’, in which 

two theatregoers lament the loss of Gothic fantasy in favour of modern rationality.20 

Surprisingly, this is the only reference to the work of Lorrain in Ziegler’s text devoted 

                                                 
14 Tara Isabella Burton, ‘Satanism and Magic in the Age of the Moulin Rouge’, Jstor Daily 
(09/03/2016), https://daily.jstor.org/satanism-and-magic-moulin-rouge, [accessed 01/09/2017] 1-4 (p. 
1). 
15 Charles Baudelaire, ‘Le Cygne’, in Les Fleurs du Mal, ed. by Graham Chesters (London: Bristol 
Classical Press, 1995), p. 86, line 9.   
16 Michel de Lézinier, Avec Huysmans: Promenades et souvenirs (Paris: Delpeuch, 1928), p. 193. 
17 Robert Ziegler, Satanism, Magic and Mysticism in Fin-de-Siècle France (London: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2012), p. 1. 
18 Joris Karl Huysmans, Là-Bas (Paris: Garnier-Flammarion, 1978), p. 238. 
19 Burton, p. 1. 
20 Robert Ziegler, Satanism, p. 1. 

https://daily.jstor.org/satanism-and-magic-moulin-rouge
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to the occult in fin-de-siècle culture, with no mention of its connections to the 

construction of masculinity within his narratives.21 This chapter demonstrates that it 

has been an oversight to neglect the significant links between gender, occultism and 

Decadence. As Amy Clukey asserts in her study of English modernist and occult 

enthusiast Mary Butts, ‘the body of literary criticism exploring modernist engagements 

with occultism remains small, considering the extent of the occult revival’ at the fin de 

siècle, with much scope for development, especially with regards to gender.22 Indeed, 

Hugh B. Urban describes the rise of a magia sexualis in tandem with a psychopathia 

sexualis in the West in the nineteenth century,23 and while both Joy Dixon and Alex 

Owen have considered the links between ‘immorality’, masculinity, and occultism in 

the nineteenth century,24 their studies are limited largely to the anglophone, Victorian 

world. As such, this chapter marks an important addition to studies of nineteenth 

century, and especially fin-de-siècle occultism, in that its focus is specifically on the 

rich cultural milieu that the French Decadent movement provides.25 

Occult Practices, Occult Sexualities: Theorizing the Marginal 

Recourse to the occult can be seen as an attempt to ‘re-enchant’ a rapidly modernising 

and sterilised world by rallying against ‘the demystifying and ineluctable forces of 

modernity’.26 Willa Z. Silverman notes that the occult was often engaged with as a 

                                                 
21 Surprising, considering the influence of the occult and the Fantastic on Lorrain’s short stories such as 
‘La Princesse au sabbat’ (1902), ‘La Mandragore’ (1899), and ‘Mélusine enchantée’ (1900). 
22 Amy Clukey, ‘Enchanting Modernism: Mary Butts, Decadence, and the Ethics of Occultism’, MFS: 
Modern Fiction Studies, 1 (2014), 78-107 (p. 80). 
23 Hugh B. Urban, Magia Sexualis: Sex, Magic, and Liberation in Modern Western Esotericism 
(London: University of California Press, 2006), p. 1. 
24 See Joy Dixon, Divine Feminine: Theosophy and Feminism in England (Baltimore and London: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 2001), p. 67; Joy Dixon, ‘Sexology and the Occult: Sexuality and 
Subjectivity in Theosophy’s New Age’, Journal of the History of Sexuality, 7 (1997), 409-33 (p. 412); 
Alex Owen, The Place of Enchantment: British Occultism and the Culture of the Modern (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2014), p. 88. 
25 In this way, as stated above, I am also extending Ziegler’s ground-breaking study of French Decadent 
occultism through my focus not only on Lorrain, but on the figure of the witch. 
26 Clukey, p. 81. 
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metaphor for French antipathy to modernity.27 By appropriating this metaphor, people 

tapped into a historically marginal and transgressive source. Despite being ostensibly 

secular, the Church was still a powerful force in French society at the fin de siècle, and 

as such the enemies of the Church provided a fertile source of transgression, not only 

against the Church itself, but against the patriarchal order that it perpetuated. The 

occult is characterised by the receipt of unknown knowledge and entry into an 

underworld that is separated from normative society, which in turn offers a space for 

non-normative individuals to engage and express themselves. George McKay notes 

that ‘occult’ etymologically refers to that which is hidden, but he expands it to include 

‘hidden or marginal figures or narratives’, going on to coin the term ‘occulture’ to 

encompass a ‘culture of resistance’ through engagement with a marginal sub- or 

counter-culture.28 Occulture can thus be considered as a crystallised form of social 

anxiety associated with patriarchal disruption, which can be appropriated in order to 

subvert dominant discourses. In this manner, occulture is inherently queer, 

demonstrating Jarrod Hayes’s usage of the term ‘to signify a critical practice in which 

non-normative sexualities infiltrate dominant discourses to loosen their political 

stronghold’.29  

The perceived connections between non-normative sexuality and non-

normative social behaviours is well-documented, with William Peniston noting that at 

the fin de siècle, ‘homosexuality [...] was closely associated with criminality, even 

though homosexual acts were not illegal in France in the nineteenth century. The 

                                                 
27 Willa Z. Silverman, ‘Anti-Semitism and Occultism in fin-de-siècle France: Three Initiates’, in 
Modernity and Revolution in Late Nineteenth-Century France, ed. by Barbara T. Cooper and Mary 
Donaldson-Evans (London: Associated University Presses, 1992), pp. 155-64 (p. 157). 
28 George McKay, Senseless Acts of Beauty: Cultures of Resistance since the Sixties (London: Verso, 
1996), pp. 51-52. 
29 Jarrod Hayes, Queer Nations: Marginal Sexualities in the Maghreb (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2000), p. 7. 
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former violated the sexual order, and the latter violated the social order’.30 It is 

therefore of no surprise that sexual transgression has often been associated with the 

occult: Urban points out that the black arts and illicit sexuality have historically gone 

hand-in-hand31 while Dixon notes the longstanding links between religious and sexual 

unorthodoxy.32 Alternative sexualities have been used by the Church as an additional 

proof of apostasy, mirroring the perceived counter-ecclesiastical bent that the occult 

wished to exert: both were an attempt to unseat the ‘natural’ order.33  

In her essay, ‘Thinking Sex: Notes for a Radical Theory of the Politics of 

Sexuality’, Gayle S. Rubin argues that the 1880s and the fin de siècle (albeit in 

reference to the Victorian anglosphere) were a site of sexual panic which was the basis 

of a moral crusade whose goal was ostensibly to exert social and patriarchal control.34 

She demonstrates that patriarchal religion within the West fomented the concept that 

sexuality is inherently sinful, and notes that many of our current sexual taboos with 

their basis in religion served to enshrine endogamy and procreation within our society, 

thus ensuring the continuation of patriarchal values.35 This led her to construct her 

theoretical framework of ‘the charmed circle’ which reifies the marginality of certain 

sexual practices in comparison to those deemed beneficial and normative for 

patriarchal society. Apart from the obvious lexical connections between ‘charmed’ or 

                                                 
30 William A. Peniston, ‘Love and Death in Gay Paris: Homosexuality and Criminality in the 1870s’, in 
Homosexuality in Modern France, ed. by Jeffrey Merrick and Bryant T. Ragan Jr (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1996), pp. 128-45 (p. 130). 
31 Urban, Magia Sexualis, p. 1; ‘Sexuality’, in The Cambridge Handbook of Western Mysticism and 
Esotericism, ed. by Glenn Alexander Magee (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2016), pp. 429-
40 (p. 430). 
32 Dixon, ‘Sexology and the Occult’, p. 416. 
33 John Boswell, Christianity, Social Tolerance, and Homosexuality: Gay People in Western Europe 
from the Beginning of the Christian Era to the Fourteenth Century (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 
1980), pp. 283-86, 295-98. 
34 Gayle S. Rubin, ‘Thinking Sex: Notes for a Radical Theory of the Politics of Sexuality’, in The 
Lesbian and Gay Studies Reader, ed. by Henry Abelove, Michèle Aine Barale, and David M. Halperin 
(New York/London: Routledge, 1993), pp. 3-44 (pp. 3-4). 
35 Rubin, p. 11-12 
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blessed sexuality and the occult, this reification of marginality and its connections to 

non-normative practices can be extrapolated to religious experience and occult; in this 

way, the links between occult exploration and sexual transgression offer a lens through 

which to examine social mores, providing a metaphorical locum tenens for non-

normative sexual identities and practices.36 

Decadence, Occultism, and the Appeal of Witchcraft  

The end of the nineteenth century saw a proliferation of occult fraternities which 

emerged at the same time as new social identities, and as such were characterized by 

the anxieties surrounding gender at the time.37 Matei Călinescu has described 

Decadence as ‘the rejection of the tyranny of tradition’,38 and so it is unsurprising that 

some Decadent authors saw fit to engage with occultism, given this atmosphere of 

iconoclasm, apostasy, and gendered rebellion. Given the iconoclastic, gendered, and 

rebellious nature of fin-de-siècle occultism, it is understandable that its links with 

Decadence are quite numerous, and that the cultural climate from which both emerged 

required a reciprocity of influence.39 Owen notes that fin-de-siècle occultism owed its 

genesis to  

                                                 
36 Misha Magdalene, ‘A Belated Introduction, with Roadmap and Coming Attractions’, Outside the 
Charmed Circle (24/08/17), http://www.patheos.com/blogs/mishamagdalene/2017/08/belated-
introduction/ [accessed 04/09/17]. Although my usage of Rubin’s framework is an expansion of 
McKay’s concept of ‘occulture’ and Jarrod Hayes’ concept of ‘queering’ discourse, I must graciously 
acknowledge being pointed in its direction by theological blogger Misha Magdalene, whose blog, 
Outside The Charmed Circle, deals with the interplay of gender, sexuality, and modern occult and pagan 
practices, which they hold as being on the ‘outer limits’ of society, as per Rubin’s schema. 
37 Owen, p. 85. Owen notes that debates raged among the occultists of organisations such as the 
Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn, the Theosophical Society, and the Ordo Templi Orientis about 
how to approach these societal challenges. Some chose to reinforce the ‘masculine temperament’ 
required for magic (p. 88), while others like Madame Helena Blavatsky utilised the focus on spirituality 
and not physicality to ‘break the mould of conventional womanhood (p. 89) in a manner akin to our 
concept of idées masculines. 
38 Matei Călinescu, Five Faces of Modernity: Modernism, Avant-Garde, Decadence, Kitsch, Post-
Modernism (Durham: Duke University Press, 1987), p. 171.  
39 In addition to Clukey’s study, Kelly-Anne Reid discusses the links between English Decadence and 
the occult revival [‘The Love Which Dare Not Speak Its Name: An Examination of Pagan Symbolism 
and Morality in Fin de siècle Decadent Fiction’, The Pomegranate, 10 (2008), 130-41], while a recent 
special issue of Volupté: Interdisciplinary Journal of Decadence Studies was dedicated to the links 

http://www.patheos.com/blogs/mishamagdalene/2017/08/belated-introduction/
http://www.patheos.com/blogs/mishamagdalene/2017/08/belated-introduction/
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the inadequacies of a life stripped of any meaningful spiritual component, the 

perceived threat to individual and aesthetic autonomy posed by a developing 

mass culture, the dependence of modes of modern rationality on a particular 

characterization and positioning of the irrational.40  

This demonstrates the debt that it owed to the ‘modernity’ of the Decadents.41 The 

Decadent love of artifice can be traced to the Schopenhaurian tenet of ‘perception as 

intellectual’42 – Decadence, like occultism, offered the ‘artist-initiate’ the opportunity 

to dismantle and shape their world.43 It would seem that fin-de-siècle occultism and 

Decadence were one and the same if we consider the parallels between Owen’s criteria 

for occultism and Arthur Symon’s description of Decadence, characterized by an 

‘intense self-consciousness, a restless curiosity in research, an oversubtilizing 

refinement upon refinement [and] a spiritual and moral perversity’.44 As such, while 

literary representations of black magic provided new perspectives, ‘the value of 

occultism lay in its ethical transgressions’, with Decadence providing a unique space 

in which to comment on sexual and gender taboos, ultimately hightlighting the 

artificial and illusory nature of these social constructs.45 

Despite the concurrence of occult fraternities and their disruption of traditional 

gender assumptions, the nineteenth century also saw a proliferation of representations 

of historical occult practices in literature and cultural production. John Bramble notes 

                                                 
between Decadence, Magic(k), and the Occult following the similarly named conference organised by 
the British Association of Decadence Studies [Volupté: Interdisciplinary Journal of Decadence Studies, 
‘Decadence, Magic(k), and the Occult’, 1 (2018)].  
40 Owen, p. 238. 
41 Owen, p. 9.  
42 F.C. White, ‘The Fourfold Root’, in The Cambridge Companion to Schopenhauer, ed. by Christopher 
Janaway (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), pp. 63-92 (p. 70). 
43 John Bramble, Modernism and the Occult (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), p. 57. 
44 Arthur Symons, ‘The Decadent Movement in Literature’, Harper’s New Monthly Magazine, 87 
(1893), 858-67 (p. 858). 
45 Clukey, p. 79 
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that while British modernists were more attracted to the Theosophical ‘Eastern occult’, 

the French found Western esotericism more appealing.46 Whereas authors such as 

Baudelaire and Huysmans were drawn to Satanism, and other Decadent writers such 

as Joséphin Péladan are reasonably well known for their Rosicrucian and Babylonian 

occult themes, I argue that there is an occult undercurrent in Lorrain’s work that has 

hitherto gone unstudied. Witchcraft was back in vogue in the nineteenth century as the 

epitome of a particularly feminine social transgression, with texts like George Sand’s 

La Petite Fadette (1848) or Jules Michelet’s La Sorcière (1862) reminding readers of 

the medieval witch-hunts, and representing a form of patriarchal opposition that the 

real-life occult fraternities could not realisitically aim to do given their overtly Judaeo-

Christian influences and emphasis on masculine attributes.47 Across the nineteenth 

century, authors began to question this image of feminine evil, with Sand even refuting 

the concept of a historically defunct practice in La Petite Fadette, instead choosing to 

‘mettre le doigt sur des phénomènes qui sont présents à l’époque contemporaine’.48 

Sand’s portrayal of a contemporary witchcraft runs along proto-feminist lines: the fact 

that Sand’s narrative ends relatively positively with Fadette being welcomed by the 

town rather than hunted and executed, effectively subverts the traditional narrative.  

This reclaiming of witchcraft by authors like Sand prompted fin-de-siècle 

authors to explore the connections between witchcraft and social revolt. The links 

                                                 
46 Bramble, pp. 63-64. 
47 See Corinne Fournier Kiss, ‘La Figure de la sorcière dans la littérature du XIXe siècle (Jules Michelet, 
George Sand, Eliza Orzeszkowa), Wiek XIX: Rocznik Towarzystwa Literackiego imienia Adama 
Mickiewicza, 5 (47), 259-79 (p. 259); Bengt Ankerloo and Stuart Clarke, ‘Introduction’, in The Athlone 
History of Witchcraft and Magic in Europe, vol. V: ‘The Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries’, ed. by 
Marijke Gijswijt-Hofstra, Brian P. Levack, and Roy Porter, (London: Athlone Press, 1999), vii-xii (p. 
viii); Per Faxneld, Satanic Feminism: Lucifer as the Liberator of Woman in Nineteenth-Century Culture 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2017). 
48 Kiss, p. 266. 
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between Sand and Jules Michelet’s narratives of witchcraft have been explored,49 and 

the influence of Consuelo (1842-43) upon his work La Sorcière (1862) is clear through 

his adoption of Sand’s conceit of a reconciliation between Christ and the Devil as the 

basis for his representation of the Devil as the catalyst of social progress, where we 

are told that  ‘ces nouveautés, toutes ont été Satan. Nul progrès qui ne fût son crime’.50 

Witchcraft has long been considered a tool of specifically feminine transgression and 

rebellion, with its roots in biblical teaching: Samuel, for instance, tells us that 

‘rebellion against [the Lord] is as bad as witchcraft’ (1 Samuel 15:23). However, this 

‘rebellion’ has been characterised as an early attempt at self-development and 

emancipation from the shackles of quotidian life, both in the early modern period,51 as 

well as in the highly stratified and increasingly codified society of the nineteenth 

century. Mikhail Bakunin notes that: 

Satan [is] the eternal rebel, the first freethinker and the emancipator of worlds. 

He makes man ashamed of his bestial ignorance and obedience; he emancipates 

him, stamps upon his brow the seal of liberty and humanity, in urging him to 

disobey and eat of the fruit of knowledge.52 

It is clear that in the early modern period that Satanism and witchcraft were used as 

vehicules of social revolt (or at the very least, imagined to be), with ‘the poor [...] more 

                                                 
49 M. Ione Crummy, ‘George Sand and her “Sage-Femmes” as an Inspiration for Jules Michelet’s La 
Sorcière’ in Le Siècle de George Sand, ed. by David A. Powell (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1998), pp. 237-
46. 
50 Jules Michelet, La Sorcière (Paris: Calmann-Lévy, 1878), pp. 409-11. 
51 For more about the use of witchcraft in Early Modern France, see Wolfgang Behringer, ‘Weather, 
Hugner, and Fear: Origins of the European Witch-Hunts in Climate, Society and Mentality’, German 
History, (1995), 1-27; William E. Burns, Witch Hunts in Europe and America: An Encyclopedia 
(London: Greenwood Press, 2003); Silvia Federici, Caliban and the Witch (New York: Autonomedia, 
2004); Sarah Ferber, Demonic Possession and Exorcism in Early Modern France (London and New 
York: Routledge, 2004); Mark Laskey, ‘Rebellion of the Damned: Witchcraft as Social Revolt in Early 
Modern France’, Cult Nation (09/09/14), http://www.cvltnation.com/rebellion-of-the-damned-
witchcraft-as-social-revolt-in-early-modern-france/ [accessed 15/08/17]; Jules Michelet, La Sorcière 
(Paris: Calmann-Lévy, 1878); and Lynn Wood Mollenauer, Strange Revelations: Magic, Poison, and 
Sacrilege in Louis XIV’s France (Pennsylvania: Penn State University Press, 2007). 
52 Mikhail Bakunin, God and the State (New York: Dover Publications, 1970). 

http://www.cvltnation.com/rebellion-of-the-damned-witchcraft-as-social-revolt-in-early-modern-france/
http://www.cvltnation.com/rebellion-of-the-damned-witchcraft-as-social-revolt-in-early-modern-france/
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likely to turn to the Devil to better their miserable position, rather than accepting the 

lot in life assigned to them by God’.53 Given Călinescu’s description of Decadence as 

a strategic attempt to reject aesthetic tradition,54 engagement with occult imagery such 

as that in Monsieur de Phocas represents a similar emancipation from the shackles of 

quotidian life, by positing an aesthetic, rather than social revolt. 

Given the social inequalities of the time, it is of no surprise that authors at the 

fin de siècle should find themselves drawn to this image of social revolution. Both 

Jules Michelet and Charles Leland draw on neo-pagan images of the Witch as the 

female leader of peasant revolts against the aristocracy and Church in their pseudo-

histories. Michelet’s witch leads her coven in ‘un chant sabbatique [contre] les cruels 

barons’ where they decree that:  

Nous sommes hommes comme ils sont! 

Tout aussi grand coeur nous avons! 

Tout autant souffrir nous pouvons!55 

In the aftermath of Michelet’s sabbat, ‘le serf, un moment libre, est roi pour quelques 

heures’.56 In a similar vein, the witches of Leland’s narrative ‘were people oppressed 

by feudal lands, the former revenging themselves in every way, and holding orgies to 

Diana which the Church represented as being the worship of Satan’.57 Its protagonist 

Aradia, portrayed as a subvertive, medieval Messiah, is charged with teaching 

witchcraft to the peasantry as a method of social rebellion, and is told by her mother, 

the Goddess Diana, that: 

                                                 
53 William E. Burns, Witch Hunts in Europe and America: An Encyclopedia (London: Greenwood Press, 
2003), p. 279. 
54 Călinescu, p. 171.  
55 Jules Michelet, La Sorcière, ed. by Lucien Refort (Paris: Librairie Marcel Didier, 1952), pp. 128-29. 
All subsequent citations of this work will come from this edition unless stated otherwise. 
56 Michelet, p. 141. 
57 Charles Leland, Aradia, or The Gospel of the Witches (London: David Nutt, 1899), p. 102. 
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Tu sarai (sempre) la prima strega, 

[...] Tu insegnarai l’arte di avvelenare, 

Di avvelenare (tutti) i signori, 

Di farli morti nei loro palazzi.58 

 

That Diana should urge her daughter to poison the lords in their palaces is particularly 

significant to scholars of Decadence, in which poison often features as a key trope.59 

As we shall see, poison is a key trope within Monsieur de Phocas, not only flaunting 

its presence within witchcraft texts, but acting metatextually as a poison that will 

influence others through the act of narration as well as through the exposure of 

“poisonous” concepts such as taboo sexualities.60  

 

Diana’s violent charge of liberation from oppression is further echoed in 

Aradia’s charge to her followers, in which she urges that: 

 

Sarete liberi della schiavitù! 

E cosi diverrete tutti liberi! 

                                                 
58 Ibid., p. 2. ‘And thou shalt be the first of witches known;/And thou shalt teach the art of poisoning,/ 
Of poisoning those who are great lords of all;/ Yea, thou shalt make them die in their palaces;’ (trans. 
by Charles Leland, op. cit., p. 4).  
59 As we noted in the last chapter, for example, À Rebours is often held by critics to be the novel that 
‘poisoned’ Dorian Gray in Oscar Wilde’s eponymous novel. Kostas Boyiopoulos notes that Decadence 
is concerned with ‘intoxication’ in its various tropes and images’ [‘Enchanted wine’: Symons, Dowson, 
and Keats’s Intoxications’ in Decadent Romanticism: 1780-1914, ed. by Kostas Boyiopoulos and Mark 
Sandy (London: Routledge, 2015), 59-74 (p. 73)] suggesting that ‘the Decadents end up poisoning their 
body and mind’, which echoes Mario Praz’s assertion that ‘both Romantics and Decadents asked 
nothing better than to have their minds poisoned’ [The Romantic Agony, trans. by Angus Davidson 
(London: Fontana, 1966), p. 144]. 
60 This approach echoes Ziegler’s study of Decadence as poison in the work of Lorrain – in the salon 
culture of the nineteenth century, Lorrain poisons readers both with his words and the narcotic escapades 
of his characters, most notably Ethal in Monsieur de Phocas [‘Decadence as Poison: The Dynamics of 
Literary Circulation in Jean Lorrain’, Neophilologus, 79 (1995), 25-32 (pp. 25; 30)].  
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Pero uomini e donne 

Sarete tutti nudi, per fino. 

Che non sara morto l’ultimo  

Degli oppressori e morto.61 

 

Thus, whereas Michelet’s witch perishes to the rationalism and secularism she helped 

to foster,62 Leland fully integrates his narrative within the gendered crises of the fin de 

siècle, noting that ‘whenever [...] there is a period of radical intellectual rebellion 

against long-established conservatism, hierarchy, and the like, there is always an effort 

to regard Women as the fully equal, which means the superior sex’.63 

Although the freedom espoused by Aradia and Michelet’s witch is ostensibly 

referring to liberation from the medieval feudal system, it will becomes clear in our 

study of Monsieur de Phocas that Lorrain is able to build on these images of social 

revolt and emancipation and bend them to his own intentions, which I will argue are 

concerned with the manumission of non-normative masculinity though the 

rehabilitation of a maligned feminist icon. Although witchcraft has long been 

considered in the popular imagination as a woman’s crime, 20-25% of people accused 

of witchcraft in early-modern Europe were men.64 This is the foundation for my 

argument that witchcraft presents us with a rich, and often elided, form of transgression 

for men, and specifically homosexual and non-normative men. 

                                                 
61 Ibid, p. 6. « And ye shall be freed from slavery,/ And so ye shall be free in everything;/ And as the 
sign ye are truly free,/ Ye shall be naked in your rites, both men/ And women also: this shall last until/ 
The last of your oppressors shall be dead;’ (trans. by Charles Leland, op. cit., p. 7). 
62 Michelet, (Paris: Calmann-Lévy, 1878), p. 413. 
63 Leland, p. 111. 
64 Alison Rowlands, ‘Not the “Usual Suspects”? Male Witches, Witchcraft, and Masculinities in Early 
Modern Europe’, in Witchcraft and Masculinities in Early Modern Europe, ed. by Alison Rowlands 
(London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), pp. 1-30 (p. 2). 
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Jean Lorrain, Monsieur de Phocas (1901) 

Given the connections between the occult, non-conformism, and sexual rebellion at 

the fin de siècle, it is unsurprising that the work of Jean Lorrain draws on these links. 

However, what is surprising is that the occult undercurrents within his work – and 

specifically within Monsieur de Phocas – have been critically neglected, just as the 

novel’s engagement with non-normative masculinity has been overlooked. As such, as 

my argument proceeds, I highlight the connections between occultism and non-

normative masculinity through their shared marginality within patriarchal society. I 

suggest that Lorrain’s protagonist accesses a voice outside of societal restrictions by 

being doubly transgressive – one which he gains through a journey of debauchery and 

ultimately ‘rebirth’ through an engagement with textual assertion and witchcraft. 

A Homosexual Novel 

Monsieur de Phocas is concerned with the protagonist’s metamorphosis from the duc 

de Fréneuse to the eponymous Monsieur de Phocas, a rebaptism which I argue is 

brought about as a result of occult initiation. It is important to note that, while we are 

introduced to the protagonist in his reborn persona, the trajectory of the pseudo-

Bildungsroman follows his character development. As such, although the opening 

passages of the novel are not as explicitly esoteric or concerned with the occult as the 

apex of the Fréneuse/Phocas evolution in which he actively chooses to renounce his 

former identity in favour of a new one, the spectre of the occult is effectively there at 

the beginning of the narrative. The novel follows a circular structure whereby the ‘end’ 

of the narrative is also the ‘beginning’, with Phocas entrusting a manuscript of his 

autobiographical account of his change of identity to a publisher.65 This circular and 

                                                 
65 I will refer to the protagonist as Phocas from this point on (apart from when we are comparing Phocas 
to Fréneuse) to avoid ambiguity and confusion as it is the name which appears in the title; given the 
circular nature of the narrative, with the dénouement leading to the beginning of the novel (which we 
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self-fulfilling plot can be understood as a representation of the ouroboros, which for 

Carl Gustav Jung represented eternity and the psychological assimilation of the 

shadow, which we will see Phocas do through his rebirth.66  

In the introductory chapter, we are introduced to the bipartite figure of 

Fréneuse/Phocas by way of an anonymous narrator, who, it becomes apparent, is the 

publisher. Incidentally, this narrator also comments on the split persona of the 

protagonist, introducing him firstly as Monsieur de Phocas, only to refer to him as the 

duc de Fréneuse a couple of pages later, saying that ‘je me rappelais aussi son vrai 

nom maintenant’.67 Ambiguity, of course, is a key trope of Decadent literature, with 

notions of truth consistently being undermined.68 This proclivity for ambiguity made 

Decadence ideal for representing gender identities, whose fluid and artificial 

boundaries are especially demonstrated in  the concept of idées masculines. 

Phocas, an aristocrat, is very much in the vein of Huysmans’s Des Esseintes – 

degenerate, febrile, partial to fetishisation, nevrosity, and non-normative behaviour in 

general. He is described as being ‘étroitement moulé dans un complet de drap vert 

myrte, cravaté très haut d’une soie vert pâle et comme sablée d’or’, ‘un frêle et long 

jeune homme [...] à la face exsangue et extraordinairement vieille, sous des cheveux 

bruns crespelés et court’, whose body seemed to ‘hanch[er] légèrement dans une pose 

                                                 
will see), Phocas is the name of the character at the time we are introduced to him, regardless of 
retrospective episodes he may describe. 
66 Carl Gustav Jung, Mysterium Coniunctionis: An Enquiry into the Separation and Sythesis of Psychic 
Opposites in Alchemy, vol. 14, The Collected Works of C.G. Jung, trans. by R.F.C. Hull (New York: 
Princeton University Press, 1970 [1963]), p. 365. 
67 Jean Lorrain, Monsieur de Phocas (Paris: Flammarion, 2001), p. 51. All subsequent references will 
be from this edition and integrated into the text, unless otherwise stated. 
68 Charles Bernheimer describes Decadence ‘as a mode of thought [which] constantly mobilizes 
ambiguity as a force subeversive to coherent thought and truth’ [T. Jefferson Kline and Naomi Schor 
(eds), Decadent Subjects: The Idea of Decadence in Art, Literature, Philosophy, and Culture of the Fin 
de Siècle in Europe, (Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 2002), p. xvii] and Călinescu notes 
that ‘the strategy of decadence is typically that of the liar who deceives by imitating truth and by making 
his lies even more credible than truth itself’ [p. 180].  
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pleine de grâce’ in what the narrator describes as an ‘arabesque tourmentée de cette 

ligne et de cette élégance’ (49). The overall implication is that Phocas’s distinctly 

balletic elegance and gait – arabesque being a ballet step – suggests that he is 

effeminate and homosexual; the connections between the ballet and homosexuality in 

Lorrain’s oeuvre are well-established.69 Moreover, Judith Hanna notes that ballet, 

since at least the time of the French and Industrial Revolutions, has been considered 

to be the domain of women and homosexual men, due to the lesser, sexualised, and 

objectified manner in which patriarchal discourse views these performers.70  

The description of Phocas almost identically matches the contemporaneous 

medical view of homosexuality, whereby Ambroise Tardieu warns of men with:  

les cheveux frisés, le teint fardé, le col découvert, la taille serrée de manière à 

faire saillir les formes, les doigts, les oreilles, la poitrine chargée de bijoux, 

toute la personne exhalant l’odeur des parfums les plus pénétrants, et dans la 

mains un mouchoir, des fleurs, ou quelque travaille d’aiguille, telle est la 

physionomie étrange, repoussante, et à bon droit suspecte, qui trahit les 

pédérastes.71 

The narrator of Monieur de Phocas continues to paint a picture of non-normative 

masculinity, describing Phocas’s hand as ‘délicieusement pâle et transparente, main 

de princesse et de courtisane.’ He further states that ‘la main dégantée du duc de 

                                                 
69 Michel Leiris, for instance, in L’Âge d’homme (Paris: Gallimard, 1946), recounts his experience of 
the balletic transcription of Lorrain’s short story ‘Narkiss’:  

Outre que je fus troublé par ce scénario que tout concourait à me faire tenir le mal, avec tout 
le charme qu’une telle idée comportait, j’entendis dans la salle deux personnages en habit – 
très grands, très athlétiques – échanger en sortant la réflexion suivante sur l’acteur qui jouait 
le rôle de Narcisse: «Il est beau, mais pas tout à fait assez musclé». D’après leur allure, je vois 
très bien, maintenant, que ces gens étaient simplement des homosexuels. (pp. 99-100) 

70 Judith Lynne Hanna, Dance, Sex, and Gender: Signs of Identity, Dominance, Defiance, and Desire 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988), pp. 119-49. 
71 Ambroise Tardieu, Étude médico-légale sur les attentats aux moeurs (Paris: J.B. Baillière, 1859), p. 
138. 
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Fréneuse planait avec d’infinies lenteurs au-dessus d’un tas de pierres dure’ (51). By 

describing Phocas’s hand as that of a princess and a courtesan, he not only further 

feminises him, but implicitly links him with non-normative sexual behaviour, not least 

through the double-entendre inherent within the term courtisane, which at once alludes 

to a member of a royal court (and alludes to his aristocratic background), and a 

‘courtesan’ – a prostitute. Thus, non-normativity becomes a quality with which we 

associate Phocas from the outset. 

Fréneuse/Phocas: Split personality or a diabolical rebaptism? 

Many critics have underlined the inherent ambiguity between the two sides of the 

Fréneuse/Phocas. Jennifer Birkett compares the protagonist’s split personality to his 

choice between the two companions Ethal and Welcôme, stating that ‘Phocas must 

choose between two selves and two ways of life.’72 While most critics are in agreement 

with this concept of a rebirth, or at least of a split personality, studies of the etymology 

and significance of the choice of names seem to differ. In her notes to the 2001 

Flammarion edition of the novel, Hélène Zinck underlines the gendered consequences 

of the renaming, noting the ‘Fréneuse “virilise” son patronyme (la terminaison de 

l’adjectif féminin) par le choix de cette finale brève, rime masculine, Phocas’.73 

Similarly, Phillip Winn notes that Fréneuse could be a corruption of the phrase ‘vraie 

nerveuse’, once again hinting at an implied femininity, while his rebaptism as Phocas 

‘s’écrit au masculin’.74 Francis Amery recognises Lorrain’s ‘sometimes convoluted 

                                                 
72 Birkett, p. 205. Kanshi Hiroko Sato corroborates this assertion and extends it, noting that through the 
protagonist’s engagement with Astarté, Fréneuse is effectively reborn as a man named Phocas 
[‘Mascochism and Decadent Literature: Jean Lorrain and Joséphin Péladan’ (unpublished doctoral 
thesis, University of Birmingham, 2009), p. 123]. 
73 Hélène Zinck, ‘Présentation’, in Lorrain, Monsieur de Phocas (Paris: Flammarion, 2001), pp. 17-41 
(p. 35). 
74 Winn, p. 155.  
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wordplay’,75 and this is evident in the bipartite meaning of the names, which du Plessis 

highlights as ‘a paradigm that runs something like Faux-nom/Faux-

cas/Phocas/Fréneuse/Frénésie’.76 Du Plessis extrapolates this dual personality to 

indicate a closeted homosexuality,77 which is suggested by the protagonist’s own 

questioning, whereby he wonders ‘y aurait-il en moi un être double?’ (64).  

Apart from Zinck’s suggestion that the name Phocas was inspired by both a 

tyrannical Byzantine emperor and a Christian martyr (49, n.1), no one else has delved 

into the possible symbolism of the name other than the obvious wordplay. The original 

publication of Monsieur de Phocas came with the subtitle ‘Astarté’,78 a reference to 

the Mesopotamian goddess of love and sexuality.79 Throughout the novel, this goddess 

wields a tremendous amount of influence over the three main male characters. While 

Winn states that Astarté is an ‘anti-madone, l’inversion de la religion chrétienne’,80 I 

suggest that not only does she represent the inversion of Christianity, but also the 

subversion of it by providing an occult counterpoint to what could be considered to be 

the status quo. Welcôme warns Phocas of Astarté saying that she ‘est un stryge, dont 

l’essence même est le mensonge; et mentira toujours qui a déjà menti’ (174). By 

describing the goddess as a strix (‘stryge’), Lorrain has associated her inextricably with 

images of witchcraft. David White refers to ‘Roman literary sources that refer to a 

class of powerful witches known as strix or striga (plural striges) in Latin’,81 which 

describe ‘a black strix [that] attacks boys, offering its foul-smelling breasts to their 

                                                 
75 Francis Amery, ‘Afterword: Some Observations on Monsieur de Phocas’, in Lorrain, Monsieur de 
Phocas (New York: Hippocrene/Dedalus, 1994), pp. 263-70 (p. 268). 
76 du Plessis, p. 70. 
77 du Plessis, p. 71.  
78 Jean Lorrain, Monsieur de Phocas: Astarté (Paris: Ollendorf, 1901). 
79 As stated above, Lorrain was not the only Decadent writer to draw on Middle Eastern occultism: 
Péladan styled himself as a magus and sar, and declared himself ‘heir of the Knights Templar, the 
Rosicrucians, the Magi, Zoroaster, Pythagoras and Orpheus’. See Birkett, p. 131. 
80 Winn, p. 185. 
81 David Gordon White, ‘Ḍākinī, Yoginī, Pairikā, Strix: Adventures in Comparative Demonology’, 
South East Review of Asian Studies, 35 (2013) 7-31 (p. 16). 
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eager lips for suck’.82 Samuel Oliphant boils down the core aspects of the Roman strix 

to four points, the first of which is a female ‘aphrodisian’, whose sexual exploits are 

the source of ‘the mediaeval concubitus daemonum and the origies of the Sabbat’, 

while the second point connects the image of the strix with magic and witchcraft.83 

This image of Roman witchcraft would re-emerge in the European witchhunts, with 

the Malleus Maleficarum warning against striges disguised as midwives or wet-nurses 

who would ‘kidnap our children’.84 It is arguably from these sources that Lorrain has 

taken the name of his reborn protagonist. Oliphant recounts a story of the child of the 

Latin king, Procas, who the strix attacked when he five days old by ‘slipping into his 

chamber, fl[yng] to his cradle and beg[inning] to suck his heart’s blood’.85  

While this connection may seem like a stretch, it becomes more likely when 

we consider Lorrain’s history of corrupting proper names, renaming the mythical 

Breton princess Dahud as Dahgut (54-55), not to mention the Jesuit witchhunter 

Martin del Río’s belief that witches were renamed and rebaptised upon initiation.86 

Furthermore, the persistent references to Algernon Charles Swinburne’s poem ‘Laus 

Veneris’ throughout Phocas’s manuscript – and specifically the passages which speak 

of sin and vampiric bloodsucking – imply that Lorrain was aware of the Classical 

significance of his protagonist’s pseudonym. Links to classical mythology and non-

                                                 
82 White, pp. 18-19, citing Samuel Grant Oliphant, ‘The Story of the Strix: Ancient’, Transactions and 
Proceedings of the American Philological Association, 44 (1913), 133-49 (p. 136) and Christopher 
McDonough, ‘Carna, Proca, and the Strix on the Kalends of June’, Transactions of the American 
Philological Association, 127 (1997), 315-44 (p. 319, n. 16). 
83 Samuel Grant Oliphant, ‘The Story of the Strix: Ancient’, Transactions and Proceedings of the 
American Philological Associations, 44 (1913), 133-49 (p. 134). Oliphant also points to the bird-aspect 
of the strix and the ‘woman-bird’ aspect. This ambiguity has been noted by Scobie, who observes the 
bipartite meaning of the Roman term ‘strix’, meaning both ‘witch’ and ‘owl’. See Alex Scobie, 
‘Strigiform Witches in Roman and Other Cultures’, Fabula, 19 (1978), 74-101 (p. 75).  
84 Armando Maggi, In the Company of Demons: Unnatural Beings, Love and Identity in the Italian 
Renaissance (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2006), pp. 38-40. 
85 Oliphant, p. 142.  
86 Gary K. White, citing Spanish-Brabantic Jesuit Martín del Río, Eradicating the Devil’s Minions: 
Anabaptists and Witches in Reformation Europe, 1525-1600 (London: University of Toronto Press, 
2007), p. 100.   



 

86 
 

normative behaviour can likewise be seen in the poem’s depiction of the 

interlocuteur’s quandary between his love for Christ and the pagan goddess Venus: 

 

Alas, Lord, surely thou art great and fair.  

But lo her wonderfully woven hair! 

And thou didst heal us with thy piteous kiss; 

But see now, Lord; her mouth is lovelier.87 

 

This battle between ancient and contemporary religion is echoed by Lorrain in 

Phocas’s struggle between contemporary French society – ostensibly Christian – and 

the edicts of the goddess Astarte (often depicted as the syncretic equal of Venus). In 

her study, Breanna Byecroft notes that the poem’s ‘overt bodily imagery and sexual 

themes conflict with cultural values of order, rationality, and spirituality’, and suggests 

that the interlocutor ‘is dominated by a passion for sin and a desire to experience new 

sensations’.88 The narrator/publisher informs us that at the top of the first page of 

Phocas’s manuscript that he had positioned a ‘citation tronquée de Swinburne’, in 

which he declares that ‘il y a une fiévreuse faim dans mes veines. – Le péché!’ (60). 

This once again associates the character with non-normativity and more specifically, 

in this instance, anti-ecclesiastical rhetoric. However, it is the later passage, borrowed 

from Swinburne, that gives my etymology of Phocas weight, whereby Phocas admires 

‘une tache pourprée où le sang meurtri et palpite et s’efface; douce et mordue 

                                                 
87 Algernon Charles Swinburne, ‘Laus Veneris’, in Laus Veneris, and Other Poems and Ballads (New 
York: Carleton 1871), p. 3.  
88 Breanna Byecroft, ‘The Devouring Woman in Swinburne’s “LausVeneris”, ‘English 151’, Brown 
University, c/o  The Victorian Web, 2003 
http://www.victorianweb.org/authors/swinburne/byecroft9.html [accessed 21/12/17].  

http://www.victorianweb.org/authors/swinburne/byecroft9.html
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doucement, plus belle pour une tache’ (63).89 Like the interlocutor of Swinburne’s 

poem, he wishes to suck and kiss this bruise in the same manner as the strix in the tale 

of Procas, thereby linking the novel’s protagonist to the occult antagonists of the 

classical account.  

By inverting the action of bloodsucking, Lorrain places his protagonist in a 

position of power, allowing him to embrace his non-normativity – both occultly and 

sexually. Although the link between a nineteenth-century novel and a Roman narrative 

may be coincidental conjecture, when we consider the influence that Latin literature 

and culture had on the literature of the fin de siècle, the connection takes on more 

significance. As we saw in the last chapter, Huysmans makes liberal use of references 

to Latin authors and works in À Rebours, and Monsieur de Phocas has a classical vein 

running through it in the form of Antinous (61), as well as Phocas’s description of an 

androgynous dancer as being ‘à la fois Aphrodite et Ganymède, Astarté et Hylas’ (78). 

These classical allusions take on an additional importance for non-normative 

masculinity when we consider that not only was Antinous ‘at the forefront of the 

homosexual imagination’ during the European nineteenth century, due to his position 

as the lover of Roman emperor Hadrian,90 but that both Ganymede and Hylas have 

also historically been identified as ‘homoerotic icons’.91 This marks an archetypally 

Decadent inversion of the traditional gender binary while the overt androgyny inherent 

within the description of the dancer, as well as the symbolism of the two Goddesses of 

                                                 
89 The original Swinburne reads ‘a purple speck / Wherein the pained blood falters and goes out; / Soft, 
and stung softly – fairer for a fleck’ [Algernon Charles Swinburne, ‘Laus Veneris’ in Laus Veneris, and 
other poems and ballads (New York: Carleton, 1871) p. 3]. 
90 Sarah Waters, ‘The Most Famous Fairy in History: Antinous and Homosexual Fantasy’, Journal of 
the History of Sexuality, 6 (1995), 194-230 (p. 194).  
91 Waters, pp. 202-203. 
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love and sexuality, further underline the connections between non-normative 

masculinity and Classical allusions. 

Signing the Devil’s Black Book: Grimoires and Book Culture 

Due to the Bildungsroman-like manner in which the novel narrates the development 

of the protagonist, rebirth is inherently tied to the manuscript which Phocas entrusts to 

his publisher. As such, I argue for a more occult-tinged reading, especially considering 

that the protagonist tells us that ‘[il a] consigné dans ces feuillets les premières 

impressions de [son] mal, les inconscientes tentations d’un être aujourd’hui sombré 

dans l’occultisme et la névrose’ (56). It is apparent here that the protagonist himself is 

not only drawing connections between medical/physical non-normativity (‘la 

névrose’) and the occult, but also the role that literature and book culture plays in 

determining identity and behaviour. Phocas’s manuscript – and the novel itself – thus 

represents a literary reinvention of his character, not only by engaging with the occult 

– and more specifically witchcraft, as we shall see – but also due to the perceived 

corrupting nature of books at the time. Narratives of women lost to literary hysteria 

are commonplace in the nineteenth century, of whom Emma Bovary is perhaps the 

most well-known. However, as we saw in our study of A Rebours in Chapter One, men 

were not immune from these perceived feminine flights of fancy. François Proulx, for 

ecample, argues in his recent book that excessive reading was seen to contribute to the 

emasculation of French men.92 However, this corruptive power that books supposedly 

hold also has a distinctly occult overtone to it. Kevin J. Hayes notes that ‘the ownership 

of books has prompted supersitions about spirituality as well as the acquisition of 

knowledge’,93 while the promulgation of new ideas in the fifteenth and sixteenth 

                                                 
92 François Proulx, Victims of the Book: Reading and Masculinity in Fin-de-Siècle France (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2019). 
93 Kevin J. Hayes, Folklore and Book Culture (Eugene, Oregon: Wipf and Stock, 2016), pp. ix-x.  
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century via the Protestant Reformation as a result of the printing press was so feared 

by the Catholic establishment that ‘printing was described as “black art” and books as 

“silent heretics”’.94 By narrating his rebirth in book-form, Lorrain is tapping into 

superstitions about literature and influence, especially occult influence.  

However, this manuscript can also be considered to have a further gendered 

significance. Owen Davies notes that whereas the Faustian pact was ‘an almost 

exclusively literate male crime [which] was an act of ritual magic involving the 

drawing up of a contract by the pact maker that was then presented to the Devil,’ the 

process of occult initiation was inverted for archetypically female witches, who were 

‘presented a book or parchment’ and tempted to sign.95 In this way, Phocas inhabits at 

once feminine and masculine stereotypes of occult initiation by writing his account 

and presenting it to others, performing both active and passive literary actions, marking 

the start of a (feminine) occult initiation by presenting a book to others as well as a 

(masculine) initiation by drafting a copy himself.  

By placing the manuscript scene at the beginning of the novel, Lorrain provides 

the catalyst for Phocas’s occult initiation as well as its dénouement. It is from here, if 

we read the narrative in a linear manner, that the foundations of the novel’s action are 

laid, with Ethal head-hunting Phocas for his ad-hoc coven of aesthetes and deviants. 

Phocas associates himself with non-normativity early on in the narrative, and 

specificially religious transgression. We are told that he goes to church to ‘tenter de 

rafraîchir [...] la brûlure de [sa] plaie’; however, rather than following a missal, he 

reads the ‘horribles vers de Rémy Gourmont’, whose Oraisons mauvaises applaud the 

reader’s adulterous mouth and feet which have ‘chassé les mules des lupanars et des 

                                                 
94 Owen Davies, Grimoires: A History of Magic Books (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), p. 43.  
95 Davies, pp. 82-83. 
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temples en fêtes’, all contributing to ‘la dernière blessure [...] la dernière frisson [...et 

le] dernier regard de Jésus sur la croix’ (67-69). Phocas reacts to these lines in a 

powerfully physical manner, experiencing almost an almost orgasmic sensation – ‘une 

hyperesthésie sensuelle’ which was ‘si imprévue, si finement pure et si délicieusement 

effleurante, qu’un frisson [le] redressa la torse’ (68). Intriguingly, the common use of 

the word ‘frisson’ establishes a notable parallel between Phocas and Christ on the 

crucifix. The link between pain and pleasure is often noted as a Decadent trope, yet it 

could be suggested that the Decadent fascination with the pleasurable pain stems from 

a broader nineteenth-century fascination with pain. As Evans and Griffiths have 

written, the ‘psychological scars inflicted by history on the nineteenth-century subject 

find recurrent expression in the mal du siècle’.96  These ‘psychological scars’ can be 

held to cover a broad spectrum of transgressions: for instance, Douglas B. Saylor 

‘analyses the “discourses of deviance” [...] linking sadomasochism and homosexuality 

to a rebellion against the problematic figure of the father and, in Sausurrean terms, 

against a patriarchal langue which does not allow for the satisfactory expression of a 

deviant parole’.97 By connecting Phocas and the passion of the Christ in a sexual, and 

pleasurable manner, Lorrain can be seen to tap into the concurrent imagery of the 

‘sublime’ to explore a transgressive subtext. This is further underscored by the image 

of Christ on the cross, which it could be argued has homoerotic overtones due to his 

traditional depiction as a half-clothed, well-muscled young man;98 Jesus’s ‘dernière 

                                                 
96 David Evans and Kate Griffiths (eds.), ‘Introduction’, in Pleasure and Pain in Nineteenth-Century 
French Literature and Culture (Amsterdam/New York: Rodopi, 2008), pp. 9-27 (p. 15). 
97 Evans and Griffiths, p. 15, citing Douglas B. Saylor, The Sadomasochistic Homotext: Readings in 
Sade, Balzac, and Proust (New York: Peter Lang, 1993), pp. 119, 101.  
98 According to Jason Hartford, Antonin Artaud suggests that Christians use the sign of the cross to 
“pass over” the genitals of the Christ, representing a consciousness of his earthly body [Sexuality, 
Iconography, and Fiction in French: Queering the Martyr (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018), p. 154]. 
Furthermore, Richard E. Zeikowitz has argued that ‘medieval mystics experienced […] homoerotic 
imaginings’ while contemplating Christ on the cross [Homoeroticism and Chivalry: Discourses of Male 
Same-Sex Desire in the Fourteenth Century (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003), p. 75], while 
Andrea Pearson suggests that ‘spiritual desire’ was often conveyed by homoerotic ‘carnal desire’, seen 
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frisson’ therefore becomes additionally linked to the ‘frisson’ which ‘redressa la torse 

[de Phocas]’, drawing attention to his musculature. Of course, this also draws attention 

to the idea of pleasure from pain, which constitutes a highly charged Decadent 

symbolism in which the inversion of pain into pleasure also subverts the crufixion in 

a quasi-sexual, sado-masochistic one, which Kent Brintnall suggests marks a 

‘repudiation of hegemonic masculinity’.99 Phocas’s identification of the author-

protagonist with the crucifixion aligns with Claire Moran’s study of artistic 

appropriations of the crucifixion in nineteenth-century France and Belgium, in which 

she argues that artists not only identified themselves with Christ, but that this 

profanation represented ‘a conscious refusal of representative or mimetic art’.100 In 

this way, Decadent literature represents for Lorrain what Moran suggests Symbolist 

art represents for Odilon Redon, Paul Gauguin, and James Ensor: aesthetic 

autonomy.101 The vignette ends with a young widow ambiguously caressing his open 

palm while coquettishly saying her rosary (69). This episode further subverts the lines 

between the Sacred and the Profane, a delineation which Émile Durkheim theorised as 

being the core tenet of religion, ‘a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to 

sacred things, that is to say, things set apart’102 from profane things, which are ‘those 

things to which the prohibitions are applied and that must keep at a distance from what 

is sacred’.103 By blurring the lines between these two poles, Lorrain questions what is 

                                                 
in imagery used to depict Jesus and John’s relationship [‘Visuality, Morality, and Same-Sex Desire: 
The Infants Christ and Saint John the Baptist in Early Netherlandish Art’, Art History, 38 (2015), 434-
61(p. 436).  
99 Kent L. Brintnall, Ecce Homo: The Male-Body-in-Pain as Redemptive Figure (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 2011), p. 132.  
100 Claire Moran, ‘Creative Crucifixions: The Artist as Christ in Nineteenth-Century France and 
Belgium’, in Pleasure and Pain in Nineteenth-Century French Literature and Culture, ed. by David 
Evans and Kate Griffiths (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2008), pp. 253-71 (p. 253). 
101 Moran notes that the grotesque image of the crucifixion ‘fired the imagination of the decadent writer’ 
Huysmans, representing ‘a move away from the sublime in favour of a grotesque art, as advocated by 
Baudelaire’ (‘Creative Crucifixions’, p. 257). 
102 Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans. by Karen E. Field (New York: The 
Free Press, 1995), p. 44 (my italicisation). 
103 Durkheim, p. 38.  
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normative and societally approved by undermining religious (and sexual) orthodoxy, 

and ultimately paves the way for Ethal’s focus. In this way, Lorrain utilises the 

Decadent trope of pleasure-from-pain in a counter-cultural strategy to undermine one 

of the core patriarchal institutions – the Church. By profaning the sacred, he has 

renounced the traditional Christian perception of masculinity, creating a vacuum 

concerning the performance of masculinity, that Ethal, and later Welcôme, will fill as 

Christ-like figures. 

Ethal: Decadence, Poison, and Witchcraft 

Even before Ethal is introduced to the narrative, Phocas is aware of his own propensity 

for the occult: as the narrator points out in a section aptly entitled ‘L’envoûtement’, 

‘c’est bien un démon qui l’obsède’ (85). Phocas intuitively surmises that his non-

normativity and fetishes which accompany it are ‘plus qu’une fatalité dans le mal dont 

[il] souffre, il y a une influence occulte, une volonté ennemie, une sortilège, un 

envoûtement’ (86) whose provenance is Astarté. This ‘envoûtement’ uniquely 

positions Phocas as a target of Ethal’s charms. This connection is underlined when 

Ethal is finally introduced at a dinner party, providentially suffering from ‘la même 

obsession que [lui]’, and who by some ‘secret pressentiment’ seems to be fully aware 

of Phocas’s affliction (95). The implication here is that Ethal has access to unknown 

knowledge, perhaps via occult means – an accusation that is bolstered by Sir Thomas 

Welcôme later in the novel when he describes Ethal as having ‘une assez belle âme 

d’empoisonneur, et d’empoisonneur pour le plaisir’ (173). Poisoner has often 

historically been used interchangeably with witch – most notably in the 

(mis)translations of Exodus 22:18, ‘Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live’. The word 

witch has historically been preceded by the Hebrew mekashephah (a woman practising 

magic) and the Greek pharmakos, which may have occult overtones, but more 
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ostensibly refers to drugs preparation and usage.104 We see this juxtaposition in 

Leland’s Gospel of the Witches, where poisoning is delineated as a key practice of 

witches in order to bring about liberation from their feudal lords.  

As already stated, poison is a common Decadent trope and thus provides 

Lorrain with an opportunity to establish points of intersection between the worlds of 

literary Decadence and witchcraft. The connections between poison and magic are 

furthered by Phocas’s declaration that ‘cet homme était plus qu’un empoissoneur: 

c’était aussi un sorcier’ whom he kills with his own poison. This reference to a 

poisoner is followed by a declaration from an unknown intertext: ‘l’enchanteur est 

mort de son enchantement...’ (264). Even Ethal’s name is reminiscent of ether and its 

intoxicating influence that leads us to lower our inhibitions. The protagonist’s 

introductory meeting with Ethal concludes with the Englishman seemingly influencing 

and corrupting Phocas with his differing views of the other guests. Ethal influences 

Phocas with fictional, caricaturised descriptions of the guests as animals, but in 

Phocas’s mind, the literary ultimately becomes corporeal. We are told that ‘c’est cet 

Anglais qui les évoquait et les imposait à [sa] vision’, and that ‘ce diabolique Anglais 

[...] avait peupl[é] [les salons de l’hôtel de Sarlèze] littéralement de spectres [...] 

comme dans un envoûtement’ (96-97), demonstrating the frightening and occult-like 

power that Ethal holds over Phocas – a power to be confirmed by the protagonist when 

he declares that ‘ce Claudius Ethal m’a ensorcelé’ (98). The use of the verb 

                                                 
104 Donald J. Bretherton, ‘An Invitation to Murder? A Re-Interpretation of Exodus 22:18 - ‘You Shall 
Not Suffer A Witch To Live’, The Expository Times, (2005), 141-52 (p. 151). Although the original 
Hebrew does refer to witchcraft, Bretherton goes on to speculate about the significance of Hebrew 
syntax and its implication for translation into Greek, Latin, and subsequently the vulgar languages, 
noting that rather than condemn a witch to death, it could be condemning a female witch’s practice of 
necromancy. Charles Gunnoe, in Thomas Erastus and the Palatinate: A Renaissance Physician in the 
Second Reformation, (Leiden, The Netherlands: Brill, 2011), makes a similar point, despite noting that 
modern scholarly consensus tends to favour the traditional ‘witch’ translation (p. 365, n. 100). For the 
purposes of this argument and given the scholarly ambiguity and flexibility of translation, however, the 
nuance of witch and poisoner works well here.  
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‘ensorceler’, despite being used figuratively, particularly evokes the imagery of 

witchcraft and emphasises the poisonous and mysterious control that Ethal exerts on 

the protagonist. 

Flight to the sabbat 

The conjoined tactic of seduction and corruption once again marks out the trajectory 

of Phocas as that of an archetypal witch’s initiation rather than of a traditionally 

masculine Faustian pact. Following this route of analysis, it then becomes pertinent to 

discuss the apex of the novel, which comes after a few vignettes in which Ethal furthers 

his corruption of Phocas through engagement with art and by aggravating his philias 

and fetishes, noting that ‘la génie dénué [sic] de la raison enfante des monstres’ (115), 

rather than providing a cure which he periodically promises throughout the novel with 

reassurances such as ‘vous guérirez sûrement’ (102). Emma Wilby points out that the 

traditional Witches’ Sabbat, for all its diabolism, was often associated with healing,105 

supporting Michelet’s claims that the witch was the original ‘doctor’ through her 

botanical expertise.106 However, it is important to remember that, despite the 

seemingly rehabilitative image of the healing witch, as far back as the early modern 

period it was believed that ‘no disease could be cured except by the witch who caused 

it’.107 Thus, Ethal’s promise of a cure, when coupled with his ‘secret pressentiment’ 

of Phocas’s affliction, hints at Ethal being the root of Phocas’s problem. This 

systematic corruption of Phocas undermines his rationality so much that when invited 

to a dinner party at Ethal’s, he initially refuses, only to rescind his misgivings a couple 

of days later (140). This narrative of corruption and subversion builds to a zenith in 

                                                 
105 Emma Wilby, ‘Burchard’s strigae, the Witches’ Sabbath, and Shamanistic Cannibalism in Early 
Modern Europe’, Magic, Ritual, and Witchcraft, 8 (2013), 18-49 (pp. 41-42). 
106 Michelet (1878), pp. 117-32 
107 Nicolas Remy, Demonolatry, trans. by E.A. Ashwin (London: John Rodker, 1930), p. 158. 
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the chapters concerned with this dinner party, culminating in a traditionally sabbatic 

gathering. The language used in the titles of these passages – ‘Quelques monstres’, 

‘Les larves’, ‘Vers le sabbat’, ‘L’opium’, and ‘Smara’ – evokes imagery of witchcraft 

and the occult, perhaps most obviously in ‘Vers le sabbat’ from which the title of this 

chapter is taken (139-69).  

Ethal has invited Fréneuse to his house for a salon of sorts, the guestlist of which, 

it is implied, belongs to a deviant underbelly or subculture of ‘quelques cosmopolites’ 

(139). Here, the word cosmopolitan refers to the perceived corruption and decadence 

of Parisian life at the time, echoing Carter’s description of fin-de-siècle Paris with its 

‘rouged cheeks, painted lips, drugs, dance-halls, theatres, vice-haunted quays and 

boulevards’.108 The party is filled with questionable characters, most notably an 

incestuous pair of English siblings as well as a German by the name of Herr 

Schapmann. The underlying attribute of the male guests at the party is the implication 

of homosexuality. Ethal had told Phocas that he would ‘préférer peut-être [le] frère’ 

de Maud White, and it could be argued that the incestuous relationship between the 

two siblings provides an almost acceptable, heteronormative paradigm through which 

Phocas can experience his attraction to Reginald. We are told that ‘tant cette 

ressemblance de l’un et de l’autre les désexuait’ (141), both ‘androgynising’ the 

siblings and fulfilling Sedgwick’s queering of Réné Girard’s erotic triangle (seen in 

Chapter One).109 Another man at the party, Herr Schapman, would seem to fit into 

Tardieu’s contemporaneous description of effeminate homosexuals noted earlier, and 

thus the pattern of non-normative masculinity set forward so far.110 Lorrain tells us 

                                                 
108 Carter, p. 16. 
109 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Between Men: English Literature and Male Homosocial Desire (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1985), p. 21 [in relation to Réné Girard, Deceit, Desire, and the Novel 
(1961)]. 
110 Tardieu, p. 138.  
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that he ‘reluisait de bijoux’, and points out that both his ‘démarche sautillante [...] et 

les gestes précautionneux s’empêtraient dans un cliquetis d’opales, celles d’un long 

chapelet qu’il portait au poignet droit’ (141-42). The use of the word ‘chapelet’ here 

is ambiguous, meaning either a rosary or simply a string of items – in this case pearls 

– adding to the transgressive imagery. Once again, Lorrain juxtaposes homosexual 

imagery in conjunction with religious imagery – here, a set of rosary beads – in order 

to effectively profane the sacred. This ultimately undermines patriarchal masculinity 

through the subversion of one of its most monolithic of institutions – the Church.   

It is also of note that many of the guests at Ethal’s salon should be of foreign 

extraction, implying a deliberate othering which could act as a further metaphor for 

non-normativity. Ethal points out that some of his English compatriots ‘ne 

comprennent pas un mot de français et ne parlent que l’argot, comme il sied à des 

étrangers de vice distingué’ (144), which could suggest that they are speaking Polari, 

the distinctly British form of gay slang.111 Although Polari has only recently received 

its reputation as a ‘gay language’,112 Paul Barker notes that it has been used at various 

points in history by subcultures associated with what we would consider homosexual, 

homoerotic, or non-normative, including the Mollies of eighteenth-century England, 

as well as sailors, actors, and prostitutes from the late nineteenth century to the early 

twentieth century.113 This amalgamation of societal undesirables and deviants 

constitutes the traditional image of the Witches’ Sabbat; in his study of male 

                                                 
111 Paul Barker, Polari: The Lost Language of Gay Men (London: Routledge, 2002); Jonathon Green, 
‘Language: Polari’, Critical Quarterly, 39 (1997), 127-31. 
112 Green, ‘Language: Polari’, p. 128. 
113 Barker, 29-33. Barker is careful not to generalise Polari as a ‘gay language’, noting that not only 
would it be methodologically invalid to refer to men such as Mollies as homosexual (22), but also that 
‘linguistics of contact theory recognises that there is overlap between members of communities and 
between the communities themselves’; that is to say that usage of the language did not necessarily mean 
its user was gay, simply that the language was used by gay men, as well as several other stigmatised, 
non-normative male subcultures (37-38). 
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witchcraft, Rolf Schulte notes that ‘by attending the Sabbat, [a man] had become a 

member of a subversive group of felons whose moral standards represented the reverse 

of contemporary norms’.114 Thus, engagement with the occult and in particular that of 

traditional witchcraft marks a turning away from patriarchal society. In a late-

nineteenth-century context, this early modern imagery still evoked sentiments of anti-

social revolt, with Édouard Drumont comparing the Dreyfus Affair to the Witches’ 

Sabbat, saying that ‘c’est bien le Sabbat, c’est-à-dire la parodie sacrilège et le 

blasphème contre la Vérité et la Patrie’.115 

The Witches’ Sabbat can broadly be understood as a regular gathering of witches 

in some hidden and isolated location in order to ostensibly worship the Devil. These 

gatherings were considered by the Church to be anathema: Louis Lewin notes that the 

sabbat was pervaded with ‘intercourse with evil spirits [...] on the Brocken’, where the 

witches ‘danced the Sabbat with their lovers, or caused damage to others by 

witchcraft’.116 However, both Wilby and Ronald Hutton117 note that the medieval (and 

subsequent) imagery of the Witches’ Sabbat has its roots in the conflation of many 

folkloric strands, notably the Wild Hunt, which ‘in many areas [...] was believed to be 

led by a supernatural female [as opposed to the Devil], whom clerical writers tended 

to call Diana or Herodias’.118 In this way, the Witches’ Sabbat can be held as a literary 

                                                 
114 Rolf Schulte, Man as Witch: Male Witches in Central Europe, trans. by Linda Froome-Döring 
(London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), p. 2. 
115 Édouard Drumont, ‘Le Sabbat’, La Libre Parole, 27th November 1897, p. 1.  
116 Louis Lewin, Phantastica, Narcotic and Stimulating Drugs: Their Use and Abuse, trans. from the 
2nd German edition by P.H.A. Wirth (New York: E.P. Dutto, 1964) [orig. 1924], pp. 129-30. The 
Brocken here refers to the mountain which in German folklore hosted the Witches’ Sabbat, with Faust 
declaring that ‘Zum Brocken wandlen wir in der Walpurgisnacht’ (p. 267)[To the Brocken go we on 
Walpurgis Night] and ‘die Hexen zu dem Brocken ziehn’ (p. 262) [The witches are drawn to the 
Brocken]. Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Faust, Eine Tragödie (Tübingen: J. G. C o t t a ’ schen 
Buchhandlung, 1808). Translations my own. See also: Wilby, p. 20. 
117 Ronald Hutton, ‘The Wild Hunt and the Witches’ Sabbath’, Folklore, 125.2 (2014), 161-78; Wilby, 
p. 18. 
118 Hutton, ‘The Wild Hunt’, p. 164. 
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symbol of feminist revolt as seen in the pseudo-historical works of Michelet and 

Leland above.  

As such, it is unsurprising that Lorrain’s sabbat should feature the feminine as a 

focal point. Maud White opens the sabbat with an intertextual, almost liturgical 

reiteration of Albert Samain’s ‘Le Bouc noir passe au fond des ténèbres malsaines’, 

alluding both to unconventional love, with its references to ‘l’amour qui doit demain 

engendrer la haine’, but also to witchcraft, when it is pointed out that ‘minuit sonne au 

coeur des sorcières obscènes’ (147).119 The significance of intertextuality and 

literature to this burgeoning cult is later commented on by one of the guests, Dosan, 

who notes ‘d’une voix d’oracle’ that ‘les vers [...] sont très suffisants’ (157). Phocas 

muses that this recitation ‘semblait incarner un rite, un rite de religion oubliée’, 

marking Maud out as a priestess or witch. Ethal notes that this ‘appel aux larves’ has 

seemingly summoned guests to the salon, while Phocas suggests that ‘la voix lente de 

Maud les évoquait’ (146-47). This of course has further significance, not only 

suggesting that the guests of the party itself are ghoulish, not of this world, and 

ultimately non-normative, but that they have been summoned there by an unknown 

force.  

Decadent imagery of apostasy and atavism flows through the allusions to non-

normative religion, which are furthered by calls to prelapsarian Egyptian religion, and 

particularly the cult of Isis, with Ethal declaring: ‘mettons Prêtresses de la Bonne 

Déesse, n’est-ce pas? puisque aucun homme n’était admis aux mystères d’Isis’ (150). 

This once again marks the refusal of patriarchal religion. Brian Stableford notes that 

the cultural pessimism that emerged from at the fin de siècle caused the Decadents to 

                                                 
119 Although etymologically unrelated, it is interesting that Lorrain should include passages from the 
poetry of Albert Samain, whose surname is eerily echoed in the modern witchcraft festival of Samhain 
(the Celtic name for Hallowe’en).  
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associate the implied decline of Europe with the decline of several historic 

civilisations, even Sodom and Gomorrah.120 As pointed out in the last chapter, the 

decline of Rome in particular was attributed to licentiousness and decadence.121 In this 

episode of Monsieur de Phocas both these historical features return and characterise 

fin-de-siècle Decadence in conjunction with the emergence of new sexual and social 

identities once again in an attempt to subvert the hegemonic position of patriarchal 

masculinity. By undermining religious authority as embodied in the overtly male 

institution of the Church and replacing them with women, Lorrain not only subverts 

the gendered assumptions of organised religion, but also empowers those excluded 

from participating in it – women and non-normative men.  

Lorrain’s narrative has been associated with the Sacred Feminine from its outset 

via the subtitle and narrative implication of the goddess Astarté, who Javier Teixidor 

notes was often syncretised with Isis and Aphrodite122 – an unsurprising syncretism 

given the shared attributes of these goddesses. As the sabbat continues in the passage 

entitled ‘Vers le sabbat’, Lorrain builds on the Isian imagery but contradicts the 

suggestion that ‘aucun homme n’était admis’ to her cult by placing all the men at the 

salon around Sophie – even those non-heteronormative men such as Reginald White 

and Herr Schapmann. We are told that ‘aucune femme n’était présentée’ (154). This 

marks an important inversion of the traditional masculine-feminine partition and could 

be viewed as a non-normative male identification with the transgressive female 

archetype epitomised in the patriarchal disruption that Isis represents, portrayed here 

through the image of Sophie who ‘avait une passion psychique pour le jeu de l’acteur’ 

                                                 
120 Brian Stableford, The Decadent World-View: Selected Essays (Rockville, MD: Wildside Press, 
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121 Donald Charles Earl, The Moral and Political Tradition of Rome (London: Thames and Hudson, 
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(153). The introduction of the Javanese androgynes punctuates an already gendered 

situation further and subverts traditional notions of gender stability: as Phocas puts it, 

‘le sexe est si ambigu dans cette race’ (155). It is thus only fitting that they should lead 

the ad-hoc coven into what is jokingly described as ‘le commencement de l’orgie’ 

(156), which would have traditionally been considered as the zenith of sabbatic 

action.123 This ‘orgie’ comes to a close with the Duchess of Althorneyshare described 

as ‘la madone du Vice, stigmatisée sous le surnom de Notre Dame de Sept-Luxures’ 

(158). The anti-Marian imagery of this description is clear,124 with the Christian ideal 

of the loving and forgiving Mother of God subverted into a perverse image of 

womanhood that runs contrary to patriarchal expectations of femininity – which 

ultimately also undermines patriarchal expectations of masculinity. The Sacred 

Feminine can thus be considered to run throughout this passage as a deliberately 

subversive counterpoint to patriarchal, normative discourse.  

The orgiastic scene ends with the arrival of Sir Thomas Welcôme, an Irishman who 

appears to fit both Tardieu’s descriptions of homosexuality as well as fulfil traditional 

stereotypes of virile masculinity. This ambiguous virility/effeminacy can be seen in 

the depiction of his ‘mains énormes, d’énormes mains de bourreau [étaient] soignées, 

poncées et, comme les mains d’Ethal, fleuries de bagues à tous les doigts’ (159). 

Although Welcôme was invited, in the light of the ‘appel aux larves’ and the sabbatic 

action in the previous passage, his final utterance in this passage – ‘vous saviez que je 

viendrais, j’avais promis’ (159) – has a Messianic quality to it, suggesting that he was 

summoned as the Devil would be summoned to the sabbat, thus subverting the 

traditional, Western image of Christ as a patriarchal, hegemonic male as well as 

                                                 
123 Scott E. Hendrix, ‘The Pursuit of Witches and the Sexual Discourse of the Sabbat’, Antropologija, 
11 (2011), 41-59 (p. 51). 
124 Winn goes as far as to describe Astarté as an ‘anti-madone’ (p. 185). 
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echoing the arrival of Leland’s alternative, witch-Messiah Aradia. This interplay 

between Satan and Jesus as opposing poles of masculinity anticipates a similar analysis 

in Fintan Walsh’s study of Mel Gibson’s 2004 film The Passion of Christ, in which he 

claims ‘anxieties surrounding heteronormative stability are central to the film’s 

narrative and visual modes’, and suggests that ‘these phobias find embodied 

exemplification in the androgynous figure of Satan, pitted in opposition to the 

eroticized, normative masculinity of Jesus’.125 I argue that a similar juxtaposition is 

happening within Lorrain’s text, with a tension between traditional, masculine 

depictions of Christ and an increased anxiety surrounding the ‘feminisation’ of Christ 

occurring in the nineteenth century with regards to the way gender and religion 

intersected. As Sean Gill states, men were traditionally regarded in the image of God 

and women as the troublesome “Other”’, ultimately associating women with sin and 

precluding them from engaging with Christianity in a meaningful manner. This led to 

the suggestion that Christ should ‘embody the highest attributes of both femininity and 

of masculinity as they were understood in a society in which gender identities were 

sharply polarized’.126 As early as 1837, Sarah Ellis was claiming Christ as ‘an 

exemplar of distinctly feminine virtues’, while we are told that four decades later, 

Thomas Hughes chose to emphasise ‘the manliness of Christ’.127 In a specifically 

French context, Moran notes that the nineteenth century saw ‘positivistic 

interpretations’128 of the New Testament, with Ernest Renan’s La Vie de Jésus (1863) 

                                                 
125 Fintan Walsh, Male Trouble: Masculinity and the Performance of Crisis (London: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2010), p. 37. 
126 Sean Gill, ‘Ecce Homo: Representations of Christ as the Model of Masculinity in Victorian Art and 
Lives of Jesus’, in Masculinity and Spirituality in Victorian Culture, ed. by Andrew Bradstock 
(Basingstoke: Macmillan, 2000), pp. 164-78 (p. 166). See also James Eli Adams, Dandies and Desert 
Saints: Styles of Victorian Manhood (Ithaca/London: Cornell University Press, 1995), p. 34. 
127 Adams, p. 8.  
128 Claire Moran, Staging the Artist: Performance and the Self-Portrait from Realism to Expressionism 
(Oxford: Routledge, 2017), p. 154. 
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and Émile Littré’s French translation of David Strauss’s Das Leben Jesu (1835) 

presenting a more humanistic image of Christ. 

This recalibration of Christ, both within Lorrain and in the pan-European 

hivemind, constitutes an interrogation of what masculinity should be, epitomised 

through a model for Christian patriarchal society. Both empathetic and physically 

strong, the traditional image of Christ embodies a tension between the traditional 

active/passive binary, highlighting the ambiguity inherent with masculinity. 

Welcôme’s gentle and loving nature is often juxtaposed against Ethal’s hard and cruel 

nature. The Irishman’s name infers an implicit compatibility, demonstrated in 

Phocas’s eagerness to ‘[écouter] cet homme, comme on boit un philtre’ (182) while 

Ethal ‘exaspérait [le] mal [de Phocas]’ (209). Winn suggests that Lorrain’s 

anglophobia not only demanded a ‘natural enemy’ for the Englishman, but that ‘[le] 

soupçon d’homosexualité [...confirme] la justesse du trait entre lui et Oscar Wilde’.129 

In this way, Lorrain utilises Welcôme’s national marginality as an Irishman to imply 

homosexuality and sexual marginality, introduced into the narrative as a foil for Ethal. 

Both men can thus be seen as an embodiment of the struggle between competing tropes 

of Christian values and masculinity in the nineteenth century. 

The sabbat continues with the consumption of opium that the Javanese androgynes 

have been tasked to hand out to the guests. Althorneyshare continues to preside over 

the festivities as a high priestess much in the vein of Leland and Michelet’s witches, 

with Phocas noting that ‘restée assise sur son fauteuil, droite et gainée dans son 

armature de pierreries, la vieille duchesse d’Althorneyshare, seule, assistait, mais ne 

fumait pas’ (160). We have already discussed the significance of poison in the study 
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of witchcraft; however, the consumption of opium in this setting as a specifically self-

inflicted phenomenon harmonises with another traditional trope of the Witches’ 

Sabbat – the flight to and from the sabbat. The opium acts as a catalyst for imagined 

flights over ‘un fantastique et silencieux Paris vu à vol d’oiseau’ (162) as well as 

‘l’Inde légendaire et védique après l’Égypte mystérieuse’ (166). This echoes 

Alexander Kuklin’s assertion that this ‘ointment [...] served as a link between [the 

Devil] and the witches, and as a means for the witches to prepare for the journey to the 

Sabbat’.130 Thus, witches were believed to use narcotics to travel – or at least believe 

they were travelling – to the sabbat. This ointment, which I argue is linked to the opiate 

used in the novel, is referred to by scholars of historical witchcraft as a ‘flying 

ointment’, which consisted of several intoxicating plants.131 It is clear that Lorrain was 

aware of such a concoction, noting in his more overtly occult short story ‘La Princesse 

au sabbat’ that ‘la princesse, debout toute nue devant la cheminée, se sent oindre et 

frotter d’une étrange pommade [...]. Et la princesse épantouflée et transie se sent 

enlever par les cheveux,’ only to find herself at the sabbat.132  

In addition to the narcotic nature of both the flying ointment and the opium, this 

intoxication often took on a distinctly erotic aspect, with Erich Hesse asserting that 

‘the hallucinations are frequently dominated by the erotic moment’,133 while some 

historical accounts suggest that the flying ointment was applied to a staff.134 This leads 

Michael J. Harner to assert that the image of the witch and her broomstick ‘was 

                                                 
130 Alexander Kuklin, How do Witches Fly? A Practical Approach to Nocturnal Flights (Mountain 
View, CA: DNA Press, 1999), p. 3. See also Edward B. Tylor, Primitive Culture: Researches into the 
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undoubtedly more than a symbolic Freudian act, [the broomstick] serving as an 

applicator for the atropine-containing plant to the sensitive vaginal membranes’.135 

This distinctly sexual aspect of the flying ointment is thus symbolised both through 

the Javanese dance in which the androgynes ‘ne faisaient qu’un seul corps à deux têtes’ 

(162), as well as the guests circulating and fraternising together in a manner 

reminiscent of sexual congress. We read that Maud White ‘[était] allongée auprès de 

son frère’ (160), while Ethal ‘venait alors s’étendre entre Welcôme et [Phocas], et les 

danses du poison commençaient’ (161), which resolves Sedgwick’s queer triangle, 

albeit with three men, rather than requiring a female lens through which homosexual 

desire can be safely expressed. 

The sabbat comes to an end in the passage entitled ‘Smara’, which takes its name 

from a vampiric, demonic, intertextual rêverie by Charles Nodier,136 further implying 

the evocation of an occult power. It sets the scene for yet another witchcraft trope in 

the shape of the witches’ teat, which was held to be the spot on the witch’s body from 

which she suckled her familiar as a pseudo-mother.137 Phocas notes that an ‘effroyable 

ennemi conquérait [sa] chair. Toute une armée d’énormes chauves-souris [...] de 

l’espèce dite vampire, suçait [son] sang’, an act that he reciprocates (167). The image 

of the bat of course evokes associations of vampirism in addition to the implication of 

a witches’ teat, but Phocas’s reciprocation of the act further underlines his non-

normativity not only as a male witch who has suckled a familiar, but also as an 

infantilised male who has equally suckled from that familiar. This bipartite 

                                                 
135 Harner, p. 131. 
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empowerment and devirilisation of Phocas marks his now willing compliance with the 

sabbatic actions, while also representing the Decadent obsession with death and 

decay.138 

Birth of a New Religion, Rebirth of a Man 

Following the actions of the sabbat, Phocas begins to oscillate between Ethal and 

Welcôme, which Birkett suggests is choice between idealism and murder.139 I argue 

for a reading of a power struggle between the two anglophones for the control of 

Phocas, following my analysis of both men embodying competing images of Christ. 

Both men attempt to sway the Frenchman away from his rival in a series of passages 

following the sabbat, with Ethal denouncing Welcôme’s offers of a cure for Phocas’s 

affliction as disingenuous: ‘il a menti; il vous a trompé, comme un misérable possédé 

qu’il est’ (185). Meanwhile, Welcôme warns Phocas of his compatriot, saying that ‘il 

opère surtout sur les gens déjà malades et n’achève, en somme, que des condamnés à 

mort’ (173). However, if we continue our analysis of the arrival of Welcôme at the 

dinner/salon/sabbat as the successful invocation of the Devil, it only seems fitting that 

Welcôme should be successful in his wooing of Phocas. As we have stated, Ethal has 

duplicitously promised Phocas a cure for his fetishes, to no avail. However, in the 

aftermath of the sabbat, Welcôme befriends Phocas, denouncing Ethal and his version 

of Astarté, and supporting his new-found friend during his come-down from the opium 

binge. His polarity to Ethal is demonstrated by his provision of sensible advice with 

regards to Phocas’s affliction, with the Irishman suggesting that travelling to the ends 

of the Mediterranean would be beneficial, describing ‘un esprit qui sait s’isoler peut 

assumer du bonheur’ in such places as Tunis and Malta (177). 
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The suggestion of such a journey evokes images of the Orient, which, as 

Christopher Partridge notes, the Western Occult Tradition has historically pilfered or 

been inspired by due to its Otherness.140 This has certainly been the case within the 

domain of nineteenth-century French literature – consider Flaubert’s orientalised 

priestess Salammbô in the eponymous novel of 1862, or Huysmans’s lauding of Poe’s 

‘mystères cabalistiques du vieil Orient’ that was touched upon in chapter one, for 

example.141 Orientalism is also significant, however, on a homosexual and non-

normative masculine level when we consider that ‘le Sud de l’Europe et le Maghreb 

sont ainsi des territoires où se développe un imaginaire érotique’ that many 

homosexuals tapped into, documented, and enjoyed.142 Welcôme goes on to recount 

his own tale of obsession, which is once again reminiscent of a flight to the sabbat, 

describing ‘les nuits de lune, les courses folles dans un fiacre de barrière du boulevard 

Bineau aux berges de Billancourt, les lentes promenades évocatoires’ through which 

he encountered ‘la décevante Astarté [...] dans les villes enchantées de l’Islam’ (178).  

The implication of the East, and of the Islamic world, here is significant on a 

gendered and sexual level, as well as on a religious one. Marwa Elshakry notes that 

‘Islam was critically reimagined in western Europe during the Fin De Siècle 

[...through] Europe’s changing sense of itself on a world stage’,143 representing the 

imperial and sexual other, with contemporaneous sexology ‘distinguishing civilised 

Western culture from perceived animalistic non-Western behaviour, and in particular 
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contrasting Western Christianity with an overtly sexualized Islam’.144 Knowledge of 

‘taboo’ sexual practices performed in the Islamic world entered the West through 

translations of texts such as the Arabian Nights (1885) and sex manuals such as The 

Scented Garden (1890), leading to outrage, but also what Collette Colligan describes 

as  a ‘hidden sexual worry’ and Western (specifically English) ‘sexual inadequacy’.145 

This exemplifies the Western crisis of masculinity at the time, whereby ‘a 

preoccupation with homosexual rape [...] intimates an underlying English fantasy 

around the sexual perversion of the Arab male and relative sexual vulnerability of the 

European male’.146 Although Colligan’s study focuses ostensibly on English sexual 

mores, she does note that the French were aware of Burton’s source texts before the 

English, pointing to a ‘competition [...] over knowledge and control of [Arabic] 

sexuality’ between the English and French.147 This suggests that the fin-de-siècle crisis 

of masculinity as embodied in an Arabic homosexual panic148 was a pan-European 

experience. However, there are also parallels between a real-life struggle of French, 

English, and Arabic belligerents as well as that of the French (Phocas), anglophone 

(Ethal and Welcôme), and Middle Eastern (Astarté) characters of the novel. Thus, I 

argued that the non-normativity of Islam in the fin-de-siècle imagination provided 

fertile ground for a new occult religion based around homoerotic freedom of 

expression, much in the way that Pierre Loti’s protagonist is permitted to explore his 
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alternative sexuality through the orientalist, Islamic lens in Aziyadé (1879).149 

However, whereas the Occult provides Lorrain with a locum tenens with which to 

discuss masculine transgression sensu lato, the extra-territorial nature of the 

orientalised discussion provides him equally with a sensu stricto, geographical locum 

tenens to discuss these transgression exemplifying Christopher Robinson’s assertion 

that ‘male homosexuality is acceptable to the nineteenth-century French heterosexual 

only so far as it is distant to him’.150 

Welcôme suggests that by meeting one’s demons head-on and internalising 

them, Phocas will overcome his anxiety. He is told to  

Laisse[r] entrer l’univers en soi et prendre ainsi lentement et voluptueusement 

possession du monde [...]. [L]à seulement, Astarté vous apparaîtra dans 

quelque belle fleur humaine, robuste et suant la santé, trop rose et trop rousse 

avec yeux mystérieux de bête, telle la bouchère au profil d’Hérodiade’ (180). 

The reference to Herodias here once again underlines the connections to witchcraft, 

with Leland equating his pagan messiah Aradia with Salomé’s mother.151 Hutton goes 

on to suggest that Aradia is simply the Italianised form of Herodias.152 As such, I argue 
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that Welcôme is suggesting what we would term today as ‘coming out’; by naming 

locations where homosexuals could function without fear of repercussions, he uses the 

image of Astarté as a metaphor for homosexual desire. This suggestion is supported 

by his non-normative call to arms, whereby he states that ‘vivre sa vie, voilà le but 

final; mais [...] nous avons contre nous notre éducation et notre milieu, que dis-je?’, 

demonstrating an ostensibly homosexual conflict against society, but also drawing 

attention to the fact that Ethal is a toxic obstacle to liberation (181). This call to arms 

acts as a panacea for Phocas against all the false promises that Ethal has made 

throughout the narrative, with the protagonist noting that ‘j’écoutais cet homme, 

comme on boit un philtre’, once again drawing on occult imagery (182). 

 As the trajectory of the novel continues, the hints of a new religion which is 

expanding throughout society are revealed, with a scene depicting a trip to the theatre, 

in which the decadent society of Paris comes together in a shared act of debauchery. 

All the men described at the theatre are of a typically non-normative appearance, with 

Muzarett – a guest from the sabbat – described as ‘svelte’ with his ‘torse, on eût dit 

corseté, et sa petite tête ridée’ (199). The non-normativity of the theatre-goers is further 

exemplified by their particularly hyperbolic sexual tastes, with an implied pederastic 

and Satanic inversion of Christ’s declaration to ‘laisser venir à moi les tout petits 

enfants’ whispered in the brothels (198). All of this non-normativity leads to the 

suggestion that the Parisians ‘communaient tous, eux aussi, dans la religion nouvelle, 

et c’était comme la célébration d’un rite dans toute cette salle’ which seems to worship 

‘la Luxure impératrice’ and ‘la psychique beauté du vingtième siècle’ (200), once 

again privileging the Sacred Feminine as a route to non-normative masculine 

liberation. As has been argued throughout this chapter, Decadence as a literary 

movement represents a new pseudo-religious movement which rejects not only the 
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aesthetic traditions from which it stems, but also the moral traditions – especially the 

sexual mores and gender dictates of Judaeo-Christian, patriarchal religious society. 

 This concept of a ‘new religion’ is likewise suggested by Ethal to sway Phocas 

away from Welcôme’s influence, when he suggests that Welcôme was ‘l’adepte favori, 

le disciple préféré de l’original instigateur du culte’ (204) that was ostensibly brought 

back from the Far East by a M. de Burdhes. Aiming to ‘imposer au monde une religion 

nouvelle’ (203), the Dutchman was unceremoniously murdered in his home. Ethal 

suggests that it was Welcôme who committed the murder due to his position as the 

benefactor of the adept’s will, with reference to the ‘fameuse théorie criminelle du cui 

prodest’ (204). In this way, Welcôme’s position as ‘le disciple préféré’, which has 

distinctly homoerotic overtones, as well as his implication in the murder, could be read 

as a perversion of John the Apostle, often held to be the disciple ‘whom Jesus loved’ 

(John 13:23). Thus, Lorrain subverts assumptions surrounding Judaeo-Christian 

tradition, undermining Johannine tradition. This perversion is furthered through 

Welcôme’s association with M. de Burdhes, whose temple, with its images of 

oscillating nymphs and demons, as well as ‘un lit très bas’ (206), mixes religious 

imagery with the conjugal image of a bed, suggesting that his murder was both 

sexually and occultly driven. Once again, Astarté presides over the scene of non-

normativity; in this instance she is described as an idol, with, ‘à la place du sexe, 

ricanante, menaçante, une petite tête de mort’ (207), not only exemplifying male fears 

of femininity at the fin de siècle,153 but acting as a prophylaxis against normative 

sexuality – ironically, non-normative behaviours become preferable. 
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 Following Ethal’s attempts to convince Phocas that Welcôme is a murderer 

and Welcôme’s attempts to persuade Phocas that Ethal is an egoist, Lorrain’s 

protagonist begins to realise that he is being pulled in contrary directions: 

la forêt de Tiffauges décrite par Huysmans, le cauchemar sexuel des vieux arbres 

fourchus et des crevasses béantes des écorces a pris odieusement forme parmi la 

vie moderne, et c’est un possédé que j’y promène, un envoûté, un misérable et fol 

ensorcelé des magies noires d’autrefois (211). 

By intertextually relating Durtal’s hallucinations to the historical Gilles de Rais from 

Joris-Karl Huysmans’s Là-Bas, Lorrain once again underlines the occult influences 

upon his protagonist, as well as his non-normativity. Gilles de Rais is documented as 

being both involved in the occult,154 as well as committing a series of child murders 

and rapes (211, n.1). As stated in the introduction of this chapter, Là-Bas represents 

Decadent occultism par excellence, atavistically bringing the medieval to the modern, 

with Gilles de Rais’s actions bringing forth the Decadent fascination with death, decay, 

and perversion. Huysmans’s narrative thus suggests that black magic and Satanism are 

very much a contemporaneous phenomenon at the fin de siècle, which hints at the 

possibility that Lorrain is suggesting the same through his portrayal of Phocas. This, 

in addition to the literary trope of the witches’ sabbat, marks a distinctly textual 

engagement with the occult, supporting my reading of idées masculines within 

Monsieur de Phocas. As stated earlier, the epistolary form of the novel irresistibly 

draws attention to the act of writing, but it is this intertextual interpolation of another 

key Decadent author, Huysmans, that particularly draws attention to the non-

normative male as reader as well as writer, thus embodying both the archetype of the 
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literate magus who would draft his own Faustian pact, and the illiterate witch who 

would sign away her name to the Devil.155 Furthermore, it epitomises the diegetic 

dialogue that underpins the concept of idées masculines as seen in our discussion of 

Huysmans À Rebours – it is no surprise, then, that Huysmans should appear again and 

in an influential, intertextual position.  

This epiphany effectively galvanises Phocas into action, and making his choice 

between the two men, he kills Ethal by forcing him to ingest his own poison. This act 

completes Phocas’s initiation into the witch-cult, and fulfils the expectations of the 

sabbatic sacrifice, culminating in the protagonist’s rebirth. On exiting Ethal’s 

workshop Phocas states: ‘je défripai mon devant de chemise, renouai tranquillement 

ma cravate, ouvris la porte de l’antichambre et descendis l’escalier’ (276). This exit is 

evocative of a yonic image of a child’s passage from the womb along the vaginal canal 

during birth. He goes on to say that ‘je ne me reconnais plus. Ma sensibilité est tout à 

fait annihilée. Jamais je n’ai été aussi calme. Est-ce le meurtre qui a développé en moi 

cette puissance de sang-froid et cette singulière énergie’ (280). It is significant that the 

protagonist is never again referred to as the duc de Fréneuse but as Monsieur de Phocas 

after the murder. This rebaptism is confirmed in the publisher’s office at the beginning 

of the novel (which takes place after the events of the manuscript), where he tells us 

that ‘le duc de Fréneuse est mort, il n’y a plus que M. de Phocas’ (53). 

By killing Ethal, Phocas ends society’s poisonous influence on him and 

chooses the life of freedom, heeding Welcôme’s warning that Ethal is an 

‘empoisonneur’ as well as his advice to ‘vivre sa vie’. This route to liberation via 

poisoning has been noted as a trope of witchcraft texts, with Leland’s Aradia urging 

                                                 
155 Davies, p. 43.  
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its disciples to ‘avvenelare (tutti) i signori,/ Di farli morti nei loro palazzi’.156 By 

poisoning his own feudal signore in the form of Ethal, Phocas is able to escape from 

his own form of oppression by reshaping his gender identity. By killing Ethal, who has 

tormented and misled Phocas with false promises of a cure, Phocas is permitted to 

follow the advice of Welcôme. Thus, Phocas follows Welcôme’s version of Astarté as 

‘quelque belle fleur humaine’ (180) rather than that of Ethal, a frightening figure who 

‘entre ses cuisses fuselées, au bas renflé du ventre, à la place du sexe, ricanante, 

menaçante, [avait] une petite tête de mort’ (207). In other words, he chooses life over 

death, allowing Lorrain to suggest that a non-normative, homoerotic sexuality is more 

attractive than a traditional, heterosexual one. 

Conclusion 
This chapter shows that occult and marginalised sexual identities and behaviours can 

be considered non-normative and inherently interlinked due to their shared 

marginality, in historical texts, sources, as well as the works of Jean Lorrain. The 

occult is characterised by the unknown and is situated in an underworld separated form 

normative society, offering a marginal space in which non-normative individuals can 

engage. In this manner, occulture can be considered as a crystallised form of social 

anxiety concerned with subverting patriarchal discourse. I suggest that Lorrain’s 

engagement, not only in non-heteronormative behaviours in Monsieur de Phocas but 

also the underlying imagery of occultism, helps to queer the dominant discourse as 

embodied by the patriarchal overculture that it undermines. As such, the occult can be 

considered to inhabit a position ‘outside’ Rubin’s ‘Charmed Circle’ of sexual 

behaviours and identities, which in the case of the novel ensures that the protagonist 

is ‘doubly’ transgressive due to his engagement with non-normative sexuality and the 

                                                 
156 Leland, p. 2. 
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occult. Phocas is therefore allowed a further route to authority via multiple methods of 

subverting the status quo. The protagonist’s engagement with non-normative religious 

modes effectively triggers a rebirth within him and allows him to ‘vivre sa vie’, as 

commanded by Welcôme.  

 The imagery of witchcraft offers a further method of subverting the status quo, 

turning the gendered expectations of the witch on their head while engaging with 

Decadent tropes of apostasy and rebellion. Alison Rowlands notes that women have 

traditionally been the focus of accusations of witchcraft.157 However, men were 

historically accused of witchcraft, although these accusations had implications for their 

masculinity, with several scholars pointing out that by being associated with 

witchcraft, these men were feminised.158 This chapter reveals that, by engaging with 

literary tropes of witchcraft rather than the overtly masculinist contemporaneous 

occult orders, Lorrain further subverts hegemonic masculinity, utilising an image of 

feminine revolt as seen in the works of Michelet and Leland, rather than of virile 

dominance and control and portrayed in the orders’ philosophies of magic. Witchcraft 

and Decadence uniquely intersect in the work of Lorrain through shared tropes of 

poisoning (both literally and metatextually through literary influence), and 

engagement with marginality and ‘otherness’, in order to highlight the marginality of 

non-normative men (and women to an extent) in the patriarchal society of fin-de-siècle 

France. An explicit engagement with intertextuality and metatextuality also opens a 

diegetic dialogue between Lorrain, Phocas, and the reader. By empowering a marginal, 

                                                 
157 Alison Rowlands, ‘Not the “Usual Suspects”? Male Witches, Witchcraft, and Masculinities in Early 
Modern Europe’, (p. 1). See also Valerie A. Kivelson, ‘Male Witches and Gendered Categories in 
Seventeenth-Century Russia’, Comparative Studies in Society and History, Vol. 45, No. 3 (July 2003), 
606-631 (p. 606). 
158 Malcolm Gaskill, ‘Masculinity and Witchcraft in 17th Century England’ in Witchcraft and 
Masculinities in Early Modern Europe, ed. by Alison Rowlands (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), 
171-190 (p. 172); Schulte, p. 249. See also Elizabeth Kent, ‘Masculinity and Male Witches in Old and 
New England, 1593-1680’, History Workshop Journal, 60 (2005), 69-92 (p. 86).  
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transgressive protagonist, Lorrain subverts the status-quo, permitting Phocas avenues 

to power, and ultimately readdresses the balance of power between heteronormative 

masculinity and non-normative, subordinate masculinity. Furthermore, by engaging 

with the occult, Lorrain taps into a wider Decadent trope of both rejecting, and ‘re-

enchanting’ modernity, while magic becomes synonymous with idées masculines 

through their joint endeavour of influencing the way in which people think. The 

infamous fin-de-siècle English occultist Aleister Crowley once described magick – 

spelled with a ‘k’ to differentiate it from illusion – as ‘the Science and Art of causing 

change to occur in conformity with Will’.159 In many ways, this perception of magic(k) 

can be compared to late-nineteenth-century politicised writing in which authors sought 

to ‘condemn the “official” culture of their times’,160 best epitomised by Mallarmé’s 

declaration that the job of the poet was to be ‘en grève devant la société’.161 Lorrain’s 

engagement with idées masculines mobilises the political and subversive natures of 

both witchcraft and homosexual literature in order to subvert gendered, religious, and 

sexual assumptions at the fin de siècle and open up a path to hegemony for those 

excluded from enacting it.  

                                                 
159 Aleister Crowley, Magick in Theory and Practice (London: Abacus Press, 1976), p. 131. 
160 Călinescu, pp. 106-107. 
161 Stéphane Mallarmé, Oeuvres Complètes (Paris: Gallimard, Bibliothèque de la Pléiade, 1970), p. 870. 
Again here, rather than making an overt political statement in the traditional terms of two warring 
factions struggling to govern, I quote Mallarmé to highlight the politics of identity and the interaction 
of people.  
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Chapter Three:                                                                                

Who’s On Top?: Dequeering and Requeering Rachilde 

‘Ça n’empêche pas d’être un homme’ 

Rachilde1 

Literature of the nineteenth century, and especially that of the fin de siècle, 

problematised the paradigms of gender and sexuality in the context of a renewed crisis 

of gender following the recalibration of French society after the revolution of 1789. 

Dorothy Kelly points out that ‘secure and stable notions of gender identity are hard to 

find in nineteenth-century French prose’, suggesting that when these notions are 

explicitly challenged or presented, they ‘often act as catalysts that set the plot in motion 

or as a focus for the main conflict in a text’.2 As such, the representation of both 

masculinity and femininity in the late nineteenth century becomes a central 

problematic.3 As shall be seen, the novels of Rachilde are no different, with many, if 

not most, featuring gender transgression as a central conceit within the narrative. Most 

critics have hitherto relied on a framework of a gender binary in order to analyse non-

normativity within Rachilde’s oeuvre, often coming to opposing conclusions given the 

ambiguity of Rachilde’s writing. In this chapter, I focus on masculinity, and 

specifically non-normative masculinity, as despite Diana Holmes’s assertion that 

‘masculinity is equally well performed by [Rachilde's] heroines’,4 remarkably few 

                                                 
1 Rachilde, Monsieur Vénus, ed. by Melanie Hawthorne (New York: Modern Language Association of 
America, 2004), p. 17. All subsequent references to Monsieur Vénus will be from this edition unless 
stated otherwise and integrated into the text.  
2 Dorothy Kelly, Fictional Genders: Role and Representation in Nineteenth-Century French Narrative 
(Lincoln, University of Nebraska Press, 1989), p. ix. 
3 Ibid., p. 2. 
4 Diana Holmes, Rachilde: Decadence, Gender, and the Woman Writer (Oxford/New York: Berg, 
2001), p. 165. 
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critics have tackled the (admittedly elusive) topos of masculinity within Rachilde’s 

novels. Many scholars have chosen instead to follow a strictly feminist line of inquiry, 

or to focus on bipartite role reversals, the latter exemplified in Katherine Gantz’s 

emphasis on Jacques’s femininity within a male body in Monsieur Vénus: Gantz reads 

this as an illustration of transsexuality setting up a bipartite structure,  allowing her to 

suggest that ‘his sex, and not his gender […] is out of place’.5 Although Melanie C. 

Hawthorne has explored the fluid construction of masculinity in the work of Rachilde, 

she retains a feminist perspective when she suggests that Rachilde ‘oppose[s] rather 

than reaffirm[s] patriarchal power’ by appropriating the ‘male prerogative’ that writing 

was assumed to be in the nineteenth century.6 Others who have written on masculinity 

have chosen to focus on the embodiment of the contemporary crisis of masculinity, 

still in relation to femininity, with Mia Lilly recently noting that ‘modernity makes 

male bodies just as susceptible as female bodies to transformation and 

commoditisation from historical reality to aesthetic object to fabricated vessels of 

desire’.7  

This chapter adds to this critical masculinities discourse, focusing on the ways 

in which the masculine subjectivities within Monsieur Vénus and La Tour d’amour 

disrupt the heteronormative binary and queer heterosexuality, and reclaim passive 

masculinity and female masculinity as bearers of masculinity. These two texts present 

us not only with non-normative forms of masculinity through necrophilia, passive 

sexuality and gender non-conformity, but also with distinctly textual forms of 

masculinity which engage with literature and language in the way that we have 

                                                 
5 Katherine Gantz, ‘The Difficult Guest: French Queer Theory Makes Room for Rachilde’, South 
Central Review, 22 (2005), 113-32 (p. 126). 
6 Melanie C. Hawthorne, ‘To the Lighthouse: Fictions of Masculine Identity in Rachilde’s La Tour 
d’Amour’, L’Esprit Créateur, 34 (1992), 41-51 (pp. 41-42). 
7 Mia Lilly, ‘The Crisis of Masculinity in Rachilde’s Monsieur Vénus’, HARTS & Minds: The Journal 
of Humanities and Arts, 3 (2017), 52-65 (p. 62). 
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outlined in our discussion of the conceptual framework of idées masculines as seen in 

Huysmans. The novels treated in this chapter, Monsieur Vénus and La Tour d’amour, 

both present protagonists who engage with reading and writing in a self-conscious 

manner that I argue informs their performance of masculinity. A focus on textuality 

therefore also extends Hawthorne’s argument in relation to Rachilde’s appropriation 

of a masculine identity by focusing on the reification of writing and the creative 

functions at the narrative level of the novel, which I argue counters patriarchal 

discourse but epitomises my concept of idées masculines, ultimately allowing 

Rachilde to rewrite gender. As Petra Dierkes-Thrun has suggested, ‘Raoule’s 

behaviour [in Monsieur Vénus] celebrates a transgressive, gender-flexible artistic 

identity that provides a measure of freedom from the typical restrictions of fin-de-

siècle femininity’;8 a freedom which runs more widely throughout her oeuvre.9 

A Queer Heterosexuality? 

Rachilde is characterised by her nuanced approach to gender and sexuality. She 

famously stated in 1928 that she was not a feminist: ‘je n’ai jamais eu confiance dans 

les femmes, l’éternel féminin m’ayant trompé d’abord sous le masque maternel et je 

n’ai pas plus confiance en moi’.10 By drawing a link between an ‘eternal feminine’ and 

the feminism of her day, Rachilde’s rejection of establishment feminism is 

unsurprising; as I demonstrate, Rachilde’s thinking on feminism and gender more 

broadly is much more suited to recent iterations of the movement than with the (proto) 

first-wave feminism of her day, necessarily constrained and essentialised by its milieu. 

However, Rachilde’s dislike of mainstream feminism was not based solely on an 

                                                 
8 Petra Dierkes-Thrun, ‘Decadent Sensuality in Rachilde and Wilde’, in Decadence and the Senses, ed. 
by Jane Desmarais and Alice Condé (Cambridge: Legenda, 2017), pp. 51-65 (pp. 54-55).  
9 Although I unfortunately do not have the space to discuss them here, other novels by Rachilde such as 
La Marquise de Sade (1887), Madame Adonis (1888), Les hors nature (1897), L’Heure sexuelle (1898) 
and La jongleuse (1900) all treat non-normative sexuality and gender fluidity in one way or another. 
10 Rachilde, Pourquoi je ne suis pas féministe (Paris: Éditions de France, 1928), p. 6. 
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internalised misogyny – she had laid out her contrasting ‘female manifesto’ as early as 

1896, when she published her article ‘Questions brûlantes’ that differentiated between 

the materialism on which the émancipatrices focused and the aesthetic love on which 

Rachilde based her feminism – ultimately extoling ‘individual creativity and 

aestheticism’.11 This confrontation with traditional feminism is often considered to be 

indicative of ‘une misogynie et un antiféminisme notoires’,12 but Sonya Stephens 

suggests this allowed Rachilde to develop a more individualistic philosophy based on 

‘personal freedom and gender flexibility’.13 Likewise, Robert Ziegler notes that 

Rachilde was ‘known at once for her strident anti-feminism and anarchistic leaning 

[...], emerg[ing] as somewhat of a literary paradox’.14 It is therefore unsurprising that 

analyses of Rachilde’s work have celebrated her ‘critique of gender roles’,15 which 

Holmes claims ‘exhibits the “normal” politics of gender and presents gender identity 

as fluid, constructed, anything but essential’.16 Gender in Rachilde’s oeuvre can thus 

be understood as a ‘matter of symbolic positioning’ rather than a ‘biological 

category’.17 I contribute to these analyses and further our understanding of the 

assertion of a masculine persona by Rachilde as an author by examining how 

masculinity is appropriated and subverted by those who are deemed traditionally 

‘unmasculine’ – women, passively sexual men, and those whose sexual and social 

habits fall outside of socially acceptable norms.  

                                                 
11 Cited in Adeline Soldin, ‘Exploring the Ambiguities of Feminism with Rachilde’, in Cherchez la 
Femme: Women and Values in the Francophone World, ed. by Erika Fülöp and Adrienne Angelo 
(Newcastle-Upon-Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2011), pp. 14-26 (pp. 16-17). 
12 Dominique Fisher, ‘À propos du «Rachildisme» ou Rachilde et les lesbiennes’, Nineteenth-Century 
French Studies, 31 (2003), 297-310 (p. 297). 
13 Sonya Stephens, A History of Women’s Writing in France (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2000), p. 221. 
14 Robert Ziegler, ‘Rachilde’s L’Heure Sexuelle: Towards a Literature fin-de-sexe’, Nineteenth-Century 
French Studies, 23 (1994-1995), 194-205 (p. 194). 
15 Melanie C. Hawthorne, ‘Monsieur Vénus: A Critique of Gender Roles’, Nineteenth-Century French 
Studies, 16 (1987-1988), 162-79 (p. 164). 
16 Holmes, p. 120.  
17 Hawthorne, ‘Critique of Gender Roles’, p. 173. 
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Lisa Downing suggests that Decadent representations of gender and sexuality 

‘undo very pointedly the construction of the normative social discourses of 

womanhood, the family, heteronormativity, utility and reproduction’.18 Following this 

line of enquiry, rather than reading the gender role reversals as simply reversals, I 

suggest that non-normative performances of masculinity (and femininity to an extent) 

reveal more about what we consider to be the norm, by highlighting its inherent 

queerness. A queering of heterosexuality and a repositioning of heteronormative 

definitions of masculinity follow Gantz’s assertion that:  

the notion of queer [...] should not be understood as the binary opposite of 

“heterosexual” [...] but is best illuminated in juxtaposition to the term 

“straight”, suggesting a similarly inclusive category of that which is 

prohibitive, oppressive, and static about culturally-dictated definitions of 

“normative” sexuality.19  

If we divorce the concept of ‘straightness’ from ‘heterosexuality’, we open up fresh 

ground in which to problematise and analyse the norm. As Jason Hartford argues in 

his discussion of the queer martyr in French literature, queer ‘may usually be taken to 

mean non-heterosexual and non-heteronormative [while] homosexuality can 

sometimes be reconciled with patriarchy, whereas queerness cannot’.20 This is echoed 

by Annette Schlichter, who suggests that ‘there remains a wide range of work to be 

done to arrive at a more nuanced understanding of the construction of 

                                                 
18 Lisa Downing, ‘Notes on a proto-queer Rachilde: Decadence, Deviance, and (Reverse) Discourse in 
La Marquise de Sade’, Sexualities 15 (2011), 16-27 (p. 19). 
19 Gantz, p. 115. 
20 Jason James Hartford, Sexuality, Iconography, and Fiction in French: Queering the Martyr (Cham, 
Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018), pp. viii-ix. 
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heterosexuality’.21 Queerness renders heteronormativity problematic and reveals it to 

be less than monolithic.  

Jack Halberstam has noted that gendered crises of the fin de siècle ‘produced 

particular forms of femininity and masculinity and clearly showed that femininity was 

not wed to femaleness and masculinity was certainly not bound to maleness’.22 All 

assumptions of the sexual status quo were turned on their head, but this was not simply 

reserved for non-conforming sexualities and identities. Anna Clark points out that ‘at 

the turn of the century, many questioned the romantic ideal of marriage and feared that 

a sexual crisis caught men and women in its grip’.23 Heterosexuality seemed to be 

based on a series of incompatibilities as opposed to the normative ideal of sexual 

compatibility, incompatibilities which Maxime Foerster refers to as ‘heterosexual 

trouble’, noting that it appears regularly in French Romanticism and Decadence.24 

Decadence thus undercuts heteronormative assumptions around gender and sexuality, 

inherently queer in itself through its rejection of aesthetic norms. 

However, Halberstam warns that when undermining heteronormativity, we 

should beware of creating ‘another binary in which masculinity always signifies 

power’.25 As such, a heterosexuality founded on an active-passive binary entrenches 

                                                 
21 Annette Schlichter, ‘Queer at Last: Straight Intellectuals and the Desire for Transgression’, GLQ, 10 
(2004), 543-64 (p. 557). 
22 Judith (Jack) Halberstam, Female Masculinity (Durham/London: Duke University Press, 1998), p 48. 
Halberstam has transitioned since this book was published but has stated that they have no preference 
as to what pronouns or names by which they are referred to. As such, I cite this publication under the 
name it was published (Judith), but refer to Halberstam by their current name (Jack). However, when 
referencing a scholar who has transitioned, and whose preferences are unclear, I will refer to them by 
initials where possible (for example, R.W. Connell), or simply to the name they have used to publish 
the referenced work, avoiding referring to their dead name when possible. See Jack Halberstam, ‘On 
Pronouns’, Jack Halberstam: Gaga Feminism and Queer Failure…(2012), 
http://www.jackhalberstam.com/on-pronouns/ [accessed 11/10/19].  
23 Anna Clark (ed.), ‘The Problem of Heterosexuality: Could Men and Women find Happiness 
Together?’, in The History of Sexuality in Europe: A Sourcebook and Reader (Oxford: Routledge, 
2011), pp. 209-10 (p. 209). 
24 Maxime Foerster, The Politics of Love: Queer Heterosexuality in Nineteenth-Century French 
Literature (University of New Hampshire: University of New Hampshire Press, 2018), p. 2. 
25 Halberstam, pp. 28-29. 
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ideas of dominance and submission through notions of penetration and subsequent 

‘conquering’. Since the early nineties, appraisals of gendered interactions have 

attempted to subvert this active-passive, ‘conqueror-conquered’ paradigm. In her 

discussion of Baudelaire and Desbordes-Valmore, Barbara Johnson suggests that 

‘there is certainly no simple correlation [...] between femininity and passivity, 

masculinity and action’.26 Yet, as we shall see, many critics continue to work within a 

framework informed by an inflexible gender binary. By engaging with both a female 

masculinity and a passive male masculinity, Rachilde, I argue, disturbs this binary and 

reconfigures the paradigm: rather than thinking of the penetrated partner as a sheath, 

we can problematise the penetrator’s desire to be enveloped. As Camille Paglia 

suggests, ‘the toothed vagina is no sexist hallucination: every penis is made less in 

every vagina, just as mankind, male and female, is devoured by mother nature’.27 

Paglia’s evocation of the vagina dentata illustrates the subtle yet uncomfortable 

subversion of heterosexuality and heteronormativity that queerness permits. As we 

shall see, Rachilde subverts the traditional dichotomy of penetration in which neither 

the penetrated nor the penetrator emerge as unscathed. Nobody “wins” under 

Patriarchy.  

Monsieur Vénus: The Penetrated Male  

Monsieur Vénus (1884) presents us with a clear example of nineteenth-century 

‘heterosexual trouble’, with its narrative of a masculine woman and a feminine man. 

Raoule de Vénérande, the last scion of an aristocratic lineage, seeks out Marie Silvert, 

a florist, only to be met instead by her androgynous brother, Jacques. Gender role 

                                                 
26 Barbara Johnson, ‘Charles Baudelaire and Marceline Desbordes-Valmore’, in Displacements: 
Women, Tradition, Literatures in French, ed. by Joan DeJean and Nancy K. Miller (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins Press, 1991), pp. 163-81 (p. 175). 
27 Camille Paglia, Sexual Personae: Art and Decadence from Nefertiti to Emily Dickinson (New York: 
Vintage, 1991), p. 47. 
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reversals abound until gender identities become blurred and interchangeable. Even the 

title of the novel hints at the fluidity and superficiality of gender by both juxtaposing 

and eradicating gender difference, while the name of Raoule would seem to 

homophonically hint at the performance of a ‘rôle’ and gender roles, as we shall see. 

Due to this, many scholars read the novel in the light of contemporary questions of 

queer identities. For example, Dierkes-Thrun notes that ‘Raoule’s dominance mingles 

with her female masculinity and what we would now call transgender performance’.28 

I divorce gender transgression from the need to be qualified by transgender 

performance, because, as Halberstam states, too often ‘transsexualism has been used 

as both the place of gender transgression and the marker of gender conservatism’.29  

There have been several readings of gender non-conformity in the novel, often 

suggesting that one may readily interpret such representation as a complete subversion 

or as a consolidation of gender roles.30 My analysis of the novel takes this critical 

background into account, but pushes the feminist deconstruction of gender binaries 

further, suggesting that Rachilde’s ambiguous (and potentially problematic) 

presentation of gender and sexuality can be used to further our understanding of 

Monsieur Vénus beyond a facile reification of a gender binary, in which a more 

nuanced, fluid representation of gender is revealed. Such a reading epitomises 

Catherine Lingua’s assertion that ‘[l’]oscillation permanente entre négation du sexe et 

confusion des genres’ is a core feature of the Decadent aesthetic, in which the Decadent 

aesthete refuses any essentialist categorisation through a refusal to identify solely 

based on one’s biological sex.31 As was argued in the introduction to this thesis, 

                                                 
28 Dierkes-Thrun, p. 53. 
29 Halberstam, p. 160. 
30 Gantz, p. 114. 
31 Catherine Lingua, Ces anges du bizarre. Regard sur une aventure esthétique de la Décadence (Paris: 
Librairie Nizet, 1995), p. 179. 
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Decadent aesthetics refuted the idea that function followed form, advocating art for 

art’s sake, and allowing for a simultaneous disruption from traditional 

sexomorphological views which posited equally separate spheres of influence for men 

and women based largely on their sex, or form. 

In an attempt to scandalise a policeman, Rachilde famously said that Monsieur 

Vénus was the story of ‘une femme qui aimerait les hommes et qui [...] les enc[ule]’.32 

This pornographic aim comes to fruition at the end of the novel, where Raoule kisses 

the corpse of Jacques and ‘un ressort disposé à l’intérieur des flancs correspond à la 

bouche et l’anime en même temps qu’il fait s’écarter les cuisses’ (211). Rather than 

focus on the penetrated male’s “denigrated” masculinity, I reclaim sexual passivity as 

equally as indicative of masculinity as sexual dominance. In discourses surrounding 

male homosexuality, for example, the application of heteronormativity has often 

resulted in the creation of ‘a hierarchy between masculinity/femininity and 

tops/bottoms’, whereby ‘top’ refers to the penetrative partner while ‘bottom’ refers to 

the penetrated partner.33 As early as 1857, the French proto-sexologist and doctor 

Auguste Ambroise Tardieu noted in his Étude médico-légale sur les attentats aux 

moeurs that ‘passive [pederasts] had the rounded and soft contours of women’, 

implying an inherent heteronormative standard by which to measure homosexuality.34 

By associating the penetrative partner with masculinity and the penetrated partner with 

femininity, we reveal a recreation of a misogynistic heteronormativity. This, as we 

shall see, has significant implications for authorship following Gilbert and Gubar’s 

assertion that the pen itself is a phallus, inextricably linked to ideas of masculinity, the 

                                                 
32 Cited in Auriant, Souvenirs sur Madame Rachilde (Reims: À L’Écart, 1898), p. 62. 
33 Andrew Reilly, ‘Top or Bottom: A Position Paper’, Psychology & Sexuality, 7 (2016), 167-76 (p. 
167). 
34 Cited in Robert A. Nye, Masculinity and Male Codes of Honor in Modern France (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1993), p. 109.  
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conceptual phallus and, by extension, idées masculines. The correlation between the 

reversal of gender roles and the reassertion of the heteronormative based on an active-

passive binary also highlights Diane Richardson’s suggestion of the pervasive nature 

of heteronormativity.35 The assumption that heterosexuality is the norm and therefore 

beyond reproach suggests that it is ‘unproblematic’. However, Sheila Jeffreys reminds 

us that masculinity and femininity are often ‘the genders of dominance and submission 

[which are] eroticised to create the sexuality of male supremacy’, which she terms 

‘heterosexual desire’.36 This is echoed by Jonathan Kemp in relation to ‘fin-de-siècle 

male masochist fantasies’, whereby submission had become gendered ‘within terms 

by which women submit and men dominate’.37  

Penetration of the anus becomes synonymous with penetration of the vagina in 

a ‘conqueror-conquered’ paradigm – as Kemp states, it is ‘a process of penetration that 

remainders [sic] the male body, marking it as waste and associating it with a pejorative 

femininity’.38 This echoes Guy Hocquenhem’s suggestion that in our phallocentric 

society, ‘the phallus is essentially social [whereas] the anus is essentially private’; thus 

to desire the anus in a society where ‘the sexual act without ejaculation is felt to be a 

failure’ is to undercut that society’s sexual stipulations.39 Similarly, Leo Bersani’s 

conceptualisation of anal sexuality as the ‘radical disintegration and humiliation of the 

self’40 can be understood as an engagement with the marginal – a marginality, as we 

saw in our discussion of Monsieur de Phocas in Chapter Two, that can ‘[serve] a 

                                                 
35 Diane Richardson (ed.), ‘Heterosexuality and Social Theory’ in Theorising Heterosexuality: Telling 
It Straight (Buckingham/Philadelphia: Open University Press, 1996), pp. 1-29 (p. 1). 
36 Sheila Jeffreys, ‘Heterosexuality and the Desire for Gender’, in Theorising Heterosexuality: Telling 
It Straight, ed. by Diane Richardson (Buckingham/Philadelphia: Open University Press, 1996), pp. 75-
90 (p. 76). 
37 Jonathan Kemp, The Penetrated Male (Brooklyn, NY: Punctum Books, 2013), p. 29. 
38 Ibid., p. 1. 
39 Guy Hocquenhem, Homosexual Desire, trans. by Daniella Dangoor (Durham/London: Duke 
University Press, 1993), pp. 95-98. 
40 Leo Bersani, ‘Is the Rectum a Grave?’, October 43 (1987), 197-222 (p. 217). 
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political purpose by deploying sexuality in a critique of the prevailing socio-political 

order’.41 Of course, this ‘radical disintegration and humiliation of self’ occurs within 

the bounds of patriarchal society and is therefore exclusionary for the marginal figures 

such as the male and masculine characters studied in this thesis, and marks a point of 

departure from which male penetration will be reclaimed. My analysis of Jacques’s 

sexual and social passivity is therefore informed by Nguyen Tan Hoang’s concept of 

‘bottomhood’ which ‘rewrites male effeminacy as socially and sexually enabling’ and 

reclaims male penetration as ‘a sexual position, a social alliance, an affective bond, 

and an aesthetic form’.42  

Descriptions of Jacques throughout the novel revolve around penetration, with 

Jean M. Anderson arguing that the opening description of the garland of roses that ‘lui 

passaient entre les jambes’ (8) present him as the ‘vulnerable woman’ ready to be 

seduced, with Rachilde’s focus on the ‘entre-jambes’ immediately sexualising, but 

also feminising, Jacques.43 However, these images can be reclaimed as just as 

indicative of male penetration. This is suggested by Raoule’s entry into the workshop, 

where ‘l’homme sentit le froid que laissait pénétrer la porte ouverte’ (9). Penetration, 

as we have noted, is often linked with vulnerability and weakness, and imagery of 

masculine vulnerability abounds throughout the narrative – Jacques’s ‘parfum viril’ 

(11) is compared to his ‘chair enfantine’ (12), while ‘la main assez large, la voix 

boudeuse et les cheveux plantés drus étaient en lui les seuls indices révélateurs du 

sexe’ (12). In this way, Rachilde emphasises Jacques’s ‘sign’ of virility, as Lilly puts 

                                                 
41 Jarrod Hayes, Queer Nations: Marginal Sexualities in the Maghreb (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2000), pp. 8, 17. 
42 Nguyen Tan Hoang, A View from the Bottom: Asian American Masculinity and Sexual Representation 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2014), p. 2. 
43 Jean M. Anderson, ‘Writing the Non-Conforming Body: Rachilde’s Monsieur Vénus (1884) and 
Madame Adonis (1888)’, New Zealand Journal of French Studies, 21 (2000), 5-17 (p. 7). 
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it;44 yet this can be interpreted as a site of a fluid and passive masculinity where virility 

becomes compatible with vulnerability. Hélène Cixous famously codified what she 

saw as binary thought, noting that Woman is almost always seen as the ‘negative, 

powerless instance’ while Man is the active partner.45 This dichotomy was professed 

by Baudelaire, who associated Woman with carnality.46 Vulnerability, and its 

associated febrility, were seen as distinctly feminine states, linked not only with the 

image of the hysteric but also with the neurasthenic – a prevalent Decadent trope that 

we explored in our analysis of Des Esseintes in À Rebours. Decadence, with its 

deliberate aesthetic queerness and uncomfortable imagery, thus permits Rachilde to 

recalibrate this binary thought and to rewrite gender as a construct.  

The most illuminating evidence of male passivity and vulnerability in 

Monsieur Vénus is the bath scene in which Raoule spies on Jacques, admiring  

cette chute de reins où la ligne de l’épine dorsale [qui] fuyait dans un méplat 

voluptueux et [qui] se redressait, ferme, grasse, en deux contours adorables [et 

qui] avait l’aspect d’une sphère de Paros aux transparences d’ambre (40).  

Anderson suggests that this episode represents an inversion of the biblical narrative of 

Susannah and the Elders, noting the nineteenth-century use of ‘chute’ to denote a 

distinctly female sexual fall.47 However, I argue that this description of Jacques 

emerging from the bathwater is evocative of Praxiteles’s image of the bathing 

Aphrodite of Knidos, whose Rubenesque curves epitomise the classical ideals of 

                                                 
44 Lilly, p. 55. 
45 Cited in Toril Moi, Sexual/Textual Politics: Feminist Literary Theory (London: Routledge, 2002), p. 
102. 
46 Charles Baudelaire, Journaux Intimes: Fusées, Mon cœur mis à nu (Paris: Éditions Georges Crès, 
1920 [1887]), p. 48. See also Sherry B. Ortner, ‘Is Female to Male as Nature is to Culture?’ in Woman, 
Culture, and Society, ed. by M. Z. Rosaldo and L. Lamphere (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 1974), pp. 68-87. 
47 Anderson, p. 8.  
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female beauty rather than masculine strength. This allusion to classical statuary is 

evident through Rachilde’s use of ‘une sphère de Paros’, a reference to the Parian 

marble used by Praxiteles,48 and highlights Rachilde’s ludic presentation of gender. 

Nanette Solomon notes that the culturally constructed terms of femininity and 

masculinity in the ancient world were mutually dependent and reflexive fabrications 

whose definition depended on their socially assigned differences’;49 by juxtaposing 

and eradicating gender difference, Rachilde blurs the lines between this binary, equally 

as entrenched in the nineteenth century as in the classical world. By portraying the 

male as the vulnerable bather who presents his posterior, Rachilde inverts the male 

gaze. Jacques is described as ‘digne de la Vénus Callipyge’ (40) which only furthers 

this reading, with Hawthorne noting that this epithet comes from the Greek Kallipygos, 

meaning ‘beautiful buttocks’,50 while the description of him as the ‘vainqueur humilié’ 

(43) presages his inevitable penetration and subversion of his phallic power at the end 

of the novel. Rather than perpetuating it, Rachilde appropriates and subverts the binary 

of active and passive partners, demonstrating the possibility of female activity and 

male passivity in sexuality.  

Beyond the Binary  

Jacques’s description as the Vénus Callipyge, when coupled with the reference to him 

as ‘l’Antinoüs du boulevard Montparnasse’ (142) – described by Sarah Waters as the 

‘most famous homosexual in history’51 – would seem to support a reading of Jacques 

as an effeminate, ostensibly homosexual male. Nevertheless, to equate what Rachilde 

                                                 
48 Christine Mitchell Havelock, The Aphrodite of Knidos and Her Successors: A Historical Review of 
the Female Nude in Greek Art (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1995), p. 9. 
49 Nanette Solomon, ‘Making a World of Difference: Gender, Assymetry, and the Greek Nude’, in 
Naked Truths: Women, Sexuality, and Gender in Classical Art and Archaelogy, ed. by Ann Olga 
Koloski-Ostrow and Claire L. Lyons (London: Routledge, 1997), pp. 197-219 (p. 200). 
50 Hawthorne (ed) in Monsieur Vénus, p. 40, no. 15.  
51 Sarah Waters, ‘“The Most Famous Fairy in History”: Antinous and Homosexual Fantasy’, Journal of 
the History of Sexuality, 6 (1995) 194-230 (p. 194). 
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is attempting to represent in Monsieur Vénus with homosexuality would be as 

essentialist as other binary readings. When speaking to her ‘official’ suitor and 

confidante Raittolbe about Jacques, Raoule declares that ‘[elle est] amoureux d’un 

homme et non pas d’une femme’ (75). Raittolbe assumes that this codeswitching 

suggests lesbianism and readily accepts it, encouraging Raoule by saying ‘continuez, 

Monsieur de Vénérande, continuez, mon cher ami’ (70). However, when it comes to 

light that she is utilising language in a scandalous manner to describe something 

relatively conformative – the union of a man and woman – we are told that his ‘cervelle 

s’écroule’ (75). Raoule refutes his accusations of sapphism, declaring that ‘être Sapho, 

ce serait être tout le monde!’ (70). Downing notes ‘Sappho and Sapphism were 

fashionably outré at the end of the 19th century in Europe’, and that Raoule’s rejection 

of Sapphism may simply be the rejection of a ‘brand’,52 with Raoule seeking “un 

amour tout neuf!” (72). Non-conformative love forms the basis of the narrative, with 

‘les chants d’un amour étrange’ (62) permeating the novel, while Rachilde asks the 

question: ‘une passion contre nature qui est, en même temps, un véritable amour, peut-

elle devenir autre chose qu’une affreuse folie...?’ (74). This romantic and sexual 

transgression comes to bear fully in chapter seven, which was originally censored, and 

which criticises patriarchal hegemony in which ‘l’homme possède, la femme subit’, 

directing the reader and society to ‘oubli[er] la loi naturelle, déchir[er] le pacte de 

procréation, ni[er] la subordination des sexes, alors nous comprendrons les 

débordements inouïs de cette autre prostituée qui fut l’antiquité païenne’ (92). By 

criticising ‘natural’ law, Rachilde is questioning the veracity of a ‘natural’ gender 

binary.  

                                                 
52 Downing, ‘Notes on a proto-queer Rachilde’, p. 17. 
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Although Jacques repeatedly identifies with markers of masculinity, at first 

claiming that ‘feminine’ behaviour ‘n’empêche pas d’être un homme’ (17), and 

requesting that Raoule ‘ne [l’]appelle plus femme, cela [l’]humilie’ (91), he 

simultaneously ‘aimait Raoule avec un vrai cœur de femme’ (94) while he ‘oubliait 

son sexe [...] et se féminis[ait]’ (95). Yet, to claim that Jacques’s and Raoule’s gender 

non-conformity is necessarily indicative of a trans53 or homosexual identity54 is 

potentially problematic as it removes the possibility of self-determination – though, of 

course, with fictional characters, it is difficult to assign any absolutist claims. As such, 

I argue that such analyses risk perpetuating a gender binary. In her study of drag queens 

and gender identity, Caitlin Greaf states that due to the gendered ambiguity of drag 

queens, many spectators assume that they come under the transgender umbrella. Yet, 

‘unless a drag queen identifies as being transsexual, drag queens and transsexuals are 

two separate identities’.55 She continues to say that ‘drag queen performances possess 

a dual role of undoing heteronormative gender ideals while also reinforcing the current 

heteronormative social image of a woman’.56 In this way, just as Raoule’s masculinity 

can be wed to femaleness without the necessity of transgenderism or lesbianism as a 

mediating factor, so too can Jacques’s femininity be wed to maleness.  

This a point that some critics often elide in order to read the role reversals as 

reversals of biological sex. Gantz reads Jacques as a fin-de-siècle precursor of a pre-

op transsexual,57 while Lilly accepts that the novel ‘emphasis[es] his ‘sign’ of virility’, 

only to suggest that this is to make ‘his gender reversal that much more dramatic’.58 

                                                 
53 Gantz, p. 126-129. 
54 Lilly, p. 61. 
55 Caitlin Greaf, ‘Drag Queens and Gender Identity’, Journal of Gender Studies 25 (2016), 655-65 (p. 
656). 
56 Ibid., p. 655. 
57 Gantz, p. 129. 
58 Lilly, p. 55. 
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As previously stated, penetration is coded as feminine and passive, and even the very 

transformation of Jacques to a wax figure – without agency – adds to this passivity. As 

Bersani states, ‘to be penetrated is to abdicate power […]. Women and gay men spread 

their legs with an unquenchable appetite for destruction’.59 However, I would argue 

that Jacques maintains his masculinity whilst symbolically engaging with femininely 

coded passive sexuality and behaviour. A desire to be penetrated or the act of being 

penetrated does not necessarily require a male to become feminised. The 

representation of Jacques as passive and submissive destabilises the essentialist idea 

of the countertype model of gender differentiation; instead of being defined against 

each other, a spectrum of gender becomes more apt. As Kemp suggests, rather than 

being binary opposites, femininity ‘becomes the very condition of masculinity’s’ 

possibility, whereby ‘penetration and the submission it entails will be seen to be 

something fascinating, pleasurable, and what is more, necessary to the emergence of a 

new masculine subject’.60  

Jacques’s passive masculinity has repercussions for the performance of other 

men’s subjective performance and perceptions of masculinity in the novel (as well as 

that of Raoule). During a nocturnal visit to Jacques’s room, Raittolbe is overtaken by 

a rage and beats Jacques with the handle of his whip. The nuance of masculinity in this 

scene is significant as it erases the polarity of heterosexual and homosexual 

masculinities, blurring the boundaries between them. Raittolbe is described with 

markers of hegemonic machismo braggadocio, as ‘l’ex-officier de hussards, le brave 

duelliste, le joyeux viveur, qui tenait en égale estime une jolie fille et une balle de 

l’ennemi’ (116), delineating a violent, sexual conqueror for whom the battlefield is an 
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extension of the boudoir. However, upon seeing Jacques’s sleeping body, ‘il fit du 

rouge, ses moustaches se hérissèrent, ses dents se sèrrent, un frisson suivi d’une sueur 

moite lui courut sur toute la peau. Il eut presque peur’, coming to the conclusion that 

Jacques is the embodiment of ‘Eros lui-même’ (116-17). This reaction foreshadows 

aristocratic masculinity’s simultaneous attraction to and repulsion by Jacques’s 

sexually ambiguous body at an haut-monde ball whereby ‘sa hanche, cambrée sous 

l’habit noir, les frôla une seconde [...] et d’un même mouvement, ils crispèrent leurs 

mains devenues moites’, and the men exclaim that ‘il fait trop chaud!’ (159-60). Both 

occasions signal what Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick has termed ‘homosexual panic’, which 

is the ‘most private, psychologized form in which many [...] western men experience 

their vulnerability to the social pressure of homophobic blackmail’.61 Homosexual 

panic, then, becomes emblematic of Raittolbe’s homosocial relations within the novel. 

Rachilde informs us that Raittolbe ‘avait le siècle’ (82), a phrase that could be 

interpreted as both mal du siècle and mâle du siècle whereby both the ennui of the 

century and the crisis of masculinity weigh upon him, causing him, as Lilly suggests, 

to ‘metaphorically expres[s] his socially deviant desire while simultaneously 

demonstrating the horror it instils in a homophobic society’.62 

This double-bind can be seen at work when, after having killed Jacques in a 

duel, Raittolbe, declaring that he loved him, ‘voulut de nouveau sucer la plaie, parce 

que le sang ne coulait toujours pas’ (208). The language used here, while distinctly 

sexual and visceral, is also highly evocative of vampirism, a point highlighted by 

Margaret Bruzelius.63 Although traditionally associated with the femme fatale at the 
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fin de siècle,64 vampirism’s focus on the exchange of bodily fluids and 

‘undifferentiated sexual desire’ both hint at a fluidity of identity and object choice.65 

As James B. Twitchell notes, ‘there is a distinct thread of homosexuality carried in the 

myth that is often reflected in its literary treatment’,66 while Christopher Craft suggests 

that the vampire represents the nineteenth-century fear of ‘desire’s potential 

indifference to the prescriptions of gender’.67 Much like the image of the hysteric and 

the neurasthenic discussed in the previous section, the intersection of violence, deviant 

sexuality, and ambiguity made the vampire a popular Decadent trope. Certainly, 

Raittolbe’s homoerotic inclination to suck Jacques’s wound reminds us in particular 

of our discussion of Jean Lorrain’s Monsieur de Phocas68 and Algernon Charles 

Swinburne’s ‘Laus Veneris’, in which the overtly sexualised bloodsucking marries the 

seemingly distinct sensations of pleasure and pain.69 By subverting this often mutually 

exclusive binary, Rachilde, like Lorrain in the last chapter, undermines the assumed 

mutual exclusivity of the gender binary and its associated sexual acts. The perverse 

becomes sexualised and the unnatural is welcomed. The reading of Jacques’s death in 

distinctly queer terms is furthered by a coded description of Raittolbe’s subsequent 

homosexual exile, in which ‘[il] a repris du service en Afrique [où] il est de toutes les 

expéditions dangereuses’ (209). This description echoes the real life, contemporaneous 

view of ‘le Sud de l’Europe et le Maghreb [comme...] des territoires où se développe 

                                                 
64 Cf. Ibid.; Bram Dijkstra, Idols of Perversity: Fantasies of Feminine Evil in Fin-de-Siècle Culture 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1986). 
65 Bruzelius, p. 53. 
66 James B. Twitchell, The Living Dead: A Study of the Vampire in Romantic Literature (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 1981), p. 10.  
67 Christopher Craft, ‘Kiss Me with Those Red Lips: Gender and Inversion in Bram Stoker’s Dracula’, 
Representations 8 (1984), 107-33 (p. 129). 
68 Jean Lorrain, Monsieur de Phocas (Paris: Flammarion, 2001), p. 63. 
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un imaginaire érotique’ for many homosexuals.70 Raittolbe, therefore, like other 

masculine and male characters in the novel, is permitted to simultaneously inhabit 

homosexual and heterosexual spaces due to the ambiguity presented by the character 

of Jacques. His sexuality refuses categorisation, which in turn calls into question the 

efficacy of immutable labels.  

It is after Raittolbe’s personal homosexual panic that we witness retribution; as 

Lilly puts it, ‘Raittolbe feels his virility threatened by Jacques’s nakedness; unwilling 

to admit his desire he reacts in violence, beating Jacques with a stick’.71 We are told 

that the baron jumps upon the ‘maudite créature’ whom ‘il frappa jusqu’à ce que la 

baguette [de l’appuie-main] d’un chevalet fut en morceaux’, declaring that Jacques 

‘saur[a] ce que c’est qu’un vrai mâle’ (121). Lilly draws attention to the overt phallic 

imagery and sexual innuendo in this scene,72 and it could be read as a covert rape scene 

in which Raittolbe’s true desire reveals itself. That both Raittolbe’s phallus-baton and 

Jacques’s body have been reduced to ‘morceaux’ after the attack reminds us of 

Bersani’s concept of (male) penetration as being concerned with the ‘radical 

disintegration and humiliation of the self’.73 Neither the penetrated nor the penetrator 

emerge as unscathed within patriarchal society, which in itself conjures up Paglia’s 

image of the vagina dentata which both envelopes and consumes. This violent 

expression of sexual desire foreshadows the death of Jacques at the hands of Raittolbe 

and the subsequent vampiric imagery, heightening the sense of pathos around 

Raittolbe’s inability to fully express his desire for Jacques until after his death. 

Rachilde also brings in a further critique of patriarchy and gender essentialism by 
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alluding to the concept of a ‘vrai mâle’ - a notion that is ultimately demonstrated to be 

a myth. The violence and subsequent guilt that accompanies Raittolbe’s interactions 

with Jacques undermine this unattainable ideal of hegemonic masculinity to which 

many aspire, yet few enact.74   

Raoule sees the marks that Raittolbe’s whip/phallus has made upon Jacques’s 

body, and declares that she must ‘effac[er] chaque cicatrice sous [ses] lèvres’ (132). 

Whereas Lilly recognises that Raittolbe has inscribed his desire on Jacques’s body, it 

is important to recognise that Raoule has not only undone ‘les bandes de batiste qu’elle 

avait roulées autour du corps sacré de son éphèbe’, but that she too has bitten his 

marbled skin and has scratched his skin with her sharpened nails (132), covering the 

corporeal marks of Raittolbe’s desire with her corporeal marks of jealousy. Once again 

vampirism represents the corporeality and the embodiment of violent, deviant desire. 

Both Raittolbe and Raoule inscribe their desire upon Jacques, but whereas Lilly 

suggests that ‘the mal-du-siècle makes all men vulnerable to perversion’,75 the 

underlying theme is less perversion, and more the appropriation of a male gaze. Raoule 

and Raittolbe are permitted to experience desire for Jacques and project it outside of 

themselves onto his body. The refusal to allow object choice to dictate sexual attraction 

permits the fluidity of gender and sexuality free of the labels of homosexuality or 

heterosexuality, while all characters can ostensibly remain embodied as society 

permits. 

The blurring of gender reaches its zenith in the aftermath of Jacques and 

Raittolbe’s coded transgression, when Raoule demands that Jacques ‘[aille] faire [son] 

devoir de mari outragé’ (207) despite simultaneously referring to him as ‘[sa] femme’ 
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(197). She demands that Jacques defend her honour as the scorned ‘husband’ while 

portraying herself as the cheating ‘wife’. Raoule claims that ‘Madame Silvert’ has 

been caught in ‘flagrant délit’ (200), but it is the biological male who feels the force 

of patriarchal discipline.76 This bipartite, ‘double standard’ attitude towards gender 

and its associated transgressions illustrates Greaf’s assertion that:  

while presenting their female gender identity, drag queens may receive similar 

reactions and treatment that women in our patriarchal society receive 

[...whereas] without their drag queen persona, their treatment and reactions will 

revert back to our society’s treatment of homosexual men.77  

In this way, perception becomes reality and both protagonists are bound to perform 

the roles deemed societally acceptable, enacting the patriarchal punishment of the 

passive sexual partner and the survival of the penetrative sexual partner. Jacques loves 

Raoule with ‘un vrai cœur de femme’ (94) while simultaneously asserting that such 

feminised behaviour ‘n’empêche pas d’être un homme’ (17). Jacques’s identification 

with male femininity and implied penetration breaks with phallic masculinity, whereas 

Raoule’s masculine attire, and subsequent penetrative action, mark an identification 

with phallocentric behaviour. While both characters break from their assigned gender 

behaviours, Jacques ultimately bears the brunt of the punishment because he 

undermines the masculine ideal of impenetrability. By killing off Jacques while 

preserving Raoule, Rachilde highlights not only the fluidity of female sexuality but 

also the stasis of male sexuality; by subordinating a man to a woman’s desires, she at 

once interrogates societal misogyny and fragile, toxic masculinity. Raittolbe also 

maintains this toxic masculinity, demonstrating as he does the desire to transgress his 
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gender boundaries, yet willing to exact punishment on another man for his own 

personal transgressions. Monsieur Vénus therefore reinforces the fluidity of gender 

and, more importantly, the mobility of masculinity, as an identity. As Downing 

suggests, ‘desire is essentially cerebral’ for Raoule whereas ‘biological sex clearly 

retains the association of power for Jacques’.78 In this way, the biological woman is 

able to appropriate Dandy-like masculinity while the biological male is reduced to 

Baudelaire’s concept of woman as ‘naturelle, c’est-à-dire abominable’.79 Once again, 

then, Rachilde destabilises the binary associations between masculinity and 

femininity. By acknowledging misogynistic male fantasies (as she does in her 

subversion of the imagery of the vampire), Rachilde demonstrates that neither gender 

is wholly natural nor wholly cultivated, ultimately reasserting the corporeality of Man 

and the intellect of Woman while still resisting a dichotomous reification of a binary. 

By presenting a carnal man alongside an intellectual woman, Rachilde undermines 

Baudelairian essentialism and disrupts the “normal” societal binary, revealing it to be 

something that is less than stable, less than monolithic. In deploying this strategy, she 

opens up a new creative space for individual expression and the representation of 

identity.  

The Phallic Writer and Metatextuality  

The performativity of gender behaviour is demonstrated through the creative and meta-

textual activities of the protagonistic dyad. Raoule compares her cultivation of Jacques 

as a book, work, and poem she will write, while Jacques appears to cultivate 

conventional femininity through his assertion of his sister’s job creating artificial 

works of art. This once again reminds us of the importance of the concept of idées 
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masculines in the creation of a ‘masculine’ identity through engagement with 

intellectuality and literary creation, which despite being historically connected with 

cis-gendered males, in practice is a disembodied concept that, when expanded, allows 

for a broader interaction with the abstract notion of masculinity as opposed to 

manhood. The reification of writing and creative function in the novels epitomises 

these idées masculines and literally allows Rachilde to rewrite gender by countering 

patriarchal discourse. Raoule’s engagement with textuality and Rachilde’s typically 

Decadent use of intertextuality also highlights the perceived corrupting nature of book 

culture as seen in Madame Bovary and studied by François Proulx.80 We are told that 

upon the discovery of an unnamed book in Raoule’s attic, ‘une révolution s’opéra dans 

la jeune fille. Sa physionomie s’altéra, sa parole devint brève, ses prunelles dardèrent 

la fièvre, elle pleura et elle rit tout à la fois’ (26).81 Raoule de Vénérande marks an 

essential rewriting of Emma Bovary. Whereas Emma is weak, Raoule is strong. Where 

Emma is scorned, Raoule scorns. This rewriting is no less evident than in the final 

scene – Emma commits suicide, while it is Raoule’s lover who dies. 

This highlights the propensity for non-normativity and subversion inherent 

within idées masculines, while the author’s self-conscious use of italics to demarcate 

and destabilise gender markers constitute a form of linguistic drag, a ‘multilayered 

cross-dressing.’82 Janet Beizer notes that the use of italics in the novel ‘signal[s] a 

discourse that is both inside and outside the text: a discourse whose mere presence 
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speaks its assimilation yet whose typographic difference marks a foreign 

provenance.’83 However, she goes on to suggest that the novel ‘is about the male 

colonization of female textuality and of woman as textuality’,84 once again bringing 

the analysis of the complex power dynamics within the novel down to the level of an 

essentialist binarism. According to Hawthorne, the two key intertexts of the novel are 

Pygmalion and Baudelaire’s ‘idealization of the woman of artifice’, highlighting the 

importance of art and artifice within Decadence, and in particular to gender and 

sexuality in which Rachilde ‘foregrounds the human price exacted when aesthetic 

ideals govern life in absolute ways.’85 It is this approach to intertextuality, according 

to Gantz, that allows Rachilde to rewrite ‘Western culture’s most primary tale of 

heterosex’ embodied by Adam and Eve and represented in the opening passages of the 

novel with apple and floral imagery.86  

 The French language is often considered to be more gendered than the English 

language, with its use of a masculine and feminine grammatical gender which 

Monique Wittig has argued ‘enforces in language a division of beings into sexes’.87 

As Kelly has suggested, the ‘dissatisfaction with existence’ that permeated Decadence 

had its roots in ‘a new understanding of language’, which served as a catalyst for the 

Decadent ‘cult of artifice’.88 It is unsurprising, therefore, that Rachilde should attempt 

to subvert gender conventions both at the narrative and symbolic levels,89 and given 

the patriarchal constraints within which she was writing, it is the language that she 

uses that fully subverts, comments on, and critiques these conventions.  
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140 
 

This ludic use of language can be seen in Raoule’s interactions with Jacques 

on several occasions – she tells him that ‘tu es si beau, chère créature, que tu es plus 

belle que moi’ (88), and while it is evident that the adjective ‘beau’ underscores his 

maleness, it remains ambiguous as to whether the subsequent feminine adjectival 

declension of ‘belle’ refers to Jacques as feminine (in comparison to Raoule), or 

whether it relates to ‘créature’, which would require a feminine adjective due to its 

feminine grammatical gender. This linguistic tension returns time and again 

throughout the novel, and always features as a comment or an opposition to established 

gender norms. This can be related back to Foerster’s concept of ‘heterosexual trouble’, 

which is ‘connected to the troubling of language as its tension is partially fuelled by 

the confusion or inversion of gender roles in the heterosexual couple’, suggesting that 

language is not sufficient to describe the gamut of human experience.90 This linguistic 

heterosexual trouble can be seen in Rachilde’s extensive use of italics, whereby when 

Raoule declares that ‘[elle est] amoureux d’un homme et non pas d’une femme’ (75), 

the deliberate use of the masculine declension and subsequent italicisation demands 

recognition. In this way, by making her intentions blatantly obvious, Rachilde invites 

her reader to ‘participate in creating the fantasy through style and texture and the 

typographic medium itself, thus becoming an accomplice privately exploring the 

Decadent text’s open, transcending possibilities of pleasure’.91 

  Rachilde’s linguistic play not only subverts the gendered structures of 

nineteenth-century France, but also to its linguistic integrity, and by extension its 

national identity. It has become a stereotype that the French are hyperaware of their 

language and its position on the global scale, with the Académie Française quick to 

                                                 
90 Foerster, p. 4. 
91 Kostas Boyiopoulos, ‘“Use my Body like the Pages of a Book”: Decadence and the Eroticized Text’, 
in Decadence and the Senses, pp. 101-20 (p. 118). 
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offer francophone options of English neologisms. While this attitude is undoubtedly 

tied to our globalised zeitgeist, the intentions underpinning it clearly originated during 

the nation-building of the nineteenth century. Jules Michelet suggests that ‘l’histoire 

de France commence avec la langue française [qui est] le signe principal d’une 

nationalité’,92 while Armand Colin notes that language constituted ‘un marquer 

culturel identitaire’ in the nineteenth century.93 The education reforms of the 

nineteenth century sought to create ‘a nation unified by speech’94 via what François 

Furet and Jacques Ozouf term the alphabétisation of France.95 By undermining the 

very structures that shore up the Patriarchy in France, Rachilde exposes their inherent 

fragility and ironic, integral lack of structure. Language becomes a fluid construct by 

which we are constrained or freed.  

Steven Wilson notes that, in Monsieur Vénus, ‘experimentation in respect of 

gender representation in language is indissociable from the transgression of textual 

norms’.96 Rachilde’s deliberate italicisation of ‘incorrect’ French juxtaposed to acts of 

gender/sexual deviance is testament to their inherent connection and Rachilde’s aims 

in representing them and drawing her reader’s attention to them. Kostas Boyiopoulos 

points out that ‘a recognisable feature of late nineteenth-century Decadence is the 

irresistible magnetism of books, texts, and indeed language itself’.97 Although this 

                                                 
92 Jules Michelet, Histoire de France, 16 vols (Paris: Hachette, 1835), II, p. 1. 
93 Armand Colin, ‘Les Linguistes du XIXe siècle, l’«identité nationale» et la question de la langue’, 
Langages, 182 (2011), 41-53 (p. 51); citing A. Meillet, ‘Les Langues et les nationalités’, Scientia, 18 
(1915), 192-201; taken from Ernest Renan, Michel Bréal, &Antoine Meillet, Langue française et 
identité nationale (Limoges: Lambert-Lucas, 2009), pp. 75-89.  
94 Katherine Bergeron, Voice Lessons: French Mélodie in the Belle Époque (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2010), p. 78. 
95 Ibid., p. 71; referring to François Furet and Jacques Ozouf, Lire et écrire: L’alphabétisation de 
français de Calvin à Jules Ferry (Paris: Minuit, 1977), p. 9; Reading and Writing: Literacy in France 
from Calvin to Jules Ferry, trans. by Maison des Sciences de l’Homme (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1982).  
96 Steven Wilson, ‘The Quest for Fictionality: Prostitution and Metatextuality in Rachilde’s Monsieur 
Vénus’, Modern Languages Open, 4 (2015), 1-20 (p. 8).  
97 Kostas Boyiopoulos, ‘“Use my Body like the Pages of a Book”’, p. 101. 
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textual artificiality could be seen as an extension of the Decadent cult of artifice by 

acknowledging the artificiality of fiction, it has a further function by equating gender 

performance as a particular kind of fiction. This can be seen in Rachilde’s persistent 

descriptions of Jacques as Raoule’s creation as well as the ‘structure en abyme’ 

through which Raoule goes from reader of novels to protagonist/creator.98 

Intertextuality features prominently in the narrative and overwhelmingly signals non-

normative masculinity. We are told that in Raoule’s apartment ‘un panneau 

représentait Henri III distribuant des fleurs à ses mignons’ alongside a bust of Antinous 

and a bookcase containing ‘des noms profanes, Parny, Piron, Voltaire, Boccace, 

Brantôme’ (68). Hawthorne reminds us that Henri III of France is ‘often invoked as a 

coded reference to male homosexuality’, while all five authors listed are ‘known for 

their libertine and gallant subjects’.99 This reference to a bookcase is repeated by 

Raoule when she declares that ‘j’ai eu des amants [...] dans ma vie comme j’ai des 

livres dans ma bibliothèque [...] pour étudier [...mais] je n’ai pas écrit mon livre, moi’ 

(70-71). Just as I argued Huysmans utilises the library as a treasury of non-normative 

masculinity in chapter one, so too does Rachilde equate romance and sexual 

experience with literature and textual creation – something that can be improved upon 

and ultimately changed. This metatextual connection is further bolstered when Raoule 

refers to Jacques as a ‘bonne oeuvre’ (21) and as a ‘poème’ (126) that she will write. 

Patricia Waugh states that in creating a ‘fictional illusion’ and constantly drawing 

attention to its artificiality we create ‘a useful model for learning about the construction 

                                                 
98 Kelly, pp. 153-54. 
99 Hawthorne in Rachilde, Monsieur Vénus (p. 68, nn. 25, 26). Coincidentally, David P. La Guardia 
considers the intertextuality of Brantôme in Intertextual Masculinity in French Renaissance Literature: 
Rabelais, Brantôme, and the Cent nouvelles nouvelles (Aldershot, England/ Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 
2008), which is one of the foundational texts of my critical framework.  
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of reality itself;’100 in this manner, Rachilde highlights the inconsistencies within 

gender performance and permits herself to literally rewrite it both on the page and in 

her narrative, reflecting the possibility of an actual gender transgression. Furthermore, 

the inclusion of an entire library tied to the performance and ‘(re)writing’ of 

masculinity seems to imply a variety of methods in which to do so, which recalls 

Connell’s framework of multiple masculinities in the Introduction to this thesis.  

A scene we have previously discussed from Monsieur Vénus could equally be 

read as having a distinctly metatextual layer to it. When homosexual panic takes over 

Raittolbe, he violently beats Jacques to the extent that he leaves visible/legible marks 

on the protagonist’s skin. Raoule sees/reads these markings, and in a fit of jealousy 

she ‘efface chaque cicatrice sous [ses] lèvres’ (132). Dermographism was a symptom 

associated with hysteria during the nineteenth century through which ‘graffiti-like 

markings’ were imprinted upon the ‘anesthetic but otherwise impressionable skin of 

the hysteric.’101 The skin becomes a signal of the inherent penetrability of masculinity 

(and femininity), reminding us of the impressionability of the nineteenth-century 

hysteric’s body ‘which could be male or female, but is always female even when it is 

male.’102 By inscribing and reinscribing the body of the androgynous flower-maker, 

both Raoule and Raittolbe transform him into an intertextual palimpsest, 

simultaneously a figure of heterosexual and homosexual desire, but equally as a 

panacea for the anxieties surrounding both paradigms, as seen in the contemporary 

crises of gender. Whereas Beizer suggests that this palimpsestuous creation is ‘an 

ongoing conversation between Raoule and Raittolbe’,103 I would argue that the 

                                                 
100 Patricia Waugh, The Theory and Practice of Self-Conscious Fiction (London and New York: 
Methuen, 1984), p. 6; cited in Wilson, p. 10.  
101 Beizer, p. 20. Beizer notes that dermographism as known to nineteenth-century doctors is now more 
accurately referred to urticaria today, another sign of the misdiagnosis of hysteria.  
102 Steven Connor, The Book of Skin (London: Reaktion Books, 2004), p. 132. 
103 Beizer, p. 253.  
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significance of the palimpsest has a much more literal, metatextual significance. 

Steven Connor suggests that ‘if there were one function of the skin that might seem to 

unite or underlie all the others, it would be that of providing a background. Like [...] 

the paper on which words are scrawled or stamped, the skin is always the 

background.’104 Jacques’s body literally becomes the poem that Raittolbe and Raoule 

write, at once invoking ‘the sexual dynamics of the pen and the web-sail paper it 

punctuates’ by juxtaposing sexual possession and literary creation.105 By choosing to 

inscribe her narrative on Jacques’s body, Raoule employs Jacques Derrida’s concepts 

of invagination and différance as it metatextually opens the ‘inside’ to the ‘other’ and 

denies both a stable identity.106 Monsieur Vénus, and this dermographic episode in 

particular, presents itself as a corporeal image of what Derrida refers to as an 

‘invaginated’ text by ‘endlessly swapping outside for inside and therefore producing a 

structure en abyme’107 through their engagement with intertextuality. Furthermore, the 

invaginated text of Jacques’s body embodies différance as it ‘cannot be reduced to the 

stable determination of that which is “different”’108 – the gender and sexuality of all 

involved in the dermographism fluctuate and ‘disorder the stable functioning of the 

word’.109 It becomes a metatextual corporealization and libidinization of non-

normativity. Through the bibliodermic nature of this ‘hysteric’ dermographia, the 

literary becomes corporeal, and non-normativity becomes legible.  

                                                 
104 Connor, pp. 37-38. 
105 Connor, p. 9. 
106 Simon Morgan Wortham, The Derrida Dictionary (London/New York: Continuum International, 
2010), p. 76. 
107 Sue Chaplin, Law, Sensibility, and the Sublime in Eighteenth-Century Women’s Fiction 
(Oxford/New York: Routledge, 2004), p. 23. 
108 Wortham, p. 38.  
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La Tour d’amour (1899) 

Having explored what is arguably Rachilde’s most infamous novel, we now turn our 

attention to a lesser-known but equally effective example of her engagement with 

masculinity and idées masculines: her 1899 novel, La Tour d’amour. Whereas 

Monsieur Vénus presents us with both female and male engagements with masculinity 

and idées masculines, La Tour d’amour presents us with a uniquely homosocial space. 

Similarly, whereas Monsieur Vénus’s engagement with reading and writing is often 

metaphorical, focusing on dermographism and the desire to “write” Jacques as a text, 

a core focus of La Tour d’amour is literal textuality. Hawthorne suggests that the novel 

presents Rachilde’s appropriation of a masculine authorial identity,110 but I posit that 

the later reduction (and ostensibly misogynistic denigration) of biologically female 

characters and a development from metaphorical to actual writing marks a growth of 

confidence within Rachilde and her appropriation of idées masculines as a female 

author working within a male-dominated milieu.  

La Tour d’amour presents the story of Jean Maleux, a former sailor who applies 

to become an assistant lighthouse keeper in the isolated perch of Ar-Men off the Breton 

coast. It soon becomes clear as the narrative progresses that the isolated nature of the 

job has allowed the lighthouse’s current occupant to indulge in societally reprehensible 

practices such as necrophilia and ghoulish grave robbery. In what is considered by 

many to be Rachilde’s most successful text, both diegetically as her ‘most tightly 

constructed and grimly powerful texts’,111 as well as one that occupies a significant 

place in the author’s own esteem,112 we are unable to escape from the sight of the 

central phallic conceit of the lighthouse, which seems to affect all aspects of life for its 

                                                 
110 Hawthorne, ‘To the Lighthouse’, p. 46. 
111 Holmes, p. 159. 
112 Claude Delphiné, Rachilde (Paris: Mercure de France, 1991), p. 334.  
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caretakers Jean Maleux and Mathurin Barnabas. Described as ‘juché sur une roche où 

on ne devait pas pouvoir mettre le pied’, we are told that it clings to this forbidden 

territory by way of ‘l’orgueil pour la force de l’homme qui l’avait conçu’.113 In this 

way, we shall see how the lighthouse is consistently linked with masculine intellect 

and a homosocial effacement of the feminine. Following Gilbert and Gubar’s equation 

of the pen to the phallus, the centrality of literacy within La Tour d’amour suggests an 

association between the lighthouse, the phallus and consequentially the pen. 

Hawthorne asserts that the novel revolves around a constant opposition between the 

masculine and the feminine, noting that (among numerous other examples) ‘if the 

lighthouse is “Lui” (198), its counterpart, “Elle”, is the sea, the eternal feminine’.114 

The use of space in La Tour d’amour, both diegetically and geographically, 

appears to support a peripheral masculine subjectivity, based on homosociality and 

idées masculines through its foregrounding of phallic masculinity and engagement 

with textuality and intellect. Downing describes ‘the environment of the monolithic 

lighthouse surrounded by the sea’ as a ‘signifier for sexual isolation’, in which 

‘healthy’ heterosexual desire is corrupted by a desire for the dead.115 Downing’s 

exploration of necrophilia in the nineteenth-century novel does expand it from a simple 

paraphilia to an ‘imaginative collusion between life and death, an ambitious leap 

between the physical and the metaphysical’.116 However, although necrophilia 

presents itself at the level of the plot, I argue that Rachilde’s positioning of this deviant 

sexual activity within the narrative is more nuanced, and intrinsically linked to the 

                                                 
113 Rachilde, La Tour d’amour (Paris: Georges Crès et Cie, 1916) [Forgotten Books facsimile 
reproduction], pp. 13-14. All subsequent references to La Tour d’amour will be from this edition unless 
stated otherwise.   
114 Hawthorne, ‘To the Lighthouse’, p. 47, citing the 1980 edition of La Tour d’amour, published by Le 
Tout sur le Tour, a facsimile version of the 1916 Crès edition.  
115 Lisa Downing, Desiring the Dead, p.101-103. 
116 Ibid., p. 1.  
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positioning of textuality to masculinity, which can be illustrated through an 

engagement with Freud’s concepts of eros and thanatos. Ultimately, I suggest that the 

separation of masculinity from textuality expresses itself in perversion and reversed 

gender roles – enacting thanatos, and a literal engagement with ‘death’ through 

necrophilia – while an engagement with textuality reasserts a hegemonic control of the 

Phallus – both through the symbolism of the pen and the lighthouse – thus enacting 

eros and the creative principle through an engagement with ‘life’, a concept that echoes 

our study of Monsieur Vénus. However, whereas Monsieur Vénus presents us with 

metaphorical writing as a locum tenens through which to enact non-normative 

masculinity in the form of a queer heterosexuality, La Tour d’amour’s focus on a 

uniquely homosocial environment, actual writing, and the ostensible success of Jean’s 

queer (male) heterosexuality in comparison to Jacques’s death in Monsieur Vénus all 

point to Rachilde’s suvbversion of a patriarchal profession as a female author 

increasingly appropriating idées masculines.  

In La Tour d’amour, engagement with and the repression of phallic masculinity 

as symbolised by the lighthouse can be seen to fulfil Freud’s concepts of eros and 

thanatos. In 1920, Freud presented his theory of the Libido, in which he surmised that 

all humans are driven equally by a ‘death instinct’ and an ‘libidinal’ instinct, or Eros, 

whereby ‘death would mean for the individual the victory of the destructive instincts, 

but reproduction would mean for him the victory of Eros’.117 This is not to suggest 

that writing and intellect are a specifically male privilege, but rather a masculine one 

                                                 
117 Sigmund Freud, The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, 
trans. by James Strachey in collaboration with Anna Freud, assisted by Alix Strachey and Alan Tyson, 
Volume XVIII (1920-1922) ‘Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Group Psychology, and Other Works’ 
(London: The Hogarth Press, 1955), pp. 258-59. Although Freud never referred to the death instinct as 
thanatos, it has been named as such in post-Freudian thought, and for the purposes of our study, it 
provides an elegant counterpoint to eros. [Ernest Jones, The Life and Work of Sigmund Freud, (New 
York: Basic Books, 1957), vol. III, p. 273]. 
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that women such as Rachilde and her heroines have been shown to enact and perform. 

As such, Rachilde’s women are ‘allowed to say and do things that women in 

Rachilde’s society were not’.118 As Diana Holmes puts it, Rachilde often ‘allocates the 

“masculine” attributes of intelligence, active desire and a propensity for violence to a 

woman.’119 Thus, as with Monsieur Vénus, La Tour d’amour is studied for the 

symbolic role played by masculinity in the text rather than maleness (although male 

characters do outnumber female characters within the novel). 

Phallic Space: The Lighthouse 

Much like the other spaces in the works studied in this thesis – Des Esseintes’s 

hermitage, Ethal’s workshop, Raoule’s shrine, and Lirat’s studio – the lighthouse 

becomes a space that metatextually represents the marginal genre of Decadence, which 

itself sought to become an island. Unlike the dispersed and varied role reversals of 

Monsieur Vénus, Rachilde’s ludic interpretation of gender roles are collected and 

conveyed through the central conceit of the lighthouse, the phallic symbol par 

excellence. Henri Lefebvre suggested that his concept of a ‘phallic formant’ can be 

held to symbolise ‘force, fertility, masculine violence’ – by its symbolic embodiment 

of the phallus, ‘phallic erectility bestows a special status on the perpendicular, 

proclaiming phallocracy as the orientation of space’.120 The lighthouse of Ar-Men 

seems to rise out of the sea and dominate all who approach it. Upon his arrival, Jean 

describes the lighthouse as ‘le monstre […qui] grandit, grossit et se dresse presque sur 

mon ventre’ (20). Fearing that he simultaneously carries the lighthouse-phallus and is 

crushed by it, Jean describes ‘ce phare formidable tout nu […qui] ouvre la gueule […et 

                                                 
118 Downing, Desiring the Dead, p. 94 
119 Holmes, pp. 163-64.  
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l’] avalera tout de même’, despite being blind (20-21). In this way, the masculinity 

presented by the lighthouse – ‘une propriété de l’État’ (3) – becomes an elegant 

metaphor for the toxic masculinity that was enculturated in fin-de-siècle France in 

which both state and society emphasised hypermasculine tropes and discouraged 

behaviours and identities considered feminine and ‘unmanly’. Elizabeth Grosz 

reminds us that phallocentrism in architecture may refer ‘not so much [to] the 

dominance of the phallus as the pervasive unacknowledged use of the male or 

masculine to represent the human’;121 as such, the internal and external pressure of 

patriarchy weighs on Jean from the beginning of the narrative and appears to have had 

a sustained effect on Mathurin during his tenure as lighthouse keeper. 

 Jean (as first-person narrator) mocks Mathurin by remarking that ‘ce qui le 

faisait si laid, c’est qu’il n’avait ni barbes, ni pattes de lapin; il était tout nu de visage, 

le nez retroussé à en montrer la morve’ (42; italics in original). The nineteenth century 

saw a revival in popularity of facial hair for men, bringing a marginal fashion statement 

to mainstream orthopraxy in the 1850s. Referring to Victorian Britain, Christopher 

Oldstone-Moore points out that  

beards were integral to that elemental masculinity which still pertained in the 

modern age, first by contributing to men's health and vitality, and second by 

serving as the outward mark of inward qualities – particularly independence, 

hardiness, and decisiveness – that were the foundations of masculine authority. 

As such, they came to symbolize the ‘natural’ superiority of men over women, 

and more vigorous men over their effete counterparts.122 
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This hypermasculine anxiety surrounding masculine aesthetics is linked in Oldstone-

Moore’s argument to the contemporaneous crisis of masculinity in the nineteenth 

century – shifting definitions of what it meant to be a man required a concrete standard 

to which one could compare oneself.123 The beard was a return to ‘true manhood […] 

forged in the perils of rough nature’;124 a way to perform and enact hegemonic, visibly 

virile masculinity. Although his argument focuses on Victorian Britain (and suggests 

that the fashion for beards waned at the fin de siècle), facial hair as a cultural fetish 

was vital in the fashioning of nineteenth-century masculinity and virility. Nye notes 

that in nineteenth-century France in particular, ‘all the qualities of a man, his deep 

voice, his musculature, beard, ruddy complexion, his courage and his “generosity” are 

a consequence of the vital force contained in [his] precious liquor [semen]’.125 As such, 

for Jean to call into question Mathurin’s lack of facial hair is to call into question his 

very masculinity. 

From his introduction into the narrative, Mathurin Barnabas is presented as a 

countermodel to hegemonic, virile masculinity. Described as an old man who walked 

like a ‘oiseau de proie’ due to his legs that were ‘plié[s] en deux’, he lets his arms drag 

behind him as if they were ‘des ailes déplumées’ (16). By describing his legs as ‘plié[s] 

en deux’, Rachilde simultaneously evokes sexual and balletic imagery; we are 

reminded of someone who is bow-legged through venereal disease, yet also of a ballet 

‘plié’ in which the dancer bends the knees outwards. This concurrent association of 

Mathurin with depravity and high culture destabilises and undermines any concrete 

study of his male (and masculine) identity, associating him at once with masculine 

sexual depravity and feminine grace and elegance. A similar juxtaposition was 
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witnessed in Monsieur de Phocas with Lorrain’s balletic description of the protagonist. 

Mathurin’s ‘ailes déplumées’ are revisited later in the novel when Jean sees a ‘vieille 

femme sauvage’ who holds him in her ‘ailes d’oiseau déplumé’ (21). It later becomes 

clear that this old woman who is roaming the lighthouse is in fact Mathurin, ‘qui 

chantait avec une voix de femme’ (41), and who, despite having no hair, ‘les avait 

ramenés sous les oreilles de son bonnet de laine, où il … les avait posés’ (47). In this 

way, the plucked wings are a foreshadowing of Mathurin’s non-normativity, and 

arguably of the dénouement of the novel, at which point Jean takes over guardianship 

of the lighthouse due to Mathurin’s death, which Downing suggests is an ‘Oedipal 

structure’ in which ‘the son gains access to the object of desire’, that is, the corpses 

that Mathurin has amassed, and ‘outlives patriarchal power’.126 In this reading, the 

avian imagery from the ‘aile deplumeés’ of Mathurin and the ‘vieille femme sauvage’ 

– one and the same – is revisited by Jean when he installs two male birds in his 

lodgings, noting that ‘ils commencèrent à se battre et à se déplumer ferme aussitôt 

installés dans [sa] cambuse’ (51). ‘Depluming’, or a revelation of what lies underneath 

artifice, is at the heart of this novel, including Jean’s discovery of Mathurin’s 

necrophilia. Mathurin’s perversions will stand in contrast with, and ultimately 

undermine, his fatherly advice to Jean regarding women when he suggests that Jean 

will be cuckolded by Marie from Brest (165). Evidently the only women he has 

experience of are dead women who ‘ne peu[vent] plus [le] tromper. Elles sont 

meilleures filles que les autres et elle parlent pas [sic]’ (174). 

Animal imagery is used throughout the novel to describe Mathurin in ways that 

further dehumanise the character: for example, his ‘patte de crabe’ (64) and pig-like 

grunts (47) are suggested to be a symptom of his isolation within the lighthouse. We 
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are further told that ‘il marchait presque à quatre pattes’ (43) and that he ‘grognait 

comme un cochon ou chantait comme une jeune fille, mais ne causait certes pas 

comme un homme naturel’ (47). It becomes clear that just as the plucked feathers 

foreshadowed Mathurin’s identification with the feminine “other”, so too is this animal 

imagery broadly associated with the feminine, and an ultimate privileging of the 

masculine. This is later supported by Jean’s suggestion towards the end of the novel 

that ‘[ils étaient] des bêtes. De surnaturelles bêtes, plus que des hommes: [ils luttaient] 

contre le ciel, et moins que des esprits, car [ils ne possédaient] plus la conscience de 

[leur] besogne’ (212). Here we see that their isolation under the weight of the phallic 

lighthouse strips them of their humanity. Upon learning of the necrophiliac nature of 

his companion, we are told that Jean ‘[redevint] un brave animal d’homme qui essaye 

de se sauver’ (224-25), illustrating that the rules of society and civilized masculinity 

have no place on this desolate rock.  

By engaging with the phallus – that is, the lighthouse – the figure of Mathurin 

becomes androgynous and gender-fluid. Masculinity becomes an itinerant, peripheral 

idea(l) that is predicated on authority and the abdication of authority. The homosocial 

and homoerotically charged nature of the lighthouse is reminiscent of both maritime 

and incarcerated masculinity, whose sexualities are often predicated on homosocial 

isolation. In his study of sodomy within the pirate tradition, B.R. Burg notes the 

homosocial nature of both prison sexuality and buccaneer sexuality, stereotypes that 

have lasted through to the present day.127 He highlights, however, that while 

‘homosexuality and homosexual contact behind bars exists within a framework of 

rigidly applied rules and regulations imposed from beyond the ranks of the inmates’, 
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buccaneer sexuality was usually free of such societal pressures and scrutiny.128 The 

life of a lighthouse keeper presents itself as a unique melding of both incarcerated and 

buccaneer masculinity – they are isolated spatially from society at large, yet are free 

to rejoin society periodically, as Jean does during his maladroit visits to Brest. This 

bipartite nature of the position can be seen in Jean’s pride at his past career as a sailor, 

which he believes has prepared him for a job in such proximity to the sea. Jean notes 

that ‘[il n’est] pas un marin d’eau douce’ (17), a description which marks him out a 

model of virile, rugged maritime masculinity. However, this eagerness is punctuated 

by warnings about the isolated – and even incarcerated – nature of life in the 

lighthouse. Jean is advised that ‘on vieillira […] on vieillit même très vite à Ar-Men’ 

(4), much as one would age while imprisoned; he realises later in the narrative that ‘on 

serait des hommes si on causait comme tout le monde, mais on est comme des 

galériens’, going as far as to say that ‘s’[il est] en prison, c’est la faute à l’État, pas la 

[sienne]’, worried that he has been placed there as an assassin (53). This passage 

highlights the dual nature of the lighthouse, playing on the dual nature of the word 

‘galère’ which can simultaneously refer to a type of ship (a ‘galley’) as well as to the 

prisoners who powered such ships (the ‘galériens’).  

The proximity of the lighthouse to Brest in itself is of interest. At the beginning 

of the twentieth century, and concurrent to the publication of La Tour d’amour, the 

French authorities watched the nation’s ports vigilantly as ‘areas where law and order 

and state security could be threatened’ due to the ‘poor character’ of homosexuals and 

those who frequented prostitutes, both of whom could ‘give away state secrets’ if they 

were involved in the navy or military.129 Police reports from the early twentieth 

                                                 
128 Ibid., p. xvii.  
129 Florence Tamagne, A History of Homosexuality in Europe, Vols. 1 and 2: Berlin, London, Paris, 
1919-1939 (New York: Algora, 2006), p. 343. 
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century covering large maritime ports like Brest, Toulon, and Lorient often make 

references to homosexuality and pederasty amongst both civilians and maritime 

officials.130 The association of Brest with naval homosexuality continues throughout 

the twentieth century, with one of the seminal queer francophone texts, Jean Genet’s 

Querelle de Brest, appearing in 1947. In addition to the homosexual connotations that 

the navy port can be considered to have, it is important to remember that Brest finds 

itself firmly within the historic zone bretonnante of Lower Brittany. While Brittany as 

an entity represents an ostensible periphery whose language and culture can cause 

‘great indignation’ to standard, homogenised French culture and identity,131 it is 

significant that the western Basse-Bretagne saw an increase in Breton speakers in the 

nineteenth century ‘while Breton continued to contract socially and geographically 

within the French political context of the nineteenth century’.132 By situating her 

narrative on the periphery of an acceptable ‘Frenchness’, Rachilde follows the 

nineteenth-century folklorists who sought the wild and exotic on ‘home soil’, which 

ultimately further isolates her protagonists. We shall revisit this distinctly Breton 

otherness in our study of Mirbeau in the next chapter. In addition to the voyages 

promoted by Welcôme in Monsieur de Phocas and to an extent, Des Esseintes’s failed 

trip to England in À Rebours, this geographical othering further situates these non-

normative men on the outskirts of normative society. Although Monsieur Vénus does 

not contain a traditional travel narrative, I argue that the crossing of class borders in 

the novel fulfils the transgression of borders inherent in travel writing, while also 

transgressing traditional gendered borders. 

                                                 
130 Ibid. 
131 Maryon McDonald, ‘We are not French!’: Language, Culture and Identity in Brittany (London/New 
York: Routledge, 1989), p. 1.  
132 Ibid., p. 7. 
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By way of comparison, the other masculine/male protagonist in the novel, Jean 

Maleux, is presented from the outset as a performative, hegemonic, masculine foil to 

the non-normativity and perversion of Mathurin Barnabas. Even his name, ‘Maleux’, 

is a homonym of the French word ‘mâle’, marking him out as a bearer of traditional, 

hegemonic masculinity. Throughout the narrative, Jean is careful to state his affiliation 

to masculinity (in comparison to femininity), pointing out that by taking the post at the 

lighthouse, ‘on sera un homme’ (8). He is eager to emphasise that he is ideal for the 

post because ‘[il n’est] pas un marin d’eau douce’ (17), a remark which not only 

suggests that he has experience of drudgery, but also sets him in opposition to the sea 

as a symbol of femininity. This anxiety with appearing as masculine – virile and 

competent – can be seen from the outset of the novel. We are told that: 

Heureusement que ces messieurs eurent bonne opinion de ma tenue. Je portais 

le surcot neuf d’ordonnance, tout brun luisant, des pantalons de treillis à 

jambières de cuir, et je venais d’acheter, dans un bazar de Brest, un beau béret 

bleu à pompon large comme un chou. (2)  

This obsession with how other men perceive his appearance fulfils the complicity and 

collusion required by Connell’s framework of hegemonic masculinity, in which all 

men decide and negotiate the parameters and limits of ‘acceptable’ masculinity. Thus, 

the lighthouse, and the marine that takes responsibility for the men who reside there, 

functions as a metonym for the institution of hegemonic masculinity in fin-de-siècle 

France, and one which Rachilde undercuts and undermines by presenting both 

inhabitants of the lighthouse as ‘failures’ of traditional masculinity. Despite all his 

arguments and posturing, Jean admits that ‘[il était] triste et maigre de corps comme 

tous les chauffeurs que le vent du feu dessèche’ (7) – hardly a specimen of masculine 
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beauty, but one which attempts to access hegemony via labour and the qualification of 

masculinity, ultimately undercutting traditional assertions about masculinity.  

 As with Mathurin, Jean’s extended engagement with the isolated phallus of the 

lighthouse gradually affects and undermines his traditional performance of 

masculinity, which Rachilde foreshadows in her choice of name for the sailor. In 

addition to being a homonym for ‘mâle’, Maleux also reminds us of ‘malin’ and 

‘malheureux’ and perhaps even ‘marin’, demonstrating the unhappiness and anxiety 

of the protagonist, intimately connected to his maritime milieu. As we have seen, Jean 

both fears and is attracted by the lighthouse (20-21), and its devirilizing, overbearing 

nature seems to force a personal crisis of masculinity within the young sailor – the man 

who claimed the tower for himself (17) must consistently shore up his own masculinity 

in comparison to femininity and femaleness, a concept seen in George Mosse’s 

description of the ‘countertype’,133 as well as Hawthorne’s characterisation of the sea 

as feminine. He notes that ‘[il était] un privilégie que l’on me choisissait sur le tas des 

dix autres, rapport à ma figure, une bonne figure de hibou’, but he must qualify this 

success by reminding readers that ‘[il n’avait] pas pourtant l’aspect d’une demoiselle’ 

(7), a comparison that undermines his masculine argument and ensures that it is reliant 

upon femininity.  

Jean’s simultaneous heterosexual preoccupation with and fear of the feminine 

manifests itself throughout the novel as a symptom of his compromised masculinity as 

a result of his isolation in the lighthouse. Although no explicit homosexual activity 

takes place within the novel, the isolated nature of both protagonists ultimately 

precludes them from engaging with what would be considered as a ‘natural’ 

                                                 
133 George L. Mosse, The Image of Man: The Creation of Modern Masculinity (New York/Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1996), pp. 56-57. 
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performance of masculinity – that is a procreative relationship. Any interjection of the 

feminine within the novel is actively rebuked or tainted by both men, with the issue of 

necrophilia positioned as a key sexual tactic in the insulation of masculinity against 

the ‘dangerous’ feminine, with Holmes suggesting that necrophilia is used to neutralise 

the ‘danger’ of female sexual agency.134 Mathurin states that he would rather copulate 

with a corpse than ‘une vivante qu[’il] ne connaissait pas’ (203), presumably for fear 

that he would be cuckolded given his warning to Jean upon hearing of his nuptial plans: 

‘tu seras cocu, mon garçon […] une femme, c’est du malheur dans un ménage’ (165-

66). Although Jean actively tries to convince himself that he wants a wife and to escape 

the isolation of the lighthouse, saying ‘oui, je voulais être un homme, je voulais être 

heureux’ when he meets Marie in Brest (155-56), it is significant that this wife should 

have ‘un regard de garçon effronté’; we are told that ‘elle était vraiment plus garçon 

que garce’ (148), undercutting the value that heterosexual ‘success’ has for hegemonic 

masculinity.  

Jean is characterised by an inability to cultivate successful heterosexual 

connections. This can be seen from his initially innocent and naïve approach to 

women. He tells us that ‘[il n’était] pas vilain, physiquement, quoique maigre, [il avait] 

de bons yeux gris, des dents blanches, des cheveux bruns comme tout le monde’, yet 

despite this arguably conventional standard of male beauty, ‘si [il était] porté un peu 

sur le sexe, c’est que des filles aimables [lui] prenaient moins chers qu’à [ses] 

camarades, preuve qu’on savait [l’]estimer du côté du sentiment’ (78). He seems to 

expect that women will fall for his charms without question. This is followed by his 

experience with Marie, whom he incidentally cannot find the next time he returns to 

Brest. This rejection seems to lead to an indifference to the feminine and heterosexual 

                                                 
134 Holmes, p. 161. 
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relations, emphasised by his declaration to Mathurin that ‘on était des hommes quoi 

[…] on n’a pas besoin de sexe ici’ (209). Although this is ostensibly in opposition to 

Mathurin’s fervour for the approach of female corpses on the waves, it marks out the 

homosociality of the lighthouse. This indifference is quickly transformed to an active 

misogyny upon returning to shore. Disgusted by the discovery of Mathurin’s 

necrophilia and after having been abandoned by Marie, Jean seeks solace in the 

‘caresses des bonnes putains’ of Brest, which neither pacifies nor sobers him – on the 

contrary, ‘tout le tapage des joyeux compangnons, les marins du Marceau [lui] restait 

au fond des oreilles des bruits de guerre’ (236). That he is left cold by the women and 

engaged (however negatively) by the men – fellow sailors, with all the homoerotic 

potentiality that we have previously discussed – marks out Jean’s masculinity as 

irrevocably influenced by the homosocial phallicity of the lighthouse. Ultimately, Jean 

blames the feminine for all his woes, and kills a woman in the street of Brest, saying 

that ‘ben quoi? J’ai tué la mer’ (238). Hawthorne notes the homonym between ‘mer’ 

and ‘mère’, tying her argument not just to misogyny, but to Rachilde’s avowed 

matriphobia, thereby linking it to her authorial persona.135 However, to go a step 

further, I suggest that this cements Jean’s subversion of heterosexuality – by killing 

‘la mer/mère’ he has symbolically severed his ties to all women. In this way, both 

men’s engagement with the feminine can be considered to have been queered by their 

homosocial isolation in the lighthouse.  

Phallic Author(ity): Jean Maleux and Mathurin Barnabas 

Language is central to the narrative of La Tour d’amour and it is significant that 

linguistic experimentation should swirl around the central conceit of the lighthouse. 

Pablo Justel compares it to the Biblical Tower of Babel: ‘c’est l’espace, le phare (ou 
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la Tour de Babel décadente), qui a atrophié chez les deux gardiens cette faculté 

humaine qu’est le langage’.136 The tautological manner in which Ar-Men is referred 

simultaneously to as ‘le phare’ (13) and ‘la tour’ (74), as well as the linguistic play 

with grammatical gender when Jean notes that ‘c’était mon tour’ (17) – whereby ‘tour’ 

in the feminine signifies ‘tower’ while in the masculine signifies ‘turn’ – all 

demonstrate Rachilde’s ludic approach to grammatical gender, while undercutting the 

solidity of phallic masculinity as represented by the phallic lighthouse. However, the 

linguistic experimentation in La Tour d’amour presents itself as a much more subtle, 

nuanced form of gender subversion – perhaps indicative of Rachilde’s honed skills as 

writer, given that La Tour d’amour appeared 15 years after Monsieur Vénus. As with 

her use of italics (which we will touch upon later) the linguistic (and gender) 

subversion in La Tour d’amour is more subtle than in Monsieur Vénus, signifying an 

attempt to present gender in an even more nuanced way.  

 In addition to Rachilde’s jeux de mots in relation to the lighthouse, the edifice 

is intimately connected to the concept of textuality and idées masculines – the 

association of the intellectual with the masculine (as embodied by either a biological 

male or not, as seen in our earlier analysis of Raoule de Vénérande). We are told that: 

la bibliothèque contenait beaucoup de bouquins, toute la ribambelle 

qu’ordonne la marine soucieuse de distraire les prisonniers du large, des livres 

de science, des récits de voyage, et des histoires d’amour pas trop brûlants: 

Robinson Crusoe, Paul et Virginie, les Fables de la Fontaine (89-90). 

Once again, we are reminded of the incarcerated nature of Jean and Mathurin’s 

position through Jean’s choice of the word ‘prisonnier’, but equally of their isolated 

                                                 
136 Pablo Justel, ‘Espace et langage: Le Tour d’amour de Rachilde et la Tour de Babel’, Çedille. Revista 
de Estudios Franceses, 12 (2016), 181-203 (p. 200).  
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nature, separated from society. Daniel Defoe’s famous protagonist Robinson Crusoe 

is a castaway in the Caribbean while Jacques-Henri Bernardin de Saint Pierre’s 

protagonists in Paul et Virginie are lovers who grow up on Mauritius and are ultimately 

separated by societal pressure and the natural tempests that surround the island. Both 

of these works’ exoticist themes can be reflected in the Fables de la Fontaine, which 

derives its sources from both the West and East.137 These books that have been 

supplied by the navy – ostensibly to provide a window to the outside world (and 

beyond) – only serve to reiterate and reinforce the spatial and personal isolation of the 

inhabitants. However, the inclusion of a library of books further echoes the permeating 

presence of libraries in Monsieur Vénus. Similarly, the inclusion of a library here 

portents the desire for a broader variety of gender performance and that of identity at 

large. The concept of the library as a treasury of masculinity was seen in our discussion 

of À Rebours, and is significant for my conception of idées masculines because it 

hinges on La Guardia’s reminder that often books about men are written for and by 

men, implying a diegetic dialogue between men.138 

 Despite including books that are apparently aimed at adult readership, such as 

Robinson Crusoe and Paul et Virginie, the lighthouse library also contains the infantile 

Fables de la Fontaine as well as a copy of the alphabet. It later becomes clear that after 

years of isolation in the lighthouse Mathurin can no longer read. We are told that: ‘ce 

petit bouquin-là vous avait une forme de catéchisme […] c’était … l’Alphabet. Le père 

Barnabas, le gardien-chef du phare d’Ar-Men, ayant fait ses études et obtenu son 

diplôme depuis longtemps, lisait … l’alphabet par conséquent ne savait pas lire’ (90). 

This infantilisation of Mathurin has implications for his enactment of adult 
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masculinity: by undermining his literacy as something that is almost religiously 

transgressive – outside of the ‘cathéchisme’ – he is excluded from the hegemony. Yet, 

as seen in our study of the phallic writer and metatextuality in Monsieur Vénus, it also 

excludes him from a ‘national’ patriarchal tradition, and ultimately undermines that 

establishment, whose masculine identity was founded in part on the alphabétisation of 

the French nation.139 Once again, Rachilde’s decision to locate her narrative within the 

zone bretonnante of Western Brittany, Brest, and the Celtic Sea distances her 

characters from a hegemonic, ‘hexagonal’ masculinity. An educational decree in 1880 

declared that ‘only French is to be used in the school’, which was surprisingly adopted 

by Finistère’s authorities ‘without any footnote this time about Breton or 

translation’.140 Furthermore, as McDonald notes, ‘Breton women, with less education, 

and not subject to compulsory military service, continued to know only Breton far 

longer than their menfolk’,141 intimately linking a francophone literacy with gender. 

Thus, we can connect the increasingly insular zone bretonnante with Mathurin’s 

illiteracy, and consequentially, his masculinity. However, Mathurin’s illiteracy is not 

limited to the lost ability to read, for we are not only told that ‘[il ne sait] plus lire’ 

(72), but that ‘elle n’allait pas fort, l’écriture, avec [lui]’ (70). Jean has been made 

aware that his superior had ‘perdu la notion de l’écriture [donc] il serait bon de 

mentionner des choses graves’ (34), and it is implied that this loss of the active act of 

writing as opposed to the ostensibly passive act of reading is more insidious. 

Rachilde’s use of italicisation in La Tour d’amour is more subtle than in Monsieur 

Vénus – there is no immediately obvious motive. In this instance, the author is drawing 

                                                 
139 Bergeron, p. 71; referring to François Furet and Jacques Ozouf, Lire et écrire: L’alphabétisation de 
français de Calvin à Jules Ferry (Paris: Minuit, 1977), p. 9; Reading and Writing: Literacy in France 
from Calvin to Jules Ferry, trans. by Maison des Sciences de l’Homme (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1982).  
140 McDonald, p. 39. 
141 McDonald, p. 42. 
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attention to the intellect, and ostensible deterioration of it within Mathurin. The 

italicisation of ‘perdu la notion de l’écriture’ can be linked with the later italicisation 

of Jean’s characterisation of Mathurin as ‘encore peu au courant de son métier’ (71), 

a realisation which brings him to the (italicised) conclusion that the ‘mission’ of the 

navy was to ‘remplacer l’intelligence d’un vieux qui décline’ (72). 

 Aware of his positioning in the lighthouse to replace Mathurin, and perhaps 

more conscious than ever of his own intellect and masculinity, Jean vows to change 

his ways at the end of the novel. He tells us that ‘sur ma table, les livres ne me tendaient 

pas. J’avais jamais été grand liseur. J’aimais mieux perfectionner mes idées à moi tout 

seul, soit pour mon métier, soit pour ma jugeotte, que de m’informer de celles des 

autres’ (76). Although he does retain ‘[la] plus vaillante écriture de bon chauffeur 

mécanicien’ (53), this lack of interest in reading presents itself as a foreshadowing of 

Mathurin’s illiteracy and the possibility that Jean, too, could ‘perdre la notion de 

l’écriture’ if given enough time in isolation. By the end of the narrative, although he 

expresses no explicit desire to become a better reader, he does take action and tells us 

that ‘alors comme j’ai peur, moi aussi d’oublier l’alphabet, je me suis mis à écrire mon 

histoire sur le grand livre du phare’ (261). Thus, by taking narrative and his associated 

masculinity into his own hands, Jean is, like Raoule in Monsieur Vénus, permitted to 

literally re-write the rules of gender. For Jean, the assertion of the isolated homosocial 

masculinity that drove Mathurin to necrophilia is neutralised by his assertion of a 

creative act that tethers him to civilisation, however tenuously, while Mathurin’s 

necrophilia is linked to his illiteracy and dehumanised descriptions. In this way, a 

sexuality that is directed towards the dead, and the dead alone, becomes aligned with 

Freud’s concept of thanatos – the ‘death drive’ – while it can be sublimated by a 

creative act to off-set the death. As such, Rachilde inverts the sex and death drives by 
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presenting us with characters who simultaneously eroticise death – Mathurin and his 

corpses, Jean and the ‘everywoman’ that he kills on the streets of Brest, associating 

her with Marie. However, ultimately, only Jean can manage to escape the fate of his 

predecessor through engagement with textuality, and for this reason he seeks 

validation and erotic sublimation through writing, an essentially creative and 

(re)productive act. This, of course has consequences for masculinity at large – as we 

saw in the Introduction to this thesis, LaGuardia has argued masculinity is negotiated 

and reinscribed textually. By choosing to inscribe his own nuanced (queer) mould of 

ostensibly ‘heterosexual’ masculinity, Jean positions himself against all other writers 

and enters into a discussion on the very nature of masculinity.  

Conclusion 

The analysis of both Monsieur Vénus and La Tour d’amour presented in this chapter 

remind us that (heterosexual) masculinity is homosocially collusive. By revealing the 

concept of masculinity to be mutable, Rachilde undermines, and literally (re)writes, 

this societal construct, thererby queering the norm. This epitomises Rachilde’s 

individualist and non-essentialist approach to gender, as illustrated in her declaration 

Pourquoi je ne suis pas féministe (1928).  

Both a queer and a heteronormative reading of Monsieur Vénus are possible, 

and this ambiguity highlights the nuance and complexity of gender in the text. 

Downing echoes this point, by countering readings of Rachilde that accuse her of 

‘repeating male decadent assumptions about the monstrous woman’, as this risks the 

essentialist refusal of activity and authority to the (coded) feminine subject.142 

Although these analyses rightly have their place in literary criticism, they do not offer 
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a totalising perspective of a queered Rachilde. Rachilde’s ambiguous presentation of 

gender destabilises any essentialist association of gendered performance and gender 

identity. To read the passivity of Jacques as a desire to be a woman is reductive and 

essentialist, just as is the assumption of homosexuality in Raoule’s active nature. As 

Halberstam asserts, ‘by making female masculinity equivalent to lesbianism [...] or by 

reading it as proto-lesbianism awaiting a coming community we continue to hold 

female masculinity apart from the making of modern masculinity itself’.143 In this way, 

perhaps, Raittolbe represents at once the encapsulation of Rachilde’s thinking on the 

fluidity of gender and the societal restrictions placed upon it, inhabiting as he does 

both homosexual and heterosexual spaces (implying a bi- or pansexual subjectivity). 

By revealing the concept of masculinity in particular to be mutable, Rachilde 

undermines, and literally (re)writes this societal construct, queering the norm. I argue 

that active sexuality is not always indicative of masculinity, nor is passive sexuality 

indicative of femininity. This recalibration of gender and sexual positions allows 

Rachilde to highlight the fluidity and nuance of gender within the novel rather than 

effacing or completely inverting it. Ultimately, the monolithic entity of masculinity is 

shown to be a mobile, performative identity position that is open for appropriation. 

Similarly, La Tour d’amour, while presenting an ostensibly misogynist 

narrative and fear of the Feminine both socially and sexually, can be shown to covertly 

present a problematisation of heterosexual relations in which homosocial isolation and 

heterosexual necrophilia is placed above normative heterosexual engagement between 

men and women. The central position of the phallic lighthouse within the narrative 

reminds us constantly of the effect of toxic masculinity upon men as a result of the 

(unachievable) expectations of society, highlighting at once Connell’s conception of a 
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collusive, complicit masculinity and the implied ‘failure’ of men that do not comply. 

However, when tied to textuality, the phallus-pen of the lighthouse provides a 

liberating force through which Jean is permitted to eschew the misplaced libido of 

Mathurin’s necrophilia – which we have linked with Freud’s concept of thanatos – 

choosing instead to write his narrative and rewrite masculine expectations and 

fulfilling Freud’s concept of the creative principle of eros.  

Both novels’ engagement with textuality and language provides Rachilde with 

a potent tool with which to critique fin-de-siècle French society with its concerns of 

francisation, as well as the creation of a homogenous, normative state based around 

the patriarchal construction of the family. By undermining linguistic gender and 

presenting textuality as a creative and constructed paradigm, Rachilde presents gender 

and consequentially, masculinity, as a mobile, performative identity position that is 

open for appropriation. Masculinity is an important focus, as it not only differs from 

the many critics who focus on femininity, but because it also undermines assumptions 

about the impenetrable male body and opens up masculinity for appropriation beyond 

the Biological. By allowing a female protagonist such as Raoule (and as an author 

herself) to engage in idées masculines, Rachilde destabilises any natural, essentialised 

gender binary in a much more rebellious, iconoclastic manner than if she were to 

simply write another narrative of a monstrous woman.144 In this way, her work 

eloquently illustrates the concept of idées masculines as a disembodied, intellectual 

form of masculinity that is itinerant and mutable, rather than restricted and tangible. 
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Chapter Four:                                                                                            

The (Im)potency of the Pen(is): Mirbeau’s Masculine 

Author(ity) in Le Calvaire (1886) 

‘Un homme, c’est toujours un conteur d’histoires, il vit entouré de ses 

histoires et des histoires d’autrui, il voit tout ce qui lui arrive à travers 

elles; et il cherche à vivre sa vie comme s’il la racontait’ 

Jean-Paul Sartre1 

The critical spectre of Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar’s seminal question, ‘is the pen 

a metaphorical penis?’ haunts this thesis, influencing my approach to constructions of 

masculinity by way of literary construction.2 Gilbert and Gubar assert that (at least in 

the nineteenth century), ‘male sexuality […] is not just analogically but actually the 

essence of literary power. The poet’s pen is in some sense […] a penis’.3 This 

(pro)creative function can be seen in Lorrain’s Monsieur de Phocas through the 

author’s decision to present his narrative in epistolary form, inherently linking the 

protagonist’s performance of occult masculinity with literary creation. Similarly, 

Rachilde’s presentation of Raoule and Jean’s engagement with literary creation (and 

Jacques and Mathurin’s failed engagement) underscores her characters’ performance 

and appropriation of masculinity. However, if the pen is a penis, it can malfunction 

like any bodily appendage – and if it does malfunction, what repercussions does this 

have for the man wielding it? Does this preoccupation, both with phallus and phallus-

                                                 
1 Jean-Paul Sartre, La Nausée (Paris: Gallimard, 1938), p. 63. 
2 Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar, The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the 
Nineteenth-Century Literary Imagination (New Haven: Yale Nota Bene, 2000), p. 3. 
3 Ibid., p. 4. 
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pen, reveal more about masculinity and its limits more than the perceived threats to 

masculinity and the omnipresent “crisis” of masculinity?  

Linking literary impotence with the perceived impotence of masculinity at the 

fin de siècle, this chapter takes as its focus the impotent author-protagonist of Octave 

Mirbeau’s 1886 semi-autobiographical début novel, Le Calvaire. Described by Reg 

Carr as ‘a love-story in the tradition of Manon Lescault’4 with an equally tragic ending, 

the novel centres around the protagonist Jean Mintié, an aspiring novelist with some 

early successes who is allegedly rendered impotent and hysterical by his involvement 

with the alluring Juliette Roux, whose taste for luxury and need for attention exhaust 

Mintié emotionally and financially. Eventually separating, Jean finds himself not only 

betrayed by Juliette, but by the very friend who had suggested that he retreat to the 

atavistic beauty of Brittany to recover from his emotional entanglement – indeed, Lirat 

cuckolds Jean at the end of the novel with Juliette. By juxtaposing protagonist and 

creator as simultaneously men and authors, I not only interrogate the links between the 

construction of masculinity and literature but demonstrate a distinctly literary form of 

catharsis through which Mirbeau is permitted to rewrite his own deemed failings both 

as a writer and as a man, ultimately presenting his protagonist as a foil against which 

to position himself.  

As stated in the introduction to this thesis, the concept of idées masculines as 

a homosocially collusive form of intertextuality relies (in particular) on David La 

Guardia’s description of a ‘continuous reflection upon the relation of texts to other 

texts, and a constant consideration of what it meant to be a man, and to read as a man 

within the social context that was defined by those texts’, taking into consideration 
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‘men’s activity as readers and writers of texts about being a man, written for the benefit 

and instruction of other men’.5 This specifically collusive performance of literary 

masculinity hinges on the misogynistic assumption that reading and writing is coded 

as active and masculine. Of course, this dichotomy is inherently flawed due to the 

requirement to have male readers, which ultimately highlights men’s inability to match 

up to the fictional standards they have set themselves. It is precisely this ambiguity 

that I argue the Decadents seized upon in order to rewrite gender. Sharon D. Larson, 

in her doctoral thesis ‘Femme de Siècle: Malevolent Female Sexuality, Masculinity 

and Linguistic Authority in the Decadent Novel’, notes that Le Calvaire in particular 

‘posit[s] a male reader to whom [the protagonist] relates his story as a cautionary tale 

or a public confession’.6 This hypothetical reader/student is considered by Jean in the 

following terms:  

je me dis aussi que mon exemple servira de leçon … Si, en lisant ces pages, un 

jeune homme, un seul, prêt à faillir, se sentait tant d’effroi et tant de dégoût, 

qu’il fût à jamais sauvé du mal, il me semble que le salut de cette âme 

commencerait le rachat de la mienne.7  

Much in the vein of LaGuardia’s framework of intertextual masculinity outlined in the 

introduction to this thesis, in which men read and write for other men, Larson suggests 

that Mirbeau ‘establishes a male-centered network of narration and reception’.8 For 

this reason, I have chosen to analyse Le Calvaire rather than Mirbeau’s companion 

                                                 
5 David P. LaGuardia, Intertextual Masculinity in French Renaissance Literature: Rabelais, Brantôme, 
and the Cent nouvelles nouvelles (Aldershot, England/ Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2008), p. 4, (italics in 
original). 
6 Sharon D. Larson, ‘Femme de Siècle: Malevolent Female Sexuality, Masculinity and Linguistic 
Authority in the Decadent Novel’ (unpublished doctoral thesis, Brown University, 2009), p. 59.  
7 Octave Mirbeau, Le Calvaire, in Romans Autobiographiques, ed. by Roman and Patrick Wald 
Lasowski, (Paris: Mercure de France, 1991), p. 166. All subsequent quotations will be from this edition 
and integrated into the text unless stated otherwise.  
8 Larson, p. 59.  
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autobiographical novels L’Abbé Jules and Sébastien Roch, due to its distinct and 

discrete focus on writing and impotence (although the other two do present masculinity 

as subverted by societal institutions that ostensibly maintain phallocracy – the church 

and the military – and will be discussed passim). Whereas Larson focuses on 

homosociality as an aesthetic catalyst9 – akin to the conception of idées masculines 

that guides this thesis – I not only read Mirbeau’s work in the light of (psychological) 

narrative theory and identity construction, but problematise homosociality in the 

context of a “crisis” of masculinity, ultimately asking the question: what is a man, and 

how is a masculine identity appropriated? Larson asserts that the novel is ‘a worthy 

supplement to understand how the collapse of masculine narration is triggered by 

sadistic female sexuality’.10 In this chapter, I turn this assertion on its head and 

interrogate the homosocial shelter to which the narrator retreats, demonstrating that 

masculinity is often undermined by those within its own ranks, rather than by women.  

Masculine Author(ity) 

Although better known and more widely studied in Decadence studies for his scathing 

and grotesque description of deviant female sexuality in Le Jardin des supplices 

(1899), the Octave Mirbeau’s earlier semi-autobiographical works, including Le 

Calvaire (1886), L’Abbé Jules (1888), and Sébastien Roch (1890), have escaped 

widespread critical attention, especially concerning their portrayal of men and the 

connections between masculinity and literary creation, or what this thesis has termed 

idées masculines. Although Éléonore Reverzy suggests that each of Mirbeau’s semi-

autobiographical novels pushes the limits of its genre, classifying both Le Calvaire 

and Sébastien Roch as ‘romans d’apprentissage’ and L’Abbé Jules as a ‘roman 

                                                 
9 Larson, p. 20. 
10 Larson, p. 57. 
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reáliste’, whilst reserving the title of ‘roman décadent’ for the aforementioned Le 

Jardin des supplices,11 this chapter follows Birkett’s suggestion that Mirbeau’s three 

autobiographical novels ‘trace [a] process of demystification’ in which the author 

‘learned to reconstitute those categories which Decadent ideology so carefully 

distinguished – “nature” and artifice, individual and society, instinct and education’.12 

For Birkett, it is in Le Jardin des supplices that Mirbeau presents ‘the emblems of 

decadent style […] in a quintessence no less heady than À Rebours, whose purpose is 

to settle accounts with the decadent poison’.13 However, she notes that Mirbeau often 

‘drew himself, and his heroes, as men corrupted by the times [and] caught helplessly 

in a transitional moment of society’.14 Mirbeau is often considered to be a misogynistic 

author: Emily Apter, for example, notes that he ‘forged a connection between the love 

of looking at cruelty […] and female erotomania in Le Jardin des supplices’;15 while 

Frédéric Monneyron asserts that ‘certains protagonistes, et à travers eux leur créateur, 

s’ils conviennent, comme un personage d’Octave Mirbeau, “de l’horreur d’être un 

mâle” vont aussi clamant “l’ordure d’être une femme”’.16 Of his autobiographical 

trilogy, at least two texts (Le Calvaire and L’Abbé Jules) can be understood within the 

frame of misogyny, given the presentation of the sexually domineering Juliette Roux 

and the perverted debauchery of l’Abbé Jules. That said, Jonathan Patrick notes in his 

study of Maupassant’s men that rather than blaming the fin-de-siècle crisis of 

masculinity on the ‘New Woman’ and the rise of homosexuality, it is perhaps more 

                                                 
11 Éléonore Reverzy, ‘Mirbeau: éthiques de l’écriture’, Littératures, 64 (2011), 143-54 (p. 143). 
12 Jennifer Birkett, The Sins of the Father: Decadence in France 1870-1914 (London: Quartet Books, 
1986), p. 236.  
13 Birkett, p. 247. 
14 Birkett, p. 236.  
15 Emily Apter, Feminizing the Fetish: Psychoanalysis and Narrative Obsession in Turn-of-the-Century 
France, (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991), p. 245. 
16 Frédéric Monneyron, ‘De l’androgyne au misogyne: l’infernale dialectique des décadents’, Les 
Cahiers du GRIF, 47 (1993), 75-86 (p. 82); citing Octave Mirbeau, Les vingt et un jours d’un 
neurasthénique (Paris: UGE, 1977), p. 52.  
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useful to look at ‘changes in the way men thought of themselves and their sex’.17 

Although Mirbeau’s misogyny in his earlier works, in which women are presented ‘in 

the stereotypical manner of the fin-de-siècle as vampires, destructive and parasitic, 

working to destroy male bonds based on integrity and honesty’,18 is blatantly apparent, 

it is more useful for this study to focus on Mirbeau’s philosophy that ‘real life is to be 

lived outside the home, in homosocial circles, which alone […] seem to have the ability 

to develop politically authentic politics’.19 In short, although Mirbeau follows a 

tradition of nineteenth-century men who ‘construct[ed] art against nature, against 

woman, against the organic’,20 I will argue that his exploration of masculinity 

undermines this misogynistic assumption, particularly in Le Calvaire, which Gemie 

suggests ‘examin[es] forces of oppression and liberation affecting the lives of […] 

young men or boys’.21 

 Masculinity and the anxiety surrounding its performance run through the 

narrative of Le Calvaire. Opening with the birth and baptism of the protagonist, we 

are told that Jean Mintié was ‘ausstiôt baptisé aux noms de Jean-François-Marie 

Mintié’ (9). This immediate naming and labelling of a masculine character by the 

guardians of the Church presage the future manipulation and betrayal of Jean by 

institutions of the patriarchy – notably the Church, the education system, and the 

military. Jean will later denounce the ‘importance sacerdotale’ (41) of his Jesuit tutor, 

while regretting the actions he took in the Franco-Prussian war. His baptism can be 

                                                 
17 Jonathan Patrick, Maupassant’s Men: Masculinity and the Franco-Prussian War’, in Fin de Siècle?, 
ed. by Anne Frémiot (Nottingham: Department of French, 1997), pp. 17-26 (p. 17).  
18 Sharif Gemie, ‘Mirbeau and the Politics of Misogyny’, European Studies, 31 (2001), 71-98 (p. 94).  
19 Gemie, p. 83.  
20 Charles Bernheimer, Figures of Ill Repute: Representing Prostitution in Nineteenth-Century France 
(Durham/London: Duke University Press, 1997), p. 2. 
21 Gemie, p. 72. Gemie also makes reference here to L’Abbé Jules and Sébastien Roch, but as noted I 
shall focus uniquely on Le Calvaire given its reification of reading and writing in a manner akin to my 
concept of idées masculines. 
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held as an initiation into Patriarchy via the Church without his consent, while his 

inevitable subjugation is presaged by the death of one of the ‘gamins du pays’ on the 

day of his baptism, who we are told ‘se batt[a] avec ses camarades, [et] tomba sur le 

coupant d’une pierre si malheureusement qu’il se fendit le crane et mourut le 

lendemain’ (9). This episode, as we will see, is subconsciously significant to the 

protagonist: his nanny often told him the story of his baptism (and the death of the 

young boy) ‘avec orgueil et admiration’ (9). Jean’s impotency will later lead him to 

describe ‘un rocher d’où [il se] jetterai[t] dans la mer’ (276), while the devirilizing 

events of the novel – literary impotency, financial ruin, and ultimately sexual 

impotency through cuckolding – will prompt him to hallucinate images of ‘[des] 

hommes [qui lui] firent l’effect de spectres fous, de squelettes très vieux qui se 

démantibulaient […]. Et tous ces lambeaux de corps humains, décharnés par la mort, 

se ruaient l’un sur l’autre, toujours emportés par la fièvre homicide, toujours fouettés 

par le plaisir, et ils se disputaient d’immondes charognes…’ (336). The novel thus 

presents us with the narrative of a man from birth to symbolic death, whose experience 

of toxic iterations of masculinity colour his perception of a ‘société qui s’acharne sur 

toi, qui s’efforce de rendre plus lourdes les chaînes qui te rivent à la misère éternelle, 

la société les protège, les enrichit; les gouttes de ton sang, elle les transmue en or pour 

en couvrir les seins avachis de ces misérables…’ (328). Mirbeau paints a scene of a 

society that is rotten to its core and which enchains its inhabitants, who are duped into 

complicity by façade and illusion. In many ways, this less than flattering representation 

of society mirrors Mirbeau’s interrogation of masculinity in the novel, revealing the 

hegemony of its dominant form to be based on a similar strategy of façade and illusion.    

 Jean’s experience of masculinity and masculine role models (or lack thereof) 

throughout the novel highlight not only the myopic and introspective nature of toxic 
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masculinity, but its often negative and detrimental effect upon the men who are 

required to perform it. The first man whom Jean encounters is his father, who sets the 

scene for all iterations of masculinity which will follow. Mintié père, a notary by 

profession, is introduced to us indirectly through his description of the family 

homestead at the Priory of Saint-Michel-les-Hêtres, where there stood ‘des marroniers 

très vieux et si gros de tronc que les bras de quatre hommes […] n’eussent point suffi 

à les embrasser’ (11). The use of manpower as a literal method of measurement 

highlights the self-reflective nature of masculinity imposed upon Jean from an early 

age and ensures that homosociality becomes internalised. However, this is a man who, 

despite being ‘un excellent homme, très honnête et très doux […], avait la manie de 

tuer’ (13). Marco Wan highlights the difference between English and French 

masculinity in the nineteenth century, noting that the Napoleonic Empire and the 

Franco-Prussian War in particular produced a distinctly martial form of masculinity to 

which men should aspire.22 This form of masculinity is crucial to the development of 

Jean as a man; as Larson notes, although Jean will ultimately reject this form of 

masculinity, he is initially ‘far from outraged by [his father’s] gratuitous violence, but 

rather admiring’.23 Jean declares that ‘jamais je n’admirai rien si héroïque, et David, 

ayant tué Goliath, ne dut pas avoir l’air plus enivré de triomphe’ (14). This use of a 

biblical narrative by Jean highlights the influence that the Church wields over the 

young boy; however, it could be argued that by referring to a narrative in which there 

is a subversion of the ‘natural’ order of things – the small boy defeats the giant – 

                                                 
22 Marco Wan, Masculinity and the Trials of Modern Fiction (Oxford: Routledge, 2017), pp. 9-13. 
However, Brian Joseph Martin’s seminal work on the topic, Napoleonic Friendship: Military 
Fraternity, Intimacy, and Sexuality in Nineteenth-Century France (Durham: University of New 
Hampshire Press, 2011), argues for a recognition of ‘a broad spectrum of masculine affection and 
intimacy in the ranks of the Grand Armée, or what could be called Napoleonic friendship’ (1) in which 
‘even for men with divergent feelings of homoerotic and hetero-erotic desire, combat suffering [would] 
often [lead] to mutual feelings of male affection’ (11). 
23 Larson, p. 59. 
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Mirbeau presages Jean’s rejection of ‘natural’ masculinity as embodied by the 

monolithic patriarchal institutions of the Church and the Military.  

While the Franco-Prussian War would not have had any influence over Mintié 

père, having not yet happened at this point of the narrative, his adult son will later 

serve. This concept of a martial masculinity from the Napoleonic Empire clearly has a 

bearing on the representation of masculinity within the novel, and on the masculinity 

to which Jean Mintié aspires. Hannah Thompson argues that the nineteenth century 

produced ‘the unproblematic association of war with an overtly masculinized male 

body’, an association which the Franco-Prussian War ultimately called into question.24 

In this way, we can hold the two generations of Mintié men as representatives of the 

bookends of the nineteenth century – Mintié père, whose masculinity was linked to 

the battlefield, and Jean, whose experience in the Franco-Prussian war and other 

patriarchal institutions such as the Church (and its pedagogical arm) would rupture 

such links between masculinity and men. However, even Mintié père’s martial 

masculinity, as seen through his ‘manie de tuer’, is undermined by the banality of his 

prey given that he is inclined to kill cats that wander into the garden. Such is Jean’s 

memory of these episodes that he will later re-enact them by killing the dog of Juliette. 

Yet the murder of the dog – which Voltaire once described as ‘le meilleur ami que 

puisse avoir l’homme’25 – sparks introversion for Jean, who is reminded of the 

mindless killing during the war, linking Spy the dog with the Prussian he inadvertently 

killed:  

                                                 
24 Hannah Thompson, Taboo: Corporeal Secrets in Nineteenth-Century France (Oxford: Legenda, 
2013), pp. 65-66. Brian Martin also argues in Napoleonic Friendship (2011) that the Franco-Prussian 
war caused ‘a sense of national castration [that] exacerbated the emasculating defeat’ (234), noting in 
particular that the literature of authors such Maupassant and Zola often featured ‘combat buddies 
look[ing] to one another for emotional and erotic intimacy’ (13). 
25 Voltaire, Œuvres Complètes: Dictionnaire Philosophique, t. 7 (Paris: Desoer, 1817), p. 587. 
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Quand la raison me revint, le meurtre de Spy me parut une action monstrueuse, 

et j’en eus horreur, comme si j’avais assassiné un enfant […]. Pendant la 

guerre, j’avais tué un homme […]. Maintenant, voilà que je tuais un chien! … 

et que je le tuais alors qu’il venait à moi, et qu’il essayait, avec ses petites 

pattes, de grimper sur mes genoux! … J’étais donc véritablement un assassin! 

(319-20). 

The fact that Jean hardly recognises himself (‘quand la raison me revint’) demonstrates 

his inability as a man to exercise agency in the face of the monolithic patriarchal 

institution that is the military – the violence he enacted on the battlefield comes to 

haunt him in the present, suggesting a post-traumatic spectre. This pattern effectively 

mirrors the trajectory of his father, who perhaps having witnessed violence during the 

Napoleonic Empire – it is never specified if he served or not – is damned to repeat 

those violent actions on a weaker prey. In this way, Mirbeau highlights not only the 

patriarchal inheritance of the sins of the father, but also undermines the masculine ideal 

of the warrior – as an army with the backing of patriarchy, men are permitted to commit 

atrocities, while as individuals they are weak and febrile, capable only of killing 

animals.  

Echoing other nineteenth-century French bildungsromans, Jean seeks his 

fortune away from his provincial Normandy homestead in the urbane and 

cosmopolitan Paris, where life ‘paraissait le reversement de la nature’ and where ‘tous 

les sens en quelque sort déséquilibrés par les couleurs, par ces odeurs, par ces sons, 

par la perversion et par l’étrangeté de ce contact si nouveau’ (48) overwhelm the young 

man from the provinces. This description of sensorial overload is a distinctly Decadent 

trope that prevents Des Esseintes in Huysmans’s À Rebours from leaving his hermitage 

at Fontenay (where he ironically partakes in sensorial experimentation in solitude). As 
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Jane Desmarais and Alice Condé suggest, Decadence was obsessed with ‘extreme 

sensations’: ‘Decadent writers aimed to bring the reader’s senses alive, sometimes in 

a pleasurable way, sometimes in a way that turns the stomach, and sometimes both’.26 

These ‘extreme sensations’ can be seen in Mirbeau’s depiction of  Parisian society, 

which seems to revel in the extremes of human behaviour: one day, a man can kill 

another, and the next ‘on l’admira et son nom fut aussitôt dans toutes les bouches’ 

(49). The lack of belonging and dépaysement that Jean feels – we are told that ‘[il eut] 

difficulté à [se] créer des relations’ (49) – drives him at first to the carnal bosom of the 

brothel, from which he ‘ressorti[t], honteux, mécontent de [soi], avec un remords et la 

sensation qu[‘il avait] de l’ordure sur la peau’ (50). This inability to enjoy the most 

primal of human instincts – sexuality – has echoes of other texts discussed in this 

thesis, most notably the brothel scene in À Rebours which I argued was a rewriting of 

Flaubert’s L’Éducation sentimentale. Of course, Decadence was no stranger to 

sterility, with Baudelaire himself admiring ‘la froide majesté de la femme stérile’.27 

However, here it is the men who are found to be sterile, which I argue throughout this 

thesis demonstrates an ultimate refusal of heteronormativity and appropriates the 

patriarchal strategy of idées masculines to undermine assumptions.28 Finding no solace 

in the ‘maison de débauche’, Jean wonders ‘que faire? Où donc aller? Tout [lui] était 

indifferent, et [il] n’avai[t] aucun désir, aucune curiosité’ (51). Ultimately, against the 

urgings of his family (even his murderous father) he declares that ‘la guerre vint, puis 

la défaite … Malgré les résistances de [son père], malgré les supplications de la vieille 

                                                 
26 Jane Desmarais and Alice Condé (eds.), ‘Introduction’, in Decadence and the Senses (Cambridge: 
Legenda, 2017), pp. 1-14 (p. 1).  
27 Charles Baudelaire, ‘Avec ses vêtements ondoyants et nacrés’, in Les Fleurs du Mal, ed. by Richard 
Howard (Boston: David R. Godine, 1982), pp. 210-11 (p. 211). 
28 For more on sterility and the modern refusal of sexual futurism through a rejection of 
heteronormativity, see Lee Edelman, No Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2004). 
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Marie, [il s’]engagea’ (51). He is, in the end, precluded from engaging with more 

moderate forms of masculinity in Parisian society, and so warfare presents itself as his 

only option; this echoes Lesley Gill’s assertion that (albeit in the case of contemporary 

Bolivia) ‘through the experience of military service, men assert a dignified sense of 

masculinity that serves as a counterpoint to the degradation experienced from more 

dominant males and an economic system that assigns them to the least desirable 

occupations’.29 

 The second chapter of the novel presents us with a unique perspective of the 

most significant conflict (or rather, defeat) in the development of the French psyche at 

the fin de siècle – the Franco-Prussian war. We have discussed the implications upon 

masculinity of this conflict in the introduction to this thesis. As Thompson has argued, 

‘it is as if the shock of war, or more precisely the trauma of defeat […] propel[ed] the 

masculine into the realm of the visible by calling into question its relationship with the 

male body’.30 In his discussion of Maupassant, Patrick suggests that not only was ‘the 

“man’s man” […] literally and metaphorically slain in 1870’, but that ‘defeat and its 

aftermath symbolically unman Frenchmen, and France is left bereft of strong, virile 

men to defend it’.31 Mirbeau presents us, however, with an indictment of war and the 

men who wage it in his second chapter, a critique which understandably went against 

the grain of contemporary French opinion. Carr reveals how the offending chapter was 

initially censored due to its ‘unpatriotic sentiment’,32 demonstrated through La 

Nouvelle Revue’s rebuke, in which the editors regretted that: ‘il nous est impossible 

d’insérer, dans la Revue, le deuxième chapitre du roman de M. Mirbeau … Les 

                                                 
29 Lesley Gill, ‘Creating Citizens, Making Men: The Military and Masculinity in Bolivia’, Cultural 
Anthropology, 12 (1997), 527-50 (pp. 527-28).  
30 Thompson, p. 65.  
31 Patrick, pp. 17-18.    
32 Carr, p. 16. 



 

178 
 

tableaux, traités à la manière de Léon Tolstoï, sont si cruels, que nous n’avons pu les 

lire sans être pris d’un véritable désespoir patriotique.’33 Carr’s comments on these 

links between the French and Russian authors not only draw attention to Christian 

anarchism, but how both men ‘express [their] antipathy to war […] to appeal to the 

feelings of humanity and universal brotherhood which lie dormant in the human 

soul’.34 Although not a direct example of idées masculines, this comparison does 

represent in a minor way the concept of the homosocial and collusive nature of 

literature and its ability to shape how we interact with the world and each other. As we 

shall see, Mirbeau’s presentation of the Franco-Prussian war undermines the 

masculine ideal of the battlefield, revealing that the innate fragility of patriarchal 

masculinity was such that ‘a single chapter of […] a love story could excite such 

passions and provoke such anger’.35 Carr’s suggestion that Le Calvaire is a mere love 

story has, and will later in this chapter be shown to be, an underestimation of the 

novel’s interrogation of masculinity and engagement with idées masculines. 

 Jean Mintié’s march to war is unsurprisingly punctuated by references to 

masculinity and the anxiety that surrounds many of his travails in the novel. His 

infantry, we are told, is made up of ‘des zouaves, des moblots, des francs-tireurs, des 

gardes forestiers, des cavaliers démontés, jusques à des gendarmes, des Espagnols et 

des Valaques’ (51-52). Apart from the sheer variety of men that are present in this 

military cross-section, what is striking is that despite fighting in the Franco-Prussian 

war, there seems to be no homogenous national group, with both Spanish and even 

Romanian Vlachs marching against the Prussians, in addition to the African zouaves, 

                                                 
33 Ibid., citing ‘Un Conflit littéraire’, Le Petit Caporal, 24/10/1886. This censorship of course mirrors 
the censorship I noted Rachilde experienced in chapter three. Chapter seven of Monsieur Vénus, which 
called into question the ‘natural law’ of reproduction and consequently patrilineality, was originally 
banned from publication.  
34 Ibid.  
35 Carr, p. 17. 
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not to mention the double entendre of the ‘franc-tireurs’ – at once “irregular” soldiers 

and mavericks, or loose cannons. Such men have little discipline: Mirbeau describes 

them as ‘des mobiles, des chasseurs à pied, débraillés, tête nue, la cravate pendante, 

quelques-unes ivres’ (58). The narrative of a strong, homogenous French army is thus 

undermined, and it is unsurprising that such a motley crew would be led by ‘un petit 

lieutenant, jeune homme de vingt ans, frêle et pale, et si robuste qu’après quelques 

kilomètres il s’essoufflait, tirait la jambe et terminait l’étape dans un fougon 

d’ambulance’ (52). The stereotypical neurasthenic of the fin de siècle retrospectively 

affirms Thompson’s argument that France’s defeat found expression through ‘terms 

of corporeal weakness’;36 with a leader like that, it was always unlikely that the French 

would march to victory. Writing in 1886, Mirbeau’s indictment of war is undeniable, 

and ultimately reveals the innate febrility of the idealised virile form. While the 

rhetoric produced an ideal, the real-life ramifications of war cruelly cut men down to 

size.  

 Perhaps the most unsettling and iconoclastic representation of the conflict is 

the accidental murder of the Prussian soldier to whom we have previously made 

reference. While scouting the landscape, Jean catches sight of a Prussian soldier, 

described as ‘une grand figure ombre […] comme une statue équestre de bronze’ (94). 

This soldier, in comparison to the French militia, would seem to embody the idealised 

masculine body so longed for and so connected with military victory (once again, 

writing retrospectively, it is understandable that Mirbeau would represent the Prussian 

in such a triumphant light). Strength seems to emanate from this figure, described as 

possessing the fortitude of a statue whose ‘poitrine bombait largement’ (95). This 

strength, further underlined by ‘la vie [qui] coulait à plein dans ce corp robuste’, is 

                                                 
36 Thompson, p. 66. 
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counterpointed by ‘des yeux clairs, très limpides, une barbe blonde, une allure de 

puissante jeunesse; son visage respirait la force et la bonté’ (95). By highlighting the 

youth of the Prussian, Mirbeau immediately juxtaposes him to the similarly youthful 

lieutenant of Jean’s corps, drawing unfavourable comparisons of the masculinity of 

the Frenchmen marching to war. However, in addition to representing this unnamed 

soldier as the epitome of masculine strength, the beauty of the man stands out, with 

Mirbeau utilising traditional tropes of distinctly feminine beauty such as blonde hair.37 

Lawrence Schehr notes that ‘masculine beauty has […] been by and large consigned 

to a realm in which its presence was suspect’,38 and so in representing a superior 

masculine specimen as distinctly beautiful – Jean remarks that ‘il était beau, vraiment’ 

(95) – Mirbeau undermines masculine ideals while indicting French masculinity. Jean 

continues to assert that ‘il la regardait [la campagne] bien plus en poète qu’en soldat 

… Je surprenais dans ses yeux une émotion […]. C’est un poète, peut-être, me disais-

je, un artiste; il est bon, puisqu’il s’attendrit’ (95-96). In this way, whereas Schehr 

asserts that masculine beauty must be translated into the ‘handsomeness of power’,39 

Mirbeau connects masculine beauty with literary aestheticism. However, moments 

later, Jean misfires and ‘il ne restait plus rien qu’un petit cadavre, tout noir’ (97). 

Larson suggests that this episode is ‘clearly suggestive of Jean’s homoerotic 

tendencies’, representing one of ‘several episodes in which he seeks to reject, if not 

destroy, conventional masculinity’.40 This deduction ostensibly comes from Jean’s 

                                                 
37 As early as 1404, the French writer Christine de Pisan declared that ‘there is nothing in the world 
lovelier on a woman’s head that beautiful blonde hair’ [The Treasure of the City of Ladies (1404), cited 
by Roberta Milliken, Ambiguous Locks: An Iconology of Hair in Medieval Art and Literature (London: 
MacFarlane and Company Inc, 2012), p. 41]. Several critics have also linked blonde hair to the 
representation of female beauty throughout history, citing depictions of the Virgin Mary, Eve, 
Aphrodite, and even Roman prostitutes. See Joanna Pitman, On Blondes (London: Bloomsbury, 2003); 
and Victoria Sherrow, Encyclopedia of Hair: A Cultural History (London: Greenwood Press, 2006).  
38 Lawrence R. Schehr, Parts of an Andrology: On Representations of Men’s Bodies (Stanford, CA: 
Stanford University Press, 1997), p. 78. 
39 Schehr, p. 84.  
40 Larson, p. 62.  
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appreciation of the Prussian’s beauty, but also the way in which he ‘étreigni[t] le 

cadavre […] collant [ses] lèvres sur ce visage sanglant, d’où pendant de longues baves 

pourprées, éperdument, [il] l’embrassa!’ (99). I would suggest that the spectre of 

homoeroticism, although palpable, represents an oversimplification of this episode, for 

the status of Jean as an aspiring writer and the description of the soldier as a poet 

directs attention to Jean’s artistic inclinations. The death of the soldier thus suggests 

the ultimate inability and impotence of men to express such inclinations in the face of 

constrictive patriarchal institutions.41 As such, it could be argued that Jean is 

simultaneously destroying his shadow – the artist-aesthete – as represented by the 

Prussian, while also mourning his loss. Mirbeau demonstrates this artistic, aesthetic 

identity to be incompatible with (French) patriarchy through its association with the 

enemy, providing a two-layered opponent against which Jean is obliged to fight, and 

creating a rupture in his performance of masculinity thereafter.  

Such a rupture between the traditional performance of masculinity – marked 

by virility, stoicism, belligerence – is shown to be a myth that men tell other men later 

in the novel. While on a self-imposed retreat to Brittany, Jean stays with a widow 

named Le Gannec, whose late husband ‘était le meilleur pêcheur du Ploc’h, et le plus 

intrépide marin de toute la côte’ (265). The sailor was respected throughout the area 

‘non seulement parce qu’il avait du courage, mais parce que sa conduite était 

irréprochable’ (266). To describe the sailor’s performance of masculine values as 

‘irreproachable’ recalls the arguments made in the introduction to this thesis in relation 

to the assumed default status of masculinity in the gendered hierarchy. M. Le Gannec’s 

                                                 
41 The eroticised depiction of the unnamed Prussian soldier who simultaneously seem to reflect Brian 
Martin’s (Napoleonic Friendship, 2011) description of the eroticized lives of the French colonial 
military in the works (9), as well as his characterisation of the inherent queerness of the soldat 
inconnu: ‘Insofar as he represents every soldier, the soldat inconnu is also a gay man. His 
simultaneous presence and absence, identity and anonymity, voice and silence reproduce the very 
discourses that are associated with the closet’ (271).  
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self-assured, naval-gazing iteration of masculinity, we are told, was passed down to 

his children, ‘deux gars […] forts, bien découplés, hardis, l’un de dix-huit ans, l’autre 

de vingt, que le père avait dressés à être, comme lui, de braves marins’ (266), much in 

the same way that Jean internalised the (dysfunctional) martial masculinity of Mintié 

père. Yet just as Mintié père’s form of masculinity was undermined, so too is the 

idealised virility of the Breton sailors – we are told that despite their machismo 

braggadocio, ‘le gardien de Penmarc’h les avait trouvés roulés dans les rochers’ (267). 

Once again we are reminded of the rock upon which the young boy died on the day of 

Jean’s baptism and the stone from which he contemplates throwing himself; moreover, 

the rock is similar to the isolated lighthouse of Rachilde’s La Tour d’amour that was 

‘juché sur une roche où on ne devait pas pouvoir mettre le pied’,42 and consequently 

recalls the masculine other embodied by the Breton in the French literary imagination 

of the nineteenth century (which we discussed in the last chapter, and which will be 

touched on in the next section). The inevitable death of these Breton fishermen further 

underscores the inability of men more generally to live up to the establishment’s 

expectations of them, illustrating a toxic, and ultimately impotent form of masculinity 

that is blinkered by the impossible standards it has set for itself. 

The (Im)potent Pen(is) 

Masculine impotence is usually thought of in strictly biological terms, conjuring 

images of erectile dysfunction or inability to perform sexually more generally. Robert 

Nye reminds us that in nineteenth-century French medicine, for example, normal 

sexual function was associated with the ideal male form, noting that, while ‘for males 

[…] “sex” was strongly connected to the power to engender’, to be impotent was ‘to 

                                                 
42 Rachilde, La Tour d’amour (Paris: Georges Crès et Cie, 1916) [Forgotten Books facsimile 
reproduction], pp. 13-14.   
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be lacking in those very qualities of middle-class honor that sustained his personal 

identity and ensured a vigorous lineage’.43 This reminds us of one of the four causes 

of the crisis of masculinity that we laid out in the introduction of this thesis: the anxiety 

surround inheritance and patrilineality. Gary Taylor points out that for Freud, 

Kastration was synonymous with Entmannung (“un-manning”), and that ultimately 

‘for our civilization as a whole, castration produces a “not-man”’.44 This perceived 

impotence, or even lack of masculine physicality, therefore has ramifications beyond 

the body, leading Wilhelm Stekel in 1927 to claim that ‘impotence is a social 

disorder’.45 Stekel asserts that ‘the hypertrophic cultivation of the ‘will-to-power’ has 

brought in its wake a situation wherein the majority of civilised men have neither time 

nor energy left to love’;46 in other words, the fin-de-siècle crisis of masculinity that 

was outlined in the introduction to this thesis, and which underpins it, was seen to have 

had distinctly physical and sexual repercussions, which in turn would have cultural 

consequences for the way that men saw themselves and others.  

Although it is easy to consider the nineteenth century as the century of bravado 

and machismo given its extensive corpus of works which feature misogynistic and 

patriarchal representations of French life, it is also important to consider Schehr’s 

suggestion that the century marked a turning away from classical ‘representations of 

the vulnerable male body’ in favour of more covert and ideological representations of 

masculinity: as Schehr puts it, ‘the penis disappears in favour of a symbolic phallus’.47 

Physical virility seems to be at odds with intellectual virility – an argument linked to 

                                                 
43 Robert A. Nye, ‘Honor, Impotence, and Male Sexuality in Nineteenth-Century French Medicine’, 
French Historical Studies 16 (1989), 48-71 (pp. 53, 55).  
44 Gary Taylor, Castration: An Abbreviated History of Western Manhood (London: Routledge, 2000), 
p. 17. 
45 Wilhelm Stekel, Impotence in the Male: The Psychic Disorders of Sexual Function (New York: 
Liveright Publishing Corporation, 1959 [1927]), p. 12. 
46 Ibid., p. 5. 
47 Schehr, pp. 84-87.  
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my presentation of idées masculines, in which artistic creation can supersede 

biological procreation. Robert Ziegler has suggested that in ‘an era noted for producing 

literature on incest, masturbation, and impotence, it is not surprising that the principle 

of generative energy should have often been assigned to art’,48 while Schehr reminds 

us that ‘the writings about impotence are not so much a sign of unspeakable 

homosexuality but of an act of complete castration’.49 For Guy Ducrey, this castration 

had specifically literary consequences:  

La crise du roman ne se manifeste pas seulement à la fin du XIXe siècle par des 

querelles d’école, ni même par un questionnement inquiet de la forme. Elle se 

trouve à s’incarner dans le récit lui-même sous les traits de personnages 

omniprésents et pittoresques: les écrivains ratés. […] Ils sont à la torture: 

comment écrire?50 

Edward Saïd extrapolated the word ‘author’ from the Latin auctoritas meaning 

‘production, invention, cause, in addition to meaning a right of possession’.51 The 

word author is, in fact, inherently connected to the word authority: an author wields 

authority by producing and inventing a narrative and possessing it. Thus, the inability 

to write becomes associated with the inability to produce and possess. Roland Barthes 

reminds us that ‘when the imprisoned Marquis de Sade was denied “any use of pencil, 

ink, pen, and paper,” […] he was figuratively emasculated, for “the scriptural sperm” 

could flow no longer, and “without exercise, without a pen, Sade [became] bloated, 

[became] a eunuch.”’52 This imagery of bloating is related to Sally Robinson’s 

                                                 
48 Robert Ziegler, ‘Children of the Wind: Octave Mirbeau and the Dream of Originality’, Dalhousie 
French Studies, 55 (2001), 55-63 (p. 56).  
49 Schehr, p. 86.  
50 Guy Ducrey (ed.), Romans fin-de-siècle: 1890-1900 (Paris: Éditions Robert Laffont, 1999), p. xlix. 
51 Edward W. Said, Beginnings: Intention and Method (New York: Basic Books, 1975), p. 83. 
52 Roland Barthes, cited in Gilbert and Gubar, p. 10.  
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assertion that the language of masculine crisis is often articulated in terms of blockage, 

which she likens to a frustrated male ejaculation.53 This blockage, if not released, 

threatens the very tenets of traditional male and masculine identity, whose 

subjectivities are often bound up in crude biological essentialism: as Robinson reminds 

us, ‘while authorship might signify power, it can also signify disempowerment […]. 

Certain kinds of [emotional] blockage impede the true expression of masculinity’.54 

Of course, as this thesis demonstrates, there is no such thing as the ‘true’ expression 

of masculinity, but Robinson’s assertion that emotional blockage has negative 

ramifications on men and their subjective performance of masculinity remains true. As 

has been argued throughout this thesis, the fin de siècle in particular – through various 

causes – saw itself undergo a distinct crisis of masculinity whilst ostensibly 

maintaining a heteronormative, patriarchal hierarchy. It could be said that, to the 

privileged, equality can feel like oppression, and as discussed in the introduction to 

this thesis, several factors such as the rise of the New Woman and the military defeat 

at the Franco-Prussian war threatened the established order of masculinity at the fin de 

siècle. Indeed, both have an impact on literary masculinity in Le Calvaire. This 

paradox of a “crisis” of masculinity in the midst of patriarchy will ultimately be shown 

to be a myth of castration – as Francis Dupuis-Déri states, ‘le discours de crise de la 

masculinité à la fin du XIXe siècle survient lui aussi à une époque où des processus 

sont mis en place pour (ré)affirmer la masculinité la plus conventionnelle’.55 

 Impotence, then, is a key theme in Le Calvaire, whose protagonist is presented 

as a struggling, aspiring author, unable to produce a great piece of work. Many critics 

                                                 
53 Sally Robinson, Marked Men: White Masculinity in Crisis (New York: Columbia University Press, 
2000), p. 12. 
54 Ibid., pp. 126-127.  
55 Francis Dupuis-Déri, ‘Le Discours de la “crise de la masculinité” comme refus de l’égalité entre les 
sexes: histoire d’une rhétorique antiféministe’, Recherches féministes, 25 (2012), 89-109 (p. 96). 
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choose to place the source for this artistic impotence firmly at the feet of Juliette, Jean’s 

lover who leaves him financially and emotionally exhausted. Gemie suggests that 

Mirbeau ‘argues that female sexuality prevented men from acting as they would 

choose’, arguing that in Le Calvaire, ‘Jean is unable to write after he has started living 

with Juliette’.56 Both Carr and Ziegler suggest that this suspicion of female 

interference had autobiographical sources, with Carr positing that ‘his suffering at the 

hands of a Parisian flirt […] developed a philosophy of the female species which was 

to colour much of [Mirbeau’s] creative work with an erotic sadism which often borders 

on the obscene’.57 However, Ziegler suggests that this misogyny ‘reinforc[ed] his 

perception that man’s sexual subservience was what ultimately resulted in his artistic 

unproductiveness’.58 We have already discussed Larson’s assertion that Juliette is 

introduced to the narrative in order to disrupt male hegemony; she suggests that ‘it is 

under Juliette’s grasp that Jean first experiences an inability to write’,59 citing Jean’s 

declaration that he ‘ne travaillai[t] plus. Non que l’amour du travail [l]’eût abandonné, 

mais [il] n’avai[t] plus la faculté créatrice’ (196). Jean blames ‘les inquiétudes du 

présent, qui était Juliette […et] les effrois de l’avenir, qui était Juliette encore!’ (196). 

Significantly, literature is used by Mirbeau to frame Jean and Juliette’s relationship – 

living at the ‘rue Balzac’ (169), the tension of a fight between the two is felt by Jean 

in distinctly textual terms. Despite the fact that ‘la lecture ne […] procura aucune 

distraction’ (186) for Juliette, we are told that ‘elle prit un livre et […] tourna le dos’ 

(193) during an argument with Jean, who is disturbed by the ‘sifflement du couteau 

sur le papier […quand] elle coupait les feuillets de son livre’ (194). Moreover, it is 

                                                 
56 Gemie, p. 80.  
57 Carr, p. 19.  
58 Robert Ziegler, ‘Textual Suicide in Mirbeau’s Le Calvaire’, Symposium: A Quarterly Journal in 
Modern Literatures, 51 (2010), 51-62 (p. 58).  
59 Larson, p. 65.  
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telling that Juliette’s voice softens when ‘elle ferma le livre’ (196). That Jean feels 

physical and emotional discomfort as Juliette brings a knife to the book (despite being 

a prerequisite for a new book at the time) represents Jean’s identification with 

literature, whereby the castrated book becomes a metonymical substitution for the 

emotionally injured man. The argument for Juliette as the source of Jean’s impotence 

can also be made by making reference to the letter he attempts to write her while 

separated, ‘une lettre exaltée, folle, remplie de menaces terribles et d’humbles 

supplications; une lettre dans laquelle, en phrases incohérentes [il] parlai[t] de la tuer, 

de lui pardonner’ (276). The lack of coherence in his attempts to write this letter are 

encapsulated by his admission that ‘plus de vingt fois, [il] recommenç[a] la lettre…’ 

(276). Yet, as we shall see, Jean’s impotence – which manifests itself aesthetically, 

sexually, and socially – is not catalysed by Juliette, who simply represents an extension 

of a pre-existing inability to create. Mirbeau’s misogyny, therefore, will be revealed 

to be less important in his depiction of Jean Mintié; rather than facilely blaming a 

woman for a man’s impotence, other men and patriarchy will instead be held to 

account for Jean’s condition.  

Impotence marks Jean Mintié from the outset of the narrative. He is subject to 

the whims of institutions and his lack of physical ability – due to ‘une prédisposition 

aux spasmes nerveux [et] des contractions maladives des muscles’ (29) – acts as a 

physical marker of ‘[une] intelligence […] paresseuse et tardive’ (42). This not only 

identifies Jean as the stereotypical neurasthenic of the fin de siècle that we have seen 

in many of the novels studied in this thesis, but also links him inherently to the figure 

of the hysteric, whom Steven Connor has argued is always coded as feminine, 

ultimately precluded from enacting hegemonic masculinity due to their febrility.60 

                                                 
60 Steven Connor, The Book of Skin (London: Reaktion Books, 2004), p. 132. 
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Both Jean’s father and his Jesuit teacher, symbols of the masculine monoliths which 

inform and shape Jean’s life, ‘se désolaient de [son] “peu de dispositions”, et, dans le 

pays, [il] passai[t] pour un maniaque et une faible d’esprit’ (47). This patriarchal 

pressure confuses Jean, and we are told that ‘n’ayant pas été un enfant, [il] ne fu[t] pas 

davantage un jeune homme […]. Milles pensées s’agitaient en [lui], mais si confuses 

qu[il] ne pouvai[t] en saisir la forme’ (46). In this way, we can see that Jean’s lack of 

confidence in his intellect – which in this thesis has been linked to the performance of 

masculinity– is informed by the way in which other men regard him. The perception 

of impotence, just as virility, is homosocially collusive. This patriarchally-imposed 

impotence returns again and again throughout the novel and is no clearer than in 

Mirbeau’s presentation of the stereotypically Decadent ‘grand artiste méconnu’ (104), 

Lirat, who is described as ‘[un] contempteur de la tradition, comme tous ceux-là qui 

se rebellent contre les préjugés de l’éducation routinière’ (116).61 Despite ostensibly 

nurturing Jean’s artistic inclinations, one of the first things he says in the novel is ‘vous 

n’allez peut-être pas lui faire croire que vous avez lu son livre’ (p. 104), immediately 

undermining Jean’s artistic prowess, but equally his masculinity: he says this to Jean’s 

future lover, Juliette (with whom, consequentially, Lirat will further undermine Jean’s 

masculinity by cuckolding him). Larson notes that the introduction of Juliette into this 

masculine artistic hermitage represents a ‘disruption of masculine fortitude and the 

novel’s homosocial framework’,62 but I suggest that Juliette’s effect on Jean’s 

masculinity here, as throughout the novel, is secondary to the effect of homosociality. 

Lirat’s intellectual undermining of his novel implicitly feminises and marginalises 

                                                 
61 Compare, for example, the description of Lirat as someone with contempt for tradition to Matei 
Călinescu’s assertion that Decadence marked a turning away from aesthetic and thematic tradition [Five 
Faces of Modernity: Modernism, Avant-Garde, Decadence, Kitsch, Post-Modernism (Durham, NC: 
Duke University Press, 1987), p. 171]. 
62 Larson, p. 64.  
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Jean, who notes that although ‘Lirat [l’]intimidait; sa présence paralysait le peu de 

moyens intellectuels qui étaient en moi, tant [il] redoutai[t] de laisser échapper une 

sottise dont il se serait moqué’ (114-15), Jean ‘avai[t] cette curiosité féminine, qui 

[l’]obsédait, de connaître son opinion de [lui]’ (115). It therefore becomes clear that 

language for Jean is a tool of patriarchy that traps men in particular roles according to 

stereotypes and denigrates those who transgress those boundaries as feminine and 

unmanly – we see the traditional machinations of idées masculines here, which have 

been subverted in other novels studied in this thesis. 

 Jean places a great deal of his masculine worth in this debut novel, whose initial 

success stimulates his ego. He claims that: 

Croyant m’être arrêté à la formule d’art définitive, par laquelle j’allais étreindre 

mes aspirations, fixer mes rêves palpitants, vivants, sur l’épingle des mots, j’ai 

publié un livre dont on a parlé avec des éloges et qui s’est bien vendu. Certes, 

j’ai été flatté de ce petit succès; moi aussi, je m’en suis paré orgueilleusement, 

comme d’une chose rare, moi aussi, j’ai pris des airs supérieurs afin de mieux 

tromper les autres (129). 

Describing his novel as ‘la formule d’art définitive’ implicitly places Jean’s artistic 

attempt ahead of all others, and suggests that his art, and ultimately the masculinity 

with which it is linked, is superior to those of his predecessors. This masculine 

superiority can be seen in Jean’s attempts to ‘mieux tromper les autres’. The italics of 

‘s’est bien vendu’ underscores the novel’s commercial success, but also draws renewed 

attention to the collusive nature of intertextual masculinity, reminding us of 

LaGuardia’s suggestion that books are written by men, for men. That Jean’s novel was 

commercially successful, and that people spoke of it ‘avec des éloges’, suggests that 
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other men appreciated and enjoyed it. Even Lirat, who undermined the novel in front 

of Juliette, later admits that ‘ce livre, ce sonnet, cette phrase sont de toi; tu les as 

arrachés de ton cerveau, gonflés de ta passion, ta pensée tout entière y frémit; elle 

secoue sur les pages douloureuses de morceaux de ta chair et des gouttes de ton sang 

[…]. Ce que tu as fait là est beau et grand’ (131). This highlights the physical duress 

involved in the cerebral activity of writing. The fact that Lirat could only admit this 

after Juliette had left the workshop further underscores the importance of 

homosociality to the narrative.  

 Despite the praise for and success of his novel, Jean declares that ‘le succès 

[lui] a rendu plus pénible encore l’intime constatation de [son] impuissance’ (130). He 

declares his book to be worthless and wrought in a dense, unreadable style. Even when 

he reads the passages deemed to be particularly effective by critics, he ‘y retrouve de 

tout, de l’Herbert Spencer et du Scribe, du Jean-Jacques Rousseau et du Commerson, 

du Victor Hugo, du Poe et de l’Eugène Chavatte. De [lui], dont le nom s’étale en tête 

du volume, sur la couverture jaune, [il] ne retrouve rien’ (130).63 Ziegler writes that 

Jean is a ‘potpourri of still-born thoughts and borrowed influences, a farrago of ideas 

from the gene-pool of his library’,64 and this literary impotence would seem to be a 

distinctly masculine manifestation of Harold Bloom’s concept of an ‘anxiety of 

influence’. Bloom describes ‘poetic influence’ as ‘a variety of melancholy or an 

                                                 
63 From an English literature perspective, the colour of Jean’s novel would immediately suggest the 
infamous periodical, ‘The Yellow Book’, known for its homage to specifically French forms of 
Decadence in England and its effect on masculinity. Sally Ledger writes that within ‘the cultural 
imagination of the 1890s [there was] an association between The Yellow Book, aestheticism and 
Decadence and, after April and May 1895, homosexuality’ [‘Wilde Women and The Yellow Book: The 
Sexual Politics of Aestheticism and Decadence’, English Literature in Transition, 1880-1920, 50 
(2007), 5-26 (p. 5)], while Stanley Weintraub reminds us that ‘the colour of The Yellow Book was an 
appropriate reflection of the ‘Yellow Nineties’, a decade in which Victorianism was giving way among 
the fashionable to Regency attitudes and French influences; for yellow was not only the decor of the 
notorious and dandified pre-Victorian Regency, but also of the allegedly wicked and decadent French 
novel’ [The Yellow Book: Quintessence of the Nineties (New York: Doubleday, 1964), p. 99]. 
64 Ziegler, ‘Textual Suicide’, p. 58.  
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anxiety-principle’65 that ‘weaker talents idealize’ while ‘figures of capable 

imagination appropriate for themselves’.66 Lirat notes in the novel that ‘on travaille 

pour soi, pour deux ou trois amis vivants, et pour d’autres qu’on n’a pas connus et qui 

sont morts… Poe, Baudelaire, Dostoïevsky, Shakespeare… Shakespeare!… 

comprenez-vous?… Le reste?… Eh bien! quoi le reste?… c’est Bouguereau’ (118). 

This suggests that, in addition for writing for other men, men have the responsibility 

of writing for and against other male writers who have come before them. In this way, 

it is understandable that Jean would have ‘cette conviction qu[’il] ne p[eut] être un 

écrivain, car l’effort dont [il] étai[t] capable, tout l’effort, [il] l’[a] donné en cette œuvre 

misérable et décousue’ (130). Unable to overcome his ‘anxiety of influence’, Jean is 

immediately set out by Mirbeau as an inferior writer – a ‘weaker talent’ as Bloom puts 

it – and implicity as an inferior man.  

 This, of course, is not to deny the overt misogyny that runs throughout the 

narrative. Jean is shown to be misogynistic early on in the narrative, disgusted with 

himself after an encounter in a brothel, discovering ‘cet acte imbécile et malpropre que 

les hommes naissaient’ (50), in a declaration that foreshadows Lirat’s vitriolic 

denouncement of maternity:  

Être nés de la femme, des hommes!… quelle folie! Des hommes, s’être 

façonnés dans ce ventre impur! Des hommes, s’être gorgés des vices de la 

femme, de ses nervosités imbéciles, des ses appétits féroces, avoir aspiré le suc 

de la vie à ses mamelles scélérates!… La mère! (110) 

                                                 
65 Harold Bloom, The Anxiety of Influence: A Theory of Poetry (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1973), p. 7. 
66 Ibid., p. 5. 
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This philippic draws particular attention to the construction of men and masculinity – 

and male aesthetic creation, by extension – by positing that men are ‘façonnés’ by 

women, a scenario that Lirat urges his protégé and friend to reject. In order to support 

her thesis that Juliette is the cause of Jean’s impotence, Larson notes that by 

‘unfavourably comparing Juliette’s intellectual companionship with that of Lirat, Jean 

recognises [… that his] artistic production as a writer cannot survive in the presence 

of a sadistic and emasculating woman’.67 Lirat’s urgings that ‘l’amour, c’est l’effort 

de l’homme vers la création’ (250) have indoctrinated Jean to link artistic creation and 

potency with masculinity: when Juliette denounces his friends as ‘des littérateurs, des 

artistes!… des gens qu’on ne comprend pas quand ils vous parlent’ (192), Jean retorts 

by declaring that ‘[ses] amis sont d’honnêtes garçons […] et qui ont du talent’ (192). 

Their status as men of honour is intimately linked with their identity as ‘littérateurs’. 

A few pages later, Jean notices an old man, harangued by his own wife, and muses that 

‘c’était peut-être jadis un artiste, un savant, ou simplement un homme heureux et bon’ 

(198); this draws further links between a ‘noble’ form of masculinity and aesthetic 

potency, destroyed by femininity. The encounter also mirrors his meeting with the 

Prussian soldier, who he mused was ‘un poète, peut-être […] un artiste’ (96), which 

demonstrates how Jean views other men in distinctly artistic terms and projects his 

own aesthetic crisis onto them. Jean declares that he would represent the old man as 

‘beau, jeune et fort’ (198), immediately setting himself up as a masculine saviour, 

whose virility and aesthetic potency can rewrite the misdeeds of women. Jean takes 

this as a moment in which his aesthetic potency can compensate for his lack of 

traditionally virile qualities; much in the same way that Christ presented himself as the 

proxy sacrifice for mankind on Calvary, it is as though Mirbeau is positioning his 

                                                 
67 Larson, p. 66. 
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protagonist as the sacrificial lamb for non-normative and ‘unsuccessful’ – that is, 

devirilized masculinity – on the literary Calvary, from which the novel takes its 

name.68 

As has been shown throughout this thesis, patriarchy and its institutions have 

an equally, if not more, paralysing effect on masculinity than women: as Mary Orr 

states, not all men are equal or unaffected by the laws of Patriarchy’.69 By renouncing 

Juliette, Jean can envisage artistic apotheosis, declaring that ‘je ne l’aime plus […] je 

me voyais déjà, dans la postérité, en bronze, en marbre, hissé sur des colonnes et des 

piédestaux symboliques, emplissant les siècles futurs de [son] image immortalisée’ 

(299-300). Once again, this reminds us of Jean’s early encounter with the Prussian 

soldier described as ‘une grande figure ombre […] comme une statue équestre de 

bronze’ (94), and implies that Jean is now able to embody this idealised form of 

masculinity. Nevertheless, this renouncement of ‘la femme, la tueuse d’amour’ (250) 

does not settle Jean’s impotence – he is still concerned with the fictional lovers of 

Juliette that he conjures in his mind, desiring to ‘reconstituer son image, percevoir une 

odeur de lui’ (307). He imagines he could even ‘saisir des senteurs fortes de mâle, et 

il [se] semblait que l’ombre de torses puissants s’allongeait sur les tentures, qu[‘il] 

distinguai[t] des carrures d’athlète, des bras héroïques, des cuisses nerveuses et velues, 

aux muscles bombants’ (307). This once again lays the blame for Jean’s impotence not 

at the feet of Juliette, but at those of other men – he compares himself to them in a self-

reflective, homoerotic manner that effaces the influence of Juliette as a woman. By 

removing Juliette from the scene (although she is ostensibly the focus of the episode) 

                                                 
68 I do, of course, generally endeavour to write in gender-neutral language as much as possible; in this 
case, I use ‘mankind’ rather than the preferable ‘humankind’ in order to deliberately draw attention to 
male identity. 
69 Mary Orr, Flaubert: Writing the Masculine (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), pp. 1-2. 
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and focusing particularly on the imagery of heroism and athleticism, Mirbeau once 

again draws attention to the collusive and homosocial – even homoerotic – nature of 

patriarchal masculinity. It is a conversation between men that excludes women, 

although this reification of the virile, idealised male body also excludes Jean (and other 

non-normative males) from participating fully. As such, Juliette here is presented as 

the ‘everywoman’ from whom Jean as the non-normative ‘everyman’ is excluded. 

It is fitting that Jean’s final episode of impotence should be visited upon him 

by his once friend and consul, Lirat. Moved by Jean’s distress at domestic life with 

Juliette, Lirat urges him to ‘partir d’ici [et] quitter Paris’, noting that ‘il y a, au fond de 

la Bretagne, un village de pêcheurs qui s’appelle Le Ploc’h… l’air y est pur, la nature 

superbe, l’homme rude et bon’ (251). This suggestion of a ‘return to nature’ where 

brave men reside echoes Bradley Deane’s suggestion that “lost world” narratives in 

English literature of the time represented a ‘powerful reconceptualization of 

masculinity’70 through which Victorians ‘can only express their potential manhood by 

converging with the primitive’.71 As Heather Williams has noted, the ‘gulf of cultural 

difference’72 between the Armorican peninsula and mainland France provided a 

unique opportunity for the French to encounter Rousseau’s ‘homme sauvage’73. Jake 

E. Reece, citing Eugen Weber, suggests the there was an ‘essentially colonial 

relationship’ between Brittany and ‘the centralized French state’.74 This ‘mythe 

breton’,75 as Anne-Denis Martin terms it, has been discredited not only by the analysis 

                                                 
70 Bradley Deane, ‘Imperial Barbarians: Primitive Masculinity in Lost World Fiction’, Victorian 
Literature and Culture, 36 (2008), 205-25 (p. 206). 
71 Ibid., p. 207.  
72 Heather Williams, ‘Writing to Paris: Poets, Nobles and Savages in Nineteenth-Century Brittany’, 
French Studies, 57 (2003), 475-90 (p. 476).  
73 Williams, p. 485. 
74 Jack E. Reece, ‘Internal Colonialism: The Case of Brittany’, Ethnic and Racial Studies, 2 (2010), 
275-92 (p. 275); citing Eugen Weber, Peasants into Frenchmen: The Modernization of Rural France 
(1870-1914) (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1976). 
75 Anne-Denis Martin, Itinéraire poétique en Bretagne: de Tristan Corbière à Xavier Grall (Paris: 
L’Harmattan, 1995), pp. 18-19. 
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of the failed masculinity of the Breton fishermen in the first section of this chapter (as 

well as in the discussion of Rachilde’s La Tour d’amour), but in Williams’s own 

assertion that the savagery of Brittany had become a ‘fashionable holiday destination’ 

by the fin de siècle.76 Therefore, we perhaps do not immediately question Lirat’s 

intentions in sending Jean to Brittany. However, Jean calls Lirat’s intentions into 

question when he discovers his treachery at the end of the novel, saying to his former 

friend ‘vous ne ferez pas cela … ou alors je dirais que vous m’avez envoyé au Ploc’h 

pour me voler Juliette’ (333). Larson suggests that this cuckolding demonstrates that 

‘Juliette succeeds in seducing Lirat, the untouchable voice of masculine reason and 

creation’,77 which I would argue gives Lirat too much credibility. When confronted by 

Jean, he cries ‘eh bien, oui! […] je suis un sale cochon’ (334), with no attempt to hide 

his treachery. It is this final act of abuse that opens Jean’s eyes to the self-destructive 

nature of patriarchal masculinity. He wanders the streets of Paris where ‘les hommes 

[lui] firent l’effet de spectre fous, de squelettes très vieux qui s démantibulaient’ (336); 

the performance of masculinity as it has been presented throughout the novel is 

therefore revealed to be illusory. The spectral appearance of the Parisian men stands 

in stark contrast to the appeal that the city held for Jean at the beginning of the novel, 

when he tells us that only Paris could ‘fournir un aliment aux ambitions encore 

incertains’, which included communicating his ideas as well as developing his muscles 

and strengthening his body (127). Both the intellectual and physical ideals of 

masculinity are shattered as the patriarchal institutions which imprisoned Jean are 

decried as ‘la société qui s’acharne sur toi, qui s’efforce de rendre toujours plus 

Lourdes les chaînes qui te rivent à la misère éternelle, la société les protège, les 

enrichit; les gouttes de ton sang, elle les transmue en or pour en couvrir les seins 

                                                 
76 Williams, p. 477.  
77 Larson, p. 71. 
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avachis de ces misérables…’ (328). In this way, as Gemie states, ‘Mirbeau’s writing, 

while never “feminist” in any meaningful sense of the term, does sometimes challenge 

and render problematic received patriarchal truths’.78 

“Gravé dan l’agate dure”: (Re)writing the masculine self  

For Birkett, Mirbeau’s writing and his ostensible misogyny is linked intimately with 

how men were perceived to be corrupted at the fin de siècle.79 This corruption, for 

Mirbeau, was as much a fault of Decadence as the society that begat it for, as Ziegler 

reminds us,  Mirbeau ‘professed disgust for the kind of sterilizing Decadent literature 

that divorced itself from life’.80 For Reverzy, in Mirbeau’s writing ‘il s’agit tout à la 

fois de condamner les dogmes, les écoles et le prêt-â-écrire – et là sans nul doute la 

source profonde de l’anarchisme mirbellien – et de refuser toutes les formes 

d’institutionnalisation’.81 Conversely, in her discussion of what she terms as 

‘Sexological Decadence’, or the links between nascent sexology and Decadent 

literature, Emily Apter posits that Mirbeau ‘used the decadent mode as the butt of 

satire’, suggesting that ‘if a genre can be defined by the parodies it inspires, then 

decadence received its consummate articulation in the writings of Octave Mirbeau’, 

who, she says, was ‘hardly the decadent’.82 It could therefore be argued that Mirbeau 

paradoxically internalises the ‘problem’ of Decadence in order to solve the problems 

he saw it creating. As Birkett notes, ‘Decadence, more than any other art form, 

involves the creation of imaginary solutions to real problems’.83 Mirbeau presents us 

with the imagery of sterility and aesthetic impotence, which Ziegler suggests is 

                                                 
78 Gemie, p. 83.  
79 Birkett, p. 236. 
80 Ziegler, ‘Children of the Wind’, p. 56.  
81 Reverzy, p. 144. 
82 Emily Apter, ‘Sexological Decadence: The Gynephobic Vision of Octave Mirbeau’, in The Decadent 
Reader: Fiction, Fantasy, and Perversion from Fin-de-Siècle France, ed. by Asti Hustvedt (New York: 
Zone Books, 1998), pp. 962-78 (p. 962).  
83 Birkett, p. 4.  
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mobilised as a ‘tool for social change’.84 This compensatory action and rebuttal of 

impotent sterility is therefore the catalyst for my argument that the interpolation of 

Mirbeau’s real-life experiences within his narratives serves as a psychic rewriting of 

the author’s life, providing both catharsis and a literary foil against which Mirbeau can 

position himself.  

According to Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary of Literature, catharsis represents 

‘the purification or purgation of the emotions (especially pity and fear) primarily 

through art’.85 As I have already discussed, by metatextually addressing his novel to a 

hypothetical reader, Mirbeau strives to influence and improve, which I will argue 

incites a cathartic response in his reader – as Merriam-Webster suggest, ‘through 

experiencing fear vicariously in a controlled situation, the spectator’s own anxieties 

are directed outward, and, through sympathetic identification with the tragic 

protagonist, his insight and outlook are enlarged’.86 However, I would like to broaden 

this approach, following the Romantic recalibration of the author as a tortured poet 

who pours emotion into their work – a personal purgation of personal trauma.87 I argue 

that, by including personal experiences in his writing, Mirbeau underscores his 

treatment and indictment of patriarchy within Le Calvaire and ultimately purifies 

himself of those experiences while his protagonist undergoes the trauma – once again 

acting as a sacrificial lamb on the literary Calvary that Mirbeau has created. By 

highlighting both the intratextual references to textual masculinities within the novel 

                                                 
84 Ziegler, ‘Textual Suicide’, p. 52.  
85 ‘Catharsis’ in Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary of Literature (Springfield, MA: Merriam-Webster 
Incorporated, 1995), p. 217. 
86 Ibid.  
87 See Maurice Z. Shroder, Icarus: The Image of the Artist in French Romanticism (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1961), p. 7; Nathalie Heinich, L’Élite artiste: excellence et singularité en 
régime démocratique (Paris: Gallimard, 2005); Jérôme Meizoz, ‘Modern Posterities of Posture: Jean-
Jacques Rousseau’, in Authorship Revisited: Conceptions of Authorship around 1900 and 2000, ed. by 
G.J. Dorleijn, R. Grüttemeier, and L. Korthals Altes (Leuven: Peeters, 2010), pp. 81-93.  
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(such as Jean Mintié’s status as an impotent male author in Le Calvaire), as well as the 

way in which Mirbeau utilises his real-life experiences within his narratives (such as 

his experiences in the Franco-Prussian War), we will now explore the cathartic nature 

of autobiography and expressive writing in relation to Mirbeau’s writing. Just as 

Mirbeau engages with the genre of Decadence that he disliked in order to call into 

question its ‘endogamous literary world in which cultural artefacts bred facsimile 

version of themselves’,88 so too does he re-engage with his experiences, displacing his 

(various) experiences of impotence, while his protagonists themselves remain 

impotent. In this way, the concept of idées masculines comes full circle, and reminds 

us of Sartre’s declaration in La Nausée that man is obsessed with storytelling (as seen 

in the epigraph of this chapter).89 Derek Neale describes La Nausée as ‘a fiction 

passing itself off as life writing’ in which ‘the ontological premise that we are narrated 

beings’ is explored.90 This philosophy of masculinity imparted and reinforced by 

stories and narratives can also be seen in the upbringing of the protagonist of Le 

Calvaire, whose father ‘faisait tout ce qu’il pouvait pour [lui] plaire […]. Il ne trouvait 

jamais rien à [lui] dire que des contes bleus, de sottes histoires de croquemitaine, de 

légendes terrifiantes de la révolution de 1848… ou bien le récit de brigandages d’un 

nommé Lebecq’ (42-43). The variety of stories told to the young Jean, ranging from 

fairy tales to historical narratives of masculine failings, presents a multiplicity of role 

models to follow, which undoubtedly contributes to the protagonist’s impotence and 

                                                 
88 Ziegler, ‘Children of the Wind’, p. 56.  
89 Sartre, p. 63. Similar things have been said by Sartre’s contemporary and friend Simone de Beauvoir, 
who in addition to asserting that ‘on ne naît pas femme: on le devient’ [Le Deuxième Sexe, 
t.II: L’Expérience vécue (Paris: Gallimard, 1950), p. 13]  noted on the television show Questionnaire 
that ‘être femme, ce n’est pas une donnée naturelle, c’est le résultat d’une histoire’. Jean-Louis Servan 
Schreiber & Simone de Beauvoir, Questionnaire, TF1, 06/04/75, https://fresques.ina.fr/jalons/fiche-
media/InaEdu04638/simone-de-beauvoir-et-le-feminisme.html, [accessed 12/03/19]. 
90 Derek Neale, ‘Writing and Remembering: Paradoxes of Memory, Imagination and Fiction in Stories 
about Lives’, Literature Compass, 8 (2011), 951–61 (p. 953). 

https://fresques.ina.fr/jalons/fiche-media/InaEdu04638/simone-de-beauvoir-et-le-feminisme.html
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failure as a hegemonic male – he has grown up with tales of non-normative masculinity 

as opposed to virile, ‘successful’ masculinity.  

In his study of Mirbeau’s anarchist leanings, Carr notes that despite working 

as a journalist and writer for quite some time before the publication of Le Calvaire in 

1886, ‘nothing that he had so far written was of any lasting literary worth’.91 However, 

his growing engagement with the Left provided Mirbeau with the opportunity to reject 

the political and aesthetic constraints that had prevented him from fulfilling his 

potential as a writer – his début novel would be ‘the first of many books into which 

Mirbeau emptied the rancour of his liberated soul’ to such a degree that it is often 

‘difficult to disentangle the purely fictional form the strictly autobiographical’.92 Pierre 

Michel notes that, dissatisfied with his work as a ghost-writer, ‘Mirbeau publiera aussi 

ses deux premiers romans officiels, Le Calvaire (1886) et L’Abbé Jules (1888), dans 

l’espoir d’y dénicher d’autres romans parus sous divers pseudonymes’.93 Whereas 

Ziegler has argued that ‘Mirbeau writes his books as testimonials to an ability to 

withstand the deleterious effect of woman’s influence’,94 I extend this argument to 

demonstrate that Mirbeau interpolates real-life experiences (including those with 

women) as part of a strategy of ‘re-writing’ his real-life failures. Many scholars have 

noted the distinct autobiographical nature of Mirbeau’s early trilogy (including L’Abbé 

Jules and Sébastien Roch), noting in particular the author’s rejection by a Parisian flirt, 

his engagement with the Franco-Prussian war, and his family life.95 Given the breadth 

                                                 
91 Carr, p. 14.  
92 Ibid.  
93 Pierre Michel, ‘Quelques réflexions sur la négritude’, Cahiers Octave Mirbeau, 12 (2005), 4-34 (p. 
5). 
94 Ziegler, ‘Textual Suicide’, p. 53.  
95 See, for example: Carr, pp. 14-15, 17-18; Gemie, pp. 72, 76; Jean-Michel Guignon, ‘Aux sources du 
Calvaire – Qui était Judith/Juliette ?’, Cahiers Octave Mirbeau, 20 (2013), 145-152; Owen Morgan, 
‘Judith Vimmer/Juliette Roux’, Cahiers Octave Mirbeau, 17 (2010), 173-75; Octave Mirbeau, Les 
Romans Autobiographiques, ed. by Patrick and Roman Wald Lasowski (Paris: Mercure de France, 
1991). 
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of study that this topic has received, it is not my aim to delineate each and every 

episode within the novel that corresponds to Mirbeau’s own life, but to highlight 

certain episodes. In his introduction to the English translation of the novel, Adrian 

Murdoch notes that Le Calvaire, like the two novels that would follow, drew on 

Mirbeau’s experience of Jesuit ‘éducastrateurs’,96 citing Jean’s indictment of the 

‘importance sacerdotale’ (41) of the protagonist’s own, fictional, Jesuit instructor. 

Similarly, Carr suggests that ‘there is no doubt that Mirbeau used his first novel to ease 

the painful memory of his ill-treatment at the hands of an unfaithful mistress’.97 It is 

therefore clear that not only does Mirbeau infuse his narrative with traumatic episodes 

from his life – he rewrites them in order to purge himself cathartically of them. As we 

have already discussed, Mirbeau’s less than favourable depiction of the war is 

undoubtedly coloured by his experience of the real-life conflict; Jean’s regret at killing 

the Prussian soldier a reflection of Mirbeau’s regret. Mirbeau collects all the impotent 

aspects of his own life – his engagement with Judith, as well as his experience in the 

Franco-Prussian war – and re-enacts them through the figure of Jean, ultimately 

expunging the experiences as he finds success with his writing, while Jean is consigned 

to literary failure. Jean’s failures become Mirbeau’s successes as he cathartically 

rewrites his own negative experiences, infusing his narratives with and at once purging 

himself of those negative experiences. 

It is in his representation of Jean’s parents and educators that Mirbeau perhaps 

most clearly demonstrates a desire to rewrite his experiences. Carr notes that both of 

Jean’s parents ‘contain elements borrowed from Mirbeau’s own parents’, and that it 

was in Le Calvaire that ‘Mirbeau avails himself of the opportunity to avenge himself 

                                                 
96 Octave Mirbeau, Le Calvaire, trans. by Christine Donougher and ed. by Adrian Murdoch (Sawtry: 
Dedalus, 1995), pp. 9-10. 
97 Carr, p. 15. 
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of the things he suffered at the hands of those who in his childhood were given charge 

over him, but who made no attempt to adapt their approach to his sensitive nature’.98 

Mirbeau’s representation of Juliette provided him with an opportunity to expunge his 

rejection by Judith – and ultimately problematise the way in which men affect other 

men. This critique of homosociality and patriarchy ostensibly underlines his 

representation of the war. However, Jean explicitly states that while ‘les choses et les 

êtres [lui] restent gravés dans le souvenir si profondément que le temps n’a pu en user 

l’agate dure’ (12), suggesting an immobility and permanence of memory, he goes on 

to declare that the representations of his parents were ‘complétés par le souvenir, 

humanisés par les révélations et les confidences’ (12). In his essay ‘Creative Writers 

and Day-Dreaming’, Sigmund Freud suggests that there is an integral link between 

memory and narrative, arguing that: 

A strong experience in the present awakens in the creative writer a memory of 

an earlier experience (usually in belonging to his childhood) from which there 

now proceeds a wish which finds its fulfilment in the creative work. The work 

itself exhibits elements of the recent provoking occasion as well as of the old 

memory.99 

To use Freud’s terms then, Mirbeau’s arguably autobiographical novel would seem to 

be clearly influenced by the ‘memories of earlier experiences’ that present themselves 

as ‘wishes’ that seek fulfilment, or perhaps more accurately, redemption. Fiction 

allows the author to explore his past and to rewrite it as he deems fit. That the images 

of Jean’s parents were ‘completed’ and ‘humanised’ by the ‘revelations’ of the 

                                                 
98 Carr, p. 19.  
99 Sigmund Freud, ‘Creative Writers and Day-Dreaming’, in The Standard Edition of the Complete 
Psychological Works, 24 vols, ed. and trans. by J. Strachey (London: Hogarth, 1964), vol. 9, pp. 149-
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narrative is testament to this compensatory act; the italics of ‘humanisé’ (like so many 

other Decadent examples) draw our attention to the personal nature of this narrative 

and ensure that Mirbeau’s aim in rewriting his own impotence is fulfilled. This aim 

centres on a strategy of centring personal experience within the narrative – purging the 

author of the experience – and either rewriting the experience or redeeming the author 

in contrast to his literary foil in the shape of the author-protagonist. In this way, 

Mirbeau engages with and subverts idées masculines to problematise and justify his 

position as a man who writes at the fin de siècle. 

Conclusion 

Much like the other Decadent texts studied in this thesis, Le Calvaire irresistibly 

highlights its textuality in a self-conscious admission of its constructed nature, not only 

through the conceit of the impotent author that has been analysed here, but equally 

through Jean’s metatextual analysis of his own identity as narrator. The novel is to be 

held as Jean’s attempt at instructing a hypothetical male reader, who would feel ‘tant 

d’effroi et tant de dégoût’ while reading the novel (166), in the hope that any 

damascene conversion on the part of the reader would save the soul of the fictional 

protagonist, and by extension, his author as well. As I have posited at several points in 

this chapter, Jean is put forward by Mirbeau as the sacrificial lamb on a distinctly 

literary Calvary. Salvation and catharsis thus work in tandem with each other to save 

the hypothetical male readers (and Mirbeau himself) from the emotional ‘blockage’ 

that was touched upon earlier from Sally Robinson;100 utilising the novel as a method 

of catharsis into which he expresses and ultimately expunges his own failures, Mirbeau 

saves himself and his readers from Jean’s impotence, allowing them to perform 

masculinity more ‘successfully’. Having been unsuccessful as an author up to the point 

                                                 
100 Robinson, pp. 12, 126-27. 



 

203 
 

of the publication of Le Calvaire, it is unsurprising that Mirbeau should choose an 

impotent author without much success as his protagonist.  

Within the novel, Jean declares that ‘des fautes comme les miennes […] ont 

besoin d’une expiation terrible, et cette expiation que j’ai choisie, elle est dans la 

confession publique de ma vie’ (166). Ziegler suggests that ‘Mirbeau’s novel 

compensates for Jean’s abandoned writing’,101 yet I would argue that, by self-

consciously choosing to represent himself through Jean, Mirbeau deploys a strategy of 

projection and distancing through which he expunges his ‘fautes’ by way of a literary 

surrogate. His focus on homosocial and patriarchal milieux undermines the 

corroboration that (toxic) masculinity, and not the misogyny that so many critics 

pinpoint, is the real cause of the crisis of masculinity at the fin de siècle, and underlines 

the suggestion that masculinity is collusive. What Le Calvaire conversely 

demonstrates – as does this thesis at large – is that the fin-de-siècle crisis of masculinity 

was largely self-generated and self-sustaining. By creating immeasurable standards by 

which masculinity is supposed to be performed, (many) men of the time effectively 

excluded themselves from enacting hegemonic masculinity successfully. As Alain 

Corbin suggests, ‘la “virilité” constitue un fardeau. À l’échelon individuel, elle 

s’impose de perpétuelles interrogations sur soi; elle est source d’anxiété permanente 

et induit un incessant besoin de réassurance’.102 By presenting us with an author who 

is impotent, Mirbeau problematises not only the pressure of writing, but the pressure 

of being a man at the fin de siècle.  

                                                 
101 Ziegler, ‘Textual Suicide’, p. 59.  
102 Alain Corbin (ed.), ‘La Virilité reconsidérée au prisme du naturalisme’, in Histoire de la virilité, 
vol.2 : ‘Le Triomphe de la virilité. Le XIXe siècle’ (Paris: Éditions du Seuil, 2011), pp. 13-30 (p. 30).  
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Conclusion:                                                                                 

Decadent Masculinities 

‘Qu’est-ce qu’un pédéraste ? … [U]n homme qui par sa 

nature, s’oppose à la marche du monde, se refuse à entrer dans 

le système en vue duquel le monde est organisé’ 

Jean Genet1 

The aim of this thesis has been to highlight, analyse, and critique representations of 

masculinity in a selection of fin-de-siècle Decadent novels, in order to interrogate what 

Decadence reveals about the links between the construction of gender – particularly of 

masculinity – and the conceptions of literature and authorship during such a 

tumultuous period in French social and cultural history. Decadence, with its 

presentation of grotesque and perverse narratives, undercut any stable, essentialist 

definitions of gender. In many ways, Decadence eloquently articulated the fears at the 

core of the crisis of masculinity; criticised by some yet used by others to undermine 

those same concerns. This ambiguity gestures to the notorious difficulty in defining 

Decadence. As David Weir states at the outset of his seminal work, ‘practically 

everyone who writes about decadence begins with the disclaimer that the word itself 

is annoyingly resistant to definition. Critics have a hard time finding “objective 

content” for the term’.2 

                                                 
1 Robert Poulet, ‘Jean Genet: Fouillez l’ordure’, Bulletin de Paris, 145 (1956), 10-11 (p. 11), original 
ellipses. Although this epigraph focuses very pointedly on sexual desire – which this thesis has taken 
into account but has expanded upon vis-à-vis non-normative desire – I chose it as the epigraph precisely 
for Genet’s characterisation of a man who walks against the grain of society.  
2 David Weir, Decadence and the Making of Modernism (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 
1995), p. 1. 
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Yet it is precisely this ambiguity which allowed the Decadents to deploy a 

literary strategy that I have named idées masculines – borrowed from a passage from 

Huysmans’s À Rebours – to provocatively critique hegemonic masculinity while 

ostensibly working within the parameters of patriarchal prescriptions.3 In this way, this 

thesis has argued that Decadent aesthetics are simultaneously representative of the mal 

du siècle and the mâle du siècle, demonstrating and undercutting at once assumptions 

of masculine privilege and disenfranchisement at the fin de siècle. By positioning itself 

on the threshold of atavistic nostalgia through references to the figure of the dandy, 

prelapsarian religion, and medieval occultism, and ‘modernity’ through new 

expressions of gender identity and aesthetic innovation, fin-de-siècle Decadence 

presented itself as a liminal genre, able to contest both the past and the future while 

languishing in the present – as stated throughout this thesis, the Decadents’ worldview 

was shaped by concepts of degeneration and the fact that their world seemed to be 

disintegrating.  

The concept of idées masculines hinges precisely on the misogynistic 

assumption that reading and writing is considered to be active and therefore masculine. 

However, it could be argued that French literature refutes this assumption throughout 

the canon, with the eponymous protagonist of Flaubert’s Madame Bovary (1856) 

corrupted by reading too much, while in Choderlos de Laclos’s Les Liaisons 

dangereuses (1782), the Marquise de Merteuil is afforded unusual autonomy and 

equality with the Vicomte de Valmont, as represented by the fact that it is their letters 

that drive the plot in the epistolary novel. Yet whereas Emma violently dies as a result 

of her literary addiction and both Merteuil and Valmont are equally punished for their 

crimes, Decadence crucially rewrites the trope of the ‘literary’ novel by ensuring that 

                                                 
3 Joris-Karl Huysmans, À Rebours, ed. by Daniel Grojnowski (Paris: Flammarion, 2004), p. 139. 



 

206 
 

its ‘literary’ transgressors survive – the outsiders who appropriate reading and writing 

through engaging and subverting idées masculines.4 That is not to say that the novels 

necessarily have positive endings; Decadent novels rarely do, in fact. The key 

difference is that their protagonists are not punished for their transgressive 

involvement with reading or writing.   

This study moves away from the now axiomatic nineteenth-century studies of 

gender which focus on the transgressive female, choosing instead to study the men 

(and women) whose queer, non-normative masculinity went against the grain of 

nineteenth-century expectations. This thesis has demonstrated that the misogynistic 

connections between intellect and masculinity were appropriated and subverted by 

Decadent authors in their desire to discuss taboo topics provocatively. Taking 

Huysmans’s À Rebours as a starting point, this project has explored the 

interconnections between intertextuality, reading, and writing in the works of Lorrain 

(Monsieur de Phocas), Rachilde (Monsieur Vénus and La Tour d’amour), and Mirbeau 

(Le Calvaire). The overarching argument has been that while these authors present 

different, non-normative moulds of masculinity within their texts, the deliberate 

interaction with acts of reading and writing represents a system of representation, in 

which the narrative act – both ‘active’ writing and ‘passive’ reading – constitutes a 

construction of identity via the transmission of ideas.  

Each chapter of this thesis has focused on a slightly different aspect of the 

relationship between masculinity, intellect, and literary creation as seen through the 

lens of Decadent aesthetics. Chapter One laid out a conceptual framework within 

                                                 
4 A notable exception to this line of argument in the corpus is Mirbeau’s Jean Mintié – he survives yet 
has everything taken from him at the end of the novel, left to wander the skeleton-filled Parisian streets. 
However, my focus on Mintié as a foil for Mirbeau-as-author allows me to problematise men’s position 
at the fin de siècle and ironically allows the real-life author to appropriate and engage with idées 
masculines in a similar way to Rachilde’s appropriation of idées masculines as a female author.  
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which to approach Decadent texts in order to analyse the representations of 

masculinities within them. It revealed a highly metatextual approach in which 

Huysmans suggests that the concept of idées masculines is one that is ultimately 

fictional and unattainable, yet constantly corroborated and interrogated through 

engagement with literature. This fulfils LaGuardia’s concept of intertextual 

masculinity, through which he claims that men write for the benefit of other men, 

homosocially creating literary links and reinforcing accepted codes of masculinity 

through literature. Chapter Two appropriated this conceptual approach and explored 

how Lorrain engages with idées masculines and the trope of the witch to reveal how a 

marginal masculine figure can subvert traditional discourses of power in order to 

articulate his aesthetic voice, as demonstrated through Lorrain’s use of the epistolary 

form. By presenting a traditionally female archetype within the paradigm of an 

epistolary novel, Lorrain undercuts misogynistic assumptions of witchcraft, whereby 

the illiterate female witch was expected to sign away her name in the Devil’s black 

book while the educated magus was permitted to negotiate his own Faustian deal. As 

with any interrogation of the hegemonic position of masculinity, Lorrain provides us 

with a feminist discourse akin to that presented in the works of his contemporaries 

Michelet (La Sorcière) and Leland (Aradia). Overall, Lorrain’s engagement with 

literary tropes of witchcraft, the use of the epistolary form, and the bipartite gendered 

associations of the Faustian deal versus the Devil’s black book all highlight the links 

between the performance of masculinity in the novel, and the creation of literature – a 

link that is reified in the conceptualisation of idées masculines. Chapter Three took as 

its focus Rachilde’s presentation of masculinity in Monsieur Vénus (1884) and La Tour 

d’amour (1899). The chapter argued for a more nuanced approach to gender – and 

ultimately masculinity – in Rachilde’s work, presenting these two texts as an example 
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of the author’s engagement with idées masculines. Both novels deal with the usual 

Decadent tropes of inversion and perversion but their focus on the reification of 

textuality eloquently undermines patriarchal assumptions of intellect and artistic 

creation, ultimately allowing ‘unmanly’ men – and, in the case of Monsieur Vénus, 

masculine women – a route to textual and sexual control. Finally, in Chapter Four, the 

literary impotence of Mirbeau’s protagonist was linked with the perceived impotence 

of masculinity at the fin de siècle, subverting Gilbert and Gubar’s seminal question: 

‘is the pen a metaphorical penis?’.  This allowed an interrogation of the links between 

the construction of masculinity and literature and demonstrated a distinctly literary 

form of catharsis through which Mirbeau is permitted to rewrite his own deemed 

failings both as a writer and as a man, ultimately presenting his protagonist as a foil 

against which to position himself. As such, this chapter, perhaps more so than the 

others, undermines patriarchal assumptions of masculinity. By demonstrating a 

hegemonic paragon of masculinity to be impotent (by his own hand, and not by that of 

a woman), this thesis has revealed the fin-de-siècle crisis of masculinity to be 

introspective and vainglorious.  

The introduction to this thesis highlighted the historical context of masculinity 

and the crisis in which it allegedly found itself at the fin de siècle. However, this 

mapping of masculinity in the long nineteenth century (and, as shall be seen, beyond), 

epitomises Lynne Segal’s ominous warning that ‘masculinity is always in crisis’.5 The 

ends of eras as a site of crisis is well-documented: Frank Kermode, for instance, notes 

that ‘there is a real correlation between the ends of centuries and the peculiarity of our 

                                                 
5 Lynne Segal, ‘Back to the Boys? Temptations of the Good Gender Theorist’, Textual Practice, 15 
(2001), 231-50 (p. 239). 
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imagination’,6 while Elaine Showalter refers to fins de siècles as ‘periods of cultural 

insecurity’.7 It could even be argued that we are still in ‘times of decadence’: as Diemo 

Landgraf points out, while the rise of social democracy and liberal capitalism in the 

twentieth century seemed to stem the flow of ‘theories of decadence’ (or rather, re-

open the floodgates of regenerative thought, given literary Decadence’s focus on 

sterility and degeneration), the political instability of the modern world has once again 

called into question the very notion of progress.8  

As with many idea(l)s and concepts that are considered as distinctly ‘modern’, 

our current conceptions of masculinity and the attempted effacement of any challenges 

to it – such as the emergence of LGTBQ subjectivities and the continued fight for 

equality between the sexes – can be seen to have their roots firmly in the events of the 

turn of the twentieth century. As Christopher Robinson argues in his study of 

homosexuality in twentieth-century French literature, the nineteenth century and 

particularly the Decadent treatment of homosexuality had an enormous influence on 

the literature that would immediately follow it: ‘the treatment of male homosexuality 

in nineteenth-century French literature follows a comparable shift to that of science, 

from silence or relative discretion at the start of the century to a significant opening-

up at the end of it’.9 Robinson goes on to suggest that ‘it is reasonable to suppose that 

this opening-up […] was influenced by the example of artists and writers in their 

personal lives and by literature itself’.10  

                                                 
6 Frank Kermode, The Sense of an Ending: Studies in the Theory of Fiction (New York/Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1967), p. 97. 
7 Elaine Showalter, Sexual Anarchy: Gender and Culture at the Fin-de-Siècle (London: Bloomsbury, 
1991), p. 4. 
8 Diemo Landgraf (ed.), ‘Preface’, in Decadence in Literature and Intellectual Debate since 1945 (New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), vii-xi (p. vi). Italics in original source.  
9 Christopher Robinson, Scandal in the Ink: Male and Female Homosexuality in Twentieth-century 
French Literature (London: Cassell, 1995), p. 11. 
10 Ibid, p. 20.  
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As such, I would argue that in many ways, the iconoclastic aesthetic strategies 

demonstrated by the works in this study present themselves as being well ahead of 

their time. Foucault comments, for example, that the development of sexual 

subjectivity at the fin de siècle resulted in the implementation of a ‘reverse discourse’ 

in which homosexuals defined themselves using the terminology that doctors and 

legislators used against them.11 I therefore argue that fin-de-siècle masculinity 

constitutes – or at least provides the foundation stones for – the beginning of modern 

sexual subjectivities and emancipation.12 Similarly, the links between the occult and 

marginality as demonstrated in Monsieur de Phocas have an eerily precognitive aura 

when we consider the actions of Aleister Crowley in Cefalù some twenty years after 

its publication.13 It would also seem to presage the struggle for gay rights in the 1970s, 

when Arthur Evans noted that ‘the new socialism is a movement that is not just 

political, but also magical and sexual’,14 highlighting the importance of different 

aspects of identity in the gay liberation movement – political, sexual, religious, and 

cultural. Certain forms of hegemonic (or at least, complicit) masculinity continue to 

express their indignity at becoming allegedly impotent at the hands of their enemies, 

just as Jean Mintié blames Juliette for his own shortcomings. To highlight the legacy 

                                                 
11 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, trans. by Robert Hurley (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1990), 
p. 10.  
12 Dustin Friedman has made a similar argument in his recent book, Before Queer Theory: Victorian 
Aestheticism and the Self (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 2019), in which he argues that ‘Aestheticism 
is one of queer theory’s unacknowledged ancestors […] within the writings of one of the very first self-
consciously queer literary collectives, there already existed an impulse toward reparation and 
utopianism that would later find theoretical articulation in the writings of figures such as Eve Kosofsky 
Sedgwick and José Esteban Muñoz’ (pp. 5-6). Friedman, however, refutes Foucault’s concept of a 
reverse discourse, suggesting that Victorian Aestheticist engagement art provided a rationale that ‘one 
might want to be queer’ as opposed to being ‘born this way’ (p. 7). 
13 Established in 1920, we can draw parallels between the temple of M. de Burdhes and Crowley’s 
Abbey of Thelema at Cefalù, which of course takes its name from the ‘Abbaye de Thélème’ in 
Rabelais’s La Vie de Gargantua et de Pantagruel (1532-1564). See Martin Booth, A Magick Life: The 
Biography of Aleister Crowley (London: Coronet Books, 2000), pp. 360-63; Lawrence Sutin, Do What 
Thou Wilt: A Life of Aleister Crowley (New York: St Martin’s Press, 2000), pp. 279-80; Richard 
Kaczynski, The Weiser Concise Guide to Aleister Crowley (San Francisco: Weiser Books, 2009), pp. 
358-59. 
14 Arthur Evans, Witchcraft and the Gay Counterculture (Boston: Fag Rag Books, 1978), p. 155. 
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that I argue the works in this study have left, I will now briefly touch upon some of the 

legacy markers that the analyses in this study not only point to, but to which they 

actively contribute.  

In a recent article discussing the stylistic legacy of Decadent authors such as 

Huysmans and Barbey d’Aurevilly, Allan Pasco has argued that while the Decadents 

wrote about ‘unconventional themes […] their major contribution had little to do with 

their subject matter’.15 Although I would agree with Pasco that the likes of André Gide 

and Marcel Proust (to whom he refers) understood and extended the aesthetic 

innovations of Decadence, I would also argue that these ‘unconventional themes’ 

provided the standards and freedom with which Gide and Proust would write about 

homosexuality, stemming directly from the thematic groundwork laid by Decadence. 

The twentieth century would mark a touchstone for representations of queer identities 

and behaviours like never before, and I would suggest that Decadent writers laid the 

critical and aesthetic foundation stones for what authors like Proust and Gide would 

do, by opening up ground – as demonstrated in this thesis – for non-normative 

masculinity to be explored in relation to literary creation.16  

                                                 
15 Allan H. Pasco, ‘From Decadence in Huysmans and Barbey to Regeneration in Gide and Proust’, 
Dix-Neuf, 21 (2017), 192-203 (p. 201). 
16 I am not alone in discerning an aesthetic and thematic link between the Decadence of the fin de 
siècle and the overt homoeroticism of both Gide and Proust. David Weir in Decadence and the 
Making of Modernism (1995) notes that ‘decadence was as crucial to the development of the modern 
novel [written by Proust and Gide] as symbolism […] was to the development of modern poetry’ 
(xvii), while Martin Halliwell argues in Modernism and Morality: Ethical Devices in European and 
American Fiction (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2001) that Decadence ‘lingered as [a] strong 
impulse in a range of modernist work’ (49), including that of both Gide and Proust. Meanwhile, 
Stephen Romer posits that Huysmans’s neurasthenic dandy, Des Esseintes, provided the model for 
Proust’s Baron de Charlus, suggesting that ‘as the age of Decadence came to an end, Proust and Gide 
between them, in the radical innovations of their fiction, were already forging a style for the new 
century’ [French Decadent Tales, (Oxford: Oxford University Press 2013), p. xxxv]. Similarly, 
Marion Schmid suggests that while ‘we do not know with any certainty whether Proust had read 
major Decadent authors’ (52), his work demonstrates not only ‘an affinity with the “sexual anarchy” 
critics such as Elaine Showalter have detected in fin-de-siècle fiction’ (55) but that ‘the zeitgeist of the 
fin de siècle, and more specifically the figures and aesthetics of one of its most prominent movements 
– Decadence – offered him ample raw material for a novel [À la Recherche du Temps perdu] that is 
both a reflection and catalyst of the influences that have shaped it’ (51) [‘Decadence and the fin de 
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Jean Genet – whom we touched upon in chapter three in our discussion of Brest 

due to his homoerotic focus on the town in Querelle de Brest (1947) – owes a particular 

aesthetic debt to Decadence when it comes to his daring and iconoclastic 

representations of gender and sexuality. In 1956, Genet mused that ‘pederasts’ went 

against the grain, against nature.17 This is a description that could readily be applied 

to the Decadent aesthete, whom Matei Călinescu describes as escaping the ‘tyranny of 

tradition’,18 while Genet’s description of a man who walks against the grain recalls 

the non-normative men and women studied in this thesis who perform masculinity 

against the grain. Robinson notes that  

the importance of homosexuality for Genet lies exclusively in its power to 

shock, to arouse hostility […] Seen in this light Genet is not really an innovator; 

he is the zenith of the whole post-Romantic tradition of the outcast, particularly 

in the Decadent form of the sexual transgressor […H]e is guilty of pandering 

to, intensifying, even giving new life to, the traditional heterosexual view of 

homosexuality as abnormal, morally depraved and socially destructive.19 

Despite hinging on a negative portrayal of homosexuality, this demonstrates the debt 

that Genet owed to Decadents such as Jean Lorrain, who despite being openly – and 

perhaps, infamously – homosexual, never missed the opportunity to condemn others 

for the same “crime”, ostensibly remaining heteronormative by comparison.20 Thus, 

by appropriating the language of the patriarchal overculture, both Genet and Lorrain 

                                                 
siècle’ in Marcel Proust in Context, ed. Adam Watt (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013) 
51-58]. 
17 Poulet, p. 11. 
18 Matei Călinescu, Five Faces of Modernity: Modernism, Avant-Garde, Decadence, Kitsch, Post-
Modernism (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1987), p. 171. 
19 Robinson, pp. 58-59.  
20 Philippe Martin-Lau, ‘“Et Narkiss se mira…”: regard sur l’écriture hétéromosexuelle de Jean 
Lorrain’, Dalhousie French Studies, 61 (2002), 49-61 (p. 50); Robert A. Nye, Masculinity and Male 
Codes of Honor in Modern France (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), p. 123. 
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can be considered to engage with and subvert idées masculines, rupturing conventional 

conceptions of literary masculinity.21  

Many of the social anxieties that left their mark on the literature of the fin de 

siècle remain as current today as then: Margaret D. Stetz has eloquently suggested that 

‘the long nineteenth century turns out to be longer than we thought’, citing the 

contemporary “crisis of civilization” in the wake of catastrophic tragedies such as 9/11 

as one of the driving forces in the resurgence of Aestheticism, and importantly, 

Decadence.22 In many ways, the Decadent’s collective disdain for the progress of 

modernity can be seen in the work of Michel Houellebecq, who many link with 

Huysmans, the fin-de-siècle father of Decadence. Distinctly Decadent themes are 

interspersed throughout his modern prose, with Morrey noting that in Soumission, 

‘Decadence is a recurring theme, not only in the discussion of Huysmans but linking 

the bloated and narcissistic culture of contemporary Europe to the fall of the Roman 

Empire’,23 much as many did in the 1890s, as seen in this project’s discussion of À 

Rebours.24 

                                                 
21 For more on Genet, see Richard Howard, ‘Genet’s Glory’, The New Republic, 3 (1986), 41-42; James 
Creech, ‘Outing Jean Genet’, in Genet: In the Language of the Enemy, ed. by S. Durham (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1997), pp. 117-40; Elizabeth Stephens, ‘The Bad Homosexual: Genet’s Perverse 
Homo-Politics’, Sexualities, 15 (2011), 28-41. 
22 Margaret D. Stetz, ‘The Afterlives of Aestheticism and Decadence in the Twenty-First Century’, 
Victorian Literature and Culture, 38 (2010), 306-11 (p. 306). 
23 Douglas Morrey, ‘The Banality of Monstrosity: On Michel Houellebecq’s Soumission’, Australian 
Journal of French Studies, 55 (2018), 202-17 (pp. 214-15). 
24 For more on Houellebecq, see Ruth Cruickshank, Fin de Millénaire French Fiction: The Aesthetics 
of Crisis (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009); Regenia Gagnier, ‘The Global Circulation of the 
Literatures of Decadence’, Literature Compass, 10 (2013), 70-81; Betül Dilmac, ‘Houellebecq’s Fin de 
Siècle: Crisis of Society, Crisis of the Novel – Thematic and Poetological Intertextuality between 
Michel Houellebecq and Joris-Karl Huysmans’, in Decadence in Literature and Intellectual Debate 
since 1945, ed. by Diemo Landgraf (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), pp. 153-69; Douglas 
Morrey, ‘Stop the World, or What’s Queer about Michel Houellebecq?’ in Queer Sexualities in French 
and Francophone Literature and Film, ed. by James Day (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2007), pp. 177-92; 
Sabine van Wesemael, ‘L’Esprit fin de siècle dans l’œuvre de Michel Houellebecq et de Frédéric 
Beigbeder’, in Territoires et terres d’histoires: Perspectives, horizons, jardins secrets dans la littérature 
française d’aujourd’hui, ed. by Sjef Houppermans, Christine Bosman-Delzons, & Danièle de Ruyter-
Tognotti (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2005), pp. 13-38. 
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The continuation of the distinctly nineteenth-century ‘crisis’ of masculinity 

into the twentieth and twenty-first centuries has been laid out by both Alain Corbin 

and Jean-Jacques Courtine in their respective volumes of the lengthy Histoire de la 

virilité. Corbin notes that ‘le désarroi qui s’insinue à la fin du XIXe siècle prépare à ce 

qui sera développé […] au cours du XXe siècle’,25 while Courtine suggests that ‘au 

XIXe siècle, et dans le premier XXe siècle encore, on n’exhorte pas les hommes à être 

“masculins”, mais virils, des hommes, disait-on “des vrais”’.26 It is unsurprising then, 

that Decadence should be the genre du jour when we consider the similar atmospheres 

of social anxiety between the society of the fin de siècle and our current society – and 

particularly with regard to masculinity. It would seem that many of the concerns that 

arose at the fin de siècle have not only been confirmed, but have continued to grow – 

the breaking of heteronormativity and the rise of a refusal of sexual futurism as 

explored by queer theorists would appear, in some circles, at least, to be the direct 

result of the fin-de-siècle anxieties surrounding the rise of the New Woman and the 

rupturing of traditional gender roles, as explored by Bram Dijkstra in his seminal 1986 

text Idols of Perversity.27 Contemporary masculinity has found itself in a new (yet 

sadly familiar) crisis with the rise of so-called incel culture, whereby certain men feel 

that they have been made involuntarily celibate (incel) due to the sexual liberation of 

women.28 A direct result of this ‘extreme political swerve to the right’, as Alice Condé 

and Jessica Gossling argue, has been recourse to Decadence as a genre, and a distinctly 

                                                 
25 Alain Corbin (ed.), ‘Introduction’, in L’Histoire de la virilité, vol II, (Paris: Éditions du Seuil, 2011) 
7-11 (p. 11). 
26 Jean-Jacques Courtine (ed.), ‘Introduction’, in L’Histoire de la virilité, vol. III (Paris: Éditions du 
Seuil, 2011), pp. 7-11 (pp. 8-9). 
27 Bram Dijkstra, Idols of Perversity: Fantasies of Feminine Evil in Fin-de-Siècle Culture (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1986). On the refusal of sexual futurism as heteronorm, see Lee Edelman, No 
Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive (Durham: Duke University Press, 2004).   
28 See Angela Nagle, Kill All Normies: Online Culture Wars from 4Chan and Tumblr to Trump and the 
Alt-Right (Alresford: Zero Books, 2017); Angela Nagle, ‘The New Man of 4chan’, The Baffler, 30 
(2016), https://thebaffler.com/salvos/new-man-4chan-nagle [accessed 03/10/19].  

https://thebaffler.com/salvos/new-man-4chan-nagle


 

215 
 

Decadent recourse to occultism29 – a recent occult turn similar to that enacted at the 

fin de siècle, and which was explored in the discussion of Lorrain’s Monsieur de 

Phocas. 

Such re-emergences of Decadent tropes and masculine crises have incited 

academic interest, particularly in recent years,30 including the establishment of 

scholarly journals and academic societies dedicated to the study of the subject: the 

Decadence Research Unit at Goldsmith, University of London’s Volupté: 

Interdisciplinary Journal of Decadence Studies and its parent association, the British 

Association of Decadence Studies first appeared in 2018 in order to focus on 

interdisciplinary Decadence Studies and to distinguish it from its umbrella disciplines 

of Victorian and Nineteenth-Century Studies.31 Correspondingly, there has been an 

emergence of neo-Decadent writings, almost simultaneously in the anglophone and 

francophone literary worlds. Drowning in Beauty: The Neo-Decadent Anthology was 

published in 2018,32 while Brahim Megherbi published Flèches: Recueil Poétique 

Homoérotique on the other side of the Atlantic, in which he lays out his ‘Manifeste du 

néo-décadentisme’.33 However, the recent academic turn toward Decadence has been 

                                                 
29 Alice Condé and Jessica Gossling, ‘‘The Devil in the Detail: An Introduction to Decadent Occultism 
from the Editors’, Volupté: Interdisciplinary Journal of Decadence Studies, 1 (2018), i-ix (p. i). 
30 See Alex Murray, Landscapes of Decadence: Literature and Place at the Fin de Siècle (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2017); David Weir, Decadence: A Very Short Introduction (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2018); Jane Desmarais and Alice Condé (eds), Decadence and the Senses 
(Oxford: Legenda, 2014); Jane Desmarais and David Weir (eds), Decadence and Literature 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019); Jason David Hall and Alex Murray (eds), Decadent 
Poetics: Literature and Form at the British Fin de Siècle (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015); Kate 
Hext and Alex Murray (eds), Decadence in the Age of Modernism (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 
2019); Kostas Boyiopoulos, The Decadent Image: The Poetry of Wilde, Symons, and Dowson 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2015); Matthew Potolsky, The Decadent Republic of Letters: 
Taste, Politics, and Cosmopolitan Community from Baudelaire to Beardsley (Pennsylvania: University 
of Pennsylvania Press, 2013); and Vincent Sherry, Modernism and the Reinvention of Decadence (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 2015). 
31 Jane Desmarais, ‘Voluptuous Interventionism: An Introductory Note from the Editor-in-Chief’, 
Volupté: Interdisciplinary Journal of Decadence Studies, 1 (2018), i-vi (p. ii). 
32 Justin Isis and Daniel Corrick (eds.), Drowning in Beauty: The Neo-Decadent Anthology, (Milton 
Keynes: Snuggly Books, 2018).  
33 Brahim Megherbi, Flèches: Recueil Poétique Homoérotique (Montréal: Homoromance Éditions, 
2018), pp. ix-xv.  
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overwhelmingly focused on English literature (as seen above); in this respect, this 

thesis contributes an important francophone addition to the conversations currently 

happening in Decadence Studies. Similarly, the establishment of the Men and 

Masculinities in Culture and Society Research Network at the University of Bristol in 

2016 reflects a distinct academic turn toward masculinity studies to which this thesis 

contributes a distinctly francophone, and nineteenth-century, perspective.34  

The breadth of material touched upon in this conclusion demonstrates the 

critical ground that this thesis has covered, and the critical ground that it has opened 

up, allowing not only for discussions in traditionally Decadent circles about the nature 

of masculinity (and gender, sexuality, and queer studies more broadly), but also in less 

obviously linked areas such as twentieth and twenty-first century literary studies, 

which I argue owe a debt both thematically and aesthetically to the Decadent 

movement of the fin de siècle. This thesis has revealed the monolithic entity of 

hegemonic masculinity to be a construction whose existence is reaffirmed by the 

effacement and disenfranchisement of effeminate males and masculine females who 

equally enact different forms of non-normative masculinity; indeed, in many ways, the 

non-normative forms of masculinity are more numerous that the so-called “normative” 

                                                 
34 Bradley Stephens and Connor Doak, ‘Transnational Masculinities’, Institute for Advanced Studies, 
University of Bristol (2016/17), http://www.bristol.ac.uk/ias/workshops/current-
workshops/masculinity-studies.html [accessed 11/10/19]. For recent scholarship on masculinity, see 
Michael J. Hughes, Forging Napoleon's Grande Armée: Motivation, Military Culture, and Masculinity 
in the French Army, 1800-1808 (New York: New York University Press, 2012); Henry French and 
Mark Rothery, Man’s Estate : Landed Gentry Masculinities, c.1660-c.1900 (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2012); Laura Elizabeth McGinnis, ‘Re-membering Masculinities in Twentieth- and Twenty-first-
Century French Caribbean Literature and Visual Culture’ (unpublished doctoral thesis, Queen’s 
University Belfast, 2017); Marco Wan, Masculinity and the Trials of Modern Fiction (Oxford: 
Routledge, 2017); Nguyen Tan Hoang, A View from the Bottom: Asian American Masculinity and 
Sexual Representation (Durham: Duke University Press, 2014); Bradley Stephens, ‘How Do You Solve 
a Problem Like Cosette? Femininity and the Changing Face of Victor Hugo’s Alouette’, Modern 
Languages Open, (2019), 1-28; François Proulx, Victims of the Book: Reading and Masculinity in Fin-
de-Siècle France (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2019); Brendan Hough, Contemporary 
Masculinities: Embodiment, Emotion and Wellbeing (Cham: Palgrave Pivot, 2018); Paul Baker and 
Giuseppe Balirano (eds.) Queering Masculinities in Language and Culture (London: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2018); and Edyta Kociubińska (ed.), Le Dandysme, de l’histoire au mythe, (Berlin: Peter 
Lang, 2019). 

http://www.bristol.ac.uk/ias/workshops/current-workshops/masculinity-studies.html
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/ias/workshops/current-workshops/masculinity-studies.html


 

217 
 

forms, calling their hegemonic status into question. Furthermore, it has revealed how 

the powerfully iconoclastic aesthetics of fin-de-siècle Decadence allowed a route to 

sexual and textual control for those men and women precluded from Patriarchy. This 

thesis subverts the traditional nineteenth-century assertions that reading and writing 

are solely ‘male’ activities and reveals the “crisis” of masculinity that provided the 

backdrop for the corpus to be a myth invented and sustained by hegemonic masculinity 

in response to its own failings. By engaging with and subverting idées masculines, the 

authors in this study appropriate and refashion masculinity to fit with their own 

performance of masculinity. This rewriting of masculinity in the process reconfigures 

it as a newly capacious category as it prepares to respond to the cultural, social, and 

literary revolutions and crises of a new century. In this way, this thesis counters 

previously held assertions about the nature of fin-de-siècle masculinity, reclaims 

Decadence as a genre of action rather than reaction, and queers the end of the 

nineteenth century. In the end, what is revealed are some of the complex, fascinating, 

and topical echoes between gender, culture, and society, then as now – and the 

enduring power of literature to communicate them.  
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