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

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

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

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

Sexual instinct remains the center around which everything gravitates;
nothing would exist without passing through it; character, imagination,
vanity, imitation, fashion, time, place, and many other individual circum-
stances or social influences, give to love, as emotion or passion, a Flasticit:(







