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THE FIN-DE-SIECLE WORLD

This comprehensive, beautifully illustrated collection of essays conveys a vivid
picture of a fascinating period in history, the fin de siécle. Featuring contributions
from nearly fifty international scholars, this book takes a thematic approach to a
period of huge upheaval across all walks of life and is truly innovative in examining
the fin de siecle from a global perspective. The volume includes pathbreaking essays
on how the period was experienced not only in Europe and North America, but also
in China, Japan, the Middle East, Latin America, Africa, India, and elsewhere across
the globe.

Thematic topics covered include new concepts of time and space, globalization,
the city, and new political movements including nationalism, the “New Liberalism,”
socialism and communism. The volume also looks at the development of mass
media over this period and emerging trends in culture, such as advertising and
consumption, film and publishing, as well as the technological and scientific changes
that shaped the world at the turn of the nineteenth century, such as novel forms of
telecommunications, new transport systems, and developments in the natural and
human sciences. The Fin-de-Siecle World also considers issues such as selfthood
through chapters looking at gender, sexuality, race, and class, and considers the
importance of different religions, both old and new, at the turn of the century.
Finally the volume examines significant and emerging trends in art, music, and
literature, including realism, children’s literature, fantasy, science fiction, the
supernatural, symbolism, and aestheticism.

This volume conveys a vivid picture of how politics, religion, “mass” and “elite”
cultures, social practices, and scientific endeavors fitted together in an exciting world
of change. It will be invaluable reading for all students and scholars of the fin-de-
siecle period.

Michael Saler is Professor of History at the University of California at Davis. His
publications include As If: Modern Enchantment and the Literary Prebistory of
Virtual Reality (Oxford, 2012); The Avant-Garde in Interwar England: ‘Medieval
Modernism’ and the London Underground (Oxford, 1999), and editor, with Joshua
Landy, of The Re-Enchantment of the World: Secular Magic in a Rational Age
(Stanford, 2009).
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INTRODUCTION

L il

Michael Saler

circles, studies of the fin de siécle have become steadily more encompassing since
they first appeared in the early twentieth century. The Fin-de-Siecle World represents
the Third Wave of approaches to this fascinating, complex, and transitional historical
period between the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The fin de siecle
has most often been studied as a Western phenomenon and cast as a distinct yet
amorphous interval spanning late “Victorianism” and early “Modernism”. This
volume both continues and departs from that tradition. In order to explain how and
why, we need to briefly survey earlier scholarship that navigated its slippery contours
and charted some of its most glistening features.

‘Iust as the plash of a pebble in a pond produces expanding concentric

THE FIRST WAVE

Contemporaries began to memorialize the period, accounting for the First Wave of
writings on the fin de siecle prior to World War 1. They defined it largely in terms
of the new aesthetic movements in Western Europe and North America of the
1890s that challenged traditional cultural norms and practices, and located its
epicenters in Paris and London. First Wave interpreters claimed that the fin de siecle
expressed a contradictory Zeitgeist peculiar to its chronological moment: the “Spirit
of the Time” emphasized both cultural decline and spiritual rebirth. Some artists
exalted “Decadence,” bolstered by the impending end of a century that many critics
decried as narrowly materialistic and insufferably bourgeois. Others, however,
welcomed the new century for its promise of political, social, and spiritual renewal.
Revealingly, many - like the novelist M. P. Shiel, whose “Decadent” fictions could
also herald the Ubermensch — did both.

These overlapping themes of “decline” and “rebirth” were not central to the
1888 French play Fin de Siecle by F. de Jouvenot and H. Micard, but its terse
title soon became a catchphrase among artists — including the ever-quotable Oscar
Wilde (Teich and Porter 1991: 3). By 1893, “fin de siécle” had become a genera-
tional label sported by those who rejected earlier Victorian cultural moral codes
and trumpeted new aesthetic and social possibilities. As a writer for the English
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journal The Art Critic explained to his perplexed audience in “What is the Fin
de Siecle?”:

All ... who rush head over heels with new ideas towards the 2oth century are
hommes et femmes fin de siecle. Who are its leading representatives? Young
authors and artists with an indescribable enthusiasm ... who assert without
exception that they are the prophets of something (nobody knows what)
glorious to come.

(1893)

It soon became clear, however, that the fin de siecle of the 1890s had both illustrious
antecedents and significant successors. The radiating circle encapsulating it needed
to encompass its roots in the 188os, even the 1870s, and its continued develop-
ments until the outbreak of the Great War in 1914. Holbrook Jackson, one of the
earliest to capture the floating-butterfly features of the aesthetic fin de siecle,
broadened its chronology; others followed his lead. Jackson’s 1913 account —
entitled The Eighteen Nineties: A Review of Art and Ideas at the Close of the
Nineteenth Century — acknowledged that “the Eighteen Nineties were unique only
in method and in the emphasis they gave to certain circumstances and ideas. The
Eighteen Eighties and late Seventies had been even more ‘artistic’ than the Nineties”
(Jackson 1913: 24).

THE SECOND WAVE

The Second Wave of scholarship after the war tended to confirm this loose
periodization of the fin de siecle from 1870 to 1914, with some accounts plumping
for its origins in the 1880s, and a few holding firm for the 1890s. It also significantly
expanded the period’s remit from an aesthetic movement within late Victorian
culture to a socio-cultural moment within the larger story of Western “modernity.”
Carl Schorske cast the first pebble in this direction in his Fin-de-Siecle Vienna, an
influential 1980 collection of essays. (Several had been published during the previous
two decades, generating intellectual ripples of their own; the volume itself produced
a cascade.) Schorske examined the artistic and intellectual innovations emerging
from the hothouse environment of late nineteenth-century Vienna to demonstrate
that “The fertile ground of the cultural elements, and the basis of their cohesion,
was a shared social experience in the broadest sense” (Schorske 1980: xxiii).

This conjunction of aesthetic modernism with the processes of modernization
soon became the norm for studies of the fin de siécle in Europe and the United States.
Scholars now demonstrated that the cultural movements discussed by First Wave
scholars, such as Aestheticism, Impressionism, Decadence, Symbolism, Realism and
Naturalism, both expressed and fostered wider changes in the political, social,
intellectual, economic, religious, and scientific milieus of turn-of-the-century Europe
and North America. All of these domains were interlinked elements of this complex
period that needed to be comprehended holistically. How could one discuss aesthetic
“Decadence”, let alone the German critic Max Nordau’s influential 1893 screed
Degeneration, without also discussing Eugenics, Social Darwinism, the “New
Physics”, or the bellicose stance of the European “New Nationalism”? Or understand
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the latter without reference to the “New Imperialism,” itself abetted by the “New
Journalism” and the threat to traditional notions of masculinity by the “New
Woman”? The fin de siecle was now perceived in terms of intersecting kaleidoscopic
patterns, wherein social and cultural facets of the modern West might collide, collude,
or simply co-exist, depending on the circumstances. The overarching themes of
decline and rebirth remained constant: “Decadent” and “New” retained their pride
of place in most discussions.

Thus, in addition to the elite artistic and intellectual expressions chronicled by
First Wave analysts, Second Wave scholars focused on the disparate social, economic
and political changes emerging during this novel “age of the masses.” One volume
dedicated to the period surveyed mass production, mass culture, mass politics, mass
sport, large corporations and cartels, telephones, phonographs, film, radio, electric-
ity, automobiles, aviation, genetics, and the scientific study of the unconscious (Teich
and Porter 1991: 3). Another considered the critique of Judeo-Christian beliefs and
the search for alternate sources of spirituality; the manifold changes wrought by the
“Second Industrial Revolution” of electrochemical and light industries; the greater
integration of the global capital market, accompanied by intensified financial specu-
lations; the more prominent international roles assumed by the United States and
Japan; and the dramatic heightening of nationalism and expansion of imperialism
around the world (Bayly 2003: 457-62).

Of course, the dizzying experience of flux and change many ascribed to the fin de
siecle was in certain respects an acceleration of the instabilities common to the West
following the French and Industrial Revolutions. Marshall Berman brilliantly ana-
lyzed how Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s two-part version of Faust, composed
between 1770 and 1831, limned the inherent dynamism and self-creation of the
modern individual, just as Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels’ The Communist
Manifesto (1848) described the creative-destruction of bourgeois modernity in terms
familiar to later “hommes et femmes” of the fin de siecle: “All that is solid melts into
air” (Berman 1981). Second Wave scholarship, however, insisted that the fin de
siecle represented a distinct period of socio-cultural change, which many contempo-
raries no less than later scholars identified as the “crucible of modernity” itself
(Bayly 2003: 456).

Readers of the volume will find ample evidence supporting this assertion. This
short Introduction can only generalize, at the risk of oversimplification, about a few
of the overarching features of the period. First, fin-de-siecle culture was distin-
guished by a pervasive recognition of “double consciousness,” a phrase initially
deployed by mid-Victorian psychologists to denote human self-reflexivity. The
period tended to accept and promote the early Romantics’ emphasis on the plural-
istic nature of human consciousness, in contrast to the penchant of many Victorian
thinkers to represent the self as rational, unified, and stable. Numerous fin-de-siecle
writers not only extended the Romantics’ model of the psyche, they also promoted
the Romantics’ valorization of the Imagination as a faculty that was equal, rather
than subordinate, to reason. This widespread recognition of the duality (if not mul-
tiplicity) of the self was explored in such notable works as Robert Louis Stevenson’s
The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1886), Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian
Gray (1890), and W. E. B. Du Bois’s The Souls of Black Folk (1903) (which explic-
itly invoked “double consciousness™).
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Further, fin-de-siécle writers often presented these dualities as complementary in
nature, juxtaposing oppositions without necessarily resolving their contradictions.
Many thinkers rejected starker binary distinctions and entertained antinomies;
essentialist, “either/or” ontologies were increasingly confronted by hybrid, “both/
and” perspectives. This shift was partly a product of the processes of modernization
during the late nineteenth century, which brought more individuals and cultures into
contact than ever before. Incessant exposure to new ways of being could challenge
habitual assumptions and provoke searches for more integrative modes of under-
standing. In addition, the challenges to traditional religious belief resulted in a more
general questioning of all previous certainties, including that of human subjectivity
and the nature of being; as Max Saunders has shown, the late nineteenth century
witnessed a peculiar merger of fiction and non-fiction in life-writing, resulting in the
hybrid genre of “Autobiografiction” (Saunders 2012). The fin de siecle was thus a
period in which traditional, hierarchical oppositions — rational and irrational, mas-
culine and feminine, fiction and non-fiction, disenchantment and enchantment, and
so on — were re-examined and often found to be coterminous, existing in tense equi-
librium within a broader field (Saler 2o012).

Charles Baudelaire expressed this new emphasis on complementarity as early as
1863 when he defined modernity as “the ephemeral, the fugitive, the contingent, the
half of art whose other half is the eternal and immutable” (Baudelaire 1995 [1863]).
Modern art and literature of the fin de siecle (including the new art of film) regularly
resorted to non-hierarchical juxtapositions, particularly through new aesthetic tech-
niques of collage and montage. Similarly, H. Stuart Hughes identified the prevalence
of complementarities in contemporary social thought. He stressed the double-minded
consciousness of the period, observing that political theorists acknowledged the role
of the irrational as well as reason in political behavior; sociologists noted the consti-
tutive role of religion within “secular” modernity; psychologists studied the powerful
influence of the unconscious on conscious life (Hughes 1958). Emily S. Rosenberg
presented a related argument in her overview of transnational exchanges and net-
works between 1870 and 1930, observing that apparently oppositional ideas and
practices were in fact “complements that operate in creative tension with each other

. seemingly binary poles emerge as coproductive counterparts that make up the
landscape of modernity” (Rosenberg 2012: 25).

Several essays in this volume highlight the effects of this double-minded,
complementary outlook. Describing fin-de-siecle thought and culture in Russia, Olga
Matich finds they exemplify “the fluidity and essential in-betweenness of fin-de-siecle
temporality,” just as Peter Mandler locates a similar “divided consciousness” in the
new social sciences of the period, “torn between ‘science envy’ and ethical convic-
tions, between the new authority of the [professional] university and the older
authority of public service.” Vincent Pecora, in his account of secular forms of
thought, reminds us that the newly minted term “agnosticism” expressed a suspended
attitude between belief and disbelief. T. H. Huxley’s neologism may have been a
direct response to the controversies between religion and science over Darwin’s
theory of evolution, but it also bore the peculiar stamp of fin-de-siecle double
consciousness. This was also true of philosophy at this time. In her discussion of the
“radical reformulation of knowledge” at the finz de siecle, Jennifer Ratner-Rosenhagen
maintains that many philosophers, “instead of seeking a static, universal view of ‘the
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world,” . . . fostered instead a habit of mind attentive to the dynamic, pluralist worlds
of philosophy.”

In addition to fostering complementary and perspectivist outlooks, the period
represented a tipping point in ordinary perceptions of time and space. The nineteenth
century was already notable for its expanding “techniques of the observer” (Crary
1992). Yet the fin de siecle witnessed a particular synergy between novel and pre-
existing technologies of transport (railroads, steamships, bicycles, automobiles) and
communications (telegraph, telephone, radio, film, mass literature) that affected the
phenomenology of high culture and everyday life in original ways. The essays by
Andreas Killen, Stephen Kern, and Andrew Denning, among others in this volume,
demonstrate that the accelerated pace and complex interconnections of ordinary
experience could induce a vertiginous apprehension of temporal simultaneity and a
leveling of spatial hierarchies.

This unsettling fin-de-siecle phenomenology was accompanied by other chal-
lenges to conventional understandings of self and the world. These included innova-
tive interpretations of the unconscious among psychologists, philosophers, and
artists; syncretic forms of spirituality that at times incorporated non-Western tradi-
tions and/or scientific aspirations; controversial explorations of sexual practices and
gender definitions; and a new paradigm in physics that replaced a mechanistic
understanding of the cosmos with an electro-dynamic one. Helge Kragh’s essay
reveals that this paradigm itself had a short life, to be replaced after World War I by
the acceptance of relativity and quantum mechanics. However, these latter para-
digms were based on certain counter-intuitive discoveries and theories publicized at
the turn of the century, which joined the multiple challenges to habitual ways of
experiencing that distinguished the finz de siecle.

Such prismatic perceptions in turn incited a backlash of ideas and practices aimed
at restoring tradition and normativity, including scientific racism, integral national-
ism, aggressive imperialism, virulent anti-Semitism, and a recrudescence of tradi-
tional gender norms. Double-minded consciousness, complementary outlooks, and a
heightened awareness of the constructed nature of self and world were all fundamen-
tal keynotes of the fin de siecle — but that is only half the story. These new cognitive
habits, and the processes of modernization that engendered them, fueled reactionary
responses. Traditional binary oppositions and essentialist outlooks not only per-
sisted, they were accentuated during these turbulent decades — and well beyond them.

THE THIRD WAVE

The Third Wave of fin-de-siecle studies is captured by the title of this book: the
period is beginning to be examined in global terms rather than being artificially
confined to Europe and North America. This outlook reflects the broader turn by
scholars in the humanities and social sciences to transnational networks. (In addition
to Bayly and Rosenberg, see Gagnier 2010; Wollaeger and Eatough 2013; Moyn
and Sartori 2013; Osterhammel 2014.) The fin de siecle is ideally suited to this
transnational moment in scholarship, precisely because it was itself inherently
global. As we have noted, the period featured expansionist imperialism, the
deployment of worldwide communications and transport networks, large migrations
of populations (many to rapidly growing cities, as Peter Fritzsche’s essay relates),
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and the wider diffusion of mass production and mass culture to all parts of the
world. (Silent films had a global impact, as Tom Gunning discusses in his essay.)

While the West retained a preponderant influence over non-Western cultures at
this time, their interchanges were not always asymmetrical. The dynamism of the fin
de siecle was as much a consequence of rapid, multifarious, and global exchanges as
it was of local challenges to traditional political, social, and cultural norms. At
times, similar transnational phenomena arose less from direct cultural contacts
between “metropole” and “periphery” than as a result of more intangible global
processes. Regenia Gagnier’s essay, for example, reveals that “Decadence” as a
cultural movement was global in nature, fostered by broad forces of modernization.
In other instances, specific ideas, artifacts, and practices were diffused through
cosmopolitan networks and reconfigured to suit local needs. In his essay, Andreas
Killen notes that inhabitants of Tokyo no less than London feared the modern
condition of “neurasthenia,” and Gary Lachman points to the varied movements
for personal and political independence that arose from the mutual interchanges
between South Asian Buddhists and the Theosophical Society. Similarly, the “double
consciousness” or heightened self-reflexivity that many have seen as a hallmark of
the West during this period could be found nearly everywhere else. Nietzsche and
Buddhism, Wagner and Hokusai, Freud and Tagore — all were part of a syncretic
conversation throughout the world. The essays in The Fin-de-Siecle World thus
support John Jervis’s contention that the period should be understood, in part, as
“a globalizing mode of sense-making whereby countries and cultures reflect on each
others’ experiences”. The rapid interchange of diverse concepts and experiences
drawn from disparate cultures, coupled with the challenges and possibilities these
posed to traditional ways of life, mark the fin de siécle as a transitional period for
peoples throughout the globe, at once fructifying and destabilizing.

A fin de siecle cast in global terms also reveals the surprising fact that its Western
chronological underpinning need not be among its determining features. From a
First or Second Wave perspective, the fin de siecle was inextricably associated with
the death of one century and the birth of another (Briggs and Snowman 1996). One
might reasonably assume that this fundamental understanding of the fin de siecle
would have little purchase on other cultures that followed a different time scheme.
Maura Dykstra and Jeffrey Wasserstrom’s essay, however, demonstrates that China
had its own preoccupation with “decline” and “rebirth” alongside that found in the
West, even though “the year 1900 did not exist in the mind of the average Chinese
individual” - until the early twentieth century, the Chinese calendar followed
cycles of 60 years rather than the West’s cycle of 100. In his essay, Jens Hanssen
illuminates the “competing temporalities” of the Middle East during the fin de
siecle, with Muslims, Christians, and Jews often oriented by different calendars.
Nevertheless, related conceptions of the end of the old order and the promise of the
new galvanized critics and revolutionaries in the non-West no less than the West.
Cast in a global perspective, the fin de siécle merits its appellation as the “crucible
of modernity” in its widest sense: its alchemical changes were generated and
experienced worldwide.

While the global challenges to tradition often bore common patterns, the essays
in this volume detail their unique trajectories. The Fin-de-Siecle World reveals that
the pronounced globalization of this period was matched by enhanced localism;
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together, both trends produced “differentiated commonalities” throughout the
globe (Rosenberg 2012: 23). The Third Wave investigations of the fin de siecle
establish that confrontations and collaborations between the traditional and the
modern, the particular and the global, were emblematic of the world between 1870
and 1914: yet another instance of the period’s complementary nature. We witness
the complex entanglements of fins and nouveaus irrespective of cultural calendars or
geographic settings.

The Fin-de-Siecle World features essays on many of the most important dimen-
sions of this multifaceted era. While capacious, it is not intended as an encyclopedic
survey; ideally, this volume will stimulate further research into the topics and locales
it was unable to include. Contributors were encouraged to situate their discussions
within a global milieu. While this was not always possible — some topics were less
amenable than others to this approach, and some writers preferred to pursue deeper
rather than broader excavations — the essays as a whole illuminate global linkages
alongside local problematics. They also suggest that many of the currents arising
from the fin de siecle still sway us today, testimony to the sustaining buoyancy of an
effervescent period in human history.
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CHAPTER ONE

GLOBAL LITERATURES
OF DECADENCE

e

Regenia Gagnier

One traditional understanding of Decadence in the European fin de siécle is as an
intensification of Aestheticism characterizing the 1890s, one that was severely
challenged in Britain as a result of the Oscar Wilde trials, and one recoiling in
France, Germany, and the United States from the backlash against discourses of
degeneration. In this view, following World War I Decadence was reduced to a
circumscribed movement periodically revived with, for example, the Gothic, but
essentially confined to pre-Modernism. This chapter will argue that Decadence and
modernization are mutually constituting, global, and subject to ongoing renegotia-
tions that have their own varying rhythms when viewed geographically. Its aim is to
broaden the meaning of Decadence in wider literary circulation, to begin to consider
global literatures of decadence.

DECADENT TEMPORALITY

In 1979 Richard Gilman described decadence as “an epithet that relies entirely on
the norm it implicitly calls up and points to no substantive condition” (Gilman
1979), and others have also concluded that we should understand decadence as a
textual and social strategy (Gagnier 1986; Constable, Denisoff, and Potolsky 1999;
Stetz 2010). European and most Western terms for “decadence” derive from the
Latin de+cadera, meaning to fall away from, and in most traditions decadence is
used to mean cultures that have declined from robust civilizations: in the age of
modern empires and nation building, Europeans called Ottomans decadent, Latin
Americans and Slavs called Europeans decadent, Europe called Rome decadent,
France called America decadent. In more internal struggles, dictators and authori-
tarian regimes attempt to purge decadents from the state or polis. And, using
negative stereotypes in a positive, affirmative sense, rebels and revolutionaries often
nominate themselves as decadent with respect to the status quo. If literary genres
generally designate a temporality—the time of fear (Gothic), the time of memory
(elegy), the time of the domus (domestic fiction), the time of seasons (pastoral), and
so forth—literatures perceived, or self-nominated, as decadent designate a temporal
category of the decline away from established norms. Rather than appear as the last,
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effete gasp of declining civilizations, Decadent literatures often appear in societies in
which local traditions are in contact, and often in conflict, with the forces of
modernization, less products of modern Europe and North America than effects in
most cultures undergoing similar processes of change.

One of the greatest British critics of decadence, Holbrook Jackson understood
this tension or anxiety about change when he described the 1890s, the typically
decadent decade in Britain, as “A decade singularly rich in ideas, personal genius
and social will,” whose “central characteristic was a widespread concern for the
correct—the most effective, most powerful, most righteous—mode of living”
(Jackson 1914: 12, 17). In The Decadent Movement in Literature (1893) Arthur
Symons wrote that it typically appeared at the end of great civilizations, e.g. the
Hellenic or Roman, and was characterized by intense self-consciousness, restless
curiosity in research, over-subtilizing refinement, and spiritual and moral perversity.
It often appeared, he said, as a new and beautiful and interesting disease. In the age
of empire, it was obsessed with the local and minute. In the age of Romantic nature,
it turned to the mysteries of the urban. In the age of purposiveness, productivity, and
reproduction, it was in praise of idleness, critical reflection, sterile contemplation,
even sexual excitement largely mental (Symons 1893).

Yet if decadence was, as Symons thought, “a disease of truth,” it was a new and
beautiful and interesting disease, often appearing as egoism, feminism, or naturalism
in relation to hegemonic forces and norms. It sought out the particular perspective
against the dominant whole, studied the details with a dedication to the empirical
truth of the senses, and often looked so objectively at the data that it made no
evaluative distinction between health and disease. Against the dominant ideology of
progress, the decadent saw the pathology of everyday life. Freud became one of the
two key philosophers of European Decadence (with Nietzsche) because, contrary to
Enlightenment reason—the belief in the mind’s ability to discern and act upon one’s
interests—he saw that humans were equally subject to irrationality and self-
destruction; that subjectivity was based on a relationship with others; and that
individualism—the psychosomatic drive toward self-assertion—was always
confronted with the presence of others. The New Woman writer George Egerton
(Mary Chavelita Dunne) captured the intellectual spirit of the age in Europe—and
this as her protagonist was confronting her lover—with “I was analysing, being
analysed, criticising, being criticised” (Nelson 2001: 30).

Decadence by definition is a time of change, a falling away from an experienced
organicism into a splintered or factious temporality. In Britain, the fin de siecle
showed the rise of giant corporations, mass production, and consumption, the
development and distribution of electrical energy (“iron lilies of the Strand” meant
streetlights in Richard Le Gallienne’s “Ballad of London” [1888] where London is
the “Great city of Midnight Sun”) and aviation and motor vehicles (“ever-muttering
prisoned storm/ the heart of London beating warm” in John Davidson’s “London”
[1894]). In Western science, evolution, genetics, and the “New Physics” transformed
knowledge of time, life, matter, and space. In politics, the people became the masses
in the age of mass parties, mass media, and sport. The first modern Olympics were
held in Athens in 1896 with the motto of citius, altius, fortius: faster, higher, stronger,
proclaiming the dream of progress through competition. These changes gave rise to
the concomitant fears of Taylorization, that the individual would be mechanized,
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routinized, massified. The German Ferdinand Tonnies developed the theory of
Gemeinschaft (Community) as distinguished from Gesellschaft (Society) and the
French Emile Durkheim theorized modern societies in terms of anomie and suicide.

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, 8o percent of the British population
were rural; by 1900, 80 percent lived in the cities. Social crowding revealed
divisions and ethnicities often against the background of global or imperial eco-
nomic formations, as with the Irish Literary Renaissance (also known as the Celtic
Twilight), and the revival of Cornish, Welsh, and Gaelic languages against the domi-
nant Anglophone. In terms of gender, the perspectives of women became prominent
in the so-called New Woman literature, which often counterposed traditional, ideal
forms of femininity against modern women’s worldly perspectives. Men’s and
women’s relationships were said to be “between two centuries.” The novelist
Thomas Hardy wrote in Candour in English Fiction (1890): “By a sincere school of
Fiction we may understand a Fiction that expresses truly the views of life prevalent
in its time. . . . Life being a physiological fact, its honest portrayal must be largely
concerned with . . . the relation of the sexes, and the substitution for such catastro-
phes as favour the false colouring best expressed by the regulation finish that ‘they
married and were happy ever after’ [by] catastrophes based upon sexual relations as
it [sic] is” (Hardy 1890). New Woman literature is less about woman’s traditional
role of reproduction than about the production of creativity and ideas. Babies are
more often ideas or symbols, not children in themselves.

Charles Baudelaire summed up the paradoxes of Decadence as early as 1857
(“Further Notes on Edgar Poe”) when he described it as a sunset of astonishing
illumination, its degenerations turning into generations of new possibility: “The sun
which a few hours ago was crushing everything beneath the weight of its vertical,
white light will soon be flooding the western horizon with varied colours. In the
changing splendours of this dying sun, some poetic minds will find new joys; they
will discover dazzling colonnades, cascades of molten metal, a paradise of fire, a
melancholy splendour . . . And the sunset will then appear to them as the marvellous
allegory of a soul, imbued with life, going down beyond the horizon, with a
magnificent wealth of thoughts and dreams” (Baudelaire 1992: 189).

GLOBAL DECADENCE

The tensions and anxieties of change in Europe in the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries gave rise to the most famous European definition of Decadence, first
penned by Désiré Nisard in 1834 and taken up by Paul Bourget, Nietzsche, and
Havelock Ellis at the fin de siecle, as a decomposition or deformation of the
relationship between the part and the whole:

The individual is the social cell. In order that the organism should perform its
functions with energy it is necessary that the organisms composing it should
perform their functions with energy, but with a subordinated energy, and in
order that these lesser organisms should themselves perform their functions
with energy, it is necessary that the cells comprising them should perform their
functions with energy, but with a subordinated energy. If the energy of the cells
becomes independent, the lesser organisms will likewise cease to subordinate
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their energy to the total energy and the anarchy which is established constitutes
the decadence of the whole. The social organism does not escape this law and
enters into decadence as soon as the individual life becomes exaggerated beneath
the influence of acquired well-being, and of heredity. A similar law governs the
development and decadence of that other organism which we call language. A
style of decadence is one in which the unity of the book is decomposed to give
place to the independence of the page, in which the page is decomposed to
give place to the independence of the phrase, and the phrase to give place to the
independence of the word. A decadent style, in short, is an anarchistic style in
which everything is sacrificed to the development of the individual parts.

(Ellis 1932: 52 [1889], see Gagnier 2010)

According to this definition, an exemplum of Decadent style is Joris-Karl Huysmans’s
description of the Crucifixion in La-Bas (1891). Here the reader is increasingly
distanced from the event—the holiest moment in Christendom—first by the fact that
it is mediated through a work of art, Matthias Griinewald’s Crucifixion, and then
by the heightened artificiality of the language itself, in which “the unity of the book
is decomposed to give place to the independence of the page, in which the page is
decomposed to give place to the independence of the phrase, and the phrase to give
place to the independence of the word”:

Purulence was setting in; the seeping wound in the side dripped thickly,
inundating the thigh with blood that was like congealed blackberry juice; a
milky pus tinged with pinkish hue, similar to those grey Moselle wines, oozed
down the chest and over the abdomen with its rumpled loin-cloth. The knees
had been forced together, twisting the shins outwards over the feet which,
stapled one on top of the other, had begun to putrefy and turn green beneath the
seeping blood. These congealing spongiform feet were terrible to behold; the
flesh swelled over the head of the nail, while the toes, furiously clenched, with
their blue, hook-like horns, contradicted the imploring gesture of the hand,
turning benediction into a curse, as they frantically clawed at the ochre-coloured
earth, as ferruginous as the purple soil of Thuringia.

(Huysmans 2001: 3-14 and Gagnier 2010: 170-71)

To introduce such profane stylistic intrusions as “blackberry juice,” “Moselle
wines,” “spongiform feet,” and “ochre-coloured earth, as ferruginous as the purple
soil of Thuringia” into the sacred scene—such decompositions or deformations of
the relationship between part and whole were characteristic of Decadent literatures
of the fin de siecle.

Offering a survey of diverse literatures from the late nineteenth to the late twen-
tieth century, this chapter will show that the factors contributing to the rise of the
Decadent Movement in France and England—the decline of economic, social, reli-
gious, political, ethnic, regional, and gendered traditions under the forces of moderni-
zation that disrupted numerous relations of part to whole—have had similar
effects elsewhere, giving rise to similar literary strategies. Literary decadence did not
simply spread from Europe to other countries as a cultural movement, but it arose
repeatedly and distinctly in response to changes or crises within various nations and
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cultures. While many of the writers targeted or self-identified as decadent were
familiar with European Decadence, others evidently responded to similar socio-
political conditions with similar literary tactics. Even when ostensibly translated
from European Decadent authors, translations were creative interventions within
their own specific environments, with self-directed goals. In exploring a wide survey
of literatures from an extended period of time, our references will often necessarily
be cursory; in the early stages of this kind of transcultural research, they are provi-
sionally intended to engage with deeper research in each literary tradition and to
foster dialogue on global literatures of decadence.

Most discussions of Decadence at the fin de siecle begin with ancient Rome in the
fifth century, yet Chinese literati were also formulating deviations that they called
decadent as early as the sixth century, the late Tang period (Wu 1998; Owen 1992).
Praise and blame were the two functions of poetry in ancient China, praise for
moral influence and blame for the decadence of the morally fallen state (Zhang
Longxi). Under the Confucian system, poetry was cast as sincere expression; its
function was to serve the State and its moral and social concerns. Confucians and
Daoists valued spontaneity and naturalness and distrusted overly sophisticated
speech. Tang Palace Style poetry of the Southern Dynasties, as in Xu Ling’s (507-83)
New Songs from Jade Terrace on women at court, showed the poet’s fascination
with aesthetic, technical, formal qualities or Wen 3, and was called a decadent lit-
erature that had brought down a nation, both for its preoccupation with style and
its unconventional subject matter, i.e. women. In “On Insect Carving,” Pei Ziye
(469—530) wrote, “In ancient times poetry consisted of Four Beginnings and Six
Principles. It formed the moral and political atmosphere of the whole nation and
displayed the will of gentlemen . . . Writers of the later age paid attention only to the
leaves and branches; they adopted florid style to please themselves . . . From then on
writers followed only the sound and shadow and gave up the correct model . . . If
Jizi heard this he would not have regarded it as the music of a thriving nation; and
Confucius would never have taught such poetry to his son. Xun Qing once said that
‘in a chaotic time the writing is obscure and florid’” (Wu 30-31). The great aestheti-
cian Liu Xie (5th century) wrote of the “Decline from the simple to the pretentious;
literary style becomes more and more insipid as it approaches our own time”
(“Wenxin diaolong” Wu 32). The politician, scholar, and calligrapher Yu Shinan
(558-638) wrote, “His Majesty wrote a poem in the Palace Style and ordered Yu
Shinan to match it. He said, “Your Majesty’s poem is indeed artful, but its style is not
proper. When a monarch likes certain things, his subjects below will like them in the
extreme. I fear that if this poem is passed around, the customs of the entire empire
will become decadent. Thus I dare not accept your command’” (Wu 34). A thou-
sand years later, in Record of the Decadent Chalice (1584) the Ming Minister Wang
Shizhen continued to write of “governments of the time, retaining ancient names
without ancient principles,” concluding that “If government do not obtain the Way,
nothing can be accomplished” (Hammond 1998: 36). Wang equally condemned
decadent practices such as the improper granting of titles, the political influence of
eunuchs, the erosion of the power of the literati (shidafu, Confucian scholar-
officials) as arbiters of taste, the distortion of aesthetics by the marketplace, and the
four-six style of ornate and flowery language suitable only for slander and flattery.
The contemporary Syrian-Lebanese critic Adiinis (AlT Ahmad Sa’id) writes that it
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was similar with classical Arabic, in which the Bedouin style was praised for its
sincerity above that of the city (Adinis 2003).

In the modern period, the May Fourth movement from 1919 was arguably the
greatest rejection of tradition in world history, the French Revolution paling in the
face of China’s critique of its 3000 years of culture. The May Fourth movement
“grabbed” (%k3: X, nalai zhuyi) in Lu Xun’s term what they wanted from the
West in order to reform China, and deplored or ignored what they could not use in
that service. What interested them about the West in contrast to their own Confucian
tradition was its science, technology, and democracy; what they did not admire was
its materialism and will to power at the expense of other cultures. The reforming
literati explicitly admired authors identified with the European Decadent Movement
such as Oscar Wilde, whose Salomé represented to them individual resistance against
decadent authorities, both emperor and parent. They also admired Decadent illustra-
tor Aubrey Beardsley, who died at 2 5; the poets Ernest Dowson, who died at 32, and
John Davidson, who suicided at 51; and playwrights Henrik Ibsen and George
Bernard Shaw, especially for their revisioning of gender roles. They often used two
terms, tuijiadang, a transliteration from the French décadent, and, as the movement
developed, tuifei %%, meaning dejected, abject, or downcast, with connotations of
libidinal excess.

In the turmoil of early twentieth-century China—the collapse of the Qing Dynasty
in 1911, power struggles between warlords and then between nationalists and
communists, war with Japan, devastating flood and famine—literary interlocutors
with those Yeats called the Tragic Generation often came to similar ends: Bai Cai
(1K) made multiple suicide attempts and died at 32; Gao Changhong (/= 1H4T)
suffered mental breakdown; Wang Yiren (. LA{~) suicided at 24; and Gu Zhongqi
(L) suicided at 2.6 (Shih 2001; Liu 1995). Yu Dafu (fifiA %) wrote about suicide
and the tragic generation in China of the 1920s—30s; his “Silver Grey Death”’s
Chinese protagonist in love with a Japanese restaurateur’s daughter transparently
drew on the life of Ernest Dowson, whose unrequited love for the Polish restaurateur’s
daughter had become myth. Yu translated The Picture of Dorian Gray in 1922 and
wrote on the Yellow Book in 1923. The reformers’ self-consciously anti-Confucian,
subjectivist literature included—Ilike European, Russian, and Norwegian Decadent
literatures—secluded, alienated, and even physically marked protagonists who were
sickly, tall, or thin, with deep-set eyes and high protruding cheekbones. Emotionally
and mentally unstable, they lived in obscure, dimly lit, unheated rooms; they moved
with prostitutes on the streets, as in Knut Hamsun’s Hunger. Yet their stories were
set in Beijing or Japan, where many Chinese youths studied and were humiliated by
China’s fallen state. In “Sinking” (1921, in Lau and Goldblatt 2007: 31-55) Yu
Dafu writes, “A rumor circulated among his Chinese friends that he was mentally
ill. When the rumor reached him, he wanted as much to avenge himself on these few
Chinese friends as on his Japanese schoolmates. He was finally so alienated from the

Chinese that he wouldn’t even greet them when he met them in the street . .. [43]
... They call us shinajin Chinamen Oh China, my China, why don’t you grow
strong? [51—52] ... China, my China, you are the cause of my death ... Many

of your children are still suffering [55].” Yet despite such evidence of self-hatred
and humiliation in a culture in crisis, many of these writers were perplexed by
their own ambivalence toward the new social movements; like the European

16



— Global literatures of Decadence —

Decadents, they found themselves still attracted to their own repudiated ancient and
exquisite material cultures (wen wu X#J)—porcelain, lacquerware, paper, fans,
mirrors, vases—and traditions, a contradiction epitomized by the superb aesthetic
writing in Imperfect Paradise and Gazing at Rainbows of Shen Congwen (1902-88)
(Shen 1995).

Such contradictions led to an exacerbated relationship of part to whole. In “What
is fin-de-siecle literature?” (1935), Yu Dafu defined decadent literature as an
“individual struggling against the bonds of tradition in an age of rapidly developing
material civilization,” and he turned to the “problem fiction” of those excluded
from traditional literary representation (Shih 123). While most modern Chinese
literature did not ultimately focus on the decadent individual but rather on the
decadent state and “worrying about China” under conditions of extreme and
widespread upheaval, pain, and humiliation, the isolated and forlorn individual
came to be a literary type, as it had in Europe. In Dog by Ba Jin (1931, Lau and
Goldblatt: 110-15) the abject protagonist envies a dog:

I don’t know how old I am or what my name is. ’'m like a stone that was cast
into this world one day and came alive. I have no idea who my parents are. 'm
like a lost object that no one ever bothered to come look for . . . ’'m just one in
the multitude and am destined to go on living among them.

(110)
I began to wonder if I really was a human being at all.

(rr1)
I stuck a sign on my back to show that I was for sale.

(rr1)

I had a vision of that white puppy snuggling up against those beautiful legs. 1
saw his comfortable life in a mansion with good food and warm blankets,
smothered with tender loving caresses. Jealousy snaked into my heart. I crawled
on the ground, rolling my head around, wagging my hindquarters in the air, and
barking. I was trying my best to see if I could pass for a dog.

(113)

It bit me, and I bit it back . . . Immediately following . . . came a kick to my head
from that beautiful leg. I held on to the dog and rolled on the ground . . . Hands
were pulling at me, hitting me, but I held on to the little white dog with all my
might.

(115)

Kicked by the dog’s owner, the protagonist is treated less humanely than the dog,
reinforcing his self-image as less than human. Clinging desperately to another living
organism, trying to become that organism, he is not so much an individual rebelling
against his place, or lack of place, in the whole society, as a subject de-formed and
re-formed by the conditions of a culture in crisis. Lydia Liu and Shu-mei Shih have
argued that many of the libidinal and erotic tropes in the literature are to the ailing
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nation or China itself, as in Yu’s “O China, my China” above, and that much of the
tension was between a desire for cosmopolitanism and loyalty to the struggling
nation. Yet whether or not the term “nation” can be applied to China in this war-
torn era, the extreme literature of individual and cultural humiliation is rife with the
part/whole tensions that the early critics saw as characteristic of European Decadence.

If European Decadence, as in A Rebours or Salomé, often showed the individual
developing at the expense of the whole, and in China it showed the exclusion of the
masses of the poor and women, and China’s weakness in relation to Japan, in Japan,
decadence appeared in the form of excessive resistance to the collective imposition of
identity. From the ninth century, there were many terms for cultural twilight, degen-
eration, downfall: taito, taibai, tanbi, uto, noto, darak (Karaki 1964), and the great
intellectual historian Junzo Karaki identified these with fallen aristocrats of corrupt
regimes, “beautiful in decadence and ethical in their independence” (Amano 2007).
By the nineteenth century, Japanese literati were considering Japan’s lost pre-eminence
and working toward national unification through the apotheosis of the Emperor in
the Meiji Restoration. In the 1860s the Meirokusha, the modernizers of the Meiji,
were repudiating Confucianism and studying utilitarianism, rationalism, and milita-
rism in their journal Meiroku Zasshi (Meiroku Journal, B 7SH#E5E). “Just as single-cell
organs develop into multi-cell bodies, individuals join together into groups and ulti-
mately develop into organic States” wrote Social Darwinists within the Meirokusha
(Hane 1969: 364). This contributed to internal worries about totalitarianism, the
struggle between the rights of the individual, and his or her duty to the state.

Ikuho Amano has argued that in the period 1905 to 1920—when the French term
décadent was imported into Japanese and the Literary Group Pan no Kai (1908-12)
appropriated Part pour Iart in their magazine Subaru (Pleiades)—a “decadent”
movement formed that recognized excluded subjectivities, a style of individualism,
and the voices of many outside official history (Amano 2007). The “I-Novels” of the
Meiji through the first half of the twentieth century, from their original roots
in Naturalism to more recent postmodern forms, experimented with the intense
self-consciousness and alienation from the mainstream that was characteristic of
decadent literatures.

In Latin America also, a decadent literary movement developed first in relation
to Europe but then to the writers’ own indigenous and local structures. In Havana,
the Parnassian, symbolist, and decadent Julidn del Casal was obsessed with Gustave
Moreau, dedicating sonnets on Moreau’s paintings entitled “Prometeo,” “La
Aparicion,” “Venus Anadyomena,” and so forth under the title “Mi museo ideal”
and signing himself Moreau’s disciple/lover “le plus obscure et le plus petit, mais le
plus fervent, le plus sincere, le plus fidele et le plus loyale de vos admirateurs and de
vos serviteurs” (Glickman 1972/73; Nunn 1940). A precursor to the more critical
Rubén Dario, Casal was an imitator of Europe who introduced modernism under the
guises of love of beauty, exoticism, misery, aristocracy of art, and personal feeling.
The Colombian José Asuncion Silva is often compared to Casal. Casal died at 29
from tuberculosis. Silva—an explicit imitator of Poe—who was rumoured to have an
incestuous relationship with his sister (see especially his “Dia de Difuntos” [Day of
the Dead] and “Nocturno”) suicided in 1896. Their peer the Salvadoran Diaz Mirén
(1853-1928) killed a man in self-defense and was imprisoned (see Franco 1994:

119-57).
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By 1890, the Parisian journalist Max Leclerc (Lettres du Brésil, 1890) reported
on France’s cultural conquest of Brazil: Haussmannization, a socialist Left, a
nationalist Right, French in taste, boémios/boémia. Many of the modernizing
jacobinos (radical rationalists) were self-consciously Parisian (Needell 1983). Under
the patrician engineer Francesco Periera Passos, the Haussmann of Rio, the city was
modernized, but the modern was the decadent French while traditional customs
were seen as “un-” or, in stadial theory, “pre-civilised.” Both European modernity
and its technique of self-criticism were absorbed, and by 1900 young Brazilians
were dissatisfied with a decadent Europe and an imitative Brazil, and they sought
for a Brazilian modernity. Another celebrated journalist, Jodo do Rio, compiled
collections on cinema, urban psychology, and the Vida Vertiginosa (1911), including
“When will the Brazilian Discover Brazil,” describing the metamorphosis from local
traditions to impersonality, moral collapse, and servile attachment to foreign styles.

One of the greatest modernist writers confronted what Octavio Paz called moder-
nity as the deprivation of a world-image in the magnificent El Reino de Este Mundo
(1949). Borrowing from Franz Roh’s study of African arts, Alejo Carpentier (1904—
80) returned from Paris and defined the real maravilloso, magical realism, as the
conflict between local traditions and the juggernaut of modernization in his Prologue
to The Kingdom of this World (Carpentier 1949). The novel is set in Haiti, Cuba,
and Jamaica after the liberation from France and under the rule of the black King
Henri Christophe. It includes long passages reminiscent of Huysmans on toxic flora
and olfactory liqueurs, magical Madingue heroes “with testicles like rocks,” a mau-
soleum of a decadent king built with bull’s blood, decadent erotomania for slave
girls, ruins of plantations and planters, falls of civilizations, yet is nonetheless revo-
lutionary and democratic. Also influenced by the Cuban anthropologist Fernando
Ortiz (Ortiz 1940; 1947 English trans.), who coined the term “transculturation” in
his brilliant Contrapunteo cubano del tabaco vy el aziicar, Carpentier and his con-
temporary Miguel Angel Asturias in Hombres de maiz/Men of Maize (1949) depicted
decadent Europe, indigenous and European mixed races, and cultures deprived of
their world-images within local contexts of sugar, gold, oil, and revolution (Reid
1939). The Black Cuban poet Regino Pedroso borrowed the European form of
ritornellos to show the cycles of suffering and self-contempt characteristic of much
decadent literatures (Lancaster 1943: 84). Addressing mixed races, the Haitian poet
Jacques Roumain excoriated whites:

And the white man who made you a mulatto
Is merely a flake of scum, far off, forsaken,
Like saliva spat in the face of the river.
(Lancaster 84)

And the Brazilian Cruz e Souza used Baudelaire and the French Symbolists to sing
of a “bronze Christ” tempted by women and war:

Nailed to the rough, harshest cross,
The bronze Christ sings of sin,
The bronze Christ laughs at lust.
(Lancaster 85)
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In a study of representations of Wilde’s trials, Sylvia Molloy has shown how Latin
American Modernists struggled between identification with the artistic styles of
Decadence and their gender implications (Molloy 1999). She shows fascination with
Wilde’s anachronistic style of hair, costume, and even with his corpse on the part of
Guatemalan Enriqué Gomez Carrillo, Cuban José Marti, and Nicaraguan Rubén
Dario, even while she shows repudiation of the Europeans. Uruguayan José Enriqué
Rodo rejects Dario’s experimental mollitas (from the time of Ovid meaning soft or
effeminate); Dario repudiates Wilde’s excesses, Rachilde’s gender-bending, and
Verlaine’s homosexuality; Marti repudiates Whitman’s homoeroticism. Rod6 wrote
of Dario’s poetry: “Voluptuousness at the very soul of these verses . .. Voluptuous
softness . . . If there were an imminent war, I would forbid them” (Molloy 1992:
197). Camilla Fojas has also shown the internal struggles of the Latin American
modernists with their simultaneous attraction to and repulsion from the European
Decadents (Fojas 2005).

Yet Dario turned from his European-inspired Los Raros (The Eccentrics 1893—
96) on Poe, Verlaine, et al. and rarizaciéon (making strange) to national and racial
themes, aligning with the positive organicists (¢c. 1860-1900) to become radical on
behalf of Indians, slaves, and workers. We see this reorientation of relations of part
to whole away from Europe toward indigenous units in the work of Miguel Samper
on Bogotd, Joaquin Capelo on Lima, and Juan A. Garcia on Buenos Aires (Morse
1978). More entangled and sophisticated than North American debates on country
versus city, these writers emphasized the African influence in Brazil, Cuba, and
Venezuela and that of Indians in Mexico, Peru, Bolivia, and Ecuador. They also
turned to the relation of regionalism to internationalism (Pym 1992). The critic
Luis Oyarzun summarized it thus: “[In Latin American poetry]| there is always a
feeling . . . of the large geographical extensions yet unconquered, vibrating with a
natural life more alive than the European one ... [Humankind] wonders at the
meaning of its life and of its relation to the creatures which surround it. An
expression of an instinctive refusal of individualism and the unconscious hope for
a life founded on an equilibrium between solitude and communion” (Oyarzun
1963: 435). Carleton Beals wrote of the Peruvian writers of the early twentieth
century, “All born of the varying schools of decadence, modernism, skepticism,
individualism, aestheticism . . . Being mostly mestizos, they have better insight into
both cultures; but are frustrated in that their psychological outlook does not
represent the political, social and intellectual amalgamation which they biologically
embody . .. The mestizo does not feel that he is Peru . . . But he is perhaps better
equipped to synthesize the significance of Peruvian life than either white or Indian
writers” (Beals 1934: 376). The telluric epic fiction that developed into magical
realism (Gonzalez 1943), with the conflicts of modernity between local tradition
and foreign impact, also greatly influenced modern Chinese and Arabic fiction, as
in Mo Yan’s magnificent historical fiction of modern China Big Breasts and Wide
Hips (1996).

The Mexican Revolution took place 1910-17, the fall of the Qing in 1911, and
the Russian Revolution in 1917. Probably with the Japanese, the most extreme
literature of Decadence was that of Russia during the imperial wars with Japan and
the revolutionary periods immediately following. This remarkably painful literature
shows extreme depictions of the will to change as a visceral force (Vitalism) and a
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will to dominance, sadism, masochism, torture, necrophilia, and suicide, especially
the suicides of children. The decadents in this literature are not rebels—though
the Bolsheviks considered them so—but rather isolated, alienated, and motivated by
perverse physiological drives (see Leonid Andreyev, Valery Briusov, Fyodor Sologub,
and Zinaida Gippius, who may have been an hermaphrodite (Maslenikov 1952;
Grossman 1983). Nature is not outdoors but indoors, within tortured psyches.

The immediate pre-history of Russian Decadence is in the contradictions of the
Hebrew Revival and Slavophilia from the 1860s. Jewish writers were torn between
a national literature devoted to a romantic ideal of Russia, often expressed in sym-
bolist forms, and a desire to be cosmopolitan, European, and fashionably pessimist.
They both read and feared (as did Gabriele D’Annunzio in Italy) the decadence of
Wilde, Baudelaire, Verlaine, Schopenhauer, and Nietzsche. Ya’akov Steinberg, H. D.
Nomberg, Uri N. Gnessin, Micha Yosef Berdytchevsky, and Chaim Nachman Bialik
were all influenced by the European Decadence, which they associated with indi-
vidualism against Nationalism’s unconscious vitalism and revolutionary hopes for
Russia (Bar-Yosef 1994).

Like that of the European Decadents, the Russian literature in Hebrew was
replete with affect of ennui (shimamon), boredom (shiamum), and emotional
desolation (shemama). The protagonists expressed desperation, nausea, longing for
death, social alienation, emotional indifference, consciousness of evil, and, in love,
exaggerated cruelty and egoism. An early example is Bialik’s Ha’einayim Hare’evot
(“Those Hungry Eyes”):

For a short moment I knew boundless joy and I blessed

The hand that bestowed on me that sweet pain of pleasure

And in a short moment of delight, of happiness and joy

My entire world was destroyed—how high was the price I paid for your flesh.
(1893—97 Trans. Naomi Sokoloff in Lodge 2007: 173)

More extreme is the Russian “Because she hadn’t studied hard,” Fyodor Sologub’s
Swinburnian sadistic revision of the relationship between Abelard and Héloise:

And, surrounded by joyous cherubim,
A winged god smiles down at them,
At the struggling, shapely legs,
At the flashing, naked heels,
At the fiery, scarlet weals,
At the body where roses blaze.
(1910 Lodge 137)

The conflict, as in the May Fourth or New Culture writers in China, between the
will to change the world and individual, subjective will, afraid of what will come in
the clash of empires, appears in Valery Briusov’s “The Last Martyrs” (1906): “It is
an era of new life, which will unify our entire epoch into a single whole with the
Russo-Japanese War and Charlemagne’s campaigns against the Saxons. But we, all
of us who are caught between two worlds, will be ground into dust on those gigantic
millstones” (in Lodge 23).
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In Briusov’s classic meditation on the Revolution, “The Republic of the Southern
Cross” (1903), a perfectly ordered, successful society is destroyed by an outbreak of
irrationality called “Contradiction” that undermines all efforts at social planning:

The disease [“Contradiction”] got its name from the way its victims constantly
contradict their own desires, wanting one thing, but saying and doing another.
... It usually begins with rather weakly presenting symptoms, primarily in the
form of a peculiar aphasia. An infected person says “no” instead of “yes”;
wanting to say some tender words, he instead showers his addressee with
invective. In the majority of cases, the patient begins to contradict himself in his
actions as well; intending to go to the left, he turns right; thinking he will raise
his hat so he can see better, he pulls it down over his eyes. As the disease develops,
these “contradictions” begin to fill the entire physical and mental life of the
patient—manifesting, of course, in infinite variety according to the particularities
of each individual . .. An infected doctor prescribed an unquestionably lethal
medication to a little girl, who subsequently died. Then two nannies at the
kindergarten slit the throats of forty-one children. Then two men with the
disease rolled a machine gun out of the building that housed the city police and
sprayed the peacefully passing crowd with a hail of bullets.

(in Lodge 56—58)

In Briusov’s “Now that ’'m awake”, the protagonist’s greatest pleasure is giving
pain; he learns to torture in his dreams (he sleeps all the time) and brutally murders
his wife. In Sologub’s “The Sting of Death”, adults are worthless, children are
corrupted, and two boys commit suicide. In Andreyev’s “In the Fog”, a boy with
syphilis (from Huysmans on, an apparently universal decadent trope) murders a
prostitute then self-murders. Gippius’s “Moon Ants” (1910), after H. G. Wells’s The
First Men in the Moon (1901), is a diary set in 1909 about the “Years of
Transformation,” in which everyone is killing themselves for no reason except that
they are also being killed. In Andreyev’s “Story of Sergei Petrovich” (1906), an
ordinary member of the herd, without talent, reads Nietzsche and begins to act on
the basis of profound ressentiment. He reflects on the usefulness of the proletariat:
“I don’t want to be mute material for the happiness of others; I want to be happy,
strong and free myself, and that is my right” (in Lodge 300). The will to change the
world is opposed to extreme individual will; the new socialist world is opposed to
that of ancient art and tradition. Lu Xun included Andreyev in his and his brother
Zhou Zouren’s 1909 Collection of Fiction from Abroad (Yuwai xiaoshuo ji 345N
Pi4E) of minor, oppressed, injured, and emergent global narratives.

After the Napoleonic invasions, the Ottoman state undertook an auto-genetic
political and administrative reorganization called the Tanzimat whose goal was to
create an efficient modern state. Traditional communalism and modes of commod-
ity production and exchange were perceived as “backwards.” The necessary ideo-
logical component of the Tanzimat was Al-nabdab, the cultural renaissance or
Risorgimento, which involved first an encounter with the West and, subsequently, a
retrospective into the Arab-Islamic past. This was not the recent “decadence”
(inhitat) of the Ottomans, but an idealized “classical” era of some seven centuries
earlier (Allen 1998; Hourani 1967; Hanssen 2005). Though opposed in their
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attitudes to the West, the conservatives and the westernized Arab-Muslims came to
find common ground in the history of Arab peoples and Islamic culture. The rights
of the individual, constitutionalism, distribution of wealth, freedom of expression,
and equality of the sexes were seen to be part of long-established Arab-Muslim
institutions. In Egypt from the 1880s to WWII, women’s literary salons pro-
duced liberal fiction; the Arab Academy of Damascus was established in 1919 to
regenerate Arabic language and history.

The State replaced all Ottoman social, political, and cultural institutions with
Western models, including replacing the Arabo-Persian alphabet with Latin phonetic
orthography; yet writers often clung to symbolism and nostalgia. The enforced
modernization process produced the Arabic Romantics, who reacted to Al-nahdah’s
positivism with symbolism, transcendentalism, nationalism, and spiritualism. The
Lebanese critic, activist, and littérateur Amin Rihani (1876-1940) in The Book of
Khalid (1911), the Egyptian Muhammed Husayn Haykal (1888-1956), Kahlil
Gibran (1883-1931) in The Path of Vision (1921) and The Prophet (1923), and
Mikhail Nu’ayamah in The Book of Mirda (1948) desired power without Western
decadence and employed self-orientalizing to criticize Western selfishness and
materialism. Influenced by French Symbolists, American Transcendentalists, and the
English Pre-Raphaelites, they expressed the crisis of modernization, in which
Al-nahdah criteria condemned the native subject to perpetual catch-up with the
West. Rihani is fascinated with the arabesques of the Fauvist Kees Van Dongen’s
decadent women who “are essentially Parisian, Baudelairian — powdered, painted,
passionate, nervous, lascivious ... marvellous eyes made more mysterious with
kohl; seductive, destructive mouths made more voluptuous with rouge; lithe limbs
made more fascinating in satanic undulations of limbs and curves . . . adorable and
dangerous women who combine the latest Paris manner, gesture, and social disease
with the most primitive elemental instinct” (in Sheehi 2006: 87). Yahya Kemal’s
inkiraz or decadence consists in admitting the impossibility of restoring the past as
a whole; Turkish conservatism struggles with the Republican regime (as in the
Russian literatures). In Muhammad Igbal’s (1877-1938) prose poem Javidnama
(1932), Nietzsche enjoys a station at the gate of the Garden of Paradise for his subtle
negotiation between modernism and Islam; lacking knowledge of God, he still seeks
to transcend reason and philosophy. This leads Nergis Ertiirk to conclude that
Turkish modernization took the form of spiritual interiors, heterogeneous street
languages, and marginalized peoples emerging as an effect of engagement with a
spiritualist-modernist “foreign” (Nergis Ertiirk, “Modernism Disfigured: Turkish
Literature and the ‘Other West’” in Wollaeger and Eatough 2012: 529—50).

Similarly in the Balkans, the symbolism of romantic nationalism was often opposed
to the social realism of communists in Albania, Bulgaria, and Romania (Sanja Bahun,
“Balkans Uncovered” in Wollaeger and Eatough 25-47), giving rise to perverse,
extreme, or hallucinatory literatures. In 1933, the Futurist Benedikt Livshits called the
landscape of Chernianka in the area of the Black Sea known as Hylaea “a mytheme
that gives wing to the will” (Harsha Ram, “Futurism between Cosmopolitanism and
Nationalism” in Wollaeger and Eatough 326). As in Briusov’s decadent masterpiece,
the courtly love novel The Fiery Angel (1907) (Briusov 2005), these works are replete
with mystic-pantheistic images, archaisms, neologisms, with modernist parts in
tension with traditional wholes and the reverse, spiritual or ethnic traditions in tension
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with modern forms (see Lasgush Poradeci in Albania). In Bulgaria, symbolist aesthet-
ics, Eastern philosophies, occult, indigenous pagan sects, and mystic individualism are
in tension with communist nationalism. In Romania, polyvocality is in tension with
socialist realism. Sanja Bahun calls such forms Balkan “Modernisms,” but the actual
literature reads very similar to that in the Russian Decadence: ambivalence and stress
between the activist-progressive and national-organic-regressive; between the hetero-
glossic, linguistically adventurous and the locally conservative or defensive; between
cosmopolitanism as a formal and a substantive choice; between the poles of progress/
optimism/hope and nostalgia/resentment/melancholy.

I conclude with an example of how the frame of part to whole can make sense of
literatures that might otherwise seem to be merely decadent in superficial senses.
Because of the preoccupation of “worrying about China” (Davies 2007) that was
central to modern Chinese literature before the founding of the PRC, the extreme
Decadent versions of egotism, sadism, pessimism, and so forth were infrequent in
comparison with Russia and Europe. There is one author, however, whom reviewers
typically brand as decadent. Here are some typical quotations from Su Tong’s 1990s
novel Rice:

The subtle fragrance of raw rice and the strong scent of a woman’s sex achieved
a wondrous unity on the palms of his grimy hands.

(Su 1995: 78)

Rice enveloping feminine flesh, or feminine flesh wrapped around rice, always
drove him into a state of uncontrollable sexual desire.

(r29)

Whoring was his great pleasure. And wherever he went he carried a small cloth
bag filled with raw rice; at the critical moment, he would take out a handful and
cram it inside the woman.

(159)

Reviews of Rice in both the Asian and Anglophone press—here randomly selected
from the internet—responded with condemnations of its decadence: “Disgusting”;
“Graphic perspective on the psyche of cruelty”; “Sadistic”; “extreme egotism”;
“There is no reprieve, no justice and no individual triumph. At the end, the reader is
just left exhausted; as having gone through a dark tunnel of despair and wickedness
only to perversely yearn for more”; “All of his peasants are ignoble; all of his
capitalists are corrupt; and there’s no redemption in sight.” One review, in the
New York Times (20 Nov. 1995), makes the novel sound like Dostoevsky. Although
Dostoevsky is much more than Decadent, his readers will know that he also frequently
exhibits the concerns and characteristics of Decadent writers of the later nineteenth
century. The Times reviewer could be writing of The Brothers Karamazov (1878-80)
transposed to 1930s” Shanghai: “The Great Swan Rice Emporium is turned into a
minor sort of hell. There are loose women, gangsters, sexual predators, gamblers,
weaklings, tyrants, prostitutes—the whole ill-favored, deformed human family.”
Yet in our view, in Rice, Su Tong was following the events of China in the 1930s
and showing typical decadent patterns of relation of part to whole: civil war between
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communists and nationalists; war with Japan, in which torture was rampant and
many were betrayed by collaborators; catastrophic flood and famine; widespread
venereal disease; and “the Food Problem™ around rice, the traditional symbol of
Chinese civilization and heaven’s bounty. In the novel, rice is food, rice is wine and
vinegar to drink and bathe in (as relief from syphilis), rice is a bed to sleep and have
sex on. Rice fills the vaginas of wives and prostitutes and is a murder weapon to
smother, and a tool of suicide to strangle, children. Rice gives people their names
like Rice Boy, and it is the only source of wealth.

For those of us interested in the relation of literary forms like Decadence to social
formations, it is significant that rice is the geopolitical commodity par excellence.
Providing 23 percent of the world’s calories, in the 1930s it manifested itself as the
Food Problem and the nationalists tried desperately to regulate its balance of trade,
while, partly in response to the Food Problem, Chairman Mao conceived of the
Great Leap Forward of the 1950s. The 1930s were an era of war and modernization,
in which China arguably became a modern national economy through a regime of
social surveys and quantification, in part in response to the Food Problem (Lee
2010). The zeal for science and technology was so intense, due to the Food Problem,
that high-ranking members of the Guomindang proposed that Chinese universities
should stop admitting students of humanities and laws for a decade in order to
promote science and technology exclusively.

My point is that rice, the decadent fetish in the novel—Freud also defined fetishism
as a repressed relation between part and whole (Freud 1927)—is the geopolitical
commodity as decadent fetish, representing the protagonist’s lost home and lost
mother, the only source of consolation/compensation for extreme loss and subsequent
lives of humiliation. “Settling finally on the storeroom, he rolled up his mat and fell
asleep naked on a mound of rice. It was rice, and rice alone, that had a calming,
cooling effect on him; all his life it had comforted him” (241). The last lines of the
novel show the relation of part to whole at that moment in China’s history, “RICE—
His head moved toward the mound of rice as he uttered one last word . . . He knew
only that he had been an orphan ever since he could remember, and that he had fled
Maple-Poplar Village during a catastrophic flood. The last image he ever saw was of
himself floating on the surface of a boundless expanse of water, moving farther and
farther away, like an uprooted rice plant” (266). Rice represents the whole that is lost
as the uprooted, abject, migrant individual must find his way in a shattered world.

The factors that instigated the rise of the Decadent Movement in France and
England—the decline of economic, social, religious, political, ethnic, and gender
traditions under the forces of modernization—seem to have had similar effects
elsewhere, resulting in diverse literatures of decadence. The characteristics of Decadent
literatures thus appear at different times in different cultures, but typically at those
moments of cultural transition, when local traditions meet the forces of modernization.
Although writers were often aware of European Decadent literatures, literary
Decadence did not merely spread from France and Britain to other countries as a
cultural movement but arose repeatedly and distinctly in response to changes and
crises within various nations and cultures, and these underwrote formal resemblances.

And these “expressions” have often elicited similar formal responses from domi-
nant powers, often in the form of ideological slogans used politically to target non-
compliance with the contested norms. Elsewhere I have shown how decadent writers
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across cultures will subvert ideological memes through processes of what Guy
Debord called the revolutionanry style of diversion (Gagnier 201 1). In the twentieth
century alone, the rhetoric of purgation of decadence indicated ideological targets
under Hitler, Stalin, the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution 1966—76, the Khmer
Rouge, Viet Nam Democratic Kampuchea 1975-79, Idi Amin’s Uganda, Neo-
Conservatives and the fundamentalist Right in the United States, and on and on.
Those who see themselves as decadents, and those who target others as such, echo
each other across cultures while continually reinventing decadent literatures.
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CHAPTER TWO

THE CITY AND URBAN LIFE

e ——

Peter Fritzsche

(44 hey were nearing Chicago.” Among the travellers on the train in August

1889 was Caroline Meeber, who had left Columbia City, Wisconsin, to find
a better life in the city. Out the window she could already see the fringes of the city:
“lines of telegraph poles stalking across the fields,” followed by “big smoke stacks
towering high in the air,” and, closer to the railway terminal, “dingy houses, smoky
mills, tall elevators” alongside “vast net-works of tracks.” “Bells clanged, the rails
clacked, whistles sounded afar off,” until the brakeman slammed open the door and
called out: “Chicago!-Chicago!” The sights and sounds of this first arrival continued
to resonate. Carrie was irresistibly drawn to the movement on the streets outside her
sister’s modest house on the West Side and to the crowds outside the restaurants,
theaters, and department stores along Chicago’s boulevards downtown. As Theodore
Dreiser described it in his 1900 novel, Sister Carrie, the young woman would have
to find and keep a job, and pay the rent, but she also hoped that the lights of the city
that had been so obviously “set for dining” would turn out to have been set “for
me” (Dreiser 1981: 9—11).

Dreiser and his character, Carrie, followed thousands of men and women to
Chicago. From places like Columbia City, Wisconsin, or Terre Haute, Indiana,
Dreiser’s own hometown, immigrants streamed into cities around the world, making
urban life a fundamentally new and increasingly commonly shared experience at the
turn of the twentieth century. “Between 1789, when Gen. George Washington set
out from Mount Vernon for New York City to be sworn in as the nation’s first
president, and 1889, when Jane Addams set out from Rockford, Illinois, to open a
settlement house in a Chicago slum, America’s urban population had increased
more than one hundred times, while the total population had multiplied only
sixteen times,” writes Donald Miller (Miller 1996: 181). New York City was the
largest city in the United States in 1900, with over 4 million inhabitants, but
Chicago’s population had grown at a truly incendiary rate. It had exploded from
30,000 in 1850 to half a million in 1880 only to more than triple in size in the
next twenty years.

What occurred in the United States was a global process. In 1900, one in seven
people in Wales and England lived in London, the world’s largest metropolis with
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over 6 million inhabitants. Between 1848 and 19035, the population of Berlin leaped
from 400,000 to 2 million; suburbs ringing the city added another 1.5 million. Like
Berlin, St. Petersburg was a modestly sized imperial capital in 1800 but a hundred
years later emerged as a teeming industrial settlement, the eighth-largest city in the
world with 1.5 million inhabitants. Shanghai was also unremarkable for much of the
nineteenth century, but the establishment of the international concession in the 1840s
provided the foundation for a city of 1.3 million by 1910. Older cities such as Tokyo
tripled in size in the fifty years after the Meiji Restoration; 1.6 million people lived
there in 1908. Much smaller cities such as Cracow, Beirut, and Pittsburgh grew
rapidly as well. But the growth of population was only one register of urbanization.
Industrialization, commercialization, and colonization (or Westernization) funda-
mentally altered how places from maritime Beirut in the Ottoman Empire to conser-
vative Chengdu in late Qing China operated. Both established residents and
unsophisticated newcomers encountered new forms of life and calibrated themselves
to rhythms that no longer collapsed in cycles of rise and fall but seemed to move
insistently forward. Cities incorporated the future tense: as Carrie’s travelling com-
panion remarked, “Chicago is getting to be a great town” (Dreiser 1981: 10). There
were new streets to life in a figurative as well as a literal sense. In the nineteenth
century, two global trends combined: more and more people lived in cities and cities
became more and more the crossroads of unprecedented cultural, economic, and
political change that was at once perilous, opportune, and spectacular. No matter
how it was experienced, city life demanded considerable adjustment on the part of
city people old and new. Across the world, the door was slammed open to a call that
was very much like what Carrie heard in 1889: “Chicago!-Chicago!”

With her “cheap imitation alligator skin satchel” and “yellow leather snap
purse,” items which attested to the ways in which Chicago commodities had reached
places like Columbia City, Carrie appeared outfitted for the city, but not when
compared to the man she met on the train, a travelling “drummer” for an up-and-
coming manufacturing house and a “masher” when it came to appreciating young
women. His brown wool business suit, cut in a “striped and crossed pattern” that
was “very popular at that time,” the high white collar, the gold watch chain, the
broad-soled tan shoes, and, of course, the grey “fedora” all indicated that he stood
at the center of a “dim world of fortune” about which Carrie could only dream
(Dreiser 1981: 3, 5—6). She might have been “the best and dearest girl in half the
world,” but, as the novelist Henry Blake Fuller described one of his heroines who
had also just arrived by train in Chicago, “all her experiences have lain between
Sandusky and Omaha” (Fuller 1894: 5). The urbane “drummer” did not just have
clothes, he also had an “air” about him which suggested his ability to make his way
in the train stations, broadways, and entrepdts of the city—“Chas. H. Drouet” read
his business card. “It felt different for individuals to live in this new urban zone,”
writes Robert Alter: to “walk the city streets, to enter into the urban crowds, to be
exposed to the exponential increase of noise and bustle” (Alter 2005: xi). To arrive
in the city was to enter an astonishing construction site—“Bareheaded, Shoveling,
Wrecking, Planning, Building, breaking, rebuilding,” is how Carl Sandburg described
Chicago and its settlers (Starkey and Guzman 1999: 123-24). (Sandburg was born
in Galesburg, Illinois, in 1878, and resided in the streetcar suburbs of America’s
“second city” after detours in Denver and Omaha.) City people experienced
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enormous new freedoms, and reorganized their sense of self, but they also took
enormous risks. Cities made it imperative for individuals to find their way, which
was often confounding, and cities made it possible for them to make their own way,
which was not always easy.

The city was overwhelming to newcomers; the doors slammed open. To ascend
the 346 steps of the Doric column called the Monument, which commemorated the
Great Fire of 1666, earned tourists the privilege of seeing the unfurled panorama of
the great city of London. “At the foot of the Monument . . . were the warehouses,
offices, and banks of the City or Square Mile ... immediately to the south, the
docks and wharves lining the Thames . . . to the east were ‘miles of mean streets . . .
smokey, dirty, unbeautiful.” This was the East End of London . . . To the west, in the
immediate foreground, was the massive dome of St. Paul’s Cathedral and beyond
that the spires of Westminster, while above and past the Houses of Parliament
London’s West End contained the ‘familiar succession of terraces, parks and gardens,
upon which are concentrated the most lavish display of wealth and ostentation at
present manifest in the world.” To the north were the grimy streets of working-class
Holborn, Clerkenwell, Kings Cross, Finsbury, and Islington, above them the greener
leafier reaches of Hampstead [and] Highgate” (Schneer 1999: 4). Actually London
was particular for offering a panorama; in many cities it was difficult to get a point
of orientation, a bewilderment that was a constituent part of modern urban life.
Indeed, the “shifting, insubstantial mists” of London’s famous fogs “baffled [the]
eye” as much as the Monument might have enlightened it. The fog was an appropriate
setting for Robert Louis Stevenson’s The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde
and for the “changing identities and secret lives” of the city itself. “For a moment,
the fog would be quite broken up and a haggard shaft of daylight” would reveal “a
dingy street, a gin palace, a low French eating house,” but “the next moment the fog
settled down again” and cut the observer off “from his blackguardly surroundings”
(Stevenson 2003: 13, 23).

If traditional cities were constructed like houses to offer shelter, and were
surrounded by high walls, the nineteenth-century city extended along streets that
broke up the encasement. “In the space of a generation,” writes Peter Carroll about
fin-de-siecle Suzhou, “city walls were transformed in the popular imagination from
useful protective structures into encumbrances that clogged traffic and impeded
commercial development” (Carroll 2006: 90). The movement of things and people
on the streets, the commonplace encounter with strangers, and the insistent
juxtaposition of new and old and rich and poor—all this registered the immensity of
the city as much as its expansiveness. Indeed, the panorama from the Monument
was quite misleading because it suggested that the city had a definitive order about
it—East, West, South, North—when most city people could hardly avoid feelings of
disorientation and sensations of shock and surprise. The streets, with the whirl of
constant circulation, suggested that everything in the city was in transition—“the
family, history, politics, and above all, consciousness itself.” To become part of the
fin-de-siecle city was to take the measure of circulation and movement, of wreckage
and reconstruction, “of doors opening and shutting” (Alter 2005: 95).

An average of 164 people migrated to Chicago every day in the twenty years
before the turn of the twentieth century. Like Sister Carrie, most of them arrived by
train. The city’s railway terminals handled more than 1,000 trains a day in this
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period, an extraordinary volume of traffic especially in light of the fact that railway
lines started and ended in Chicago so that cross-country travellers often had to stay
overnight, which added to the curbside bustle around hotels and restaurants. Three
million travellers got on and off trains at Tokyo’s Shimbashi Station in 1907
(Seidensticker 1983: 229). Around the world, train stations were the physical point
at which the urban machinery was set in motion. The very term “Grand Central
Station,” which opened for business in Chicago in 1890 and New York City in
1913, suggested the station’s functional role in circulating goods and people. The
stations were also grand because they were opulent: Bombay’s Victoria Terminus
offered visitors “a fantasy of domes, turrets and spires, pointed arches and rose
windows littering with stained glass” (Smith 2012: 22). Indeed, the famous Oyster
Bar in Grand Central Station in New York has been open continuously since 1913.
The fin de siécle around 1900 was characterized by the installation in cities of
systems to move around people and transport commodities. Nothing better indicates
the gospel of development and commerce than the replacement of city walls with
traffic arteries as was the case in Paris (the Périphérique), Berlin (the Stadtbahn),
and Vienna (the Ringstrasse). Of course, development enhanced the dual roles of the
city as capital and metropolis; great administrative complexes, new palaces such as
Istanbul’s Dolmabahge Palace, and public gardens burnished the capital. But what
really changed the face of the city and the quality of urban life was the reconstruction
of the metropolis as a nodal point of commerce: bigger train stations, post offices,
factories, and department stores, wider streets, and more extensive intra-urban
transportation lines. More than anything, the street, its quotidian usefulness in the
production and consumption of goods and services, as well as its recreational
aspects, defined the development of the new city. Indeed, transport over, under,
through, and between streets became the very symbol of the new city, whether the
example is the subway in New York (Duke Ellington’s 1941 “Take the ‘A’ Train”
“to go to Sugar Hill way up in Harlem”), the double-decker buses in London (“the
way to see London is from the top of a bus,” said the many-serving Prime Minister
Gladstone), the ferries in Istanbul (companies such as Sirket-i Hayriye competed for
the loyalty of customers who, in turn, wrote poems celebrating or mocking the ferry
boats), or the rickshaws in Shanghai (an iconic city type, the embodiment of the
precariousness of urban existence, the “rickshaw boy” became the subject of a
famous 1937 novel by Lao She). Two machines, in particular, circled the globe and
put their stamp on cities around 19oo0: the streetcar and the bicycle. They became
global commodities alongside cigarettes (and cigarette cards), movies, Singer sewing
machines, postcards, and the fedora like the one “Chas. H. Drouet” wore.
Streetcars are an efficient index of urban development. They required capital and
an interface with a central city administration and they indicated the metropolitan
scale to activities in the city, first and foremost the separation of work and home,
and the wherewithal of common people to spend streetcar fare, which Sister Carrie,
for one, was reluctant to do. By 1892, Chicago had almost 1000 miles of streetcar
track, all fully electrified (Miller 1996: 177). Streetcars arrived in Beirut the same
year. After the turn of the century, they appeared in Cracow and Shanghai. Wherever
streetcar lines were laid, they quickly became a fixture in urban life, a scary thing
at first perhaps—the cars rumbled down the track “like a drunk,” remembered
Cracow’s Eleonora Gajzlerowa; “I always had the impression they would leap off
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the track”—but soon entirely everyday, so much so that early in the morning or late
in the afternoon streetcars passed Berlin’s suburban stations every twenty seconds
(Wood 2010: 1305 Fritzsche, 1996: 62). And on Sundays, as many as 1.2 million
Berliners—almost half the able-bodied city—stepped onto the Grosse Berliner for
an outing, which indicates that most people could afford to pay the fare. That was
not the case in St. Petersburg where many workers found the cheapest ticket at
forty-two kopeks, twice the fare of Berlin, too dear. As a result, the intra-urban
mobility of the work force lagged behind in the Russian capital. Not even the rich
commuted; only one of St. Petersburg’s bankers worked more than 5 kilometers
from home at a time when commutes of up to 19 kilometers were not uncommon
among Pittsburgh’s (Bater 1976: 334, 402). And without streetcars or streetcar
riders, no “streetcar suburbs.”

Bicycles were also a new-fangled invention of the late nineteenth century and, like
streetcars, they required modern paved roads. Most bicycling was recreational; at
the end of the nineteenth century, most city people still walked to work or they rode
the streetcar. It was not until the 1950s that Beijing or Shanghai became a bicycling
city of blue-smocked commuters. Even so, the cycling fashion spread quickly among
men and then women; Chicago, the home of Arnold, Schwinn & Co., boasted 500
bicycle clubs by 1895 (Spinney 2000: 86). Bicycles were popular because they were
a symbol of the independence that came with mobility. In Cracow, the freedoms
female cyclists allowed themselves earned them either rebuke (“Miss, your panties
are showing”) or an invitation (“give me a kiss”) (Wood 2010: 197). But the
satisfaction of learning to ride a bike was real. Franz Goll was over thirty when he
learned: “I couldn’t believe that I was really sitting on a bicycle and riding out into
the world.” “Of course,” the Berliner added, “at first I had to pay my ‘dues,”” but
he quickly turned out to be “a jaunty Sunday cyclist,” reaching a speedy tempo,
negotiating turns and crossing streetcar tracks, and responding alertly to obstacles
on the street (Fritzsche 2011: 103-04). Given these achievements, advice books at
the turn of the century recommended bicycling as a way to discipline the body and
reduce the nervous agitation that city life had heightened.

Yet there were reasons to be nervous. Portrayals of urban life repeatedly and
pointedly described the dangers of city traffic. Every new technology of transportation
introduced into the city initially raised fears: the railroad came with “railroad
spine”; automobiles added extraordinary speed and mass to the streets and the
thousands of rickshaw pullers in Shanghai or Beijing came to despise them; even
bicyclists lost control of their vehicles and collided with pedestrians. Big-city
newspapers were full of the reports of accidents from the occasional horse-carriage
mishaps on Chengdu’s new Chang Gate horse road to the daily toll of mangled
bodies along Chicago’s grade crossings—alone forty-three lines of track spread out
south and west into the city’s neighborhoods from the stockyards. Indeed, it became
a typical feature of turn-of-the-century journalism to stand on a street corner and
count the traffic that served as an index of metropolitan progress but also a reminder
of how difficult it had become to cross the road. On one day in New York in the
1880s, “over 22,000 vehicles passed the intersection of Broadway and Fulton
between 7 a.m. and 6 p.m.,” one every two seconds. London was just a little
less busy. In 1897, the junction of Cheapside and Newgate “was passed by an
average of twenty-three vehicles a minute during working hours.” For one hour in
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Figure 2.1 Illustration of a railway coach on Ginza Brick Masonry Street in Tokyo
(Utagawa Kuniteru IT 1882) © 2012 Tokyo Metropolitan Library. All rights reserved

October 1900, a reporter for BZ am Miitag counted “416 streetcar wagons, 146
omnibuses, 564 carriages and automobiles, 538 other vehicles, 54 coaches, and 138
three-wheelers” crossing Berlin’s Potsdamer Platz. The “average census of traffic
passing at the junction of Nanking Road and Kingsu Road” in Shanghai at the end
of February 1918 was as follows: “rickshaws 14,663; pedestrians 30,148; carriages
942; motor-cars 1,863; wheel-barrows 2,582, handcarts 527; bicycles 772; pony-
carts 129; tram-cars 754” (Smith 2012: 1185 Ackroyd 2001: 5925 Fritzsche, 1996:
190; Lee 1999: 16). Of course, congestion was at its worst during “rush hour,” a
term which dates from the 1890s and insinuated itself as far as streetcar-commuting
Tokyo as the novels of Natume Soseki confirmed (Soseki 1972: 12).(Observers also
became the subjects of city mayhem as the term “traffic jam” eventually succeeded
the more literal “traffic block” a few years later.) Accidents could only be avoided if
city people were “drilled into the new system of ‘hurrying up’” (Dobson 1910: 116).

In the United States, the newly platted city streets were generally wide enough to
accommodate the new traffic, but the railroad lines circumscribed the direction of
growth. In Chicago, for example, the business district between the Chicago River
and Lake Michigan was hemmed in on three sides, which “drove up city-center real
estate prices and caused businesses to build into the sky to maximize land use”
(Miller 1996: 184). In time, downtown emerged as a bustling financial and service
center by day, into which the “cliff-dwellers” (as Henry Blake Fuller called them in
his 1893 novel) who worked in the “skyscrapers” (a term which entered Maitland’s
American Slang Dictionary in 1891) commuted, and a lively entertainment district
filled with restaurants, theaters, and hotels by night (Smith 2012: 193). Fewer and
fewer people actually lived downtown. Elsewhere, the narrow alleys lined with tiny
shops and stalls were paved and widened as in Shanghai or torn down altogether as
in Beirut. In Chengdu and Suzhou new gates bored into the city walls facilitated the
more efficient movement of goods and people. Wherever new roads were built, as
was the case with the horse road in Suzhou or Nanjing Road in Shanghai, commercial
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enterprise boomed, as did the turnover of business in teahouses and restaurants. In
the late Qing novel The Nine-Tailed Turtle (1906), as Peter Carroll describes it, “the
ne’er-do-well Zhang Qiugu travels less than a day from his home in nearby
Changshou County to a fantastic and unusual place, Suzhou’s first and only
improved macadam street.” The traffic was sensational as well: “carts flowed like
water and horses flew like dragons. It was really hopping” (Carroll 2006: 23).
Electrification at the beginning of the twentieth century added to the spectacle and
pulled commerce and entertainment into nighttime hours.

Of course, not everyone used the amenities of the downtown districts. But
thousands of people did travel to the new centers even in the colonial “double towns”
which segregated European from “native” districts. In Chengdu, the Center for
Promoting Industry and Commerce opened in 1909. It was basically a shopping mall
covering 150 shops attracting shoppers as well as spectators. One day, “a reporter
from Popular Daily counted 33,756 men and 11,340 women visitors to the Center”
(Di 2003: 113). In Shanghai, department stores such as Sincere and Wing On which
had opened on Nanjing Road in the 1910s and 1920s attracted great crowds of
Chinese residents who rode up the “escalators leading to variegated merchandise on
different floors” and enjoyed the attractions of “dance halls and rooftop bars,
coffeehouses [and] restaurants” (Lee 1999: 13). In Beyoglu, the ‘foreign’ quarter of
Istanbul, the most crowded place was the department store, the Bon Marché, an
import from Paris. Fixed prices and annual events such as Bon Marché’s “exposition
du blanc” further enhanced business. Tokyo’s department stores well understood
their powers of attraction as the advertising jingle “Today the Imperial [Theater],
tomorrow Mitsukoshi” indicated. However, Mitsukoshi’s growth was initially
limited by the custom of checking footwear at the door and receiving special slippers,
tens of thousands of which were kept ready (Seidensticker 1983: 113).

Just moving about the city became a sensual experience of sight and sound. “To
see a little of the city,” Sosuke decided to board a Tokyo streetcar in Soseki’s 1909
novel The Gate. “Overhead, filling every available space,” were advertisements:
“It’s easy if you leave the moving to us” read one, offering service of a transport
company, or the “white letters on a red background,” announcing a theater
adaptation of a Tolstoy novel. Along the street, Sosuke browsed the stores with their
displays of gold watches, stylish cravats, and silk hats, and around the corner he saw
a man in a derby hat selling giant balloons: “Buy a balloon for the kiddies” (Soseki
1972: 12—-16). On 10 July in the same year, Berlin’s Morgenpost invited readers to
enjoy the “Strassenbahn-Ausblicke” by taking a ride on streetcar line Number 74.
From affluent Schoneberg over Potsdamer Platz and Alexanderplatz, to proletarian
Friedrichshain, the journey exposed the variegated physiognomy of the city: sleek
automobiles, dusty trucks, quiet gardens, busy intersections, pounding factories
(Fritzsche 1996: 103). Of course, many of the sights that cities offered were imperial
and national. It was not so long ago that a generation could still remember that no
trip to Wilhelmine Berlin was complete without a stroll down Unter den Linden
to catch a glimpse of the Kaiser in his castle. Itineraries in London always included
Trafalgar Square and the 176-feet high column commemorating the naval hero Lord
Horatio Nelson at its center. But most city people were drawn to the commer-
cial sights, the new horse road in Suzhou, the Center for Promoting Industry
and Commerce in Chengdu, Potsdamer Platz in Berlin, the Eiffel Tower in Paris,
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Figure 2.2 Café Josty in Berlin © Tropea, Robert/Landesarchiv Berlin

the Union Stockyards in Chicago, and Broadway, which “in straight New York . . .
runs riot.”

Turn-of-the-century advertising jingles—my favorite is “No Kiss is True Without
Odol,” a German mouth freshener—indicated the degree to which the spectacular city
enabled city people to possess common metropolitan sentences, perceptions, and ulti-
mately experiences. Even working-classers who snacked in the chain restaurant
Aschinger, treated themselves to an evening in the cavernous hall of the Rheingold near
Potsdamer Platz, and danced under the electric lights at Lunapark (a kind of global
archipelago of space trips founded in Coney Island, New York, in 1903, but quickly
transplanted to Berlin in 1909 and soon thereafter found all over the world from Cairo
to Lima to Melbourne), participating as they did in the novel rhythms of an emerging
metropolitan culture. Thousands of Berliners also took an “Ausstellungsbummel” to
the annual automobile show (25,000 on a rainy Sunday, 4 November 1906), the
sports’ convention (some 40,000 on Sunday, 28 April 1907), or the agricultural exhibi-
tion (exactly 118,229 on Sunday, 17 June 1906) (Fritzsche 1996: 164).

Common metropolitan experiences bred shared metropolitan loyalties. In the
United States, city people from all social stations went to baseball games that were
organized around city-centered teams. In Europe, it was football rather than base-
ball that created distinctive metropolitan ties. Cracow, for example, had three clubs,
Cracovia, Wisla, and Makkabi (a Jewish squad), which played clubs sponsored by
other cities across central Europe so that an urban network criss-crossed national
boundaries. Since Cracovia even put the Jewish goalkeeper Jozef Lustgarten on its

36



— The city and urban life —

roster, football could break down the otherwise sturdy divisions of ethnicity to
which the existence of the Jewish Makkabi team attested (Wood 2010: 197). Local
boulevard newspapers reported on the matches, fanned inter-city rivalries, and ori-
ented readers to the everyday aspects of the city. Even in impoverished St. Petersburg,
eight out of every ten citizens could and did read one of the §55 newspapers and
magazines published in the capital (Lincoln 2000: 214). At the turn of the twentieth
century, the mass media, like sports clubs or streetcar lines, operated on an unmis-
takably metropolitan rather than on a national or global scale; with a circulation of
2 million, Le Petit Parisien was the biggest newspaper in the world at this time.

With streetcars, ball parks, and the boulevard newspapers that appeared two or
three times a day, there was a new step to the modern city. As Peter Ackroyd notes,
London around 1900 was, “in a phrase of the period, ‘going ahead.” Where in the
late nineteenth century, wrote the author of The Streets of London, ‘it had been rich
and fruity, it was becoming slick and snappy.”” Tea shops had become “corner
houses” and “maisons.” There were also “picture domes and prize fights and soda
fountains and cafés and revues,” and thés dansants, tangos and waltzes and the Blue
Hungarian bands all set the tune to this “fast” city (Ackroyd 2001: 721). Zhang
Qiugu had said as much about Suzhou half a world away.

Emblematic of the new quality to time were the clock towers that shot up in the
colonial cities, setting schedules, announcing commerce, and demanding industrious-
ness. Completed in 1899, the 25-meter high clock tower was the tallest structure in
fin-de-siecle Beirut. Chengdu’s clock tower was built on the roof of the Center for
Promoting Commerce and Industry in 1909; as Wang Di describes it, the tower set
“standard time,” replacing the “roosters crowing in the morning, the position of the
sun during the day, and the night watchmen’s beating of drums or bamboo boards at
night” (Hanssen 2005: 246; Di 2003: 128). If posters, kiosks, and show windows
invited metropolitans to stop and linger, streetcar schedules, clock towers, and the
forth-and-back movement of traffic along the streets urged them to move on.
Pedestrians were constantly being taken up, deposited, and retrieved by the city. There
were “four standard speeds” to turn-of-the-century Berlin, remembered Walter
Kiaulehn: “pedestrians five, streetcars fourteen, omnibuses sixteen, and subways
twenty-five kilometers per hour” (Fritzsche 1996: 162—63). In Chicago, shopkeepers
put up signs: “Closed for Lunch—Back in Ten Minutes,” as “they sat on stools, bellied
up” to the bar, and then “charged back to work.” It was very important for city
people to learn how to negotiate traffic, make way for passers-by, and keep time. A
guidebook to new non-English-speaking immigrants in Chicago included this hard
but valuable lesson (Spinney 2000: 66-68):

I look at my watch.

It is half past four.

I am sure my watch is right.

Last week I took my watch to the jeweler.
It ran too slow.

It lost five minutes every day.

It made me late to work.

The time-keeper docked me for lost time.
I had less pay, because I lost time.
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By the end of the nineteenth century, the city had truly become a settlement where
strangers were likely to meet, which is Richard Sennett’s very fine definition of a city
(Sennett 1976: 39, 47). Metropolitans bumped into tourists who increasingly crowded
the cities; by the middle of the nineteenth century, Paris was attracting more visitors
than any other city in the world, more than 1 million a year, although Chicago boasted
the largest daily number of visitors when an astounding 751,026 people entered
Jackson Park to see the Ferris Wheel, Buffalo Bill’s “Wild West” show, and the rest of
the Columbian Exposition on Monday, 9 October 1893. The old record held by Paris
from the days of the exposition of 1889 had been shattered (Larson 2003: 319—20).
Indeed, Chicago brimmed with sights: as many as 10,000 people took in
the stockyards every day, others gawked at the gigantic mail-order operation at
Montgomery Ward’s (Spinney 2000: 57). “Here we are”: over a million picture
postcards were posted from Berlin’s 1898 Trade and Industrial Exhibition (Steward
2008: 261). Elsewhere, tourists were drawn not to the modern and gigantic but to the
old-fashioned and quaint, what Vienna assiduously cultivated as Gemiitlichkeit.

For many people, the Bohemians, dandies, and metropolitan types like “Chas. H.
Drouet” who promenaded the new sense of the modern and fashionable might as
well have been visitors from another world. Istanbul’s Ahmed Rasim made fun of
the alafranga fashions in Beyoglu. “You can refer to this list,” he said, to make sure
shoes were properly polished, shirts starched, moustaches pomaded, fezes arranged
just so along with the accessories of pocket watches, canes, and the bourgeois étui
(Boyar and Fleet 2010: 303-04). In Chengdu, the press also made fun of readers
who worshipped the West by wearing bowler hats, leather shoes, and even eye-
glasses in order to “pretend to be students.” In “The True Story of Ah Q” (1921-
22), the writer Lu Xun would later popularize the Chinese term jiayangguizi or
“fake foreign devil.” Japanese men too took quickly to “Western-style” haircuts. By
the early 1870s, about a third of all men in Tokyo had a jangiri or “random crop-
ping” cut. “By 1888 or 1889 only the rare eccentric still wore his hair in the old
fashion.” Jangiri was modern, but somehow not un-Japanese: “If you thump a
jangiri head,” went a popular ditty of the day, ‘it sounds back “Civilization and
Enlightenment,””” the order of the day (Di 2003: 126; Seidensticker 1983: 93).
Newspapers often prepared elaborate physiognomies to keep track of fashions,
much as Bill Cunningham’s photo spread “On the Street” portrays New Yorkers
today in the Sunday Style section of the New York Times. But anyone could sketch
what Baudelaire referred to as “the transitory, the fugitive, the contingent.” If you
found yourself riding on the “Halsted Street Car,” Chicago’s poet Carl Sandburg
urged, “Take your pencils/And draw these faces” (Starkey and Guzman 1999: 125).
Like the “spices, herbs, teas and coffees, animal hides, furs, [and] feathers” unloaded
on the London docks or the vehicles, carts, and rickshaws across the Nanjing Road,
pedestrians on the street or commuters on the streetcar constituted an endless met-
ropolitan inventory that could be copied, recopied, and incarnated with astonishing
variety (Schneer 1999: 7).

However, it was the insistent arrival of women in the new public sphere of the
spectacular city that elicited the most commentary. As Jane Addams, the founder of
Chicago’s Hull House, remarked about sisters like Carrie, “Never before in
civilization have such numbers of young girls been suddenly released from the
protection of the home and permitted to walk unattended upon the city streets and

38



— The city and urban life —

Figure 2.3 Chicago traffic jam, circa r910. Courtesy of the Chicago History Museum

to work under alien roofs” (Larson 2003: 11). Already in the 1880s, women were
strolling Chicago streets, milling about hotel corridors, and buying tickets to ride in
“horse-carts, omnibuses, excursion boats, [and] railroad trains,” making city life, in
the words of Henry James, “so much more down-towny.” It is hard to believe, but
Marshall Field’s estimated that 99 percent of the purchases made at its State Street
department store were made by women! (Miller 1996: 263-64). Although China’s
tea houses remained segregated by sex—the Elephant Garden in Chengdu began to
admit female patrons only in 1906—newly built public streets such as Chengdu’s
Chang Gate horse road attracted male and female flaneurs alike. Indeed, in his 1909
Investigation of Chengdu, the social critic Fu Chongju estimated that “9o percent of
Chengdu women liked watching local plays; 8o percent liked playing mahjong; and
70 percent liked visiting temples,” public behaviors he considered very lamentable
“bad habits” (Di 2003: 176). The expansion of prostitution, a big problem in
the quasi-colonial conditions of early twentieth-century China, contributed to the
troubling sexualization of the street. Even in Berlin, fathers warned their daughters
about Strassenbabnbekanntschaften, which resulted simply because strangers on the
move were increasingly apt to meet each other (Fritzsche 1996: 156—57). Through
newspapers and popular love stories discussions about free or arranged marriages,
dating habits, and other aspects of social dutifulness circulated as freely as city people
did themselves. Whether distributing thousands of copies of the “Don’t-Bind-Feet
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Song” along Chengdu’s Jade Dragon Street in the year 1904 or demonstrating in
London’s Hyde Park in June 1908 to demand suffrage or strolling on Berlin’s
Opernplatz with trouser-like dresses, the so-called Hosenrock, initially adapted for
bicycle riding, in February 1911, women in the city pushed against the boundaries
of traditional space (Di 2003: 209; BZ am Mittag, 1911).

The appearance of the Hosenrock might have been shocking or scandalous, but
was not basically uncomfortable or unsettling as were so many encounters with the
poor. So-called “street arabs,” unwillingly enlisted in the “army of homeless boys,”
frequently accosted the rich, glancing with insolent eyes, asking the question, “Give
us a penny, will you, Guv’nor?”, or stealing the purse that turns the play within the
play in Dreiser’s Sister Carrie (Ackroyd 2001: 654). A frisson of danger charged the
whereabouts of William Dean Howells’ newcomers to New York City in A Hazard
of New Fortunes (1890); after the murderous events in London in 1888, New York,
Berlin, and even Cracow reported frightening “Jack the Ripper” incidents (Wood
2010: 81). But the problem on the streets was not so much the crime that threatened
the rich as it was the poverty that enveloped the poor.

The railroad that brought Sister Carrie to Chicago created the “wrong side of the
tracks,” both figuratively and literally. Cities teemed with the poor. Carrie herself
took work for 4% dollars a week at a shoe factory when she first arrived, which
made her wages some months later as a chorus girl at 1o dollars a week look quite
grand. In New York, the going entry-level wage at the turn of the twentieth century
was even less substantial: 2 to 4% dollars for young women, slightly more for men.
A study of “Packingtown,” the “back” of the Chicago stockyards in 1911, found
that “the average weekly wage for male heads of households was just over $9.50,
while the estimated minimum weekly expenditure needed to support a family of five
was $15.40” (Riis 1970: 154). The result was that wives worked and children left
school early. The meat packing business boomed after the invention in 1879 of
“refrigeration cars,” which opened up national and international markets to
Chicago’s food giants such as Armour and Swift. But the economies of scale in the
yards, the “speed up” on the assembly line, the practice of using every part of the
pig “but the squeal,” and the reliance on seasonal and unskilled immigrant labor
made “Packingtown” “the vilest slum” in the city (Miller 1996: 215-16, 218). Sister
Carrie’s unhappy brother-in-law, Hanson, lived in “Packingtown” and woke up at
half past five every day to clean refrigeration cars.

Most cities had slum districts. The Lower East Side of New York was perhaps
the worst slum in the United States. “A mixture of new five- and six-story
tenements” and shacks and shanties in the alleys created extraordinary over-
crowding. The worst wards (10, 13, and 11) had densities of 522, 429, and 386
persons per acre (Warner 1970: xvii). Most families lived in rooms without
windows or ventilation and worked long hours in jobs that barely paid the rent.
“The Tenement-House Exhibition of 1899” introduced New Yorkers to “the
appearance of an actual block ... bounded by Chrystie, Forsyth, Canal, and
Bayard streets. It includes thirty-nine tenement houses, containing 605 different
apartments for 2,781 persons. Of these 2,313 are over five years of age, and 466
under five years . . . There are only 264 water closets in the block. There is not one
bath in the entire block. Only forty apartments are supplied with hot water. There
are 441 dark rooms [with| no light or air except that derived from other rooms.
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There are 635 rooms getting their sole light and air from dark, narrow airshafts”
(Veiller 2002: 42.5).

Miserable living conditions were compounded by miserable working conditions.
A fire at the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory on Washington and Greene on 25 March
1911 claimed the lives of 146 garment workers, mostly Jewish and Italian. More
than half a million New Yorkers marched in the funeral procession a little more than
a week later. Working life was punctuated by periods of unemployment but also by
strikes, often big ones like the one that stopped railroad traffic and meat packing in
Chicago in 1894 or the dockers’ strike in London in 1900 or the garment workers’
strikes in New York in 1910; usually the bosses held out and won. However, after
the world socialist congress of 1891, workers around the world demonstrated their
political will on the streets on May Day. Labor unrest increased in the years before
the Great War.

St. Petersburg indicates just how sick the turn-of-the-century could be. “As the
tell-tale smokestacks grew in number along the Schlisselberg Road in what had
once been outlying parts of the city,” writes Bruce Lincoln, “slums spread around
them like mushrooms sprouting from the stumps of rotting trees . . . A black-orange-
greenish-yellow pall hung over” the city. Twice as many people lived in the crowded
rooms of the St. Petersburg’s slums than in Vienna or Berlin (Lincoln 2000: 150,
154). Without an adequate supply of water, which was not introduced as a munici-
pal service until after the Russian Revolution in 1917, thousands of workers still
hauled water from wells in the shabby tenement courtyards or directly from the
Neva River. Inhabitants remained vulnerable to cholera, typhus, typhoid, and small-
pox at fearsome rates. In 1908, infectious diseases accounted for nearly 50 percent
of the deaths in the metropolis; that same year, cholera claimed 3,553 deaths (Bater
1976: 351). Elsewhere in Europe, municipal utilities introduced sewage and water
systems and mortality rates dropped, but not so quickly that Gustav Mabhler’s
“Kindertotenlieder,” which he composed between 1901 and 1904, just four years
before the death of his own daughter from scarlet fever, did not resonate with city
people who knew that children remained especially vulnerable. In Berlin, at the turn
of the century, children under the age of five made up 57 percent of all deaths; for
London the figure was 41.2 percent, for Amsterdam it was 43.8, and for Boston it
was 37.1. In Cracow, fully one out of every four homicides was an infanticide (Wood
2010: 37, 40).

The encounter with the “eyes of the poor” often invoked a sense of dread and
disorientation. “Who are these strange people ... who have so unexpectedly
revealed themselves?” asked one St. Petersburg writer: “They’re not even savages
... Savages are visionaries, dreamers, with shamans, fetishes, and incantations,
while here . .. all we have is some sort of hole of nonexistence” (Lincoln, 2000:
208). The reference to “savages” indicates how the global movements of colonists
and imperialists structured apprehensions of the global city. “As there is darkest
Africa, is there not also a darkest England?” asked Charles Booth in the 1890s
about London’s East End, “May we not find a parallel at our own doors, and dis-
cover within a stone’s throw of our cathedrals and palaces similar horrors to those
which Stanley has found existing in the great Equatorial forest?” (Ackroyd 2001:
582). To be on the wrong side of the tracks in the city was similar to being on the
wrong side of the color line in the colonies. Indeed in St. Petersburg, signs prohibited
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dogs, soldiers, and peasants from many public gardens; “No Chinese or Dogs
Allowed” was posted at the entrance to the gardens of the international settlement
in Shanghai (Bater 1976: 382; Lee 1999: 29).

But Booth was also emblematic of reform efforts. The seventeen volumes of his
Life and Labour of the People in London, published in 1903, not only spurred
reformers but introduced East Enders in a sympathetic fashion. Streets like Brick
Lane, which had housed German Huguenots in the eighteenth century, Eastern
European Jews at the end of the nineteenth, and Bengali immigrants a hundred years
later, were brought to life in Arthur Morrison’s Tales of Mean Streets (1894) just as
they would be in Monica Ali’s Brick Lane (2003). By the time George Bernard Shaw
wrote Pygmalion in 1912, Professor Henry Higgins could both phonetically and
affectionately pin the “Cockney” flower girl Eliza Doolittle down to Lisson Grove
(Porter 1995: 303). In New York, Jacob Riis presented the public with his report on
How the Other Half Lives (1890), his pen sharpened by work at the New York
Tribune, which since 1881 had sponsored the “fresh air fund” to offer poor city
children summer vacations in the countryside, an effort which continues to this day
at the New York Times. American realist novels of the time frequently featured
“do-gooders” such as Gerty Farish in Edith Wharton’s The House of Mirth (1905)
or Margaret Vance in William Dean Howells’ A Hazard of New Fortunes. Cities
provided rich soil for social reform and social reformists from Fu Chongju in Chengdu
to Jane Addams in Chicago to Jacob Riis in New York. But such characters were set
against the hard-luck stories of Dreiser’s Hurstwood, Carrie’s lover, who ended up in
a poorhouse in New York City or Wharton’s Lily Bart who tumbled down the entire
social register to work for a living stitching gloves or Lao She’s “Rickshaw Boy”
whose vehicle was stolen and his savings squandered. For most people, city life was
an unending “struggle for existence,” a struggle against “hard facts” (Fisher 1985).
An editor at the Paris financial weekly magazine Le Fin de Siecle suggested that the
most emblematic fin-de-siecle character was simply the “struggle for life” (Hanssen
200§: 14).

Writers found no single authoritative metaphor to contain the city at the turn of
the century, not even the “struggle for life.” For some the metropolis was a brilliant
sexual and economic emporium or a “brawling marketplace,” for others it was an
“exotic human and architectural wonderland,” and others yet regarded it as a “battle-
field” or simply an “inferno” (Alter 2005: 5). For the most part, however, obser-
vers agreed when they reported on the new settlements as something startlingly new
and radically protean—hence all the probing fiction and madcap diction. Everything
was for sale, as Wharton brilliantly pictured the city in The House of Mirth; real
estate development showed no deference to age, refinement, or history. Whether in
Suzhou, Beirut, or Berlin even cemeteries and the memories of the dead associated
with them gave way to urban development. (On the other hand, municipal libraries
with “life-giving contents” advanced into city neighborhoods [Fritzsche 2o11: 16].)
Urban inventories seemed to be the play of “accident and then exigency”—the
“features of the frantic panorama” of Howells’ New York City (Howells 1965:
160). Around the world, the scale to this “building, breaking, rebuilding” inevitably
transformed “the street of my youth” into the “street without memory” (Eloesser
1919; Kracauer 1964: 19—24). What Karl Scheffler summed up about Berlin, which
was fated “always to become, but never to be”, applies to the fin-de-siécle city in
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general (Scheffler 1910: 267). In Tokyo, ceaseless urban transformations made poi-
gnant the part played by the hinomi, the “firewatcher,” who took great pleasure in
his connoisseurship of fires and fire-fighting methods as he watched for a “good
fire” which quickly burned the frail wooden houses and even threatened to spread
across the city as was the case in the Ginza fire of 1872 or the Yoshiwara fire of
1911. Since Tokyo had three fire companies, hinomi were sometimes spectators as
well to the fistfights that broke out among firefighters. Watching the old houses and
neighborhoods burn—“bridges were rebuilt, there were evictions after fires, narrow
streets were widened”—the novelist Tayam Katai lamented how “day by day Edo
was destroyed” (Seidensticker 1983: 65, 67, 84). Daily the city rebuilt itself, contin-
ued to evict its residents, and widened its step on their lives. Daily, immigrants like
Sister Carrie arrived. Daily, the conductor shouted out “Chicago!-Chicago!”
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CHAPTER THREE

THE SECOND INDUSTRIAL
REVOLUTION

e

Andreas Killen

You can reproduce the identity of a woman?
She will be a thousand times more identical to herself ... than she is in her own
person!

(Villiers de I'Isle-Adam 1886)

Writing in 1913, on the eve of the Great War, the Frenchman Pierre de Coubertin
celebrated the civilizing and hygienic value of sports. In the eyes of Coubertin,
the prime mover behind the revival of the Olympic Games in 1896, sports represented
an antidote to what he called “the universal neurosis of modern life,” a remedy for
the degeneration and loss of vitality that afflicted contemporary mankind. Caught
up in the mechanical routines of the modern world, modern individuals suffered
from a depletion of energy. Against this, he argued, sports served as the best possible
means of restoring “virility.” Moreover its virtues went far beyond the purely
physical, for sports also represented an exemplary “psychic instrument” and means
of will-training (Nye 1982).

In his other writings, Coubertin wove numerous variations on this theme, stress-
ing the benefits of a kind of identification with the machine. He extolled, for instance,
the possibilities of self-knowledge to be gained through studying film footage of
the body performing athletic feats. Close study of the “mechanical figure,” he
argued, yielded important insights into the capacities and limits of the “physiological
ensemble.” Knowledge of the factors of the “bodily economy” or its “positive” or
“negative coefficient” conferred on the individual significant advantages not just in
the arena of sports but — given the “fertile instability of modern society” — in the
struggle for success in all arenas (de Coubertin 1930).

Coubertin’s search for a “social therapeutic” to offset a perceived process of
decline, as well as his mobilization of technical resources and metaphors, were
widely echoed at the turn of the century. In the memoir she published in 1910, New
York doctor Margaret Cleaves addressed the condition of universal neurosis that
Coubertin diagnosed from a medical standpoint. She described the class of invalids
that made up the majority of her clientele as suffering from a peculiar condition of
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nervous exhaustion. Cleaves’ Autobiography of a Neurasthene identified its author
as one of these invalids and provided a meticulous record of the symptoms associ-
ated with this condition. Along with the periodic “electrical storms” such invalids
experienced in their nerves, she singled out as the major hallmark of this condition
the fact that it brought them “constantly face to face with life’s most interesting
problem, the conservation of energy.” In her recourse to such language, Cleaves
placed this disease picture within a larger set of scientific, medical, and social themes
that had emerged over the second half of the nineteenth century. Among these were
the intense demands made on the human organism by new technologies and new
types of physical and mental labor, as well as by the sheer volume and multiplicity
of stimuli unleashed by the modern world. But Cleaves’ account made clear that
hovering over all these considerations was the problem of energy, its conservation
and loss — nothing less than the great thermodynamic principle that had, since its
first enunciation in the 1840s, moved to the center of scientific, social scientific,
and political thinking. In the body and mind of the neurasthenic the laws
of this abstract principle were made vividly manifest. Tellingly, the most common
treatment Cleaves prescribed for this condition was electricity.

From around 1870 onward, accounts such as Cleaves’ multiplied across the
industrial world, documenting the anxieties produced by accelerated social change.
If it was true that thermodynamics, as Cleaves implied, represented a form of destiny,
then this fact had ramifications not just for individuals but for contemporary
civilization as a whole. The trials of the nerve invalid represented an extreme form
of the extreme fatigue that plagued the modern industrial laborer and that had
accordingly become the object of investigation by teams of scientists who strove to
unravel the enigmas of the relation between work and efficiency. Central to these
investigations was a novel image of the human body as a motor or thermodynamic
system, traversed by flows of energy and marked by new possibilities of heightened
output but also of its inverse, pathological exhaustion or nervous breakdown. It
became one of the major enterprises of late nineteenth-century society to unlock
these possibilities, while at the same time establishing a new scientific understanding
of the limits of the body and corresponding norms of productivity.

The metaphor of body as machine thus linked the problems experienced by the
solitary nerve invalid with those associated with the fatigued industrial worker. Both
were comprehended within this new model, a model that, although it bore the
distinct imprint of processes of social and industrial transformation first experienced
in the Western world, made its impact felt everywhere these changes were occurring.
The modernization process embarked upon in post-Meiji Japan brought with it a
new awareness of the “civilizational disorder” neurasthenia, with accounts of this
disorder multiplying especially after the 1904—5 war with Russia (Hill 2009). As
elsewhere, Japanese writers seized upon the diagnosis neurasthenia as a heuristic by
means of which to assess the human costs of accelerated social change. At the same
time, in its search for a “social therapeutic” Japanese society turned to new discourses
of bodily performance and efficiency, notably those imported from the United States
under the rubric of “scientific management.” (Takehiko 2002)

What Bayly (2004) calls the “great acceleration” that marked the fin de siecle
included a process of increasing standardization of body practices and forms of
bodily comportment across the globe. As fewer parts of the earth remained untouched
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by Western expansion, new value orientations and norms of health and performance
became part of the habitus of increasing numbers of people around the world. This
period served as incubator of many aspects of the “modernity” that would encom-
pass the earth, and this was true not least in the realm of body practice. New scien-
tific forms of medicine emerged to combat age-old maladies as well as more recent
“diseases of civilization”; at the same time, a range of techniques of human improve-
ment and engineering — time-and-motion studies, scientific management, gymnastics
—emerged as features of a concerted strategy designed to break the hold of traditional
attitudes toward work, performance, and health. Through the medium of popular
hygiene manuals, scientific exhibits, social insurance plans, and sports events, these
discourses were transmitted to ever-broader sectors of the public, who under their
influence learned to scrutinize themselves in new ways.

Encompassing a wide range of practices with regards to the body, modernity as
such became both a descriptive and a normative term laden with a host of assump-
tions concerning efficiency, productivity, and health. This normative dimension
underlying Western attitudes toward the body and efforts to make it commensurate
with the demands of the modern age has been treated skeptically in recent historio-
graphy. There are good reasons for doing so: as Joseph Conrad ironically noted, the
civilizing mission that accompanied the late nineteenth-century conquest of Africa
smashed one set of idols only to set up another, no less magical belief system based
on “the devotion to efficiency.” (Conrad 1990: 4) The notions of traditionalism or
backwardness against which the apostles of efficiency sought to do battle — laziness,
idleness, pre-modern time consciousness — were in many respects discursive con-
structs, whose ritual invocation served to flatter industrializing societies about the
degree to which they had broken with the pre-modern past and with obsolete atti-
tudes toward work and time. Such invocations became themselves part of a set of
conventions according to which modern individuals and societies measured their
distance from geographic and racial others, as well as from their own recent past
(Adas 1989: 241; Bayly, 2004: 80). Implicit in the views of Coubertin was the belief
that close knowledge of the “physiological ensemble” conferred a kind of moral
superiority on more advanced societies. Such judgments became part of a larger
system of cultural exchanges: as Indians once considered incorrigibly lazy by their
British masters learned to adapt to the disciplines of work, they internalized the
view of the African as archetypal “lazy native.” (Adas 1989: 270) Yet tendentious
as they undoubtedly were, these emerging bodily and perceptual norms were also
highly productive: they opened a new discursive horizon against which it became
possible to imagine the self differently, and thus to modify it in accordance with
influential new ideals of behavior and performance.

This was, to be sure, always a fragile achievement, as accounts like that of Cleaves
attested. In the illness narratives associated with neurasthenia, modern society was
confronted by an ambivalent specter, a protest against the ideology of efficiency. On
the one hand, such maladies served as a stimulus to personal transformation, to new
ideals of health and “care of the self.” In this respect the fin-de-siecle anxiety about
illness and loss of vitality belongs to the longue durée of modern self-formation that
extended back to the Enlightenment, and was now recast in the language of energy,
efficiency, and hygiene (Sarasin 2001). On the other hand, such narratives revealed
the limits of that project. In moments of extreme personal or social crisis, the process
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of self-formation could suddenly and disturbingly break down: the outer layers of
the new self stripped away to reveal a human organism permeated both by remnants
of its atavistic, pre-modern past or, conversely, by apparatus-like elements. The
body-as-machine could become a frightening or uncanny apparition, literally a
symptom of madness, as it did in the literary fantasy of Villier’s Tomorrow’s Eve.

THE GREAT ACCELERATION

A defining characteristic of the period from 1880-1914 was the experience and
consciousness of accelerated change. Contemporaries aware of living through a time
of rapid social transformation frequently noted that new technologies and the
systems associated with them had reconfigured the physical and social geography of
the late nineteenth-century world. It was also not lost on observers that similar
transformations were occurring at the level of the body. Siegfried Giedion (1969:
100) noted one such transformation when he later identified the year 1895 as a key
threshold in this process of epochal change. Giedion tied this moment to the discov-
ery of a new capacity (aided by the invention of cinematography and the X-ray) to
investigate the “inside of processes,” referring specifically to the first publications of
both E. W. Taylor and Freud. Implicit within the new disciplines of scientific man-
agement and psychoanalysis was the task of understanding and calibrating the
human organism’s adaptation to its new technological environment.

The changes noted above were brought home to observers with particular force
atinternational events like the Chicago World’s Fair of 1893 or the Paris International
Exhibition of 1900. Such events served as occasions to display the fruits of a prodi-
gious outpouring of inventions, new industrial machinery, and energy sources. As
Walter Benjamin later noted, these events also provided occasions for training visi-
tors in how to interact with complex new machinery. If a standard lament of the
time was the failure of man’s senses and organism to keep pace with the changes
occurring in the contemporary world, then world’s fairs helped calibrate this process
of adjustment and adaptation to the rhythms of industrial modernity.

Cumulatively, this wave of innovation gave birth to a world quite different from
that conjured up a half-century earlier at London’s Crystal Palace Exhibit (1851),
the first such event to take the measure of those “potentialities slumbering within
nature” unleashed by capitalism (Marx 1976: 283). This new phase heralded what,
in contrast to the first phase of industrialization, came to be known as the second
industrial revolution. Its hallmarks were a new generation of machines and devices
— incandescent lighting, telephones, internal combustion engines — whose diffusion
over succeeding decades dramatically altered the urban and industrial landscape. As
had the earlier age of industrialization, this too had its heroes, inventors, and
industrialists like Werner Siemens and Thomas Edison, the latter of whom in
particular acquired the status of a near-deity. From his invention factory at Menlo
Park, Edison poured out a flood of new devices, acquiring over 1000 patents.

Central to this second wave of industrialization was the emergence of a new
constellation of energy sources as well as systems of production, transportation,
consumption, and communication. While inventions like incandescent lighting were
the most visible symbols of this process, the truly revolutionary development of this
period was the systems allowing such devices to be fully exploited. Thomas Hughes
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(2004) argues that whereas the railway had been the emblematic machine of the first
industrial revolution, by the end of the nineteenth century the machine as such had
been replaced by the system. As steam-power gave way to electricity and chemicals,
new networks of electrical light and power transmission and new industries
harnessing advances in chemistry became the leading sectors of industrial society. So
extensive were the resulting changes that by 1900, writes Hughes, they had given
birth to a completely man-made world — a development most vividly realized in the
new “electropolises” Chicago and Berlin (Hughes 1993; Killen 2006).

These epochal changes were accompanied by a consequential shift in the inner
organization of capitalism. The resources required for financing the creation of
systems of such scale and complexity resulted in the emergence of increasingly large
corporate entities, whose system-building endeavors required new forms of manage-
ment. By 1900 companies like GE and Westinghouse in the US or AEG and Siemens
in Germany had begun implementing new techniques for the reorganization and
rationalization of factory production. These novel managerial strategies drew
heavily upon research in a variety of scientific fields, and were advertised as part of
a modern and rational search for a solution to the problems of mobilizing and har-
nessing social resources, including human labor power. They formed part of a cluster
of developments concerned not simply with maximizing productivity and profit but
with laying the foundations of a new, more stable social order, superior to that of
the early nineteenth century: one in which the twin goals of productivity and social
harmony and security would be balanced.

HOMO THERMODYNAMICUS

Among the energy sources mobilized by late nineteenth-century society, human
labor power remained vitally important, even as the new technologies of the era
brought about significant changes in the nature of the work it performed. What
emerged over the last third of the century, as Rabinbach (1990) has shown, was a
historically novel conception of the “human motor” — a new paradigm of the body
as dynamic system or field of forces to be investigated, measured, and, where
possible, augmented. The roots of this model lay in physiological research conducted
in the 1840s and 1850s that resulted in breakthroughs in the understanding of the
physical and chemical processes that made up the body’s economy of forces. Armed
with a battery of instruments and devices — many closely related to key technologies
of the second industrial age — scientific and medical experts obsessively pursued this
research over subsequent decades. By the end of the nineteenth century the results
had borne fruit in a number of overlapping areas of scientific and medical inquiry.
Central to this new image of the body was the discovery of the law of the
conservation of energy, first articulated by the German physiologist Hermann von
Helmholtz in 1847. Helmholtz’s announcement that the quantity of energy in the
universe was fixed and unvarying ushered in a scientific era devoted to exploring the
implications of this law in numerous realms of inquiry. For contemporaries such as
Karl Marx, the implications were little short of staggering: Helmholtz’s work gave
rise to a wholly new conception of human labor power as a manifestation of a
cosmic process of endless conversion of force from one state to another. Embraced
by conservatives and socialists alike, the thermodynamic principle seemed to promise
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a scientific solution to the bitter labor conflicts that had plagued the early decades of
industrialization. By transforming work into a problem of physiology, of the muscles
and nerves, this new paradigm focused attention on a set of apparently irrefutable
“laws of the human motor.” Knowledge of the body’s capacities became the basis of
a new science of the workplace, one in which a proper appreciation of the body’s
limits and of problems like that of fatigue assumed cardinal importance. In the eyes
of European scientists and social reformers, fatigue represented “a greater threat to
the future of a modern industrialized nation than either rapacious capital or the
atavistic worker lacking in discipline and time-sense. . . . Consequently, a rational
solution to the labor problem could be found in physiology, not politics. Labor
power was seen as a purely physiological issue, a single instance of the more general
problem of energy conservation and its transformation into work.” (Rabinbach
1990: 121) This new paradigm spawned a huge academic and scientific industry
dedicated to unlocking the laws of the human organism and its functions. Particular
attention was paid to the implications for work of the so-called “law of least effort,”
the principle that nature always sought the most efficient means of achieving its
ends, and that efficiency was thus inscribed in the natural order. In this principle, a
generation of researchers found inspiration for their quest to achieve maximum
efficiency in the deployment of human labor power. Cast in these terms, the model
of the human motor became central to a new doctrine — “social Helmholtzianism”
— that seemed to answer the Enlightenment dream of a true science of society.

The thermodynamic conception of the human organism also presupposed an
important epistemological shift in the image of the body. Its usage reflected a new
faith that the body, understood as a system of physical and chemical processes,
could be analyzed, measured, and made knowable according to the tenets of a purely
materialist or mechanist model. In its elimination of the need for any vital principle
this model had major implications, for it meant that in principle there was no
discontinuity between the processes of the human organism and the physical and
chemical processes operative in the rest of the universe. For Helmholtz, organic and
inorganic systems could be comprehended within the same framework.

This implied equivalence exercised a tremendous fascination over the late
nineteenth-century imagination. It engendered many analogies, one of the most
common being that of the nervous system as telegraph system. In an era in which the
nerves and their role in regulating bodily and psychic functions moved to the fore-
front of research in physiology and medicine, this analogy became a recurring motif
of scientific and cultural discourse. The German philosopher of technology Ernst
Kapp developed a theory of “organ projection,” according to which the telegraph
represented an externalization of the human nervous system, and offered his reader
diagrams illustrating the structural similarity between telegraph wires and nerves.
Much of the rhetorical power of such notions was derived from the sheer modernity
and charisma of the telegraph as technological system. The role that electricity
played in both was undoubtedly also a factor. But this materialist analogy also had
a substantive basis, given the fact that instrumentation in one field, telegraphy, pro-
vided the preconditions for the other. The devices employed by Helmholtz and other
scientists of his generation to measure the speed of nervous conduction were bor-
rowed from devices first developed in the field of telegraphy. Advances in the field of
communication thus provided both material and conceptual resources integral to
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advances in the field of physiology and its offshoots in psychology and related disci-
plines (Rabinbach 1990).

In this respect the model of “man as machine” broke through significant episte-
mological barriers and yielded up a wealth of new facts. By enabling a new approach
to problems that had frustrated previous generations of investigators, this model
illustrates how metaphorical constructs can become transformed into normative or
regulative truths, capable of generating powerful reality-effects. Though it came
to be seen as reductive by later generations of thinkers, in its original form this
metaphor and the style of scientific inquiry it authorized was little short of revolu-
tionary, emancipating the body and its organs from the grip of vitalist dogma
(Canguilhem 1992).

One important implication of the body’s emergence as object of materialist
science, its new identity as “machine,” was the loss of its status as site of epistemic
certainty. Transformed into an object of novel forms of scientific and medical inquiry
— the science of nutrition, time and motion studies, industrial hygiene — the body
became an endlessly rich source of information. At the same time it was increasingly
seen as an unreliable witness. In elaborating new observational paradigms and con-
ventions for extracting knowledge from the body, scientists freed themselves increas-
ingly from dependence on the testimony of the body’s own senses. The scientific
ideal that emerged in the second half of the nineteenth century was most fully real-
ized in the work of figures like Etienne-Jules Marey, the French physiologist whose
invention of chrono-photography and of a host of methods of graphical inscription
enabled him to make visible processes — like the phases and dynamics of the body in
motion — that had formerly remained imperceptible to the naked eye. Marey
expressly disqualified the body and its senses as sources of knowledge. In the work
of such figures, scientific certainty came to rest in instruments and experiments, in a
host of methods asserting the claims of “mechanical objectivity.” (Daston and
Galison 2007; Rabinbach 1990)

This privileging of new forms of objective over subjective evidence was often cast
in ambivalent terms. In the view of the German sociologist Georg Simmel, it became
symptomatic of a wider condition afflicting late nineteenth-century society: the
hypertrophy of “objective” over “subjective culture.” As such it reflected a profound
crisis of the human organism associated with the demands of living in a time of
“great acceleration”: a world of increasing mechanization and speed, of new forms
of work, of incessant exposure to novel opportunities and risks. By necessity, a new
culture of experts emerged as guides to this strange world, claiming an authority
vested in their experimental methods and claiming specialized knowledge of body
and self. The German psychologist Hugo Miinsterberg, who taught at Harvard and
founded the field of industrial psychology, put it this way: “The rapidity of movement
of electrical machines upsets subjective rhythmic experience . . . [thus] turning the
factories themselves into one big laboratory,” in which the problem of fatigue could
be “studied by practical experiments” (Miinsterberg, 1913: 98).

SCIENCES AND FICTIONS OF HUMAN ENGINEERING

Cast in this form, the “body as machine” became the object of innumerable projects
of social, industrial, and human transformation, as well as of fantasies concerning
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the mutual adaptation of bodies and machines in the modern era. In their concern
with following certain lines of technological innovation to their logical conclusion,
the authors of such fantasies both commented on and anticipated many of the
discoveries that characterized research in physiology, electricity, chemistry, and
related fields. Breakthroughs in these fields contributed to a Promethean sense of
aspiration that generated both fascination and dismay.

As noted earlier, one such line of investigation led to a large body of research on
the problem of fatigue. Whereas earlier discourses of workplace discipline had
focused on combatting the moral scourges of laziness or idleness, fatigue — in keeping
with a new scientific appreciation of the body’s limits — now emerged as the primary
concern for efficiency experts. Researchers like Angelo Mosso turned fatigue into a
scientific object of crucial importance in the modern calculus of labor power.
Analysis of the consequences of fatigue — physical exhaustion, nervous breakdown,
workplace accidents — spawned an enormous literature. Investigations of fatigue
and monotony led to experiments on the effects of better nutrition, shorter hours,
rest pauses, physical exercise, and other improvements in work conditions. Fatigue
and its management became a direct object of social policy. In addition to specifying
the body’s limits, however, scientists of fatigue also searched for ways to go beyond
them in an effort to realize the tantalizing, even utopian, possibility of a “body
without fatigue.” Scientists also looked for remedies by drawing attention to factors
such as the importance of rhythm in helping workers cope with the remorseless
tempo of the modern workplace. In a major work published in 1896, Karl Biicher
identified rhythm as a central component of the physiology of human labor power.
Biicher drew on ethnographic research documenting the importance of rhythm in
pre-modern societies, where he found evidence that singing and other rhythmic
accompaniments helped “automate” the labor process. He envisioned a future
society in which the rhythms of the machine and of labor would be as perfectly regu-
lated as they were among so-called Naturvélker (Rabinbach 1990).

Other lines of investigation flowed from advances made in the 1880s and 1890s in
the technical reproduction of life — in the ability to capture movement and thus to
analyze more closely the “inside of processes.” Marey’s studies had yielded new
insights into the phases and dynamics of the body in motion, and these insights were
later extended in Frank and Lilian Gilbreth’s cinematic studies of time and motion in
the workplace. Following in the footsteps of Taylor, the apostle of scientific manage-
ment, the Gilbreths conducted extensive motion studies of bricklaying, recording indi-
vidual motions in increasingly small increments of time. As part of a quest to discover
how far the human body “can be transformed into a mechanism,” they were led
“deeper and deeper toward the inside of human motion and its visualization.” (Giedion
1969: 10T1)

Together with the stopwatch and the metronome, cinematography allowed
researchers to study the relation between time and motion in the performance of
work tasks with a hitherto unknown degree of precision. The use of such apparatus
in the workplace represented one aspect of a larger process of increasing standardiza-
tion of time (Kern 1983). Time consciousness and discipline became increasingly
central to the process of adjustment to mechanical routines and the new patterns of
everyday life. The absence of such attributes was held up as a sign of the recalcitrance
of certain categories of people to the demands and rhythms of the modern world.
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Taylor himself, who initially studied athletic performance, undertook his first
time-and-motion studies in the early 188o0s, using a stopwatch to time workers’
movements and to identify unnecessary or wasted effort at each step of the
production process. These studies laid the foundation for a step-by-step restructuring
of workplace processes that strove to optimize the laborer’s physical capacities and
to maximize output. In 1911 he published his landmark text Principles of Scientific
Management. The impact of the Taylorist manifesto was nothing short of sensatio-
nal, inspiring figures across the political spectrum with its vision of a scientifi-
cally grounded new order of efficiency and productivity. No less a figure than
Lenin gave it his imprimatur. Its impact was truly global; in the wake of the
publication of Taylor’s book, scientific management emerged as a transnational
discourse of self-improvement, now recast in the language of thermodynamics.

Scientific management was embraced with particular rapidity in Japan. There it
was popularized in the form of a book that was published in 1913 and became a
bestseller. Written by Ideka Toshira and titled Secrets to Omit Useless Procedures, it
tells the story of a boy who grows from apprentice to efficiency engineer, eventually
taking a post at the so-called “Efficiency Research Station.” From this post he
dedicates himself to promoting the gospel of time consciousness as bodily and moral
discipline. Inefficiency is treated in this text not just as a problem of the workplace
but as symptom of a larger problem, a veritable disease that threatened the future
advance of civilization. A Bildungsroman of the technological age, Secrets to Omit
Useless Procedures describes a civilizing project carried out on the body. As in other

modernizing nations, scientific management became rapidly integrated into Japanese
industry after World War I (Takehiko 2002).

THE SECOND INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION OF THE MIND

As noted earlier, the emergence of the model of “man as machine” coincided with
significant changes in the nature and organization of work in the late nineteenth
century. Efficiency experts had long stressed the importance within the body’s
economy of forces of the so-called “law of least effort” — the tendency to displace
effort to smaller muscle groups so as to minimize energy expenditure. This became
an increasingly important consideration for work scientists as they awoke to the
fact that progressive mechanization lessened physical labor and placed growing
importance of new forms of “mental labor.” Experts recognized so-called “brain-
work” as a highly taxing form of labor in its own right, one that emphasized
attention and concentration, often amid positions of great responsibility. The
growth and complexity of new systems of transportation, production, and com-
munication, and the dire consequences of breakdowns within such systems, alerted
researchers to the importance of analyzing the functions and responsibilities of
those who operated such systems. Much energy was devoted to understanding
the laws of mental labor and its place within an energeticist calculus of the
workplace. So-called “brain workers” made up a significant part of the clientele
of the turn-of-the-century nerve doctor: initially, doctors, businessmen, and
other representatives of the professional and managerial classes, but soon also
other new categories of employees belonging to the so-called “new white collar
classes.”
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Medical accounts repeatedly stressed the role of the “nerves” within the new
human economy of the second industrial revolution. A guide to Europe’s private
convalescent institutions published in 1889 cast this role in the following terms:

In the age of the machine, in which physical strength and handwork increas-
ingly diminish in value, in which only intelligence and mental capacity enable
mastery of the enormous claims of social life, in which the demands on the
activity and performance of the brain increase along with the expansion of
knowledge and the flood of information, in which the tranquility and contem-
plation of the good old days have long since disappeared, overstimulation and
agitation of the nerves and central organs of the nervous system, the brain and
the spinal column, have increased to a hitherto unknown extent. We live in the
age of nervous disorders.

Such accounts strove on the one hand to acknowledge their readers’ fears that living
in the “age of the machine” posed the risk of serious bodily and mental crisis, while
on the other to flatter readers’ sense of their own modernity, of their enlightened
(if unhappy) distance from “the good old days.” The guidebook stressed the virtues
of electrotherapy and work therapy in repairing injuries to brain and nervous system
(Killen 2006: 66—7).

In an era preoccupied with the effects and meaning of new forms of mental labor
and over-exertion, certain classes of employee attracted particular attention. Among
them were telephone operators, who became subjects of special fascination to
scientific psychologists, industrial hygienists, and physicians. Amid the scenes of
technological and nervous breakdown that littered late nineteenth-century medical
accounts, telephone exchanges figured prominently. Even as it facilitated new forms
of communication and efficiency, the exchange also engendered new possibilities of
overload and dysfunction. This new workspace became the site of a cluster of
anxieties and fantasies concerning the relation between technology, gender, and
changes in the social organization of work.

Integrated into ever-expanding networks of communication, operators conjured
visions of a future society in which human and technical resources would become
increasingly intermeshed. The telephone exchange’s distinctive arrangement of
female bodies in space, performing highly regimented functions and speaking in
standardized, clipped syntax, made it a symbol of the rationalized world. “Whoever
has once seen the long line of white arms waving back and forth in front of the
switchboard lights must feel that he has looked upon the very pulse of the city’s
life,” wrote an American observer in 1910 (Casson 1910: 156).

Yet if the telephone exchange was often envisioned as hub of a national nerve
system, then the weak link in the system was the operator, particularly her nerves.
These employees, as medical and other experts recognized, performed at the very
outer limits of the human organism’s capacities. At times of maximum traffic, the
tension in the exchange could lead to outbreaks of hysteria. During the financial
panic of 1907, according to one account, “there was one mad hour when almost
every telephone in Wall Street was being rung up by some desperate speculator. The
switchboards were ablaze with lights. A few girls lost their heads. One fainted and
was carried to the rest-room. . .. ” (Casson 1910: 156)
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The monitoring to which these women were subjected, one study noted, further
intensified the already inhuman conditions under which they worked: “The con-
sciousness of being under unremitting surveillance of this character is admittedly a
contributory element in the nervous strain of operators.” (U.S. Bureau of Labor 1910:
55) Prompted by such considerations, officials sought recourse in the insights of
industrial psychology. On the basis of his analyses, the German-American psycho-
technician Hugo Miinsterberg developed measures for optimizing switchboard oper-
ators’ performance. His work drew on a report issued by the U.S. Department of
Labor that was prompted in part by a strike carried out by Bell Telephone operators.
One finding of the investigation was that many of these women suffered from severe
nervous strain. In contrast to those who attributed the problem to the female consti-
tution or worker militancy, Miinsterberg stressed the need to establish a scientific
determination of operators’ “breaking point” and to tie working hours to objective
norms. He believed that, with the right incentives, workers could be trained to inter-
nalize these norms, benefiting both themselves and the public. Minsterberg saw in the
telephone exchange’s assemblage of technology and personnel an image of a collective
brain, suitable for conducting experiments on memory, attention, and other mental
functions. Yet like the brain, it was subject to periodic convulsions that could throw
the entire system into disarray: “It is only natural that such rapid, yet subtle, activity
under such high tension . .. can be carried out only by a relatively small number of
human nervous systems. The inability to maintain one’s attention for a long time
under such tense conditions leads . . . to exhaustion and finally to nervous breakdown
of the operator and confusion in the exchange.” (Miinsterberg 1913: 98).

THE EDISON SYNDROME

That nervousness was the occupational hazard of employees in such branches of the
modern workforce — that it was the price of progress in science, business, and
industry, in short, of “modernity” — was a theme heard in many variations at the
turn of the century. The most influential formulation of this thesis came from
neurologist George Miller Beard, who in a series of publications dating from the
early 1870s described what he called neurasthenia or “American nervousness.”
Drawing heavily on the thermodynamic principle, he identified a new disease picture
characterized by disorders of exhaustion and over-stimulation. In neurasthenia,
Beard claimed, the technologies of the modern era imprinted themselves deeply on
the nervous system of the chronically over-taxed self.

Beard’s writings offer evidence of a deep fixation on the figure of Thomas Edison.
He argued that Edison’s incessant “experiments, inventions, and discoveries” had
contributed enormously to the speeding up and complexity of modern life, and thus
to the present-day imbalance between the demands placed on the nervous system
and the capacities of all but the most heroic individuals to withstand those demands.
Yet in electricity, that charismatic energy source so closely linked with Edison’s
name, Beard also found the surest remedy for this modern condition. Following
publication of his writings, electrotherapeutic treatment became the stock in trade
of a generation of practitioners, many of them private physicians administering to
the needs of a growing class of nervously over-wrought “brain-workers” (Rabinbach
1990; Killen 2006).
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Neurasthenia emerged as the master-pathology of the second industrial revolution,
a chronically renewed sacrifice exacted by the Edisonian gods of progress. Although
Beard, with his electrical cure, remained confident that civilization itself offered a
remedy for this condition, many contemporary observers felt less sanguine about
such an outcome. The further advance of civilization remained haunted by the
specter of nervous exhaustion. At its core, the very possibility of suffering a nervous
breakdown attested to a deep anxiety about technological and civilizational
breakdown. If in the railway accident or other calamities man’s machines seemed to
turn against him, then, in the psycho-physical consequences of such incidents, the
body and nervous system — having now acquired distinctly machine-like elements —
seemed to turn uncannily against the invalid.

These disturbing possibilities, and their connection to the numerous contempo-
rary fantasies and anxieties inspired by the figure of Edison and the world of techni-
cal inventions he had spawned, serve as the basis for Villiers de I’Isle-Adam’s
fantastical novel of 1886, Tomorrow’s Eve. It centers on the efforts of a scientist
named “Edison” to reproduce life in the form of a mechanical woman, the android
Hadaly. Edison’s endeavors are motivated by a desire to save his friend Ewald, who
reveals to him his initial passionate love for and then utter disenchantment with the
real woman who serves as Hadaly’s model. The android is intended as an improve-
ment on the original, and thus as a remedy against the world-weary Ewald’s desire
to end his life. “My name is Electricity,” announces Edison sublimely to his friend,
and like a fin-de-siecle nerve doctor, he implores Ewald to “tell the whole story to
the doctor who will cure your sickness.” (Villiers de I’Isle-Adam 2001: 74) Edison’s
labors bear fruit in the creation of the beautiful, intricately constructed Hadaly,
whose interior is imagined as a maze of electrical circuitry, with electromagnetic
motors, phonographs, and other contrivances taking the part of her bodily organs.

One technique Edison draws on for assistance in his labors is the reproduction of
life in the form of serial photography. This enables him perfectly to capture the
movements of the woman who serves as Hadaly’s original before transferring them
to the android:

A long strip of transparent plastic encrusted with bits of tinted glass moved
laterally along two steel tracks before the luminous cone of the astral lamp.
Drawn by a clockwork mechanism at one of its ends, this strip began to glide
swiftly between the lens and the disk of a powerful reflector. Suddenly on the
wide white screen within its frame of ebony flashed the life-size figure of a very
pretty and quite youthful blonde girl. . . . [who] wore a spangled costume as she
danced a popular Mexican dance.

(Villiers de I'Isle-Adam 2001: 117)

Here Villiers ties his fantasy to the pre-history of the cinema, another of the
inventions that only a few short years later would become associated with Edison’s
name, and that owed its origins in part to contemporary physiological research.
The resulting “electro-human creature” is a perfect simulacrum of the original,
lacking only one vital element. The story deepens as we learn another aspect of the
android’s creation, namely its relation to prototypical late nineteenth-century illness
narratives. If the project’s genesis is rooted in Ewald’s malaise, its completion — the
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spark needed to bring the android to life — is provided by a figure named Anny
Sowana, who is herself deeply marked by illness. The recently widowed Sowana, we
learn, suffered a debilitating nervous collapse following her own husband’s death by
suicide. Since then she has existed in a twilight state of hysteria and cataleptic trance,
while Edison treats her by means of hypnosis, which, he reminds Ewald, operates
through “various currents of nervous influence [that] are no less a fact than are
currents of electricity” (Villiers de I’Isle-Adam 2001: 209). By means of the rapport
he has established with Anny, Edison is able to transfer her vital force to the
inanimate form of the android and thereby bring it to life. Thus while Villiers’
fantasy draws freely on advanced research in physiology, electricity, and neurology,
at the novel’s end we find ourselves in a world of more occult sciences, including
animal magnetism, hypnosis, and clairvoyance.

Villiers’ novel makes clear the extent to which the sense of uncanniness emanating
from the “man-as-machine” paradigm stemmed from anxieties concerning a feared
loss or crisis of masculinity. This anxiety emerged in response to the new technological
and social arrangements of the second industrial revolution: the transformation of
work; the shift to new forms of mental labor and female employment; and the
consequent re-ordering of traditional gender roles (Sarasin 2001: 432). In Villiers’
fantasy, the anxieties bound up in the ambivalent notion of man as machine are
displaced onto the overtly uncanny figure of woman as machine, anticipating such
iconic later narratives as that of Fritz Lang’s Metropolis. Yet if Villiers and Lang
explored the dark, transgressive side of this fantasy, other contemporaries stressed
its rather more optimistic potentials. They emphasized not simply the transformation
and reduction of man into an object of scientific knowledge or workplace
regimentation but the possibility of a new kind of self-knowledge and subject-hood.
A major leitmotif of nineteenth-century hygienic discourse, as Sarasin reminds us,
was the injunction to “know thyself,” and for those who embraced this injunction,
the image of the body as thermodynamic system recast this axiom in light of the
demands of a more vigorous, yet also enlightened, age: enjoining individuals to
learn the natural limits of the body, to manage its energies rationally, and to tap into
hitherto unsuspected reserves (Sarasin 2001).

Such was the message of Pierre de Coubertin, father of the modern Olympics, who
in an article titled “Know Thyself” wrote of the myriad possibilities of self-knowledge
to be gained from studying cinematographic footage of the body engaged in athletic
feats. Coubertin placed the re-discovery of civic virtue that he associated with the
athletic competitions of antiquity in a modern context in which geopolitical realities
were understood in thermodynamic terms. He diagnosed French defeat in 1871 as a
result of German “energy,” and attributed the expansion of British Empire to a
national “vitality” that flowed from the nation’s love of sports. The revival of the
Olympics represented not least the expression of a project of restoring national vitality.

Writing 30 years after the 1896 games, and only shortly after the release of Lang’s
Metropolis had given celluloid form to Villier’s haunting figure of the female android,
Coubertin (1930) celebrated another invention of the fin de siecle — the cinemato-
graph. If the pedagogical virtues of sports events lay in their role in teaching lessons
in performance and efficiency, then nowhere could these lessons be better learned
than in cinematic study of the body in motion. Like Marey and Gilbreth before him,
Coubertin stressed the benefits of close study of the “mechanical figure” and the
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knowledge thereby gained concerning the capacities and limits (which were never
absolute) of the “physiological ensemble.” Rather than the alienation that Villiers and
Lang saw in the figure of the body-as-machine, Coubertin envisioned a recuperation
of human agency through identification with the machine. He stressed that knowl-
edge of factors such as the body’s “positive or negative coefficient,” the law of least
resistance (“that most important factor of bodily economy”), and of “the curve of his
technical defects” contained the key to an existence of “productive efficiency.”
Moreover, given what he called the “fertile instability of modern society” such knowl-
edge was an essential precondition of success in all arenas including — as he noted in
reminding his reader of the crucial role played by sports in preparation for the trials
of 1914-18 — that of war. Quite undisturbed by the darker modernist imaginings of
Villiers and Lang, Coubertin’s vision of the body-as-machine preserved the program-
matic Enlightenment dream of the perfectibility of man in all its optimistic faith.
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CHAPTER FOUR

THE MODERNITY OF
THE FIN DE SIECLE

e

Jobn Jervis

he very vagueness of the term ‘end of century’ — used by some people at the time

and many others when reflecting on it in the aftermath — is intriguing, suggesting
the possibility of a crisis in a culture positioned strongly in linear time, with ‘end’ as
both ending and also goal or climax, yet also conveying a hint of the latent,
disavowed element of repetition underlying the sense of uniqueness. Mapped on to
controversies about ‘modern civilization’ itself, this is also central to that mix of the
grandiose and the pessimistic that characterizes the fin-de-siecle ‘structure of feeling’.
After an initial exploration of these themes, we proceed to identify three cultural
motifs that lead, in turn, into a final section where we elaborate the implications of
the patterns displayed here for our understanding of the late nineteenth-century
cultural imaginary, particularly through the conjunction of the themes of artifice
and reflexivity embedded therein.

As themes and issues emerge into cultural prominence, they emerge as themes
and issues; they may have been ‘there’ for a while, even a long time, but in an impor-
tant sense it is only in this process of ‘emergence’ as visible, as shown, as talked
about, that they become ‘real’. And by the late nineteenth century, an awareness that
this is the case, a reflexive awareness, is itself emergent. This reflexive awareness is,
in turn, centrally embodied in the understanding that the culture has of itself as
‘modern’: a culture becomes ‘modern’ when it manifests a degree of understanding
of how its own processes intervene in the world, exhibiting the cultural power of the
means of classification and control. Modernity thereby reveals itself as not just con-
tingently, but inherently, reflexive, just as it thereby reveals the element of construc-
tion, of artifice, in its claims to ‘know’ its world. By the fin de siecle, this reflexive
awareness is increasingly turned inward as well, on to the self, producing an increas-
ing sense of crisis. The bounded, rational self, ‘inside’ the body, in some mysterious
fashion, yet able to govern it, in the light of rational goals, now seems increas-
ingly threatened by it, by an ‘irrationality’ that testifies to its own inscrutability
under its own self-examination, and the artifice whereby self-examination comes to
entail self-construction. What comes more clearly into view is the fantasy structure
of a supposedly cohesive self: the space of rational selfhood and its transgressive
possibilities.
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These interlinked features of fin-de-siecle culture are aspects of a ‘cultural
globalization’ that indeed marked the fin de siecle as a world phenomenon. In effect,
what we find is a globalizing mode of sense-making whereby countries and cultures
reflect on each other’s experiences, past and present, and then reflect on each other’s
reflections. Nor is this process narrowly intellectual; the reflexive dimension is
implicit in, and encouraged by, widely diffused cultural artefacts, whether postcards,
newspapers, or film, embedded in the new communication technologies. This is the
age when theorists of modernity and modern civilization, including the major thinkers
of early sociology — Tonnies, Simmel, Durkheim, Veblen, and Weber — were turning
their attention to their own world and formulating theories of its distinctiveness.

Let us now turn to the notion of ‘modern civilization’, so central to the Western
view of itself. As such, the modern project of transforming the world in the light of
rational precepts embedded in the practices of science and technology coexists with
the problematical inheritance of the Enlightenment, which comes into focus as a
relatively self-conscious continuation of that conjunction of manners and morals
that has been called the civilizing process; in effect, Enlightenment transforms
‘civilizing’ into a project, one in which the state itself is involved in programmes of
social betterment. Rationalism, Enlightenment, and the potential for imperialism
come together here. Enlightenment becomes a mission, intolerant of otherness; and
this otherness is internal as well as external, coded in essentially temporal terms, the
past still troublingly present within both self and culture.

The apparent triumphs of the Victorian apogee of this inheritance never conceal
the underlying tensions, however. The West has always had a troubled awareness that
‘civilization’ seems to be inherently plural: whether or not there can be a linear ‘civi-
lizing process’, there have certainly been ‘civilizations’, and these have always been
historically limited and specific. Each comes into being, and passes away, and the
stream of findings of explorers, archaeologists, and historians, during the nineteenth
century, intensifies this sense of transience, of rise and decline. ‘Civilization’ becomes
a gamble on history: can one’s own civilization be presented as the latest manifesta-
tion of ‘the’ civilizing process, and thereby claim some trans-historical significance,
some lasting contribution to human progress? The West, too, is ‘merely’ a civiliza-
tion, and all its pretensions to universality cannot conceal this underlying truth: it
repeats the pattern of life, decline, and death, it is doomed to perish, either because
its own specificity and particularity inevitably undermine its pretensions, or because
if there were any universal (‘Progress’) embedded here this would increasingly empty
it of its own historical moorings anyway. The cultural configuration of the fin de
siecle occurs when a crisis induced by mapping these notions of linearity and progress
on to ideas of civilization as cyclical is, in turn, superimposed on to fears about the
emptiness, the hollowness of the pretensions to civilization itself, given an awareness
of the gap between manners and morals, ideals and practices, and the diminution of
confidence in the background reassurance offered by religion.

With Oscar Wilde — a key theorist and critic of modernity — we encounter the
suggestion that life is art, not ethics; that it is manners, not morals, which keep
society civilized. Morals are both socially authoritarian and individually restrictive:
it is not that morals restrain or repress our ‘nature’, but that they inhibit creativity,
the play of possibilities that constitutes the theatricality of modern social life.
Manners should be aestheticized, not moralized. For John Sloan, The Importance of
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Being Earnest is a ‘supreme comic vision of a world irresponsibly free of guilt and
shame’, and the play’s conclusion ‘marks the defeat of moral earnestness by earnest
imagination’ (Sloan 2003: 163). One can add that aestheticizing morals is not the
same as abolishing them; rather, it implies an acceptance that they can be embedded
in the forms of everyday life, in the little gestures of civility itself.

Wilde’s position here, on the cusp of fin-de-siecle theorizing about the possibilities
and limitations of the civilizing process, reveals the fundamental tensions present
in the fin-de-siecle cultural imaginary. ‘Manners’, one might say, constitute the very
core of civilization; they are forms that shape our activities and our ‘nature’, our
presentation of ourselves, and hence possess an inherently conventional character.
This does not make them unimportant; far from it. The word ‘form” here is significant.
Wilde makes the point eloquently: ‘Form is everything. It is the secret of life. Find
expression for a sorrow, and it will become dear to you. Find expression for a joy,
and you will intensify its ecstasy.” (Wilde 1994: 1149) The way this is exhibited, with
an element of aesthetic consistency, is style. Conversely, moral codes introduce the
element of control, of repression, constructing ‘nature’ as the ‘other’ we need to
repress, and calling on absolute systems or codes of value to provide justification for
this. And the over-development of these universalizing, rationalizing systems of moral
constraint may even result in denouncing manners and style as themselves among the
evils of the modern world, irredeemably linked to the froth of mindless consumerism
and the dissipations and excesses of decadence. It is not, for Wilde, repression per se
that produces ‘evil’, but the conjunction of this with the guilt and shame that result
from internalizing these self-punitive, rationalizing moral systems. It is this that, in
the end, makes life unbearable for Dorian Gray. “To have a capacity for a passion and
not to realise it, is to make oneself incomplete and limited’, Wilde proclaims; overall,
then, ‘What is termed Sin is an essential element of progress. Without it the world
would stagnate, or grow old, or become colourless.” (1116-17, 1121).

If, for Wilde — along with Blake and Nietzsche - it is the restraint of desire, and
its accompanying features, that result in evil, for more conservative critics of
decadence and the ‘modern spirit’ it is lack of restraint that is the problem. The
civilizing process thus reveals a tension between will, desire, and passion, and how
they are manifested, shaped, and controlled. For a tradition of thinkers running
from Schopenhauer and Baudelaire, evil can be linked to unfettered will and infinite
desires, and indeed the Durkheimian concept of ‘anomie’ had, as ‘anomia’, been
used in the past to refer to sin (Mestrovic 1991: 44—45). This was, in turn, exacerbated
by the rapid social and economic change found in modernity itself. Durkheim could
claim that ‘The entire morality of progress and perfection is thus inseparable from a
certain amount of anomie’ (364), but it is made worse by the rampant individualism
of unregulated capitalism. Thus ‘Enlightenment restricts emotional life at the same
time that it expands the horizon of objects of desire’, as Mestrovic puts it (187), in
that the repression and control of the body through reason goes hand in hand with
the relativism and multiplication of goals in an age of consumerism, resulting in the
frustration of emotional life and the resulting anomie.

What we find here, then, is a conflict between two divergent models of the
civilizing process, a conflict with profound implications in fin-de-siecle thought, and
beyond. ‘Civilization’ becomes either an attempt to subjugate these natural energies,
or to shape them, develop them, in this sense mimicking their diversity through the
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very fact of culture’s own difference, as that aspect or facet of nature that goes
‘beyond’ it, diffusing and dispersing it. Civilization is either a repression machine or
a diversification machine, either a programme for improvement through a ‘self-
discipline’ that is the ascetic regime of the body, or a practice —and a celebration — of
the artifice that ‘exceeds’ nature while depending on it in its very moulding of it.
One can see how terms like dissipation, dispersion, and dissolution can be used with
widely differing implications in fin-de-siecle discourse, allowing for radically
divergent positions to be occupied in the ideological terrain of the time. If the first
model presents these in negative terms, as a collapse of social organization and
discipline with dehumanizing consequences for the individual, the second presents it
in more positive terms, as the endless diversification of cultural forms and individual
styles, along with an implicit critique of essentializing and universalizing theories of
science and ethics that try to restrain the dispersive forms of affect (sensation,
feeling) and style (form, artifice). But this has already led us into the first motif.

ENERGY AND ITS DISSIPATION

Jane Goodall suggests that the late nineteenth-century sense of a ‘crisis in modernity’
can be seen as an ‘energy crisis’ in which fears of degeneration were linked to ‘radical
misgivings about the strength and directions of the life force’ (2002: 186), and this
is worth developing. In effect, the new discourse of thermodynamics, especially an
interpretation of the second law, was superimposed on the conventional assumptions
about the ‘civilizing process’. In particular, the conjunction of ‘civilization’ and
‘entropy’ had dramatic implications, producing that characteristic fin-de-siecle
perspective on civilization as ultimately enervating, leading to exhaustion as entropic
processes drain energy away. A precarious resolution of this problem could be found
through accepting that the energy concentrated in the civilizing process necessarily
entailed an entropic cost elsewhere: as Barri Gold argues, “There must be difference
if work is to proceed, so it becomes necessary to define an outside . . . The dependence
on a differential is not only the energetic principle that drives evolution and, of
course, the steam engine, but also that which will secure global domination’ (Gold
2010: 111). This ‘outside’ could be reinforced by an ‘outside’ discovered ‘inside’, as
it were; hence, in the British context, the fin-de-siecle duplication of ‘Darkest Africa’
in the slums of ‘Darkest England’.

Looked at from this angle, modern civilization produces its precarious order at the
cost of social conflict and a mania for imperial expansion that in turn produce
individual neurosis and dis-ease, from neurasthenia to anomie. In the end, it seems
the ‘outside’ is never enough. The luxuries of civilization emerge as a dissipation of
energy, its extravagance as self-destructive: civilization itself may be degenerate, with
the products of work, the achievements of the arts and sciences, merely the symbols
and manifestations of this decline, this drive towards exhaustion, this death-drive.

Hence energy is ‘dissipated’, and this is a word that captures these several super-
imposed aspects. Dissipation refers to ‘the wasting of a substance, a form of energy,
through continuous dispersion’ (Shorter English Oxford Dictionary), a dispersion
that involves a scattering or breaking up of complex entities into homogeneous,
undifferentiated ones, but also includes the two extra implications of wastefulness
and gratification, which can readily be superimposed: over-indulgence, excess, in the
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pursuit of pleasure. In short, ideas associated with entropy are well suited to the pro-
duction of a cultural energy that drives debates and anxieties at a time when the fate
of civilization itself is coming into question. Consumerism can readily be presented
as a wasteful diffusion of products that are endlessly but trivially differentiated and
hence endlessly the same: ‘dissipation’ as pleasure and dissatisfaction, excess of
energy and its diminution, as waste. Something of this clings to the concept of
anomie: in Durkheim, this can refer variously to absence of normative regulation, to
conflict of norms, and to the unrealizable norms of limitless ambition for goals, mate-
rial, or other (‘infinite desires’). Whether too much or too little, energy that is not
expended through work for meaningful, limited goals is energy dissipated, producing
enervation, stress, and social tensions (Durkheim 1951: 246—56, 288-89).

One can readily see that an important part of this ‘energy’ is produced by internal
friction, tension between the classes, but it also seemed credible that it was precisely
the less civilized who might be more fit, physically energetic, while the civilized
middle and upper classes were increasingly afflicted with nervous debility and the
fashionable complaint of neurasthenia. A graphic illustration of the logic of this can
be found in the Eloi and the Morlocks, in the H. G. Wells fantasy of the future The
Time Machine (1895). Civilization develops out of, and against, ‘barbarism’ and the
‘primeval’, yet needs this as its energy source, just as this primeval energy can
inoculate against the neurasthenic consequences of that same civilization. When it is
condemned, the ‘unruly crowd’ becomes ‘primeval’, read as atavistic, the terrifying
threat of regression; when seen in positive terms, it is dangerous, yet energy-giving,
reinvigorating, the ‘primeval’ as the very source of energy itself, the reservoir for
replenishing it against the threat of dissipation and exhaustion. Thus we see here the
theme of a battle between the civilized and the uncivilized fought across the terrain
of both body and society, and a battle in which the adversaries seem to connive in
their very need for each other, just as we also see a battle of the rival discourses of
civilization.

Much the same logic is involved in the cultural discourse of ‘perversion’ as it
becomes entrenched in the increasingly sexualized aspects of the fin-de-siecle cultural
imaginary. Once again, linear time and progress are both affirmed and denied. On
the one hand, argues Rita Felski, ‘the ubiquity of perversion is seen to derive from
the over refined and oversophisticated nature of modern urban life, the exhausted
endpoint of a protracted civilizing process’; yet, conversely, ‘perversion is coded as a
form of regression, signalling the resurgence of instinctual and uncontrolled libidinal
forces’ (Felski 1995: 177). So if the time of repetition subverts linearity again, such
‘repetition’ can figure modernity not just through being a result of exhaustion, but
in positive terms: after all, central to all forms of ‘perversion’ was the sundering of
the link between sexuality and reproduction, its opening to the possibilities of artifice
and experiment, of novel experiences — which could, in turn, be seen as a powerful
form of dissipation, ‘the pursuit of pleasure as excess’, and as ‘a defiant celebration
of the deviant’ (95), hence a recognition that individual creativity, even a sense of
individuality itself, called on a necessary element of rule-breaking, of transgression.
Hence the ‘perversion’ inherent to individualism itself: through the element of
transgression, self-realization strives to establish its own distinctiveness, defying the
uniformity of conventional morality — in turn a theme of that most characteristic and
influential of fin-de-siecle popular cultural forms, the music hall.
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While the term ‘decadence’ itself may be used more loosely, or applied more
broadly, one can suggest that, at its core, decadence can be mapped on to this sense
of the modern lived as excess, seen as ‘dissipation’ in all its several senses, as pleasure,
ennui, exhaustion, and transgression. The decadent is always the enjoyment of
corruption and impurity, the wallowing in life as exile, as dissolution, embracing life
as old, grotesque, sick. Decadence testifies to the lateness in the modern, the modern
as over-ripe, rotten, the culmination that draws on nature experienced as the ‘other’
side of life, pointing towards death, the exploration of sickness and death as themes
in culture that effect a spiritualization of the latter. The decadent is only ever half
alive, pale and shadowy, evanescent yet intense, with a strangely spectral aspect,
hence complementing the physicality of transgressive excess with a parallel ‘spectral’
excess. But here, we are encountering the second motif listed above.

SPIRITS, THE SCIENTIFIC SPIRIT,
AND ETHEREAL TECHNOLOGY

We can observe, to begin with, that the boundaries between reality and represen-
tation, and life and death, no longer seemed so secure, particularly in the light of the
technological innovations that, beginning with the photograph earlier in the century,
were reaching a crescendo at the end, with telephone, phonograph, radio, and film
all being invented within a decade or two of each other, and all suggesting that
forms of recording and simulation could point beyond the conventional limitations
of space, time, and life itself.

But let us initially take something simpler: the display of the body. The dancer,
especially female, could become ethereal, trancelike, as if constantly on the edge of
spiritual transcendence in death. For Goodall, such dancing could be said to reveal
‘underlying tensions between the animal and the ethereal’ (194); and such a ‘quantum
leap into insubstantiality’ could be seen as ‘a sublimation of the evolutionary process
itself’ (192), suggesting the next stage in evolution as the transcendence of the
limitations of nature itself, of materiality. Here we begin to encounter the possibility
of that fertile zone of convergence and coalescence between science, spiritualism,
technology, and the civilizing process that is so characteristic of fin-de-siecle culture,
and is described here in terms of ‘dematerialization’, the realm of the ethereal, the
‘ether’ itself being a nebulous term, hovering between the material and the spiritual,
the scientific and the imaginary.

It is worth lingering with the ether. In the popular appropriation of science, ether
was ‘a transformative and connective medium rippling with undetermined energies’,
as Bruce Clarke puts it (Clarke 2001: 164) so that ‘light and electromagnetic
radiation were to be understood as waves’ in the ethereal ‘cosmic sea’ (163, and see
163-67). Clarke explains its cultural resonance: ‘the rarefaction of the ether to the
point of absolute impalpability primed it for a parallel, parascientific career as a
medium of subtle and penetrating vibrations emitted from and received by prophetic
and sensitive psyches’ (163).

However, if the faint, pale image can ‘spiritualize’ the natural, the continuity with
spiritualism reveals a converse process; thus Felski can suggest that: “The supernatural
was thereby naturalized, as references to atoms, ectoplasm, electromagnetism, and
various other forces and substances were used to substantiate the language of faith
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and revelation.” (133) And the soul itself could perhaps be seen as ‘the natural force
produced by harnessing the internal motion of matter’ (Gold 2o010: 90), perhaps as
pulsations within the ether. Whether all this can be said to naturalize the soul or
spiritualize the physical may seem to come to much the same thing, but there does
seem to be some warrant for seeing this whole arena of the ethereal as a means
whereby ‘mere’ matter can attain its own transcendence, an other-worldly quality
that remains physically based yet pushes beyond through the very imagery that gives
sense to, or makes sense of, the world of transient material and organic entities and
complexities, an ‘idealizing’ tendency within science and popular culture. It is as if
a paradoxically platonic world of images sustains the illusory shadow play of matter.

This is also the sphere of aestheticism, of Walter Pater’s presentation of the artist
as ‘evanescent shade’, whose work manifests a thread, or edge, of ‘pure white light’,
testifying to a ‘mind of taste lighted up by some spiritual ray within’, an ‘entire
transparency of nature’ that can shine through the external veneer (Pater 2010: 139,
137, 138). This is a world of ontological assumptions that the aesthete, the scientist,
and the spiritualist, can draw on in their distinctively differing ways. Rontgen’s
X-ray photos (1895), after all, hardly seemed all that different from the widely
circulated photos of ghosts. And one might observe that if culture emerges as the
purification or transcendence of nature, revealed in paleness or whiteness as the
spiritualization or idealization of the material body, then this can all too readily
suggest darkness as its most appropriate ‘other’, the black body as signifier of the
primitive and the animal.

By the end of the century, flickering images would take on a powerful new
resonance, in cinematography: the darkness of the environment would be illuminated,
partially, by the projected images. Cities, too, began to be affected by this process,
this time through electric lighting. Indeed, it is the conjunction of the innovations in
image technology, involving photo and film, along with the harnessing of electrical
energy, that constitute the material underpinnings of this consciousness of the
ethereal. The photo too, after all, mediates the real and the simulacral, reality and
representation, life and death. Sound and visual images, and the energy of their
transmission, can become mutually transformable; it is as though there is a further
law of thermodynamics, the transformation of minimal pulses of energy into images
to which the human sensorium is uniquely receptive. Electricity itself strengthened
‘the romantic illusion of biological transcendence through dematerialisation’, as
Goodall suggests; it thus produced ‘its own strange hybrids, born of the cross
between science and fantasy, illusion and technological design’ (Goodall 2002: 213,
and see 212-20). And here, we can return to dance. For Rhonda Garelick, it was the
spectacular dancer Loie Fuller who most perfectly exemplified the performance of
this fin-de-siecle spectacle: Fuller, the ‘electricity fairy’, who designed her own
performances, crucially including the stage lighting, giving her a ‘dreamy, ethereal
quality’ (1998: 102, ch. 4).

All this goes hand in hand with a subtle transformation in the place of death in the
culture. The relative diminution of religious influence had the paradoxical consequence
that death no longer seemed so clearly separated, as an ‘afterlife’. The boundary
became problematical, subject to scientific and popular speculation: the dead can
‘return’ as partially alive (ghosts, revenants, photographic images), and the alive can
be already nearly dead (decadents, neurasthenics, pale virgins dying of TB). This is
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Figure 4.1 Portrait of Loie Fuller, 1902 © Lebrecht Music & Arts

made all the more powerful in the cultural imaginary through an intriguingly parallel
spectralization of the self, originating in the eighteenth century, when the spiritual
was internalized into projections of mind, into images that could indeed seem to have
their own lives, independent of conscious control, as the raw material of a newly
empowered faculty of imagination. These came to constitute a spectral theatre of
images, of self and other. And although this theatre of imagination occurs in — or as
— ‘inner space’, these boundaries are no longer so secure, nor indeed can this ‘inner
theatre’ be manifest save in the external features of self-presentation, its manifestation
as ‘image’. Life, death, and the image come together in this strange configuration,
with images as real and unreal, both or neither, reinforcing their spectral potential.
As we move through the nineteenth century we find a greater awareness of the
productive power of mind in developing and elaborating these images, which
accompanies the innovations of the camera and photography. It is as though ‘depth’,
seen as some obscure realm where mind and body are not clearly differentiated,
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comes to be figured as the ‘darkroom’, the interior devoted to the production of
images (with the mind furnishing narratives to link them). This ‘darkroom’ comes
to be seen increasingly as an unconscious dimension of mind which — just as with the
photographic darkroom — is quite essential to the production of the resulting images,
even though exactly how this occurs is impenetrable to consciousness (just as, in
photography, the technology seems mysterious to the uninitiated). In short, the
mind becomes conscious of its unconscious (which it could not be, when spectres
were positioned as clearly external in origin, rather than being at least potentially or
partially involved in the work of mental processes), and attempts to discipline the
recalcitrant images that result from its own activities yet threaten its rational
pretensions. In doing this, what the mind ‘fixes’ in the image is both construction
and projection, as with the camera itself.

Whether with mind or photograph, then, it is the processes of construction and
reconstruction that come to the fore. It becomes apparent that the photographed
world is reproduced as much as represented, simulation preceding ‘reality’, however
‘real’ the effect might seem to be. For Wilde, we see in nature what we put there; this
is one aspect of his claim that ‘Life imitates Art far more than Art imitates Life’
(1082; see also 1078, 1086). Felski in turn suggests that ‘nature’ is no longer so
secure a foundation: in this period, ‘the authority of nature is exposed as nothing
but art, reality as mere simulation, as everyday life takes on ever more of the char-
acteristics of imaginative representation’ (99). The fact that this could also be true
of the self helped reinforce the problematic sense in which the surface had its own
‘reality’, hence could be seen neither as simple reflection of depth nor as guarantee
of it. Mind and camera become mechanisms for image production, whether produc-
ing spirit photos, spirits, or mental images. The mind is positioned as constitutive of
the self, but only in this ‘darkroom” where the obscure pulses of energy have to be
somehow harnessed and directed by an ‘agent’ that is also, in part, subject to them,
in its efforts to focus or figure them as images that can be rendered accessible to
the narratives of rationality. The self thus becomes a matter of artifice, a self that
exists only through its own ‘cultivation’, its appearances in the world — including
the world of fashion and spectacle, returning us to the civilizing process and the
experience of the modern. But by now, we are already involved in the third motif.

ART, ARTIFICE, AND THE
SELF-SHAPING OF THE MODERN

It will already be apparent that this appreciation of agency, of the work of production,
in constructing both the imagery of selthood and the photographic image, has
significant implications for the understanding of creativity in the arts. The art in art,
the artistry, is difficult to separate from its ‘artfulness’. The motivation to do so
doubtless stems from the slightly negative sense that clings to the latter, as though
art should be able to spring fully formed from the artist, hence his ‘genius’: the
dream of Romanticism, that the element of work, elaboration, revision, could
somehow sink to zero. With the fin de siecle we encounter the full realization that,
unless the artless becomes artful, it will not produce art, merely its ineffectual
promise: the doomed Romantic youth who could be said to prefigure, at one end of
a process, the decadent, for whom the artful has become all-encompassing, the fruit
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always corrupted in the picking, the realization of promise never enough, always
soiled or destroyed by the very processes of its own elaboration and fulfilment.

What can also be apparent is that there are parallels to the fate of the modern
itself. The ascetic model of disciplined work in which goals can be given a reason-
ably precise meaning, in limited, rational terms, so that needs can be specifiable,
attainable, and satisfiable, is rendered increasingly problematical by the consumer-
ism and individualism that resulted from modernity and the civilizing process. A
world where progress is defined as a combination of moral improvement and the
satisfaction of material needs is threatened by a world in which the satisfaction of
material needs becomes inseparable from their mode of presentation, endlessly
available for seductive elaboration. This is a world in which style, artifice, and
fashion increasingly redefine civilization as the mass consumption of objects and
images beyond the need, or even the possibility, of any rational or moral justification
for them beyond their own existence, their own self-sufficiency in the cycles of rep-
etition and contingent excesses of the mass culture that carries its own autonomous
tensions and pleasures within itself.

We can return here to aestheticism, to point to ways in which its programme —
and its consequences — can be seen as homologous to the project of modernity. The
aestheticist pursuit of pleasure was intended as a pursuit of the refined, purified
pleasure of aesthetic sensation, which could hence serve as an indicator of the quality
of a person’s existence, and their unique individuality; it was as though this could
represent the highest point of the civilizing process itself. Felski aptly draws the
parallel: “In this yearning for self-domination through self-discipline, aestheticism
clearly reveals its underlying similarity with the rationalist and ascetic world-view
against which it ostensibly defines itself.” (108) Oscar Wilde himself argues that
‘self-culture is the true ideal of man’ (1140). And just as the modern orientation
produced something rather different from what might have been expected, as it
were, so did aestheticism. If art purports to be separate from commodity culture,
can the art object nonetheless escape becoming a commodity? Can the aesthetics of
pleasure be separated from the pleasures of consumerism, in an age when capitalism
has developed to the point where the key features of mass production and mass
culture have already loomed clearly into view? After all, aestheticism itself became
a mass cultural fashion . . .

At this point, we can offer Garelick’s characterization of the central features of
the fin de siecle as an appropriate summary of these trends: *. . . the industrialization
of culture in the form of music halls and eventually cinema; the fascination with the
public, commercialized personality; the great rise of mass-produced goods and
entertainment; and a concomitant concern for the decay of high culture’ (5). In this
emerging culture of sensation and celebrity, art and mass culture converge as
‘artifice’. And we can return here to ‘art for art’s sake’; for if indeed art becomes its
own sufficient justification, so this is also true of mass culture, in that it satisfies the
desires that it itself generates. As suggested above, there is also a strong sense in
which this becomes true of modernity too, as ‘progress’ becomes a self-justifying
notion, rather than one that appeals for justification to some higher end that the
process purports to serve.

It will be readily apparent that all this can be situated in gendered terms; indeed,
‘gender’ is a key focus of tension at the fin de siecle. If the project of modernity can
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itself be mapped on to masculinity, emphasizing self-determination, self-discipline,
and self-mastery, linked to purposeful goal orientation, the priority of agency over
experience, and a strong, well-bounded sense of self, then it can be suggested that
masculinity as the purposeful realization of one’s ‘inner nature’ or ‘character’ in the
form of ‘personality’ nonetheless results in a style that becomes difficult to separate
from a dandyesque aesthetic, one in which the self becomes an ‘unnatural’ construct
of style and appearance, and the lines between identity and desire become blurred.
Wilde in effect theorizes this tradition of the dandy, and positions this as a distinctive,
and indeed irreducible, strand in the theoretical traditions of the modern. As Felski
points out, ‘a recurring trait of the feminized male is his transformation of everyday
life into an aesthetic project, his tireless attention to the minutiae of lifestyle as
performance.’ (96) The self becomes a work of art, a cultural performance. Ruth
Vanita points out that for aesthetes like Pater and Wilde, whatever the differences
between them, homoeroticism could be seen as ‘crucially definitive of Western
civilization’ (Vanita 1996: 166). Thus does artifice imply a certain devaluation of
(natural) procreation in favour of cultural production or creativity, which has
ramifications for the problematical positioning of gay and lesbian identities in the
culture, and the cultural politics of gendered creativity in the arts.

There is, in short, a narcissism at the heart of the modern project, existing as it
does in a deeply problematical relation to dimensions of artifice and experience that
it produces, reproduces, and disavows, as an unacceptable side of the masculinity
that it presents as its own face; and it is within the intersection of these dimensions
that a space emerges that can be defined as ‘gay’. The threat of narcissism in male
homosexuality is that it presents the temptation of the same in the cult of agency
itself, the potential for its own self-inflicted ‘corruption’, just as this temptation can
also be presented as the ultimate refinement of the masculine: homosexuality as the
apogee of modern masculinity, or its stigmatised other. In lesbianism, conversely, the
threat of narcissism is that it presents a self-sufficiency of the feminine itself, in its
alarming independence of the masculine project (yet oddly parallel to it).

Kelly Hurley points to the way the feminine itself is positioned at a point of
oscillation between opposites, hence ‘identifying women as dangerously defined by
their bodies on the one hand, and ethereal, essentially disembodied creatures on the
other’ (Hurley 1996: 10). But we can go further, for ‘the feminine’ is also available
to carry the burden of artifice when it is presented as mass culture, the world of mass
reproduction and copying, artifice as the potential for the endless — and endlessly
trivial — reproduction of culture itself, as the excess beyond the rational project, yet
an excess that is also its implication and its result. And here we find the aestheticist
appeal again, and the heart of the challenge it poses: for it seems to represent the
embodiment of refined, civilized masculinity and the purity of art that is a crucial
aspect of this refinement, just as, for its critics, it drags both down, into the corruption
of narcissism and artifice that pollutes the masculine with the feminine and art with
commodification and consumerism. If Wilde is the quintessential figure of the
fin de siecle, it is because he knowingly embraces these paradoxes and — celebrity
as well as artist — brings them into the focus of public attention, a focus that
ultimately produces his own abject humiliation and propels modern culture into the
modernism whereby it will yet again embrace its own novelty to itself and disavow
the repetition of its own varied forms of blindness.
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Thus does artifice testify to the aesthetics of a reality that exists through the style
of its presentation: it is ‘making through art’, an art of making, that is also ‘artificial’,
that dissimulates a reality it simultaneously produces, and inserts into time as
fashion, into history as the eternal return of the here and now, the death and rebirth
of the present. Artifice is central to the cultural politics of the decorative, the ‘second
nature’ that is both ‘unnatural’ and a reproduction of nature by ‘other’ means.
Spelling out the implications of all this, Dennis Denisoff argues that by the end of
the fin de siecle

actual aestheticist and decadent works had become so entangled with their
critiques, parodies and self-analyses that it was no longer useful to accuse the
art and literature of artifice and superficiality. The surface fagade had become
the main site of meaning, and this challenge to the depth model of identity
threatened to leave critics with no ethical foundation on which to build their
accusations.

(Denisoff 2007: 48)

In all these respects, it is as though artifice has become the self-parody of the civilizing
process, as well as its culmination, its essential mode of manifestation or realiza-
tion. Civilization as self-betterment becomes civilization as self-satisfaction, the
pleasures of consumerism reinforced endlessly in the very dissatisfaction that is the
inescapable other side.

THE FIN-DE-SIECLE CULTURAL IMAGINARY

We have seen that the fin de siecle manifests a growing reflexive understanding of
the way classificatory systems of knowledge become multiple, pragmatic, not so
much reflecting or representing the world as organizing it. To this extent, the struc-
ture or form of the world seems to become a matter of human convention and con-
trivance; thus, ‘scientific facts reveal their closeness to artifacts’, as Gold puts it
(258). Our knowledge of the world can never be independent of our intervention in
it. Forms proliferate, since ‘form’ itself is poised indecisively between being a prop-
erty of the object and an aspect or result, an artefact, of our systems of classification.
The forms of ‘perversion’, for example, multiply endlessly in the typologies of the
new science of sexology. Thus the forms of classification, and the formal properties
of the objects that result, are not only interrelated aspects of one process, but thereby
manifest ‘style’ just as surely as do the parallel artistic modes of engagement with
the objects that are shaped, formed, depicted, or expressed — the artist’s subject
‘matter’. Knowledge and art alike emerge as practices of shaping, forming, of trans-
and de-formation. For Wilde, argues Lawrence Danson, society is ‘a text to be
rewritten’, and nature is a cultural construction; we forget this, so ‘In quest of the
natural we spend our lives imitating an imitation’ (Danson 1997: 81). Essentialist
discourses of nature and culture miss the way these very concepts are factitious
rather than fact; they make and unmake, they ‘fabricate’, the realities they purport
to uncover. Such discourses are always projections, constructions, that ignore their
own reflexive nature, their factitious status; and hence the fin-de-siecle critique of
absolute knowledge, whether in science or ethics. And all this, of course — both
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developing out of, yet also challenging, the received certainties of orthodox science
and Victorian self-confidence — can be deeply troubling, whether this in turn results
in panic disavowal or creative engagement with the possibilities of these disturbing
forms themselves.

Furthermore, we see that this is the way nature itself works: entities are forever
made and unmade, artificial composites, endlessly in process of evolution and
dissolution; like a work of art, a work of organic nature shows the sinews of its
composition. For post-Darwinian biology, suggests Hurley, we find that ‘Matter is no
longer subordinate to form’ and ‘bodies are without integrity or stability’ (9). The
principle of ongoing metamorphosis sweeps away the apparent stability of species
boundaries. Hence such bodies are inevitably a collection of fragments and survivals
of earlier evolution, precariously defying entropy, grossly corporeal in their
metamorphic plasticity — and dramatically available for the excesses of the Gothic
imagination. For Liz Constable et al., we can see ‘this “perennial decay” of boundaries
— the insistence on at once mobilizing and undermining boundaries and differences
— as a central quality and effect of decadent writing’ (1999: 21). ‘Nature’ emerges as
the alarming potential for form, but also its subversion, as the un- or de-formed, raw
material as energy or life. Thus is nature criss-crossed by the struggle that marks our
relation 7o it as a relation i it, a relation either of abjection, at the negative pole, or
sensation, at the positive; and, either way, one that positions experience in the mode
of intensity. And the ‘survival of the fittest” emerges as merely the surface effect, the
ideological emanation, of these dimensions of the underlying cultural imaginary.

How can we grasp the endless flow, the process of change endlessly productive of
new forms that are themselves difficult to categorize, composites and complexes that
render problematical the very categories of classification? In particular, how can we
pin down the powers or forces that energize the flow, the processes of transformation
themselves? In Aristotle’s Metaphysics, terms like dynamis (capacity, potency) and
energeia (activity, work; how something functions) are not amenable to proper
definition since they refer to invisible propensities and processes of flux that can be
observed in their outcome but can only be grasped as such by example or analogy
(1048a). The very notion of ‘metaphor’, after all, includes this idea of crossing over
boundaries, or evolving between different states. Energy and metaphor connect
directly in the work of one of the founders of thermodynamics, Rudolph Clausius,
who coined the word ‘entropy’ (1865) from the Greek for ‘transformation’ as the root
of ‘trope’, hence suggesting, in Gold’s words, ‘a continuity between the metaphoric
capacity of language and that of matter itself’ (52). She concludes that “Transformation
— refiguration — characterizes both poetic and scientific ways of knowing, because its
structures inhere in the natural world that both seek to know.” (53)

For a further idea of what this might involve we can take what Des Esseintes, the
hero of the influential decadent novel by Joris-Karl Huysmans, A Rebours, tells us
about cosmetics. Perfumes, he asserts, are hardly ever drawn from the flowers whose
names they bear; the art of perfumery is necessary so that perfumes ‘deserve’ the
names they carry and that their relation to the real be more than just ‘a distant, very
vulgar analogy’ (1979: 119). Distilling the ‘essence’ would give only a poor result,
lacking truth and style; better to accept that just as the original was a complex
combination, so the scent based on it can do it more justice by recombining these
and other elements, so that it is the relation between these elements, as they impact
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the senses, that gives a more meaningful ‘analogy’, justifying the use of the name of
the plant for the perfume. Hence the artificial is ‘not merely a copy that announces
itself as copy, but a cosmetic improvement upon the original’, as Barbara Spackman
puts it, in her discussion of this example (1999: 44). Artifice — and the artifice of
language — insist on the difference that is also an addition, an alteration, a figuration
that unsettles the dualisms of nature and culture, truth and fiction. And this returns
us to Aristotle, for whom art can indeed be a ‘power of realization’, a form of
energeia, running alongside those of nature (1049a).

It is as though language becomes the reflexive mode of nature itself: nature as
matter is manifested in the materiality of language whereby nature comes to self-
awareness; yet since nature as energy is simultaneously manifested in the act of
intervention in the world whereby language achieves this, it cannot offer any summa,
any seamless unified totality. The very act of self-awareness is unable to avoid the
fracturing, the effect of the intervention of language in the world in the very act of
appropriating, stepping outside, reflecting oz the world; hence metaphor, as
figuration, is both a manifestation of the world and productive of it, in its attempts
to grasp its own flow and flux. In the context of modernity, this once again
emphasizes the fact that our experience of change can never be reducible either to
our attempts to grasp it or copy it, whether in scientific knowledge or artistic
representation, or to organize it purposefully in pursuit of our goals. If autogenesis
emerges as the true project, the goal or fantasy aspiration of modernity, its logical
end, with art as its formal principle, and technology as its material one, then
reflexivity, embedded in this self-shaping, is also productive of the dissipation or
dispersion that results.

Concentrated evidence of the tensions here is a feature of the late nineteenth-
century cultural imaginary. Metaphor, inherently trans-categorial, gives us a sense of
a world that cannot be grasped in the nets of classification: metaphor becomes both
productive and reflective of disorder, both challenging and subverting systems of
knowledge. It is at this time, argues Hurley, that it becomes increasingly apparent
that ‘the sum effect of this drive towards organization is disorder: a proliferation of
competing paradigms’ and ‘rupture of classificatory systems . . . no longer able to do
their proper work of separating anomalous from normative realities’ (26, 28); hence
the emergence of fin-de-siecle Gothic as a celebration of ‘morphic chaos’ (156). Any
‘struggle for survival’ within nature is reflected in the ‘struggle for survival’ within
the categories and systems whereby we try to ‘capture’ nature, and in the relations
between the two.

Hurley reminds us, with particular reference to Gothic, that the plastic qualities
of organic matter, its tendency towards ‘organization’ but in a way that is ever
unclear, ill-defined, render it available to be ‘molded according to a limitless number
of narrative possibilities’ (156). Thus ‘dissipation’ once again carries the potential
for weakened strength through diffusion of energy, and the promise of fecundity, of
the artifice of cultural multiplication; and just as natural selection provides diversity
of natural forms, so the modern city breeds a variety of human forms and interac-
tions, and hence narratives. ‘As one moves randomly through the city ... it
generates a strange variety of elaborate stories, but these stories lead nowhere,
“mean” nothing, produce nothing but sensational affect.” (160) These experiences
are always in excess of attempts at rational appropriation and disciplinary control.
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The consequences of modern experience and reflexive paradox converge in this
intensification of fragmentation and diffusion, whether coded as negative, as decay
and decline — ‘decadence’, to its critics — or as the material of creative imagination,
to Wilde and others.

We are in effect suggesting that the fin de siecle may be the point at which the
modern, becoming self-aware, brings about its own postmodern mode, instituting
itself as both repetition and distance — in which case, the fin de siecle is the very
incarnation of the modern, in all its mix of radicalism and exhaustion, not some
prelude to it; and some later forms of modernity and modernism might well emerge
as paradoxically conservative, stabilizing forces, blocking exploration and awareness
of the more troubling issues raised.
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CHAPTER FIVE

CHANGING CONCEPTS
AND EXPERIENCES OF
TIME AND SPACE

e

Stephen Kern

Interpreting the culture of any epoch is a formidable challenge. This essay interprets
an exceptionally dynamic period that involved a spectrum of revolutionary
cultural developments: most notably, Nietzsche’s announcement of the death of god;
Einstein’s relativity theory; Mendelian genetics; Freudian psychoanalysis; atonal
music; formal innovations in art such as cubism, abstraction, and collage; and
formal innovations in the novel such as seemingly trivial subject matter, weak plots,
stream of consciousness, unreliable narrators, and unresolved endings. A further
challenge is to relate these high cultural developments with mass culture and material
aspects of everyday life such as urbanism, imperialism, and World War I as well as
developments in technology. I interpret the fin de siecle through concepts and
experiences of time and space that were reinterpreted in high culture, reworked by
new communication and transportation technologies, and palpably manifest in
everyday life (Kern 1983, 201 1). That focus is at the foundation of human experience,
which is necessarily grounded in these dimensions. While this transformation began
in Europe and America, it had global implications.

Elements of time and space are universal, as, for example, the way all human
beings experience distances as near or far. What seems near or far varies historically
according to new technologies that mediate time and space. In this period, new
trains, automobiles, telephones, and wireless contracted the sense of distance
between Berlin and Paris. Commentators interpreted such changes in terms of the
time it took to travel or speak between those cities. Evidence that contemporaries
interpreted the period in terms of time and space—often as an “annihilation of time
and space”—suggests that these concepts provide a solid foundation for a cultural
history of period, because all human experience takes place in these dimensions, and
so any development in high culture can be analyzed in a framework based on them.
Among all those developments that I sketch, this essay emphasizes three of the most
important: (1) a new sense of simultaneity, (2) an acceleration of the pace of life, and
(3) a leveling of spatial hierarchies.
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TIME: PAST, PRESENT, AND FUTURE

The new sense of time was manifest in modes of past, present, and future and was
evinced in changes from material developments in technology and social organization
to innovations in painting and the novel. Two inventions brought the past into the
present more directly than ever before. The phonograph, invented by Thomas
Edison in 1877, could register a voice as faithfully as the camera could a form. The
two inventions made it possible to retain the historical past with unprecedented
vividness. In 1897 the English created the National Photographic Record Association,
while in 1900 phonographic museums opened in Paris and Vienna. The new cinema,
invented between 1893 and 1896, was also used to record events and even shape the
course of history, when it began to be used for propaganda during World War I.
Early silent movies drew an international clientele to theaters because understanding
language was not a divisive issue.

Psychologists and philosophers theorized ways that the past affected the present.
Some thought that memories are locked in living tissue as “organic memory, a
cumulative residue of bodily processes and voluntary experiences”. In Matter and
Memory (1896) Henri Bergson argued that the past collects in fibers of the body as
it does in the mind. He insisted that the public time of clocks is a “bastardized”
spatial time. Real time, or duration, cannot be spatialized as on a clock; it can only
be experienced immediately as it is lived, unmeasurable and indivisible. Sigmund
Freud made five claims about the past distinctive to psychoanalytic theory: that the
most distant past of childhood is the most important, that the crucial experiences
are sexual, that the most important memories are repressed and not just forgotten,
that all dreams and neuroses have their origin in childhood, and that all experiences
leave some memory trace. As Charles Darwin had earlier assumed that remnants
of the past are indelibly inscribed in organic matter and triggered in the proper
order to allow embryos to recapitulate what has evolved before, so Freud maintained
that every experience, however trivial, leaves a trace that shapes repetitions
throughout life.

The great historicist systems of the nineteenth century by Hegel, August Comte,
Karl Marx, and Darwin hypothesized how theories, social forms, and species
evolved out of their antecedents and were destined to recapitulate what had gone
before. The present was thus smothered by the past. Artists and intellectuals in the
fin de siecle were critical of this overbearing historicism. The Italian futurists were
the most vocal, but others also protested. As the historical past began to lose author-
ity as the preferred interpretive framework, the personal past began to attract a
variety of prominent formal thinkers and novelists who analyzed and dramatized it
with unprecedented care and insisted that an understanding of it was essential to a
full life. Freud insisted that access to the past was essential for mental health. Bergson
held that only a life fully open to the fluid moment of duration had access to an
essential source of freedom. For Marcel Proust in the 3500 pages of Remembrance
of Things Past (1913—27), the past surfaced in flashes of involuntary memory and
was the richest source of joy and artistic inspiration.

For these thinkers and artists the historical past was the foundation of institutions
that had lasted for centuries and limited their autonomy. They did not want to
recapitulate that past or imitate its art, and they did not want to be regulated by its
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social conventions over which they had no control. They celebrated the personal
past, because it was a richer source of vivid subject matter than the remote past of
the historical record and was a unique source of identity over which they might gain
some control. They broadened and deepened understanding of the way the past
persists in muscle tissues and memories, dreams and neuroses, history and religion.

Several new technologies transformed the experience of the present: the tele-
phone, wireless, newspaper, cinema, and large city. They shaped a historically dis-
tinctive experience of simultaneity—the sense of being in, or having access to, two
or more places at the same time. The telephone, invented in 1876, allowed people to
talk across great distances. Personal exchanges and business transactions, diplo-
matic communications and battlefield commands became instantaneous and simul-
taneous instead of protracted and sequential. In 1879 sermons went over telephone
lines in the United States. In 1893 a telephone news service in Budapest went to the
homes of 6000 subscribers. In 1894 Guglielmo Marconi invented a wireless device
to transmit and receive electromagnetic waves through space. The first wireless dis-
tress signal was sent from a ship at sea in 1899. In 1912, the sinking Titanic sent
distress calls over the wireless, which were received by dozens of ships and eventu-
ally transmitted to Canada and America, and from there to London, creating an
international communications network across the North Atlantic region even before
the ship sank. This simultaneous drama was the first time that an event was experi-
enced across such a vast stretch of the globe. Modern newspapers created their
own simultaneity. In 1904 Paul Claudel noted how newspapers offer a sense of
“the present in its totality” while an editorial in Paris-Midi of 23 February 1914
characterized headlines as “simultaneous poetry” (Bergman 1962: 23).

Cinema was a new art form that evoked simultaneous experience with quick cut
editing (“montage”). The philosopher Hugo Minsterberg noted that cinema could
take viewers from one place to another instantly and achieve the effect of being
“simultaneously here and there” (Munsterberg 1916: 14). In 1916 the Italian
futurists hailed the ability of cinema to “give the intelligence a prodigious sense of
simultaneity and omnipresence” (Flint 1970: 130). The poet Henri-Martin Barzun
celebrated the modern world as an age of crowds and democracy that only a
“simultaneous poetry” could render. He called on poets to capture city life in a way
that provided “proof of the existence of simultaneous realities” in the chant of
simultaneous voices (Barzun 1913: 24-26).

Modernists captured simultaneity as new technologies provided the means by
which the idea of simultaneity came into prominence, and the experience of it
became an everyday reality. James Joyce was especially responsive to these technolo-
gies as Ulysses (1922) references wireless two times, gramophones seven times,
telephones eight times, newspapers eighteen times, and telegraph twenty times.

The Wandering Rocks episode offers the most historically distinctive rendering of
urban spatiality of the modernist period. For it Joyce draws on a dozen innovative
techniques that include montage, collage, and stream of consciousness to capture
the multiplicity of simultaneous events taking place in Dublin. These techniques also
include repetitions of the same event that the narrative had sketched previously.
Interpolations introduce simultaneous events that occur elsewhere in the city and
have a similar function, such as Leopold Bloom buying a soft porn novel for his wife
Molly while at the same time Blazes Boylan, who will soon cuckold Bloom, buys
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Molly some fruit. Other interpolations introduce dissimilar simultaneous events.
Many people observe the same thing simultaneously as two cars of tourists view the
Bank of Ireland, itself an institution that simultaneously serves thousands of the
city’s population. Other groups hear simultaneously an ambulance speeding through
Dublin or the last lap bell of a bicycle race. The race is sequential but still suggests
simultaneity, because the riders go all around the city, as does the river Liffey. Joyce
invokes its unifying function by periodically tracking a floating handbill that Bloom
tosses into it. Simultaneity is also suggested by journeys that begin and end the
episode. While these are sequential, Joyce suggests the simultaneous interaction
of individuals making them with numerous Dubliners. Father Conmee’s journey
through Dublin by foot and tram suggests the ubiquitous role of the Church around
the city as he exchanges perfunctory greetings with various Dubliners. The Viceroy’s
cavalcade through Dublin initiates a sequence of interactions between him and
Dubliners who disrespect this symbol of British imperialism as they forget to salute,
can’t see, smile coldly, just miss, and gaze down as he passes.

These journeys unite Dublin with these various simultaneous exchanges regard-
ing the oppressive institutions of church and state that they symbolize. The modern
big city was a historically distinctive space, reconfigured by crowding and new com-
munication and transportation technologies along with structural transformations
of growing governmental and economic bureaucracies, all of which generated a
historically distinctive sense of simultaneity. The new technologies that created the
sense of simultaneity plus artistic and literary renderings of it led one historian to
interpret the period as “an age of simultaneity” (Bergman 1962: x).

New technologies also changed how people experienced the future. The new
assembly line at Henry Ford’s Highland Park factory in Detroit in 1913 transformed
the future for worker and owner. While products made individually involved the
worker in the manufacturing process, the conveyor-belt eliminated challenges and
surprises as products moved along with every step worked out beforehand. Once
uncertainty about the future was eliminated by the assembly line, it became possible
to streamline the production further by observing every stage, determining the
minimum movements necessary to complete tasks, and instructing workers to follow
them. These guidelines were the achievement of Frederick Taylor’s time and motion
studies that accelerated production by regulating workers’ movements. Fordism and
Taylorism diminished the factory worker’s control over the immediate future in pro-
duction and relegated him to an expectant mode waiting for the future to come along
the line and at the same time increasing the manufacturer’s control of the future.

The cluster of future-oriented technologies that revolutionized communication,
transportation, and production inspired science-fiction stories, futurist images, and
philosophical speculation. From the 1860s, Jules Verne’s voyages extraordinaires
popularized science fiction with projections from current science and technology,
and in the 1890s H. G. Wells became ever more imaginative with his “tales of space
and time.” The protagonist of his 1895 classic The Time Machine travels into the
distant future and discovers degeneration of living beings and the entire planet when
tidal drag has done its work and the earth has ceased to rotate. The story is a
compendium of futurist speculation that includes growing social stratification and
a leveling of sexual differentiation. Fin-de-siécle preoccupation with decadence,
summarized in Max Nordau’s Degeneration (1892), is represented by the helpless
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and self-indulgent Eloi and the physically degenerate and cannibalistic Morlocks.
Darwin’s theory is working somehow in reverse—a devolution of the species from
human beings back to giant crabs and before that to “a round thing” with tentacles
trailing behind it.

In Anticipations (1901) H. G. Wells predicted a future from present trends. As
railroads dominated the nineteenth century, the “explosive engine” will dominate
the twentieth century. There will be paved roads with “conspicuous advertisements”
beside them, and there will be traffic jams as cars replace pedestrians. By the year
2000 there will be a continuous city from Washington to Albany. Improvements in
the telephone and postal service (if he only knew) will make possible a diffusion of
talents to the suburbs. The future will alter the “method and proportions” of human
undertakings and the “grouping of character” in society. He also predicted the
future of warfare with tanks, airplanes, and machine guns that will spray “almost
continuous bullets.” At times Wells wrote as though he could smell the exploding
shells of 1914: “for eight miles on either side of the firing lines—whose fire will
probably never altogether die away while the war lasts—men will live and eat and
sleep under the immanence of unanticipated death” (Wells 1902: 184).

Futurists depicted primarily current technologies, although they theorized those
images into the future. Marinetti’s “Founding Manifesto” of 1909 set the tone.
“Why should we look back, when what we want is to break down the doors of the
Impossible? Time and Space died yesterday.” Futurists will surge into the future at
full throttle—innovative and challenging. A manifesto of 1910 elaborated their
futuristic orientation: “The triumphant progress of science makes profound changes
in humanity inevitable, changes which are hacking an abyss between those docile
slaves of past tradition and us free moderns, who are confident in the radiant splen-
dor of our future” (Apollonio 1973: 24—-25).

The pace of life itself seemed to accelerate. The most famous futurist pronounce-
ment by Marinetti celebrated speed, especially that of automobiles: “We say that the
world’s magnificence has been enriched by a new beauty; the beauty of speed. A
racing car . . . is more beautiful than the Victory of Samothrace” (Flint 1970: 41).
His statement is the centerpiece of a broad cultural response to new technologies
such as bicycles, automobiles, telephones, electric trams, electric chairs, high-speed
rotary presses, and motion pictures that accelerated life, affecting history in many
ways from cooking and entertaining to commerce and killing.

Technological innovations made possible the “bicycle boom of the 1890s” that
liberated courting couples from chaperones and made it easier for workers to get to
work. One observer speculated that the bicycle “quickened the perceptive faculties
of young people and made them more alert.” The popular French writer Paul Adam
wrote that the bicycle created a “cult of speed” for a generation that wanted “to
conquer time and space” (Baxter 1892: 449—50).

The automobile captured the imagination in the 1890s and became a major
means of transportation in the early twentieth century. Horse-drawn vehicles pre-
dominated at the start of World War I, but by the end of it automobiles had sur-
passed them. The first electric tram was in Berlin in 1879; the first in America ran
between Baltimore and Hampden in 188 5. The electrified London underground was
completed in 1890, and in the following decade there was a proliferation of electric
rails everywhere. Visitors to the 19oo World Exhibition in Paris were impressed by
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the new Otis escalator and a moving pavement. The great generating station that
opened at Niagara Falls in 1895 converted the rush of water into an even faster rush
of electric current that quickened the pace of life. While some tried to use electricity
to accelerate life, others used it accelerate death. In 1890 the New York Prison
authorities first used an “electric chair” to execute a murderer, although it proved to
be far slower than expected, as it took several jolts over eight minutes to kill the
man. The telephone accelerated business transactions and enabled Wall Street to
become a truly national, and eventually international, financial center by increasing
the speed of corporate fundraising. J. P. Morgan averted a financial panic in 1907
when, over the telephone, he extended $25 million credit to several major banks
threatened with excessive withdrawals.

New technologies also affected news reporting. The telegraph encouraged using
few and unambiguous words to avoid confusion. Adverbial phrases at the beginning
of a sentence were especially “dangerous,” because they might be confused with the
preceding sentence, and writers were advised to use the simplest syntax and minimal
punctuation. The need for speed, clarity, and simplicity shaped a new “telegraphic”
style (O’Brien 1904: 464—72). Hemingway’s simplification of language was partly a
consequence of his experience as a foreign correspondent obliged to transmit arti-
cles over the Atlantic cable. On 12 February 1887, a reporter for the Boston Globe
used a telephone for the first time to report a speech made by Graham Bell in Salem,
Massachusetts.

One name for the new medium of cinema identified its accelerating effect—
moving pictures. With creative editing action could move as fast as it did in D. W.
Griffith’s last-minute rescues. The story could change settings from local to inter-
national as rapidly as the instant between frames. News coverage accelerated in
1911 when an express train outfitted with a dark room was used to develop and
transport a film of the investiture of the Prince of Wales at Caernarfon at four
o’clock in the afternoon and have it ready to view in London at ten o’clock. These
“rushes” dazzled audiences who were fascinated by moving subjects: horses jumping
hurdles, workers exiting a factory, a train pulling into a station. Some inexperienced
viewers ducked in their seats to avoid an approaching train. Already in 1899 the
Kinescope made its way into a novel, as Frank Norris’s McTeague was “awestruck”
at an approaching cable car on the screen.

The French cubist painter Fernand Léger identified the effect of the cinema and
of technology in general on the aesthetic sensibilities of artists and the viewing
public. In 1913 he observed that life was “more fragmented and faster moving than
in previous periods” and that people sought a dynamic art to depict it. “The few
working class people who used to be seen in museums, gaping in front of a cavalry
charge by M. Detaille or a historical scene by M. J. P. Laurens, are no longer to be
seen; they are at the cinema” (Fry 1973: 121).

While many celebrated the new speed, and the futurists worshipped it, the barrage
of new speeds also brought out threatening prognoses. In 1881 George M. Beard,
who coined the psychiatric category of neurasthenia (nervous exhaustion), published
American Nervousness, which set the tone for literature on the nefarious conse-
quences of the increasing tempo of life. The telegraph, railroad, and steam power, he
complained, have increased competition and the pace of life, causing an increase in
neurasthenia, neuralgia, and nervous dyspepsia. The German cultural alarmist Max
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Nordau saw the new speed increasing crime, madness, and suicide. He did not follow
Beard in assuming that man is capable of just so many sensory impressions per time
unit. He believed that people can respond if there is time for adaptation, but the onset
of modernity came too fast. “No time was left to our fathers. Between one day and
the next, with murderous suddenness, they were obliged to change the comfortable
creeping gait of their former existence for the stormy stride of modern life, and their
heart and lungs could not bear it” (Nordau 1968: 37—62). Others welcomed the new
speed as a magnification of the possibilities of experience, of vitality. The French
psychiatrist Charles Féré argued that active and challenged minds became more resis-
tant to nervous breakdown and better able to cope with diverse stimuli precisely as
they become more complex. Mental breakdowns occur after long years of hard work
when one is suddenly idle, and the mind deteriorates more from lack of use than
from overuse, more from ignorance than from a surfeit of culture (Féré 1896:
400-13).

Some missed the slower pace of a lost past. Octave Uzanne recorded missing the
rhythmic clopping of horses along the road, their heavy breathing pulling up hills,
but he was still carried away by the “fever of speed.” In that spirit, he noted how the
automobile had broken class barriers and reduced provincialism. Magnificent
long railway lines such as the Berlin-Baghdad and the Trans-Siberian promoted
international understanding. “The citizen is a mole in his undergrounds; he is an
antelope, thunderbolt, cannon ball with his automobiles; he is an eagle, sparrow,
albatros with his airplanes.” Modern life is undergoing a “stupefying transfigura-
tion” that generates plenitude and intensity.” The torrent of new stimuli that Beard
thought pathogenic, and Nordau, too fast to assimilate, Uzanne saw as liberation
from the impoverished routines and wearisome repetition of daily life (Uzanne
1912: Vi-Vii, 304).

Despite all the mixed feelings about the value of the new speed, its reality was
beyond question, as the new speed shaped daily life and played a decisive role in the
history of the period. A prime example was the breakdown of diplomacy during
the critical period known as “The July Crisis,” from the Assassination of Archduke
Franz Ferdinand on 28 June to the official outbreak of war on 4 August 1914.
Between 23 July and 4 August there were five ultimatums with ever-shorter time
limits (48, 18, 12, 12, 5 hours), all threatening war if demands were not met.
The diplomats who drafted these ultimatums as well as those who received them
were under pressing requirements of mobilization time-tables and battle plans that
were critically dependent on telephone and wireless communication facilities as well
as railroad time-tables. Diplomats, accustomed to the calming effect of a slower
pace in their negotiations, were not properly trained to deal with the new speedy
electronic communication, more efficient transportation with railroads and auto-
mobiles, and pressures intensified in the larger population by the rapid flow of
jingoistic rhetoric in daily newspapers. They lost their bearings in the hectic rush
paced by flurries of telegrams, memos, telephone conversations, and press releases.
Hard-boiled politicians broke down and seasoned negotiators cracked under the
pressure of tense confrontations and sleepless nights, agonizing over the disastrous
consequences of their snap judgments and hasty actions. A great many factors led to
the breakdown of peace, but the sheer rush of events was itself a cause that catapulted
Europe into war.
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SPACE

The physical space of nineteenth-century physics as well as everyday life is that of
Euclidean geometry and Newtonian physics, based on two fundamental ideas—that
there is only one space and that it is empty and inert. A number of thinkers and
artists challenged the concept of only one space. Biologists explored the space per-
ceptions of different animals, while sociologists analyzed the spatial organization of
different cultures (Uexkiill 1909). Cubist artists dismantled the uniform perspectival
space that governed painting since the Renaissance and crafted objects seen from
several perspectives. Critics could not resist linking the multiple perspectives and
light sources in cubism to the growth of an increasingly democratic and pluralistic
society. Novelists suggested multiple perspectives with character narrators telling
sequential parts of a story (Joseph Conrad’s Lord Jim [1900]). Nietzsche elaborated
a philosophy of “perspectivism,” which argued that there are as many different
spaces as there are points of view, while in 1916 the Spanish philosopher José Ortega
y Gasset applied that philosophy to politics in his journal El Espectador, which held
that World War I was caused by the narrow-mindedness of nations that lacked a
broader outlook of multiple perspectives (Ortega y Gasset 1916: 10ff). Ortega’s
perspectivism lined up with pluralism and a democracy guaranteeing minority rights
and opinions against monism, monarchy, or the “revolt of the masses.” His philoso-
phy implied that the voices of many are a desirable check on the judgment of a single
individual or class.

The traditional view that space was an empty and inert void gave way to a view
of it as full and active. Art critics describe the subject of a painting as positive space
and the background and space around it as negative spaces. The term “positive
negative space” implies that conventionally negative elements have a positive, con-
stitutive function. In the fin de siécle, dynamic voids all across the arts took on such
a positive function. The inventions of electric lighting (1879), reinforced concrete
(1892), and air-conditioning (1903) liberated architects from restrictions imposed
by the requirements of illumination, load-bearing walls, and ventilation and enabled
them to think more freely in terms of creative, constitutive interior spaces rather
than conventional empty rooms. Frank Lloyd Wright characterized his Larkin Soap
Company building in Buffalo (1904) as “the original affirmative negation” that
showed “the new sense of ‘the space within’ as reality” (Kaufmann 1960: 314).
Starting in 1907 cubists gave the space between objects as much pictorial substance
as the subjects and backgrounds of their paintings. Georges Braque identified that
generative function: “The fragmentation [of objects, space, and background]
enabled me to establish the space and the movement within space, and I was unable
to introduce the object until I had created the space” (Vallier 1954: 15-16). Sculptors
crafted the space around and within pieces as part of the work, sometimes substitut-
ing empty space for crucial features such as the face as in Alexander Archipenko’s
Woman Combing Her Hair (1915). Poets made the white paper part of their poems
along with freely lined words. The framework of the poem, wrote Stéphane
Mallarmé, is present “in the space that separates the stanzas and in the white of
the paper: a significant silence, no less beautiful to compose than the lines them-
selves.” At the end of a page, he added, “the blanks unfailingly return; before, they
were gratuitous; now they are essential” (Cook 1956: 33). These constitutive spaces
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subverted and reworked the institutions of Western culture that were based on hier-
archical distinctions between valued and degraded spaces—between the sacred
spaces of religion where god is present and other profane, godless ones; between the
privileged sanctuaries of the upper classes, especially those of the hereditary aristoc-
racy, and the vulgar locales of the masses; and between the locus of sovereignty
among those who could participate in government and that of the disenfranchised
masses. These spatial rehierarchizations accelerated a broad cultural leveling that I
refer to metaphorically as the democratization of space, in that what formerly did
not count (or vote) now had a constitutive function. The American literatus
Gertrude Stein made explicit that connection between politics and space in the arts.
In contrast to traditional paintings in which the subject was more important than
the background, she argued, in Cézanne “each part is as important as the whole.”
Stein’s work adapted this formal shift in art to literature. She rejected aristocratic
hierarchy in explaining that “to me one human being is as important as another
human being”. She affirmed democratic politics in explaining how she “threw away
punctuation” to level out the importance of words in sentences and achieve “this
evenness of everybody having a vote” (Scott 1990: §02-03). Hierarchies of creative
accomplishment were to be celebrated, but those based on religious dogma, aristo-
cratic privilege, or political oppression were anathema to her. She sought to demol-
ish their authority by undoing the way conventional syntax was used to sustain
traditional hierarchies.

This rehierarchization is evident in the modernist novel where an increasingly
textured space takes on a dynamic function that resituates authorities based in
privileged locations of churches and parliaments. In the realist novel spaces are
rendered most concretely as rooms that reflect the events that take place in them.
Thus, for several pages of Bleak House (1853) Dickens inventories the many halls,
staircases, rooms, and furnishings of Bleak House that mirror the network of
confusing social, legal, and family dynamics among those whose lives are affected
by them (Chapter 6). Modernist novelists also attend to the generative function of
rooms but give more substance to space itself. Empty rooms are one subject of
Woolf’s novel Jacob’s Room (1922), as she noted in a diary entry of 15 April 1920
about her main formal intention in the novel—“that the Room will hold it together.”
Marcel Proust affirmed the power of important as well as seemingly unimportant
rooms. Marcel’s innocuous hotel room, he reports, “was full of things which did not
know me, which flung back at me the distrustful glance I cast at them.” The distances
were wrong, the objects unfamiliar. He was tormented by the strange bookcases and
shut out of the “conversation” between the clock and the curtains (Proust 1913-27:
vol 1, 717).

The most potent and menacing modernist spaces are in Kafka. In The Trial
(written in 1914, published in 1925) hallways are interminably long and confusing,
stairways are dark with excessively narrow walls and long flights, doors do not fit
right, windows do not let in light and air but allow for threatening surveillance,
walls do not divide space rationally but either open unexpectedly or constrict
movement, ceilings are too low or too high, and rooms are vacant or overcrowded.
The protagonist Josef K. is frequently lost in buildings, and in one of them he spends
eight pages searching anxiously for an exit. In the room for his first interrogation the
ceiling is so low that observers have to crouch and put cushions on their heads so as
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not to rub their scalps raw on the ceiling. The interior space of the local cathedral is
equally threatening with a vaulted roof and overall size that “seemed to border
on the limits of human endurance” (Kafka 1998: 211). The labyrinthine com-
plexity of Kafka’s spaces mirrors the labyrinthine impenetrability of the law that
confounds him.

While castles ring with vitality in historical novels, they are largely absent from
realist novels, the very definition of which tends to exclude them. When they do
appear, they are at the margins of action and in decline. In Zola’s Nana (1880), Count
Muffat has access to the court of Emperor Louis Napoléon, but that proximity only
underscores the depths of his degradation in the hands of the prostitute Nana. Against
this background, the prominence of the castle in Kafka’s novel The Castle (written in
1922, published in 1926) is historically significant for its un-castle-like role. But its
larger significance is the potent ambiguity of the space it occupies in the life of the
villagers. It dominates everything in the village but apparently nothing in particular
from a space that is the center of action but impossible to access. Even the people who
work in it or for it are not certain what it is or where it is. Its appearance shifts from
moment to moment, but unlike Monet’s Cathedral that changes perspectivally in
different seasons and light, Kafka’s castle changes ontologically in its very nature
because it is nothing specific, rather a projection of the villagers’ need for regulation
by an authority that has no legitimate ground and therefore occupies no clearly
identifiable space. It does not so much exist in space as float in it, and in that manner
generates the forms, distances, and directions of space that structure village life.

The potent inaccessibility of Kafka’s castle is emblematic of the changing func-
tion of space itself in the modernist novel. His evanescent castle dominates the vil-
lagers just as a variety of constitutive negativities rework the spaces of a spectrum of
human experiences that make up a broad cultural historical development centering
on the affirmation of positive negative space. The challenge of this generation to the
notion that the subject was more important than the background spread in ever-
widening circles, contesting traditional hierarchies in politics, society, and religion.
Following this line of reasoning, there were to be no special individuals enfranchised
by laws, no special classes ennobled by kings, and no special materials anointed by
priests. Henceforth, valued spaces would be determined by creative human endeav-
ors, not by traditional institutions or sacred texts. In identifying the constitutive
function of space itself, modernists opened the entire range of values and institu-
tions associated with a hierarchically structured world for creative revision, one that
artists were exceptionally well trained and highly motivated to undertake.

New technologies and techniques also transformed the sense of distance to span
a global reach. The keynote literary work that announced the beginning of a global
consciousness was Jules Verne’s Around the World in Eighty Days (1873), a com-
pendium of global travel that was actually taking place by means of new transporta-
tion technologies, especially improved railroad travel and steamships coordinated
by the telegraph. That story underscored the need for a rational system of times
around the entire world. Around 1870, if a traveler from Washington to San
Francisco set his watch in every town he passed through, he would set it over two
hundred times. The railroads attempted to deal with this problem by using a sepa-
rate time for each region. However, in 1870 there were still about 8o different rail-
road times in the United States alone (Howse 1980: 121). The foundation for a
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global communication and transportation network began with the establishment of
World Standard Time. It was set up in principle in 1884 when representatives
of twenty-five countries convened at the Prime Meridian Conference in Washington
and proposed to establish Greenwich as the zero Meridian, divide the earth into
twenty-four time zones one hour apart, and fix a precise beginning of the universal
day. It took almost thirty years for those nations to fully implement the project.
Finally, on 1 July 1913, the Eiffel Tower sent a time signal that was transmitted
instantaneously around the world, making it possible, for the first time in history, to
know precisely what time it was anywhere in the world.

The fame of Verne’s novel made eighty days the time to beat. The first to do it was
the American journalist Nellie Bly, who in 188990 took seventy-two days. George
Train got it down to sixty days in 1892. With scheduling facilitated by the
introduction of World Standard Time and the inventions of the telephone and the
wireless, the time got shorter. Verne’s novel projected a new sense of world unity
that became ever sharper in the decades that followed as the railroad, telephone,
automobile, and cinema revolutionized terrestrial distances, while the building of
steel-frame skyscrapers that began in 1885 and the invention of the airplane in 1903
revolutionized the up—down axis.

As noted earlier, the telephone, invented in 1876, was a distinctively fin-de-siecle
technology that greatly expanded the range, mobility, and contact points between
which messages could be sent, drawing ultimately billions of people into an instan-
taneous communications network. By 1914 the United States had approximately
10 million telephones that made roughly 19 billion calls a year. Otto von Bismarck
was the first leader to grasp the telephone’s political potential to unify the disparate
German nation. In 1877 he ran a line 230 miles between Berlin and his farm at
Varzin. By 1885 there were thirty-three cities linked with Berlin. The first inter-
national line was between Paris and Brussels in 1887, and overseas telephony began
in Europe in 1891 with the laying of the first underwater telephone cable between
England and France.

The “annihilation of distance” noted by many observers was not a science-fiction
fantasy but the actual experience of masses who quickly used telephones to schedule
trains and steamships, raise money, sell wheat, make political speeches, signal
storms, prevent log jams, report fires, or just talk across ever-increasing distances. In
1896 the new wireless made it possible to send code over airwaves to many places
simultaneously, including ships at sea, completing the world-wide communications
network. Then, for the first time, it was possible to know precisely what time it was
at any point on the globe.

While some saw telephones as compressing space, others saw its expansive
potential, as one contemporary noted: “The telephone changes the structure of the
brain. Men live in wider distances, and think in larger figures, and become eligible
for nobler and wider motives” (Lee 1913: 65). Thus, telephones had a dual
impact. They could disperse businesses from single-trade neighborhoods or con-
centrate it. They permitted people to buy and sell from afar without leaving their
offices and at the same time expanded their territory and forced them to reach out
ever farther. They brought people into close contact but obliged them also to “live
in wider distances” while also creating a palpable emptiness across which voices
seemed disembodied and remote.
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Railroads, steamships, and electronic communication made possible the
imperialism of the last third of the nineteenth century. The English and French who
first staked out empires and the Germans and Americans who came later shared the
same assumptions, values, and fears—that the new technology had greatly facilitated
the exploration and seizure of vast empires, that the command of territorial space
was essential to national greatness, that such command was morally defensible, and
that the imperialist scramble would eventually lead to war, especially after all the
“virgin land” had been taken. Internationalism and imperialism coiled around the
staff of the new technology and around one another like the snakes of a caduceus.

This world-wide transformation was the focus of new geopolitical theorizing,
such as that of Sir Halford Mackinder in a famous essay of 1904. With the closing
of the frontiers, the development of world-wide electronic communication, and the
extension of railroad networks, it had become necessary to view the world as a
single organism that would respond as a whole to power shifts anywhere on the
globe. “For the first time we can perceive something of the real proportion of
features and events on the stage of the whole world, and may seek a formula
which shall express certain aspects ... of geographical causation in universal
history.” For the first time there was also a potential for an “empire of the world”
dominated by whoever controlled the pivotal “heartland” area of Euro-Asia
(Mackinder 1904: 422, 436).

Critics reacted to the conquest of distance and the acceleration of experience with
wild enthusiasm and mournful jeremiads. Globalism could lead to understanding
and fruitful exchanges as with the impact of primitivism on modern art (e. g., the
African masks in Picasso’s Les demoiselles d’Avignon [1907]), or to misunderstanding
and conflict, as with nationalist chauvinism leading to war. Already in 1891 the
editor of Revue scientifique wrote that “to say that there are no longer distances is
to utter a banal truth.” In 1901 H. G. Wells noted that “the world grows smaller
and smaller, the telegraph and telephone go everywhere, wireless telegraphy opens
wider and wider possibilities to the imagination.” Technology demolishes
“obsolescent particularisms” such as national boundaries and will someday create a
“world-state at peace with itself.” That same year the Russian internationalist J.
Novicow speculated that electronic communication made possible a vital unity of
nations and that the expansion of mental horizons would lead to a Federation of
Europe. The International Association of Seismology was formed in 1903 to study
earthquake activity, and in 1904 an International Committee for the Map of the
World was founded. An enormous number of such organizations were created after
the turn of the century—119 from 1900 to 1909, and an additional 112 in the
s-year period prior to the war. Hopes for international cooperation ran high when
forty-five nations sent representatives to the second International Conference at The
Hague in 1907. Although their four months of meetings failed to make substantial
progress in the major areas of discussion—disarmament, arbitration, and laws of
war—it was, like the outbreak of war in 1914, a collective failure on a global scale.

Among these many changes in time and space three were most significant and can
be suggested by symbolic objects: simultaneity by telephone wires, speed by a
sculpture, and positive negative space by a building.

The new sense of simultaneity was symbolized by the miles of telephone wire that
criss-crossed the Western world and eventually went global. They carried signals for
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Figure 5.1 Unique Forms of Continuity in Space (1913) by
Umberto Boccioni © Mattioli Collection, Milan, Italy/The
Bridgeman Art Library

World Standard Time and the first public “broadcasts”; revolutionized courting,
farming, newspaper reporting, business transactions, and crime detection; acceler-
ated the pace of life and multiplied contact points for varieties of lived space; leveled
hierarchical social structures; facilitated the expansion of the suburbs and upward
thrust of skyscrapers; complicated the conduct of diplomacy as leaders of the
Western world struggled unsuccessfully to keep the peace in 1914.

The acceleration of life can be symbolized by Umberto Boccioni’s futurist master-
piece Unique Forms of Continuity in Space (1913), a mixture of man, energy, and
machine. It fulfilled the futurist goal to create a new beauty of speed. The head is a
montage of skull, helmet, and machine parts with a sword hilt for a face. The
forward thrust of the figure is balanced by calves that are shaped like exhaust flames,
suggesting propulsive energy and speed of movement. Its thigh muscles are con-
toured for strength and aerodynamic efficiency. The torso is armless, but the shoul-
ders fan out like budding wings, suggesting another source of continuous movement.
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The chest is shaped to withstand air pressure and must have been the inspiration for
Marinetti’s 1915 vision of the superhuman man of the future, who will be “built to
withstand an omnipresent speed . .. he will be endowed with unexpected organs
adapted to the exigencies of continuous shocks ... [There will be] a prow-like
development of the projections of the breastbone which will increase in size as the
future man becomes a better flyer” (Martin 1968: 172). The body has the pliability
of a wing and the hardness of steel; it is driven by muscle, machinery, and fire. With
this sculpture the culture of speed made a significant and eloquent statement.

The affirmation of positive negative space is embodied in the architecture of
Frank Lloyd Wright and forcefully expressed in claims he made about its historical
significance. As he boasted, his Larkin Soap Company building in Buffalo (1904)
was “the original affirmative negation” that showed “the new sense of the space
within as reality.” Its interior spaces were carefully designed to conform to human
needs and were to be the rationale for the entire structure. Space was also the basic
element in his design for Unity Temple in Oak Park, Illinois (1906), which had a
simple cubical interior that was visible on the outside of the building, constructed
with simple blocks of cement and an unadorned concrete roof.

His initial conception, he claimed, was “to keep a noble ROOM in mind, and let
the room shape the whole edifice.” Although this account used traditional
terminology that conceived of space in terms of rooms, the sense of it was modern,
as Wright went on to maintain with his conception of the positive function of space:
“The first conscious expression of which I know in modern architecture of the new

Figure 5.2 Unity Temple, Oak Park, Illinois, designed by Frank Lloyd Wright
© Nikhilesh Haval
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reality—the ‘space within to be lived in>—was Unity Temple in Oak Park. True
harmony and economic elements of beauty were planned and belong to this new
sense of space-within . . . In every part of the building freedom is active. Space [is]
the basic element in architectural design” (Kaufmann 1960: 314, 76, 313). Wright’s
claim is of course overstated. Churches, for example, were very much the conscious
expression of a meaningful space. But Wright’s boasting about his originality
nevertheless enlists a new architectural rhetoric and sense of the active, positive role
of empty space. His achievement was part of a spectrum of developments that
leveled hierarchies all across the cultural historical record from class and politics to
art and religion. The key word in his historical claim is freedom, an active freedom,
symbolized by empty space.

New ideas about time and space and the new concrete experiences that those
ideas engendered define the metaphysical foundation and material substructure for
the fin-de-siecle period.
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CHAPTER SIX

FRANCE

e ——

Mark S. Micale

Paris was the world capital of the fin de siecle. The very term “fin de siecle” is of
course French, as are the key words “Art Nouveau,” “avant-garde,” “beau
monde,” “belle époque,” “boulevard,” “cabaret,” “café,” “facade,” “flaneur,”
“parvenu,” “promenade,” and “vaudeville.” Paris is where the fin de siecle achieved
its purest, most paradigmatic forms, radiating outward to other parts of France,
across Europe, and worldwide. The movement’s principal precursors were French.
Time and again, The Fin-de-Siecle World documents that there were many varieties
of fin-de-siecle experience; to a significant degree, these varieties were versions of a
proto-Parisian phenomenon.

In its broadest chronological parameters, the world of the French fin de siecle
runs from 4 September 1870, when the French Third Republic was declared after
the abdication of Emperor Napoleon III, until the late summer of 1914, when the
beginning of the First World War brought the so-called long nineteenth century to
an abrupt, bloody close. We now have exactly a hundred-year perspective on the
end of the period, and from this vantage point it is possible to discern at least three
major strands of fin-de-siécle civilization that formed in the French capital during
this remarkably rich and eventful half-century.

FUN AND FESTIVITY AT THE FIN DE SIECLE

When, early in the autumn of 1870, the French people embarked upon their third
historic experiment with republican democracy, Paris had just undergone a radical
makeover. Louis Napoléon — or as he had been known since the successful coup-
d’état of December 1851, Napoleon III — had undertaken a massive modernization
of the capital city. Under the direction of Baron Georges-Eugéne Haussmann, the
powerful Prefect of the Department of the Seine, Paris throughout the 1850s
and 1860s was one massive construction site both above and below ground, and
especially on the northern or Right Bank of the Seine River. By the end of the Second
Empire in 1870, the French capital boasted broad boulevards, punctuated by formal
parks and squares, with long impressive vistas, lined by trees with wrought iron
grills and elegant street lamps, and bordered by beautiful residential buildings with
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ornamental doors and balconies. This congested accretion of stone, iron, and
masonry soon earned a reputation as the most beautiful city in the world.

But just as “Haussmannization” was nearing completion, a seismic shift in the
nation’s government brought a great historical irony: the stunning new city would
serve not to glorify the emperor’s imperial greatness, as it was intended to do, but as
the stage for a new French Republic and the expanding democratic, especially
middle-class, masses that underpinned it. What “the new Paris” offered above all
was places and spaces for leisure and entertainment. Paris was imagined as a
playground, a vast and extravagant stage for every old and new form of fashionable
fun and stylish festivity. The modern metropolis gave birth to a new type of city
dweller. The flineur, a sort of fin-de-siecle hero, was a professional spectator who
strolled the streets and neighborhoods in chic attire while observing and absorbing
the sights and sensations that the urban kaleidoscope had to offer. The male dandy
sported a cane and black top hat and coat with groomed facial hair; the flaneuse was
decked out in parasol, corset, and dress hat (see Figure 6.1).

The visual landscape of Paris at the fin de siecle was nothing if not colorful. As
Hazel Hahn reminds us elsewhere in this volume, this was an age of frantic con-
sumption: shopping at boutiques, arcades, and department stores became a favorite
pastime, and modern advertising was making its debut in the myriad magazines,
journals, and newspapers demanded by the growing mass reading public. Overstuffed
with goods and attracting throngs of shoppers, the new grands magasins became
temples of consumption, equated to the cathedrals of the past.

One of the most distinctive elements of this new consumerist universe was the
poster. The modern poster as we know it today dates back to about 1870, when the
printing industry perfected color lithography and made possible the mass production
of more colorful, eye-catching posters. In large format and visually striking, French
fin-de-siecle posters hung outdoors on walls and kiosks as well as indoors where
they would attract the attention of passers-by, enticing them to attend a particular
event or encouraging them to purchase a particular service or product. By 1890,
posters were recognized as an art form. A number of noted French artists created
poster art, foremost among them Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec, Jules Chéret, and
Pierre Bonnard. Posters transformed the newly broadened thoroughfares of Paris
into “the art galleries of the street.”

What the pub is to London, the coffeehouse to Vienna, and the beer hall to Berlin,
the café is to Paris. With less government surveillance during the democratic republic
than under Napoleon’s Empire, café culture in the French capital flourished during
the last two decades of the 1800s. By 1895, Paris counted between 3 5,000 and 40,000
cafés, depending on the description and definition of the establishments. Cafés are the
single most common setting for French Impressionist paintings depicting cities. These
socialization sites usually attracted a loyal clientele based on location, occupation,
politics, type of beverages served, and entertainment staged. Most cafés had views
onto the street and the passing social scene; large elite cafés, like the Café Flore,
offered sidewalk seating several rows deep. By the turn of the century, many modern
French cafés came equipped with zinc or marble counters, newspaper racks, dance
floors, pool tables, electrical lighting, live music, flush toilets, and a telephone.

Evidently included among the expanded rights for citizens of the early Third
Republic was the right to self-intoxication. The amount of drinking per capita rose
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Figure 6.1  On the Boulevard Montmartre by Jean Beraud (1880) © Musée de la Ville de
Paris, Musée Carnavalet, Paris, France/Giraudon/The Bridgeman Art Library

quantifiably during this period, and the French, it was claimed with some documen-
tation, drank more per person than anyone else in Europe. Wine, of course, is the
French beverage par excellence, but beginning in the 1880s a severe epidemic of the
fungal disease phylloxera wiped out much of the national wine crop. In its place,
French men and women turned to mixed distilled drinks and to liqueurs or rich,
sweet-flavored alcohol, many of them with French brand names. Absinthe is espe-
cially associated with belle-époque café culture. Served typically in a cone-shaped
glass with a shot (or two) of syrupy absinthe in the bottom, the liquid magically
changes color to an emerald green when a carafe of water is poured through a
slotted spoon and lump of sugar placed across the top of the glass. The absinthe
itself, distilled from the coarse wormwood bush, was three-fourths alcohol! An
aggressive advertising campaign marketed the beverage as socially glamorous, cre-
atively inspiring, and erotically empowering. In poster prints, absinthe was often
incarnated as a female seductress clad in green clothes. The late afternoon got
dubbed “the green hour.”

Cabarets, café-concerts, and café-chantants were other “pleasures of the belle
époque.” These establishments consisted of cafés, nightclubs, or restaurants with an
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elevated stage, featuring music, comedy, song, dance, and drama, usually performed
informally and allowing ample opportunities for audiences to interact boisterously
with performers. The Moulin Rouge in the red-light district of Pigalle, Au Lapin
Agile in Montmartre, the Folies Bergere near the opera house, and Le Lido on the
Champs-Elysées became internationally renowned cabarets featured in the tourist
literature of the day — and in the films of our own time.

More traditional, higher-brow types of cultural entertainment also flourished
during the fin de siecle. In his classic account of the age, Eugen Weber states that half
a million men and women weekly attended some sort of dramatic performance in
Paris during these years. Sarah Bernhardt (the stage name of Rosine Bernard)
reached the height of her fame in the 1890s. Bernhardt’s signature qualities were her
boundless energy and impassioned style of acting. Her many amorous relationships
were gossiped about by tout Paris. During a half-century career, she performed
leading roles in over 70 plays, mostly classics of French theater. By the turn of the
century, the historian Mary Lou Roberts has reminded us, “the Divine Sarah” was
the most acclaimed female artist in all of Europe.

Opera and ballet were regarded as the most refined cultural pastimes of the day
— and the most expensive to attend. Part of the attraction was the world-famous
venue. In January 1875, the new Opera House was inaugurated. Designed by
Charles Garnier and built on the orders of Napoleon III, the construction work
lasted fifteen years, from 1860 to 1875. The colossal building stands at the end of
the newly cut Boulevard de ’Opéra and seats nearly 2,000 spectators. Its foyer is
richly decorated with gilt detail, the grand double stairways are masterpieces in
marble, and the chandeliers of the main auditorium rival anything seen at the Palace
of Versailles (see Figure 6.2). Grand, gorgeous, and gaudy, the new Opera House
symbolizes one side of the age. For theatre-goers who found high opera beyond their
financial reach, more accessible and affordable versions of theatrical entertainment
were available: operettas, comic operas, one-act studio plays, musical plays, musical
comedies, and burlesque plays abounded. Although vaudeville reached its greatest
popularity in America, in Paris the genre combined a series of short, separate acts
into a single evening’s performance, often including singers, instrumentalists,
dancers, comedians, magicians, acrobats, impersonators, and one-act plays.

Part of the atmosphere of “fin-de-siecle aesthetic spectatorship,” as Martin Jay
has called it, involved new, more outré forms of entertainment, too: the Musée
Grévin, or Paris waxworks, opened in 1882 along the grands boulevards and fea-
tured wax dioramas of celebrated personalities, historical scenes, and sensationalis-
tic crimes in the nation’s history — a kind of cross between today’s Madame Tussauds
and the tabloid newspapers. Magic shows, light and shadow demonstrations, magic
lantern slide displays, and horror shows were also popular attractions, sometimes
drawing a surprisingly respectable clientele. The Grand Guignol was a particular
Parisian oddity: opening in 1897 on the edge of Montmartre, the Théitre du Grand
Guignol specialized in gory scenes and short plays performed in an amoral, natural-
istic style and using life-like (and often death-like) special effects. Early in the twen-
tieth century, these marginal, macabre forms of theater served an unexpected
cultural function: for the world of early French filmmaking, they provided a com-
munity of actors, technicians, and directors who first learned their stagecraft in
these popular theatrical environments and then transferred this knowledge to the
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Figure 6.2 The grand staircase of the Opéra-Garnier,
1860—75 © Giraudon/The Bridgeman Art Library

new art of moving-picture production. Best-known today in this mold was Georges
Mélies, the great French film innovator, who began his career in the 1890s as an
illusionist and director of a small theater where he produced magic shows using
trick photography, fantastic lighting effects, and mechanical papier-maché props.
The social and cultural life of Paris as well as the city’s magnetic international
appeal are also closely connected to another characteristic event of the fin de siecle:
the great expositions. These occurred at eleven-year intervals, in 1867, 1878, 1889,
and 1900, each one grander than its predecessors. These gigantic fairs consisted of
hundreds of exhibitions that were intended to display for all the world to see the
current state of material progress and the central role that the host country played
in that story. An extraordinary mix of people from all parts of the globe gathered to
view these vast inventories of contemporary civilization — oftentimes to glimpse the
latest technological inventions and the future they portended. Also featured each
decade at these big expositions were “colonial pavilions” displaying (in ways that
seem deeply patronizing today) the garb, artefacts, and even entire reconstructed
villages of France’s African colonies. Gustave Eiffel’s newly completed 1,000-foot
tower served as the entrance gate to the 1889 exposition, held on the Champs de
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Mars on the Left Bank near the Seine River (see Figure 6.3). Intensely controversial
while it was being built, Eiffel’s vertiginous “symphony in iron” was embraced by
the people after completion, rather quickly becoming (and remaining) the most
famous building in France.

The exposition that year marked the centennial of the 1789 revolution of which the
Third Republic, then nearly twenty years old and continuing to solidify, was the direct
heir. Eiffel’s Tower, as it was originally called, was a perfect symbol for the times: it
was the tallest building in the world; it was constructed industrially out of man-made
iron (rather than stone or wood); its creator was a hybrid engineer-architect; and a
meteorological station flying the republican tri-colored flag capped the vertical
structure. Unlike a cathedral, or palace, or tomb, it served no practical purpose except
to demonstrate the sheer technical capacity of modern capitalist industry. It was in
effect a monument to the burgeoning, secular, science-based Republic and a marvel of
mass tourism that long outlasted the event it was constructed for.

Figure 6.3 Bird’s-eye view of the Eiffel Tower at the time of the
opening of the Paris Exposition of 1889 © Universal History
Archive/UIG/The Bridgeman Art Library
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As these expositions revealed, science and technology were fundamental to the
French fin de siecle, without a doubt the greatest sources of innovation. In 1910,
the poet and cultural critic Charles Péguy observed that “civilization has changed
more in the past 30 years than it has since the time of Christ.” Transformative
fin-de-siecle technologies included electric lights, street trams, the wireless telegraph,
land-line telephones, house plumbing, building elevators, and four-wheeled motor
vehicles. By the later decades of the nineteenth century, a national network of train
lines allowed ever more French men and women from the suburbs and countryside
to travel cheaply to Paris for the day (and, centrifugally, for Parisians to vacation at
the Atlantic seaside). Trains also reliably supplied a greater volume of food to
nourish a ballooning urban populace. The 1900 Paris exposition showcased the
opening of the first underground subway line — the so-called metropolitan or métro.
Experiments with flight were underway from the 1890s, and on 25 July 1909, Louis
Blériot became the first person to successfully pilot across the English Channel, from
Calais to Dover, in a “monoplane.” By and large, these technological innovations
involved communication and transportation; cumulatively, they changed how many
French city-dwellers experienced their daily lives, which now seemed busier and
faster-paced than before, more exciting but also more stressful.

Perhaps most strikingly, new technologies of vision spawned entirely new mass
cultural practices. In addition to posters and the burgeoning popular press, the
stereoscope amused and informed millions. Largely forgotten today, the stereo-
scope was a device for viewing simultaneously left-eye and right-eye views of the
same scene as a single three-dimensional image with the illusion of depth. From the
1860s on, a variety of camera contraptions had been marketed, and many families
maintained collections, or entire libraries, of the signature stereoscopic cards,
especially scenes of exotic, faraway places. Most consequentially, it was on 28
December 1895 that the brothers Louis and Auguste Lumiéere, the owners of a
Lyon-based photographic firm, for the first time ran a celluloid film with segmented
images through a hand-cranked light projector in the basement of a studio building
on the Boulevard des Capucines as a small public audience looked on in astonish-
ment. From 1897 onward, cinematheques, many of them set up in old theaters,
offered the newest form of technology-based entertainment to enraptured, rapidly
growing crowds.

Powering most of these new machines was the great energy force of the day,
electricity. Electricity made possible trams, car motors, elevators, escalators,
telegraph machines, and telephones. It lit up outdoor spaces across the city, including
newly designed streets, parks, and squares. Altering daily rhythms, it allowed the
very idea of “night life” to emerge. Replacing oil or gas lamps with safer electrical
lights allowed the world of cafés, restaurants, bistros, brasseries, and dance halls
to flourish for hours after sunset. The Impressionists painted scores of illumi-
nated cafés at night, and nearly all the famous stage acts of the day employed
electricity. The city’s monuments and landmarks were now lit up for the first time
for viewing after hours, and tourists came by the millions. And for sheer visual
dazzle, what could surpass the eye-popping spectacle of “Eiffel’s Tower” illuminated
by high-intensity beacon lights? When, around the end of the century, Paris began
to take on the moniker “ville lumiére — the city of lights,” this was a quite literal
description.
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THE MAJOR CULTURAL REVOLUTIONS

Since, upon first inspection, the themes of fun and festivity are so visible, it is easy
to judge the entire fin-de-siecle age in France as superficial — a mecca for dilettantish
tourists and frivolous sensualists. But this would be a serious misappraisal. Beneath
the protracted party atmosphere, fin-de-siecle Paris was also the site of multiple
revolutions in the arts, thought, and science. As scholars have long noted, one looks
in vain during this period for a political or military figure akin to Napoleon
Bonaparte, De Gaulle, Lafayette, Talleyrand, or Louis XIV. But the cultural glories
of France during this half-century are quite astonishing and rank it among the very
greatest periods in European cultural and intellectual history. The sheer number of
cultural fields that underwent creative transformation during the years 1870-1914
is remarkable, as are the horizontal cultural interconnections among developments
in the arts, sciences, and philosophy.

If the British fin de siecle was principally literary/poetic, and the Austrian and
German fins de siécles were heavily philosophical and psychological, French fin-de-
siecle culture was first and foremost visual/aesthetic. Impressionism created a
genuine revolution in the artistic perception and representation of the external
world, and art historians generally date the onset of aesthetic modernism to the
movement. Beginning in the later 1860s, this group of Young Turk painters, working
predominantly in Paris, pursued a fundamentally new epistemology of painting:
their goal would no longer be to depict a landscape, still life, or human figure with
maximum realism but rather to capture on the canvas a fleeting impression of a
scene as perceived by the individual artist/viewer. The classic Impressionist style
deployed a pastel palette with small dabs or short strokes of bright, unmixed paint
applied quickly, and usually out of doors, creating a rough surface that became visu-
ally coherent only when viewed at a distance. Quick, plein air painting using this
“broken brush technique” replaced the centuries-old practice of applying long brush
strokes of paint with great care in a studio in order to produce a smooth, shellacked
surface. Furthermore, whereas conventional “academic painting” had privileged
portraits of wealthy elites, historical epics, and classical mythology that often con-
veyed idealized, moral messages, the self-styled Impressionists were “painters of
modern life”: their favored subjects were the everyday contemporary world, espe-
cially the modern metropolis and its characteristic actors and activities.

Between 1874 and 1886, the first Impressionist painters — Edouard Manet,
Gustave Caillebotte, Claude Monet, Camille Pissarro, Berthe Morisot, Alfred Sisley,
Mary Cassatt, Jean Renoir, and Edgar Degas, among others — presented their
artwork in eight independent exhibitions open to the public. These events were
separate from the yearly Salon show sponsored by the French government that
displayed “official” styles of art. By the mid-188o0s, the movement had reached an
expressive peak as more and more artists explored the impressionist project in
greater depth, eventually spreading beyond France into a world movement. Included
in its ranks were several important “women Impressionists.”

Not surprisingly, the public and critics misunderstood the new style of painting
and during the 1870s and 1880s attacked the Impressionists. But this critical
reception, it turned out, gave rise to yet another feature of the fin-de-siécle world:
the avant-garde. Originally a French military term, the avant-garde emerged during
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the last three decades of the nineteenth century as an ever-changing community of
artists who fashioned themselves as the creative vanguard but whose work was so
radical, so provocative, and so unprecedented that it evoked anger, derision, and
incomprehension from the cultural establishment. In some cases, self-consciously
avant-garde artists actually sought to shock audiences — “the lure of heresy,” Peter
Gay has called it — in affirmation of their cutting edge status. Over time, art that was
originally avant-garde gained acceptance and became part of the cultural canon.
This was the case for French Impressionism by around 19oo. Up until the mid-
twentieth century, Paris remained the epicenter of the world avant-garde, and
although numerous individual artists in this mold predated the Third Republic,
Impressionism was the first avant-garde movement.

Perhaps the most remarkable features of the French artistic revolution of the fin de
siecle are its duration and variation. The period from the mid-188os to 1914 and
beyond witnessed a phenomenal succession of artistic “isms”: neo-Impressionism
(Seurat, Signac), post-Impressionism (Van Gogh, Gauguin, Cézanne), Symbolism
(Moreau, Redon), Fauvism (Matisse, Derain, Vlaminck), and Cubism (Picasso,
Braque, Delaunay) all developed in pre-war Paris. Furthermore, many non-French
artists who embraced the avant-garde relocated to Paris during these years in order to
pursue their careers — among them, Vincent Van Gogh from the Netherlands, Edvard
Munch from Norway, Amedeo Modigliani and Gino Severini from Italy, and Pablo
Picasso and Juan Gris from Spain. Entire foreign movements, like Italian Futurism,
were headquartered for years in France. Long into the twentieth century, the French
capital was the magnet for artistic émigrés.

The fin de siecle was a golden age of French sculpture, too; here, however, the
greatest achievements were accomplished by a single artist rather than a school or
movement. “The Age of Rodin” is as good a name as any for this period. Auguste
Rodin’s artistic career parallels the fin de siecle, running from the mid-187os until
his death in 1917. Unlike the Impressionist painters, Rodin did not set out deliber-
ately to overturn traditional sculptural aesthetics. Although his work was contro-
versial, he received many commissions from the French state, and by the turn of the
century he had achieved worldwide success. Rodin’s mature style is rough, unideal-
ized, and naturalistic, at times brutally so. This approach contrasts dramatically
with the cool, polished style of neo-classical art previously so prominent in nine-
teenth-century Europe. Sculpting in bronze and marble, Rodin restored and mod-
ernized the tradition of the heroicized human body, often nude, that is associated
with ancient Greek art and the work of Michelangelo. His vast lifework includes
portraits of prominent recent and contemporary figures, historical/mythological
topics, existential themes, erotic motifs, and religious subjects (see Figure 6.4).

Design was yet another realm of high creativity during the decades on either
side of 1900. Short-lived but exquisite, the Art Nouveau movement peaked in
Paris and Brussels around the turn of the century and is generally considered a
total design aesthetic: architecture, interior design, graphic art, furniture, tapes-
tries, vases, jewelry, textiles, lighting, and household utensils as well as the fine
and decorative arts were all cast in the Art Nouveau style. Conceived as an alter-
native to the heavy, regimented, geometric style of Haussmann, Art Nouveau was
inspired by the flowing, curvilinear lines in nature, especially those found in plants
and flowers.
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Figure 6.4 Auguste Rodin (1840-1917) seated beside his work in his studio © Archives
Larousse, Paris, France/Giraudon/The Bridgeman Art Library

We have already noted two key works of fin-de-siecle architecture: Garnier’s
Opera House and Eiffel’s Tower. To these iconically Parisian structures should be
added the total reconstruction of the new Hétel de Ville, or City Hall, in the French
Renaissance style (1873—92), after its destruction in the Paris Commune; completion
of the restored Notre Dame Cathedral on the fle de la cité; and the building of the
Sacré-Coeur Basilica on Montmartre hill. Four other masterworks in the Beaux-Arts
style rose up during these years, in close proximity to one another in preparation for
the 1900 exposition: the Gare d’Orsay, situated along the Seine across from the
Louvre; the Grand Palais and Petit Palais at the base of the Champs-Elysées; and the
Alexandre III Bridge, which spans the Seine at the Invalides and is sometimes praised
as the most ornate and elegant bridge in the world.

The gallery of greats in the cultural history of the French nation at this time also
extends to the literary realm. The fin-de-siécle years encompass several major literary
styles, primarily late realism, naturalism, symbolism, the decadent style, and early
literary modernism. (See also Chapters 43 and 45 of this volume.) Gustave Flaubert
wrote until the end of his life in 1880. When Victor Hugo died on 22 May 1885, at
the age of 83, more than 2 million people lined the streets of the capital for the
funeral procession. Emile Zola’s twenty-volume Rougon-Macquart series of novels
(1871-93), which chronicled in dark detail “the natural and social history of a family
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during the Second Empire,” became the central literary enterprise of the 1870s and
1880s. In poetry, the symbolist aesthetic of the late nineteenth century used sugges-
tion to evoke rather than precise statements to describe. Symbolists experimented
with the subtle effects of words, repeated sounds, and the cadence of verse, especially
free verse. Stéphane Mallarmé, Paul Verlaine, Paul Claudel, Arthur Rimbaud, and
Paul Valéry are among the most gifted and imaginative of its practitioners.

Belle-époque France was also Marcel Proust’s world. Proust (1871-1922) was
born with the Third Republic and matured artistically with the age. His monumental
novel cycle In Search of Lost Time (A la recherche du temps perdu) is the landmark
work of French literary modernism, judged by some literary historians to be the
most brilliant sustained prose narrative in world literature. The work first appeared
in seven parts published between 1913 and 1927; but Proust set out to gather the
material incorporated into his epic in the 1890s and began formal composition of
his masterpiece in the summer of 1909. Furthermore, the universe of human
interactions that Proust’s narrator reconstructs — with family and friends, artists and
lovers, dandies and decadents — is drawn from the author’s childhood, adolescence,
and young adulthood. In other words, the temps perdu that he conjures across
thousands of pages, through the use of long sequences of free associative memories
and sensations, is the antebellum world of formal banquets, literary Salons, and
refined conversation with a cultured wealthy elite that are here recollected and
recreated at their moment of disappearance.

There was also a musical fin de siecle. Inevitably, Germany and Austria figure
most prominently in accounts of modernism in classical music, but a community of
French composers during the late 1800s and early 1900s more than held its own.
This musical collective includes Camille Saint-Saéns, Jules Massenet, César Franck,
Edouard Lalo, Vincent d’Indy, Paul Dukas, Gabriel Fauré, Eric Satie, Claude
Debussy, and Maurice Ravel. Soon after the creation of the new Republic, Saint-
Saéns co-founded the Societé Nationale de Musique, intended to promote new, spe-
cifically French music. The greatest works of French opera in the generation after
1870 include Bizet’s Carmen (1875), Saint-Saéns’ Samson et Dalila (1877),
Offenbach’s Tales of Hoffmann (1881), Delibes’ Lakmé (1883), Massenet’s Manon
(1884), and Debussy’s Pelléas et Mélisande (1902). Debussy (1862—-1918) in par-
ticular is one of the most radical composers in Western music history. In symphonic
poems — such as the ethereal Prelude to the Afternoon of a Faun (1894) and the gor-
geous La Mer (1905) — as well as in keyboard music, operas, ballet music, songs,
and chamber music, Debussy broke totally new ground, combining a rich new har-
monic language and a looser, more expressive use of time with a refined French
structural sensibility. His inventive use of tone and color, particularly in his small
piano pieces, earned him the sobriquet “musical impressionist.”

Just as in the world of painting, Paris also served as a center of international
music. Despite the Franco-German cultural rivalries of the day (we will investigate
these shortly), by the mid-1880s many French artists and intellectuals were self-
confessed fans of Richard Wagner’s theatrical mega-operas; the Revue wagnérienne,
edited by the French writer Edouard Dujardin, became an important venue for
debates about modernism in the arts. Following the formation of the Franco-Russian
Alliance in 1894, which ended the diplomatic isolation of France and countered the
ascent of Germany, an intense interest developed in Russian culture of all sorts.
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Setting up residence in central Paris beginning in 1908, the Russian impresario
Sergei Diaghilev for several years offered extensive programs of Russian song,
opera, and ballet. One of the most experimental and influential dance companies of
the twentieth century, Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes premiered one groundbreaking
performance after another in pre-war Paris and featured unprecedented collaborations
among composers, choreographers, writers, and painters, including Satie, Picasso,
Michel Fokine, Anna Pavlova, Jean Cocteau, and Guillaume Apollinaire. On 29
May 1913, the newly completed Théatre des Champs-Elysées witnessed probably
the most notorious episode in the history of both ballet and the musical avant-garde:
the debut of the Russian-produced ballet The Rite of Spring (Le Sacre du Printemps),
with music by Igor Stravinsky, choreography by Vaslav Nijinsky, production by
Diaghilev, and sets by Nicholas Roerich. In this fabled confrontation between a
hostile, horrified audience and radical, bohemian artists in music, dance, drama,
design, and architecture, avant-garde and avant-guerre merge. Here, with Le Sacre
du Printemps — cleverly dubbed by one critic Le Massacre du Printemps — the avant-
garde desire to shock reached a historical breaking point.

The fin de siecle in France also brought entirely new disciplines of knowledge into
existence. Emile Durkheim, along with his German counterparts Max Weber and
Georg Simmel, laid the foundations for modern sociology during these years.
Durkheim’s lifework, stretching from the 1880s until the Great War, was to create a
systematic, rationalist, and “value neutral” study of society as an analytical enter-
prise. A French Jew brought up in Alsace, Durkheim taught social science at the
University of Bordeaux from 1887 until taking up a newly created professorship at
the University of Paris in 1902. He produced pioneering studies on the sociology of
work, the family, economics, and religion, and he was fundamental in creating soci-
ology as an academic subject, setting out the subject’s methodology, founding the
Année sociologique, establishing a university degree-granting program, and orga-
nizing international conferences in the fledgling field. Durkheim’s vision was as new
as Impressionist aesthetics or Eiffel’s architecture, and as consequential.

Finally, French science must be included in any cultural portrait of the fin de
siecle. This is especially true of the physical sciences, which, as Stephen Kern and
Helge Kragh have shown elsewhere in this volume, provided profoundly new ideas
of space and time during this generation. Louis Pasteur in chemistry, microbiology,
and immunology; Pierre Boutroux, J. L. E. Bertrand, and Henri Poincaré in mathe-
matics; Marcellin Berthelot in thermochemistry; Louie de Broglie in nuclear physics
and quantum theory; Henri Becquerel in the physics of electricity; and Marie and
Pierre Curie in several areas of chemistry and physics: these are only the best-known
of the world-renowned French scientists during the fin de siécle. Between 1901 and
1914, the French won eighteen Nobel Prizes in all five fields of the award, including
physics, chemistry, and physiology/medicine.

In the life sciences, Pasteur (1822~95) was by far the most famous French scientist
of the early Third Republic. Because of the direct, practical applications of his work,
he became something of a French scientific superstar: he isolated the causes of
cholera and anthrax in farm animals that were plaguing French agriculture, and, in
the face of great skepticism, he championed the counter-intuitive idea of treating
rabies in humans, which had long terrorized the French countryside, through
inoculation with a partial, attenuated, or dead virus — one of the great scientific
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controversies of the age. Pasteur’s counterpart in the physical sciences was Marie
Curie (1867-1934). Born in Warsaw, Poland, the 24-year-old Marie Sklodowska
moved to Paris in 1891 to take up science studies at the Sorbonne where foreign
women (unlike their French counterparts) were allowed to enroll. She married her
physics professor, Pierre Curie. Working together in the late 1890s, the Curies
discovered the new chemical elements polonium (Po) and radium (Ra), both highly
radioactive metals, and in 1903 they shared the Nobel Prize in Physics for the
discoveries. Marie was the first woman to win that international honor. In 1911,
after her husband was killed in a traffic accident, she won an equally historic second
Nobel Prize, this time in chemistry, in recognition of her work on the process of
radioactivity, a term that she coined.

It should be clear by now that during the fin-de-siecle era European science
enjoyed the peak of prestige. Streets and squares throughout France were named
after doctors, mathematicians, chemists, physicists, and explorers. Science education
in public schools expanded, and at the university level many new departments, pro-
grams, laboratories, and journals were founded, all funded by the state. What is
more, as readers may have noticed, many of the artistic accomplishments cited above
included a scientific element: Zola argued for “the experimental novel,” which took
the interacting elements of society as a subject just as the chemist conducts labora-
tory experiments. Georges Seurat derived his “chromoluminarism” theory of paint-
ing from the latest physics of light. Contemporaries regarded Eiffel’s buildings and
the Lumiéres’ films as much as technological marvels as artistic creations; and early
Durkheimians sought to create a literal science of society. Not surprisingly, this was
also a great age of science popularization. Led by the ambitious science publisher
Camille Flammarion and the prolific science writer Louis Figuier, the popular science
press in France grew enormously during these decades. And no chronicle of French
cultural history during the fin de siecle can avoid mention of Jules Verne (1828-
1905). Verne, it turns out, was the single most translated French writer of the late
1800s. Published between the 1860s and the early twentieth century, his famous
novels — such as A Journey to the Center of the Earth, 20,000 Leagues under the Sea,
and Around the World in Eighty Days — were immensely popular.

THE DARKER SIDE

French fin-de-siecle society also had a third and darker side, one that was deeply
complicated both culturally and psychologically. Beneath the pleasant, pastel scenes
featured in Impressionist paintings and the carefree cabaret dancers cavorting to
Offenbach’s music ran deep counter-currents of fear, anxiety, and pessimism. For
many French men and women of the day, the atmosphere of self-confidence and self-
congratulation discussed above was merely a kind of surface rhetoric that concealed
other dreadful, downward tendencies of the time. The age of decadence, decline,
and degeneration complemented the French fin de siecle’s optimistic celebration of
progress.

Beyond the generic tendency of people to fret about the future, what were the
French so distressed about during these heady years? In fact, a great many things,
and their sources of anxiety seemed to many contemporaries to reinforce one
another. If the French Third Republic was born on 4 September 1870 and proved to
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be comparatively long-lived, the birth itself was sudden and highly traumatic. The
condition for the creation of the Republic was the swift and humiliating military
defeat in the Franco-Prussian War of 1870~71. With a superior artillery army that
was more accurate and mobile, Prussia demonstrated to the world that it now
possessed the most powerful standing army on the European continent, and the will
to deploy it. The new government of the French Republic was also forced to pay a
hefty war indemnity. And, gallingly, Chancellor Otto von Bismarck of Prussia used
the war not only to declare the unification of the North German Confederation of
States with the southern tier of German-speaking territories into a single German
nation, he also staged the unity ceremony, on 18 January 1871, at the Palace of
Versailles, the very heart of royalist France.

The most enduring source of French resentment toward their conquerors, however,
was the loss of Alsace and Lorraine. Alsace-Lorraine is the frontier territory separating
the two countries along the Rhine River, which had been contested terrain since the
time of Charlemagne in the ninth century but had been firmly under French control
since the seventeenth century. Germany now annexed Alsace-Lorraine (Elsass-
Lothringen in German), which was rich in iron ore and included the sizeable cities of
Strasbourg, Nancy, Mulhouse, and Metz. Consequently, from 1871 until the First
World War, the French remained acutely aware of “the lost provinces,” which they
regarded as a kind of anatomical dismemberment of the national body (see Figure 6.5).

At the outset of the new French Republic, then, a number of disturbing new
realities were unmistakably clear: the diplomatic and military balance of power

Figure 6.5 The Black Stain by Albert Bettanier (1887). Courtesy of the Deutsches
Historisches Museum
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across Europe established at the Congress of Vienna in 1814~15 had been shattered.
The Napoleonic legacy of French national grandeur and glory was gone, possibly
forever. And the French now had to grapple with a newly formed nation in the
center of Europe that boasted great military, economic, industrial, and technological
might as well as the fastest growing population in Europe.

The war loss in 1870—71 aroused a great deal of self-questioning in the French
nation, some of it rational and constructive, but much of it exaggerated, self-
destructive, and even pathological. Why had France — historically la grande nation
with the best standing army in Europe — collapsed so precipitously? Had the French
people lost the will to survive and thrive? Would the country now “decline and fall”
like the great Mediterranean empires of ancient times? Was the French “race” itself
beginning to die out? It was in the late nineteenth century that the idea first formed
that French cultural excellence was a substitute for greatness in politics, the economy,
and on the battlefield. It was also in this context that the stereotype of the French as
military losers began to circulate. Along the same lines, socialist critics of the Republic’s
imperial undertakings at this time asserted that the nation’s colonial campaigns in
poor, far-flung locations — equatorial West Africa, Madagascar, Indochina, and the
South Pacific — were substitutes for military victories at home in Europe.

At times, this self-lacerating debate was cast in terms that were dramatically
gendered: French manliness, some opinion-makers charged, was modish and refined,
cultivated in the cities, and wholly civilian. This contrasted detrimentally with the
more martial masculinity of men in Prussia and Brandenburg. More generally, some
people wondered if modern France was by nature a feminine/feminizing/effemi-
nate nation. The French embrace of athletics during these decades was partly
intended as an agency of re-masculinization. And, truth be told, one of Baron Pierre
de Coubertin’s main motivations for reviving the Olympics in the nineties was to
attempt to re-instill the virile competitive virtues in young French males. Powerful
emotions of anger and insecurity pervaded the fin-de-siécle period, and the French-
German rivalry is key to understanding these sentiments.

Across the political spectrum, most French people shared this anti-German
animus. Other sources of French millennial angst, however, were experienced vari-
ably, depending on one’s personal cultural politics. They were part of what Frederick
Brown has called the “culture wars” of fin-de-siecle France. France between 1870
and 1914 was riven ideologically. Roughly speaking, the spectrum of possible politi-
cal ideologies encompassed royalism, Bonapartism, and clericalism on the right,
various pro-republic or liberal-constitutionalist positions in the middle, and social-
ism, syndicalism, communism, and anarchism on the left. Each ideology had its own
worldview, its own vision of what France should be and do.

As a consequence of this splintering, when a government was in power other than
the one a person favored, there were widespread criticisms, including accusations of
dire mismanagement and national decline. The phenomenon of “revolving door
governments” — the longest cabinet and prime ministership of the Third Republic
ran for only three years — seemed to reinforce partisan charges of administra-
tive ineptitude. Anti-republican intellectuals such as Maurice Barrés and Charles
Maurras argued that the Republic was boring and bourgeois, a recipe for mediocrity,
and precisely not the way to recover national greatness. The entire French Right, as
well as parts of the Left, were “enemies of the Republic” that sought the demise and
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replacement of electoral representative democracy as a form of government. During
the seventies, eighties, and nineties, fears of a coup-d’état, especially of a Caesarist
takeover from the Right, remained strong. And in the mid-188os, these fears were
nearly realized by General Georges Boulanger in a brief authoritarian movement
that threatened to topple the Republic. In a classic study of the question, the British
historian David Thomson reached an important conclusion: it was only around
1900 that a majority of French adults came to believe that a republic was likely
the best, stablest, and most successful form of government for their country.

This being France, national politics were intimately associated with religion
throughout the fin-de-siecle period. A core component of French republicanism
since the 1790s, anti-clericalism figured prominently in the ideological program of
the Third Republic. During the 1880s, the anti-clerical agenda achieved major
legislative gains. In a series of far-reaching laws the republican parliamentarians
succeeded in wresting control of schooling from the Catholic Church and establishing
secular institutions of primary, secondary, and higher education. “Laicization” was
the common term for this bitterly contested process. In one public arena after
another during the final two decades of the century, the power of the Catholic
Church diminished, culminating in December 1905, in the aftermath of the Dreyfus
Affair, with the legal separation of the church and state, after which time the French
government ceased to provide any financial support for the Church. Proud latter-
day Voltaireans, pro-Republican citizens hailed these changes as progressive; cultural
traditionalists of various stripes, however, were appalled. For 1,500 years, they felt,
France had been profoundly Catholic, and to abandon, at the same time, both
church and king was to destroy the twin pillars of Latin European civilization. The
“conservative republic” of the early 1870s had initiated construction of the bulky
Sacré Coeur basilica on the summit of Montmartre, glaring down on the entire city,
as official atonement for the nation’s sins that were believed to have underpinned the
war loss to the Prussians, the Paris Commune of 1871, and the Second Empire.

In both reality and perception, this tidal wave of anti-clerical reforms especially
affected French women. Scholars continue to debate whether there was “a belle
époque for feminism.” Shockingly, French women would not secure the right to vote
in national elections until the end of the Second World War. However, in 1880, the
historic Camille Sée Law for the first time guaranteed secular, secondary education
for girls. Despite furious opposition, the Naquet Law of 1884 legalized divorce and
overturned aspects of Napoleon Bonaparte’s sweeping, misogynistic Civil Code of
1804. From the 1880s onward, explicitly feminist newspapers, journals,
organizations, and congresses flourished in France as never before. Hubertine
Auclert was probably the best-known of an entire community of French feminist
activists who lobbied on many fronts for women’s rights in politics, law, education,
the job market, and reproductive health (see Figure 6.6). One of their greatest
successes at this time was overcoming historic barriers to professional careers,
including medicine and the law.

Here, too, though, what today looks to be admirable advances in gender equality
were viewed with fearful disapprobation by some contemporaries, especially
Catholics. Tremendous anxiety ran through fin-de-siécle France about the traditional
French family. In contrast with Germany and America, the national population in
France remained stagnant—today we would say “steady state.” A major reason,
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Figure 6.6 Anonymous photograph of Hubertine Auclert, leading
French feminist and campaigner for women’s suffrage, 1o April
1848—4 August 1914 © Leemage/Lebrecht Music & Arts.

cultural conservatives believed, was “the new woman,” who was much less inclined,
at least in young adulthood, to assume the historic roles of wife, mother, and lifelong
family supervisor. How could the much-needed regeneration of the patrie take place
under these circumstances?

In response to these secularizing trends, French Catholics were hardly silent
during these years. From the so-called “Catholic Revival” among literary intellectuals
to the immensely popular cult of Lourdes, in south-western France, fin-de-siecle
Catholic culture continued to thrive in ways old and new — and often quite
consciously in reaction against what many perceived to be the cold and comfortless
atheism of the modern, materialistic world.

To interpret what it saw as these negative developments, the European cultural
Right of the late nineteenth century came up with a remarkable concept: degeneration.
Originating in mid-century French psychiatry, the theory of degeneration expanded
during the last three decades of the century into a general social and cultural
category. Drawing on the historic precedent of the ancient Roman fall, and reinforced
by Old Testament themes of sin, punishment, and death, fin-de-siecle degenerationist
discourse served as critique of an emerging mass society that was modernizing,
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democratizing, and liberalizing. Degenerationist thinking was the converse of the
theory of evolution and the ideology of progress: might humanity regress or
“de-volve” back down the ladder of civilization? Could science, technology, and the
city also be sites of decline and agents of destruction?

Indeed, an atmosphere of cultural pessimism pervaded French society during the
fin de siecle. In his Rougon-Macquart novels, the greatest literary saga of the 1870s
and 1880s, Emile Zola chronicled the fatalistic, hereditary deterioration of two
interconnected families into crime, poverty, insanity, drunkenness, and disease. Only
intermarriage with the untainted peasantry could prevent this atavistic collapse.
Although set in the Second Empire, Zola’s anti-Romantic epic was widely read as a
self-diagnosis of the present. In the 1890s, Degeneration, written by the Hungarian
physician and art critic wannabe Max Nordau, extended the paradigm to the
cultural arts: in this hugely influential study, Nordau interpreted the constantly
morphing artistic avant-garde around him as the sign of a crazy, incoherent, and
fragmented culture.

By the turn of the century, cultural degenerationism itself came under criticism,
but a general “sense of decadence in nineteenth century France,” as Koenraad Swart
called it, endured until the war’s outbreak. Regenia Gagnier has shown in Chapter
1 in this volume that a collection of writers and artists loosely referring to themselves
as Decadents amplified this idea further throughout the globe. Inspired by Charles
Baudelaire at mid-century, poets and novelists such as Huysmans, Lautréamont,
Mirbeau, Rachilde, and Verlaine embraced the pejorative label as an aesthetic
reaction against Zolan literary naturalism and a provocative cultural pose intended
to offend the hidebound bourgeoisie.

One social manifestation of decadence centered on sex. Sexual libertinage was
rampant in Third Republic France. The extroverted social life of the new Paris
encouraged romance and eros, and, then as now, many young people flocked to the
city on weekends for its hot nightlife. Paris in particular was famous for its secret
sexual underworlds catering to every taste. The world of commercial sex was
extensive, ranging from the high-class courtesans who might accompany their male
patron in public to the opera, to petit-bourgeois cabaret cocoites, to the down-and-
out, streetwalking strumpets along the Rue St. Denis. Most of this activity was legal.
Across the nineteenth century, French governments saw prostitution as a regrettable
necessity: state-controlled and medically supervised brothels, known as maisons de
tolérance, thrived. The loosened censorship laws of the Republic also allowed
pornography, an invention of eighteenth-century France that could now be printed
in color, to flourish as never before. And cabaret entrepreneurs, competing for
business, sponsored ever less-inhibited displays of nudity onstage during nighttime
performances.

Racheting up the level of social anxiety still higher was “the venereal peril.”
Estimates today cite as much as 13 to 15 percent of the adult male population of
Paris infected with syphilis, and up to one-third of the population of municipal
asylums at the century’s turn were victims of “general paralysis of the insane,” or
spinal and cerebral syphilis. Because its contraction was deemed shameful, its
incubation period was so long, its advanced forms were so awful, and because there
was no cure, dread of the disease was high among anyone with a wayward youth —
or a promiscuous partner or spouse. Furthermore, the venereal peril peaked just as
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Pasteur’s new germ theory was spreading. Fears of life-threatening diseases carried
by unknown and invisible agents were irrational but real and widespread.

At this same time, homosexuality, both male and female, achieved greater public
visibility than ever before. What in retrospect looks like rudimentary gay communities
began to form in several European cities during the last two decades of the nineteenth
century. In fin-de-siécle Paris, Berlin, London, Amsterdam, and St. Petersburg, an
increasing number of venues — bars, cafés, cabarets, restaurants, and salons — with a
predominantly gay clientele were publicized during these years, and the urban
geography of homosexuality, which included meeting grounds for men in parks,
along quays, and at bath facilities, became common knowledge. Several leading men
of letters featured homosexual characters in their novels, and a “Sapphic” subculture
emerged, with women sporting formal menswear, including tuxedos, or displaying
an androgynous style that rejected traditional, male-pleasing standards of female
beauty. Coined by a scientist a generation earlier, the terms “homosexuality” and
“homosexual” became popular in the 1890s. Unlike in Britain and Germany, where
same-sex acts in public or private were formally outlawed, they were not illegal in
France, although laws against “acts of gross public indecency” could easily be
extended to include them.

As many people experienced it, then, traditional morality was under siege in the
culture wars of the fin de siécle. Self-styled guardians of the nation’s welfare were
sufficiently concerned that they organized special leagues to promote social and
moral purity. Sports activities and campaigns to reform boys’ public schools were
launched as strategies for maintaining healthy, heterosexual masculinity among
young French males. As Andrew Aisenberg has shown, these organizations were
oftentimes supported by French scientific experts and government elites who shared
their underlying anxieties about the times.

Alcohol, there should be little doubt, lubricated much of fin-de-siecle daily life. But
“the banquet years,” as Roger Shattuck christened them, witnessed a deep change in
sensibility about drink and drinking. In the 1860s, the term “alcoholism” was coined,
and during the following decades people came increasingly to distinguish “ivresse” or
drunkenness from “alcoolisme.” The former was occasional and recreational whereas
the latter was a sickness, a long-running, out-of-control pathology, and a problem for
drinker, family, and community. By the 1880s, some French people, and not all of
them teetotalers or reactionary rightists, began to pose questions that would have
been unthinkable previously: were all the cafés across Paris a sign of the vibrancy of
social life in the capital or an indication of excess and addiction? Did France, as a
nation, have a drinking problem? Beverages of the beau monde, no less than more
ordinary inebriants, came under scrutiny in the later nineteenth century. By the 1890s,
more and more people had come to realize that 7o percent-proof absinthe was not a
colorful café intoxicant. Increasingly, this quintessentially fin-de-siecle libation was
viewed as a national toxin. Temperance campaigns and anti-alcohol leagues formed.
In March 1915, several months into the First World War, the French government
outlawed the drink altogether as a virtual poison — the crack cocaine of its day — that
undermined national military preparedness.

Crime was yet another destabilizing force in fin-de-siecle society. But were crime
rates actually on the rise, as they seemed to be, or was crime just more visible with
the concentration of greater numbers of people in the swelling cities, and better
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reported? Whatever the answer, Robert Nye has demonstrated that many alarmed
citizens believed that fin-de-siecle criminality was not just a matter of isolated acts
to prevent or punish but a threat to the social order itself. As a result, conservative
law, medicine, and the social sciences joined forces in order to name, classify,
describe, condemn, and control urban crime. Anti-social acts motivated by a special
“criminal psychology” now received scientific-sounding names, like kleptomania
and pyromania. The nascent field of criminology posed a set of questions that could
be debated by experts and the populace alike: were criminal offenders born or
made? Should wrongdoers be punished or reformed? What were the comparative
roles of free will and compulsion in the commission of crimes? And ultimately were
criminals bad, mad, or sick? Other medical and legal elites pondered how crime in
France was gendered. Female “crimes of passion — crimes passionnels,” which
usually involved stylized assaults by women on unfaithful lovers or adulterous hus-
bands, became a means of negotiating tensions between the sexes in this still deeply
patriarchal society. Late Victorians were equally intrigued with solving crime and
introduced new crime-fighting technologies, including mug shots, fingerprint-
ing, and ballistics. Alphonse Bertillon’s police laboratory, with its vast archive of
biometric images and crime scene photographs, was celebrated.

For sure, French people on the ideological Right were most strongly inclined to
hyperventilate about all of these social problems, but it would be misleading to
think that only moral conservatives were anxious. The case of Emile Durkheim
makes this point. Secular, Jewish, and pro-Republic, Durkheim’s best-known book
was Suicide, a landmark study in modern sociology published in 1897. Along with
divorce, crime, and mental illness, Durkheim interpreted suicide as one of the “social
pathologies” of the day. In his analysis, loneliness and alienation were the flip sides
of urban gaiety. For all of its glamour, modern Parisian life worshipped individuality
and independence at the expense of older bonds of the family, parish, village, and
region, which had been central to how French people lived since primitive times. In
the great sociologist’s reading, the result of this disintegration across the nineteenth
century was “social anomie” or a lack of belonging to any larger community than
the all-consuming self. Without a shared worldview to generate values and meaning,
contemporary city dwellers often fell into disappointment, unhappiness, and
depression, in extreme cases taking their own lives. Durkheim’s groundbreaking
fin-de-siecle work was only the first in a stream of studies, appearing right up to our
own time, that bemoan the loss of a more stable, traditional society and warn of the
destructive effects of the modern metropolis on the human mind.

Reference to Durkheim touches on yet another ugly feature of the age: anti-
Semitism. The French Revolution of the 1790s and the Napoleonic period had
launched a process of “Jewish emancipation,” liberating members of the Jewish
faith living in France from their ghettos, rescinding many old anti-Jewish prohibitions,
and establishing relative equality for French Jews. The French republican ideal of
universalism interpreted all men and women above all as equal citizens, regardless of
class, race, or region. In this noble spirit, even the approximately 40,000 Jews living
in French Algeria were granted French citizenship in 1870.Shockingly, however, the
last two decades of the nineteenth century witnessed a powerful outburst of Catholic
anti-Semitism: Edouard Drumont founded the Antisemitic League of France,
published his slanderous diatribe La France juive (1886), and launched the racist
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newspaper La Libre Parole (1892). Drumont’s La France juive (Jewish France)
simultaneously attacked Jews in France — which constituted less than 1 percent of
the national population! — as an economic, religious, and racial community. Absurdly,
it charged that all of France’s national problems, from the military loss to the
Prussians and republican secularism to the failure of the French wine crop and the
latest avant-garde art, were Jewish-led conspiracies. A compendium of old and new
racist stereotypes, Drumont’s screed, disturbingly, became a bestseller, going through
scores of editions by the turn of the century. This resurgent wave of historic anti-
Semitism served as backdrop to the infamous Dreyfus Affair (1894-1905) in which
a French-Jewish captain in the army was accused falsely of passing military secrets
to the German high command, convicted of treason, and jailed for years at Devil’s
Island before eventually being exonerated at the turn of the century. L’Affaire was
without a doubt the single most divisive event in French domestic history during the
second half of the 1890s, highlighting endemic French racism for all the world to
see —and providing impetus for a new Zionist movement among Jews across Europe.

Finally, we come full circle back to the world of politics. From the array of
ideologies present in Europe during the final quarter of the nineteenth century, one
strand of French revolutionary activism elicited special fear and anger among con-
temporaries and that was anarchism, or the belief in no government at all. Building
on the French heritage of the 1790s, 1830, 1848, and the Paris Commune of 1871,
and galvanized by the writings of certain Russian and French radical political
theorists, anarchists believed in a stateless society in which no unit existed larger
than individuals in local freely formed associations. Most people who flirted with
anarchism during the fin de siecle shared a general anti-government, anti-property,
anti-establishment attitude. A tiny minority of adherents took the movement further;
they forged the idea of “propaganda by the deed” or the use of direct violent action
in public to advance their goals. From the 1870s on, political dissidents had attempted
assassinations of several monarchs across Europe. But in the first half of the 1890s —
the so-called golden age of French anarchism — a sudden outbreak of bomb-throwing
rocked the French capital. The final climactic episode of anarchist terrorism occurred
on 24 June 1894 in the stabbing to death of the popular President Sadi Carnot, while
he attended the Exhibition of Arts, Sciences, and Industries in Lyon. Outraged, the
government, police, and press united after Carnot’s murder, and a massive campaign
of repression ended the anarchist movement in France. Numerous people interpreted
these attacks as yet another symptom of fin-de-siecle moral decadence.

For many French people a century or so ago, these sources of social chaos and
cultural nihilism reinforced one another in ways that were all too evident. In this pes-
simistic perspective, fin-de-siecle France was politically divided, militarily disgraced,
territorially dismembered, economically lackluster, demographically stagnant, reli-
giously lapsed, psychologically unanchored, socially unstable, sexually deviant, and
artistically fragmented. For those so inclined — by ideology or temperament — there
was plenty to worry about.

THE BEST OF TIMES, THE WORST OF TIMES

The obvious question at the conclusion of this historical review is: how today
can we possibly reconcile the three apparently discrepant strands of culture that
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formed in France during the fin-de-siecle epoch? If this essay is intended as the
“portrait of an age,” we might logically expect such an account to offer a single,
coherent, and comprehensive interpretation of that historical period. At the least,
can we rank these three dimensions in order of importance? Was the true essence of
the age the pursuit of urban pleasure, or revolution in the arts, or anti-modern
resentment and resistance?

In fact, we cannot reconcile these different dimensions, nor should we try. That
would be to impose a false and simplified unity onto the period. Even to reduce the
fin de siécle to three simultaneous narratives — sometimes separate, at other times
interconnected — is to generalize about these decades to a degree that almost certainly
would have been alien to contemporaries at the time. How someone experienced
these years depended on a tremendous range of factors. People’s engagement with
their culture evolved during the course of their lifetimes, as did the culture itself.
And an individual whose worldview tended strongly in this or that direction might
well embrace elements of a contrasting or contradictory outlook in certain areas.
Time and again throughout his event-packed career, Zola advanced a tough-minded
populist and progressivist mindset, yet he opposed women’s rights, on natalist
grounds, and shared with Catholic conservatives a belief in the sanctity of the
traditional family. There were countless such cases. In the final analysis, there were
as many subjective fin-de-siecle experiences as there were participants in the era.

To claim that divergent perceptions of the time coexisted, however, is still not
quite sufficient. Much like our own time, this past world witnessed an unprecedented
phalanx of forces that brought modern society, thought, and culture into being.
These forces were variously complementary, conflicting, and contradictory, but it
was their combined action, and interaction, that was so powerful. These new forces
were especially operative in the major European metropolises around 1900. In the
big picture, fin-de-siecle France offers a historical case study of how modernity was
conceived, created, consumed, and contested in one place and time.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

BRITAIN

e ——

Nicholas Daly

n 1 January 1877, the Nizam of Hyderabad, the Maharajas of Mysore,

Gwalior, and Kashmir, the Khan of Khelat, and other Indian leaders assembled
at the Imperial Durbar in Delhi to mark the proclamation of Queen Victoria (in
absentia) as Empress of India. Medieval in theme, and with costumes and decor
designed by Rudyard Kipling’s father, Joseph Lockwood Kipling, the extravagant
display was presided over by Lord Lytton, the viceroy (Codell 2013). Not everyone
was happy with such theatrics, and the Pall Mall Gazette was by no means alone in
its view that “a tinsel title has been proclaimed with a tawdry and theatrical display
of magnificence”, that the extravagance was unlikely to impress the native princes,
and that it was inappropriate at a time of famine in Southern India (Pall Mall
Gazette 1877). Nonetheless, such pageantry was the ceremonial expression of a
geopolitical reality: that in the last quarter of the nineteenth century, Britain was on
top of the world, notwithstanding continuing and emergent rivalries with other
powers. There was plenty more of this kind of pageantry to come: in 1887 and 1897
kings, princes, and other leaders from all over the world gathered in London to
celebrate Victoria’s Golden and Diamond Jubilees. The Queen was an Empress, and
London was not just a national capital, but an imperial capital that directly or
indirectly controlled vast swathes of the globe, from Australia and New Zealand to
parts of Africa, Asia, and North and South America.

If the growth of Britain’s overseas territory had not always been in accordance
with a long-term plan, clearly by the late nineteenth century it was increasingly self-
aware about its imperial status. Apart from state pageantry, such awareness regis-
ters in the political sphere in, for example, the policies of the pro-empire Liberal
Unionist party, but it also left its imprint in the cultural realm, in self-consciously
imperial literature, music, and fine art, from adventure yarns to imperial marches,
to paintings of Roman opulence. However, less comfortable forms of national self-
consciousness were also apparent. For example, there was a growing perception
that Britain was falling behind such countries as Germany and the U.S. both eco-
nomically and technologically. Similarly, some commentators realized that Britain
was one power among others both in Europe and in the imperial scramble, and
warned that Britain itself could easily succumb to invasion. In the cultural realm,
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while some writers embraced international influences, others were distrustful of
what they saw as unhealthy imports: naturalism, symbolism, and decadence, for
example. Thus at a time when we might expect supreme confidence, we see as much
self-doubt as self-assurance. These are metaphors of course: nations are complex,
contested, and partly imaginary constructs, rather than individuals, and perhaps
should not be ascribed feelings. But for heuristic purposes we can usefully see some
tendencies as indices of confidence and national assertion, where others suggest an
inward and anxious turn. In this chapter I want to look at fin-de-siecle Britain as an
imperial centre, and to consider some of the reasons for those expressions of anxiety.

LONDON, IMPERIAL CAPITAL

In Chapter 1 of Arthur Conan Doyle’s first Sherlock Holmes tale, A Study in Scarlet,
Dr Watson, who has been wounded in the shoulder in Afghanistan, is sent back to
England to recuperate his health on an invalid’s pension. As he tells us, “Under such
circumstances I naturally gravitated to London, that great cesspool into which all
the loungers and idlers of the Empire are irresistibly drained” (1888: 6). It is not
something we can imagine any of, say, Dickens’ characters saying, and is one of
many indications in the literature of the period that London was now seen less as a
national capital than as an imperial metropolis. In the physical fabric of the city we
can see signs of the same imperial mood, which easily outlived Victoria. In 19035, a
wide new street, Kingsway, was opened between Holborn and Aldwych. The
imperial connotations of its broad sweep were captured in a Kiplingesque song
written by Caroline Elgar, to accompany a melody by her husband, Edward:

The newest street in London town,
The Kingsway, the Kingsway!
The newest street in London town,
Who’ll pace it up and pace it down?
The brave, the strong, who strive and try,
And think and work, who fight and die
To make their England’s royal way
The King’s Way, the King’s Way!
(Elgar 1905)

The song envisages the street as the bricks-and-mortar embodiment of an invisible
road that links London to “England’s sons across the sea”, a message not so very
different from Land of Hope and Glory, Elgar’s earlier imperial anthem, part of the
Coronation Ode composed in honour of Edward VII in 1902.

Other capitals had fine, wide streets and imperial buildings too, of course, and
empire was in the air more generally. As Eric Hobsbawm notes, “gigantic monu-
ments to national self-congratulation and imperial propaganda ... filled the new
German Empire” as well as Britain, and “statuomania” was the tendency of the age
(Hobsbawm 1989: 222). But London dwarfed other capitals in terms of sheer size.
By 1900 the population of Greater London stood at 6.5 million, which was about
one fifth of the total population of England and Wales. This was more than twice the
size of Paris, and even New York trailed far behind, at around 3.4 million; it was in
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fact a greater population than quite a few European countries. Outside of Europe
and North America, no city was anywhere close to London in size — Tokyo had some
1.5 million inhabitants, and Bombay and Calcutta were close to the million mark
(Lampard 1973: 9). In Peter Hall’s terms, London was a world city, not just a very
large centre of population, but a major hub of political power, commerce, finance,
consumption, and information-gathering and dissemination, among other things. Its
extraordinary size was, perhaps, to be expected of a country that had long embraced
urban life, and that had seen phenomenal growth of population. Already by 1851
more Britons lived in towns and cities than in the countryside, a shift that took place
elsewhere only in the twentieth century. Moreover, Britain’s overall population had
surged more generally, from around 8 million in 1800 to 32 in 1900; in the same
period the population of France grew from 29 to 38 million, nothing like as dramatic
an increase. Even more remarkable, perhaps, was that this population growth had
taken place while Britain was sending out significant numbers of emigrants to its
Anglophone settler colonies and the United States, as well as exporting imperial sol-
diers and administrators. Unlike the settlers, of course, the latter categories tended to
return: Dr Watson’s route to London via Afghanistan was by no means atypical.

THE HOME FRONT

At a time when Britain ruled directly or indirectly vast tracts of the globe, some
feared that it was about to be eclipsed. Such feelings ranged from concerns that
Britain might be outstripped economically by Germany and America to fears that
the country was about to be invaded by hostile continental powers. The latter
prospect underwrote a wave of “invasion narratives”, from Sir George Tomkyns
Chesney’s The Baitle of Dorking; Reminiscences of a Volunteer (1871) to Erskine
Childers’ The Riddle of the Sands (1903), as well as more fantastic tales, like Dracula
(1897) and The War of the Worlds (1897). Such invasion fiction evolved in the
1900s into the anti-German propaganda of journalist, novelist, and self-appointed
“spy-hunter” William Le Queux, author of such volumes as The Invasion of 1910,
serialized in the Daily Mail in 1906, and Spies of the Kaiser: Plotting the Downfall
of England (1909). Nor did invasion-anxiety issue in print only: just as fears of
French invasion had led to the formation of the volunteer movement during the
reign of Napoleon III, at the finz de siecle similar concerns underpinned the formation
of such bodies as the National Service League, the Legion of Frontiersmen, and even
Baden-Powell’s Boy Scouts (MacDonald 1993: 5).

Other threats loomed closer to home. Irish MPs in Westminster, led first by Isaac
Butt and later by Charles Stewart Parnell, had pressed for Home Rule for Ireland
from 1870, and unsuccessful Home Rule bills were introduced by the Liberals under
William Gladstone in 1886 and 1893 (Jackson 2003). Those Liberals who were
hostile to Gladstone’s plans split from the party to become the Liberal Unionists
under Joseph Chamberlain. But it was not only the Home Rulers who dominated the
headlines: the Irish Republican Brotherhood (or “Fenians”) demanded an independent
Irish republic rather than some measure of Home Rule, and they were committed to
extra-parliamentary methods to achieve their goal. Having seen the failure of open
rebellion, its leaders turned to the methods of modern urban terrorism. Indeed, this
was also international terrorism insofar as the IRB had considerable support from
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Irish Americans. London’s transport and administrative centres were targeted in the
early 1880s, with bombs detonated at Paddington, Victoria, and Gower Street
stations; Whitehall, the House of Commons, and the headquarters of the Criminal
Investigation Department of the police, among other locations. Deaths and injuries
were relatively low, given the number of devices used. But these attacks, together with
those of anarchists in the same period, showed that the heart of the empire was far
from being invulnerable, and writers from Robert Louis Stevenson to Joseph Conrad
were quick to explore the symbolic significance of such actions (O Donghaile 2010).

Direct action — though not dynamite — also came to be used by another group
who felt their political rights were being ignored: women. The campaign for female
suffrage in Britain was conducted by such bodies as the National Society for
Women’s Suffrage, the Women’s Franchise League, and the Women’s Social and
Political Union (Smith 2009). It was the last group under the leadership of Emmeline
Pankhurst (two of whose daughters, Christabel and Sylvia, were also major figures
in the campaign) that stepped up the campaign from 1905, and from 1908 pioneered
the use of window-smashing and later arson, bombing, and hunger strikes to
highlight their cause. The treatment of women demonstrators, and the use of force-
feeding in prisons in 1909, made it evident that, whatever its chivalric rhetoric, the
state was prepared to use violence against women when it felt under threat.
Nonetheless, the movement prevailed: in 1918 for the first time women achieved a
qualified measure of suffrage; by 1928 women could vote on the same terms as men.
The movement was less successful, perhaps, in achieving broader changes to the
way in which gender operated in politics and society (Smith 2009: 3).

While most suffrage activists were Liberals, Emmeline Pankhurst had attempted
to forge links with the Labour movement, and Sylvia Pankhurst became as committed
to socialist politics as to women’s suffrage, leading the East London Federation of
Suffragettes. For these were also the years of the rise of Labour, against a background
of growing discontent with working conditions: the Match Workers’ Strike of 1888
and the London Dock Strike of 1889 put the spotlight on the grim conditions of
many workers. The gradual extension of the franchise (for men) over the course of
the century meant that by the 1890s the working class had some actual politi-
cal muscle. Former Scottish miner Keir Hardie was elected as an “Independent
Labour Candidate” for West Ham South in 1892, and founded the Independent
Labour Party the following year. The modern Labour Party grew out of the Labour
Representation Committee, formed in 1900 with Hardie as Chairman, to bring
together the trades unions and socialist parties. The emergence of Labour as a party
radically altered the political landscape of Britain, which had long alternated
between Conservative and Liberal rule. By the 1920s Labour would displace the
Liberals as the main opposition party, and in 1923 it would form its first government,
in coalition with a section of the Liberal Party.

The campaign for women’s suffrage and the rise of Labour were national move-
ments, but they both took place in an international context too. Hardie, for example,
was a committed internationalist, and active in the Socialist International. He toured
the settler colonies as well as India and Japan to promote the cause of Labour, and
tried to make common cause with German socialists against the arms race. He
was thus placed in a difficult position when working-class voters in Britain joined in
the national enthusiasm for war. Emmeline Pankhurst toured the U.S. and Canada,
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and attracted enthusiastic crowds eager to hear about the campaign for suffrage, but
when war came her loyalty was to Britain, and she committed the movement to sup-
porting the war against Germany; Sylvia Pankhurst, like Hardie, took a different
view, and campaigned against conscription — after the war she was a leading voice
in international socialism. Another feminist and socialist campaigner of these years,
Annie Besant, became a very different sort of international figure. Long a critic of
Britain’s role in India, as President of the Theosophical Society she moved to Adyar,
Madras, home to the organization’s headquarters. She became actively involved in
politics, and was elected President of the Indian National Congress in 1917.

CULTURE

The realm of culture did not float free of the political and social concerns of the
period. In fine art, Britain’s martial exploits — and reversals — had long been a source
of pictorial subjects, and this strain was continued in the work of such artists as
Elizabeth Thompson, Lady Butler (Scotland Forever! [1881]); the Irish-born George
William Joy (The Death of General Gordon [1893]); and Charles Edwin Fripp (The
Battle of Isandlwana [1885]). No visitor to the annual exhibitions of the Royal
Academy could fail to notice that Britain saw itself as a military power with extensive
overseas interests (Lambourne 1999: 412-37). We can see a somewhat different
imperial imagination at work in the lush classical interiors of the Dutch-born Sir
Lawrence Alma-Tadema, who turned late-Victorian Britain into decadent Rome in
such paintings as In the Tepidarium (1881) and The Roses of Heliogabalus (1888).
But in this period British art was also beginning to move away from the narrative-
driven paintings of the Academy. A reaction had set in as early as the 1860s in the
work of the American-born (but London- and Paris-based) James Abbott McNeill
Whistler, who insisted that painting was not about telling stories. His canvases
asserted the importance of composition rather than theme with such titles as
Arrangement in Pink, Red and Purple (1883-84). Whistler’s ideas were echoed in
much of the aesthetic philosophy of the 1890s, including that of Oscar Wilde.

In the literature of this period, we can see a bifurcation between “Hearties” and
Aesthetes. It is a very loose division — the literary coteries of this period sometimes
overlapped, and some writers were “non-aligned” — but it nonetheless has a certain
explanatory usefulness. Insofar as the labels correspond to real social and literary
behaviour, the “Hearties” were more likely to be part of the “Henley Regatta” as Max
Beerbohm described it, the informal circle that gathered around the editor and poet
W. E. Henley, including, at times, H. G. Wells, R. L. Stevenson, J. M. Barrie, Rudyard
Kipling, and others, though few of these shared Henley’s dislike of “Decadence”. The
more aesthetically inclined were likely to be regular attenders at the Cheshire Cheese
pub in Fleet Street, home to the Rhymers’ Club, a group of poets that included Ernest
Dowson, Lionel Johnson, Ernest Rhys, T. W. Rolleston, and W. B. Yeats (Beckson
1992: 71-94; Buckley 1945). Yeats was one of the club’s founders, and his friend, the
prominent Fenian, John O’Leary was a regular visitor, which suggests that nationalism
as well as aestheticism was a component of this literary culture. These were not the
only coteries in London, of course. The aesthetic poet and critic Alice Meynell, for
example, had her own literary salon, and through her literary column in the Pall Mall
Gagzette wielded considerable influence (Schaffer 2000: 159-96).
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Wilde favored the Rhymers, but was not a regular visitor, and did not appear in
the anthologies of the Rhymers that appeared in 1892 and 1894. He was already
by then a well-known figure, and had played a crucial role in popularizing the ideas
of aestheticism through, for example, his public talks and journalism and his own
self-presentation. His novel The Picture of Dorian Gray appeared in Lippincott’s
Monthly Magazine in 1890, before appearing in revised form in 1891, with a
Preface that set out a number of Wilde’s artistic maxims. Readers were assured
that “there is no such thing as a moral or an immoral book. Books are well written
or badly written. That is all” and that “Vice and virtue are to the artist instruments
of an art” (Wilde 1890: 4). Yet, in the Picture, a moral seems to be offered,
and Walter Pater’s idea that our all-too-brief lives should be a search for new
sensations is turned into a sort of Gothic parable: Dorian lives a life of refined
debauchery, but it is his portrait — and the people around him — who pay the price
of his actions.

Among the Hearties, the Anglo-Indian Kipling was the one most likely to extol
the virtues of the active, imperial life in strident, public poetry. Thus in 1899 he was
urging the United States in verse to “take up the white man’s burden” in the London
Times of 4 February. In the year of Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee he warned Britain
that it should be more humble in its divinely inspired imperial might:

If, drunk with sight of power, we loose
Wild tongues that have not Thee in awe —
Such boastings as the Gentiles use,

Or lesser breeds without the Law —

Lord God of Hosts, be with us yet,

Lest we forget — lest we forget!

(Kipling 1897)

“Recessional”, from which these lines come, was clearly public poetry too, appearing
first in the London Times — this is the voice of Britain’s unofficial imperial poet
laureate writing to his people. Such pieces are the more sombre corollaries of the
slang-filled celebrations of the imperial legions in such poems as “The Absent-
Minded Beggar” and “Gunga Din”. It was the latter Kipling, the author of Barrack
Room Ballads and Other Verses (1892), that Robert Buchanan had attacked in an
essay in The Contemporary Review in 1899, “The Voice of the Hooligan”, which
reminds us of the hostility as well as adulation that the imperialist poet generated
among his contemporaries (Attridge 2003: 70~91). The Rhymers’ work for its part
appeared in anthologies published with small print runs, and was bought by a
coterie audience — many of them other poets, one assumes. The Book of the Rhymers
Club (1892) makes the occasional humorous sally, as in T. W. Rolleston’s “Ballade
of the ‘Cheshire Cheese’ in Fleet Street”:

The modern world, so stiff and stale,
You leave behind you, when you please,
For long clay pipes and great old ale
And beefsteaks in the Cheshire Cheese
(Rolleston 1892)
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But for the most part this is private poetry: the regulars at the Cheshire Cheese were
interested in interiority, in the evanescence of consciousness, in love, in the city, and
above all else in literary form. Ernest Dowson, for instance, wrote neo-classical love
poetry with a decadent flavour — crying for “madder music and for stronger wine”
to rid himself of the fatal lure of the “pale, lost lilies” of his old love, Cynara
(Dowson 1891). Others wrote about spiritual doubts, or, as in Yeats’s case, celebrated
the supposed non-modernity of the Celtic fringe in incantatory poems like “The
Lake Isle of Innisfree”. Despite their obvious differences the Hearties and the
Aesthetes had certain things in common, in particular an interest in re-energizing
English literature by bringing into it global material. While Kipling injected new
energy into English literature by taking empire as his raw material, Arthur Symons
and others were hoping to renew English poetry using French Symbolism; Rhys and
Yeats drew on the Celtic fringe, and Yeats would later try to create a new form of
poetic drama by studying, inter alia, Japanese Noh theatre.

We can recognize a similar division between an outward/imperial and an inward
look in prose fiction, though again there are also areas of overlap. On the one hand,
there was a “revival of romance”, on the other, a literature of consciousness along
continental lines began to develop (Daly 1999). On the side of romance are the
Edinburgh-born Robert Louis Stevenson and H. Rider Haggard, both promoted,
like Kipling, by Henley, who edited the Scots Observer and later the National
Observer. In their work we see a new cathexis around space, graphically repre-
sented by the treasure-maps of Treasure Island (1883) and King Solomon’s Mines
(1885), which link the idea of overseas adventure to fabulous wealth. Neither novel
is straightforward propaganda for empire, of course, but in them we do see an
investment in exotic space as dangerous but exciting and rewarding. Targeted at
“big and little boys”, as the dedication to King Solomon’s Mines puts it, these tales
of homosocial adventure are part of the dreamworld of an increasingly imperial
society. Nonetheless, they are far from naive artefacts. Haggard had spent some time
in South Africa, and his African characters are sometimes complex figures: Billali, a
leader of the Amahagger people in She (1887), is a more developed character than
the handsome English hero, Leo, for example. At the time, Haggard and Stevenson’s
work was taken up and given a literary defence by folklorist and proto-anthropolo-
gist Andrew Lang, who argued that the English novel needed to be rejuvenated by
tapping the wells of primitive narrative — it needed to get away from domestic plots
and embrace the action-driven narrative of epic (Daly 1999: 18-19).

The “romance” school was in self-conscious reaction against not only the older
domestic fiction of Dickens and Eliot, but the contemporary influence of French
naturalism, and the more formalist fiction of consciousness that was beginning to
gain ground. One of the pioneers of that fiction of consciousness was the American-
born Henry James (naturalized as a British citizen in 1915), who was formulating
his own very different ideas about the novel in the years of the “revival of romance”.
For James, renewal in the novel could only come through a greater awareness of
literary form: treatment, not content, was the key. One should not exaggerate the
extent to which James was immune to the appeals of dramatic content. The Princess
Cassamassima (1886) is, after all, a novel about terrorism in London, which was, as
we have seen, very much in the news at the fin de siecle, even if James’s narrative
largely focuses on the same issues of moral choice that preoccupy the protagonists
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of his more domestic tales. Nor was he uninterested in securing powerful readerly
effects, and his ghost stories, including The Turn of the Screw (1898), are among his
most successful works.

James’s closest ally in the reformation of the novel in English was a fellow
immigrant, a Pole, Joseph Conrad (Jozef Teodor Konrad Nalecz Korzeniowski),
who became a British citizen in 1886. But if Conrad shared James’s commitment to
literary form, his twenty years of experience at sea gave him a very different store
of raw material on which to draw, and the ability to conjure up versions of South
America, South-east Asia, and West Africa as readily as he could London, however
European his perspective might remain. In Conrad, the imperial imagination of
Stevenson and Rider Haggard undergoes a sea-change into something at once more
stylized and more phobic: the African cornucopia of King Solomon’s Mines and the
all-powerful Queen Ayesha of She (1887) return in nightmarish form in Conrad’s
Heart of Darkness (1899), where Africa allows Europeans to play out fantasies of
absolute power and enormous wealth, but at the cost of turning them into monsters
like Kurtz. Yet Conrad’s sophisticated vision is scarcely less Eurocentric, even if in
his work the exotic spaces of empire become a backdrop for European disintegration
and self-questioning rather than for manly adventure and treasure-hunting. Despite
their imperialism, Rider Haggard’s work is rather more inclined to recognize Africa’s
actual presence outside of the European imagination, perhaps because he had lived
for some years in Natal, and had considerable respect for the war-like Zulu people.

Naturally, these twin tendencies of “romance” and proto-modernism were not
the only ones at work in these years. The “New Woman” was a term introduced by
the novelist Sarah Grand to describe the woman who has “proclaimed for herself
what was wrong with Home-is-the-Woman’s-Sphere” (cited in Christensen Nelson
2000: ix). The term was quickly taken up in the journalism of the period, and the
educated and independent New Woman became a contested figure: an ideal for
some, but a figure of fun for those who were happier that women kept to their
sphere. In fiction the term “New Woman” writers has been used to describe, among
others, Ella Hepworth Dixon, George Egerton, Sarah Grand, Mona Caird, and
Netta Syrett. The term thus encompasses authors relatively traditional in their
approach to fiction as well as the more experimental. Insofar as there is an underlying
unity it is provided by their shared political interest in the place of women in society,
and their relative frankness about sexual topics. Among the more experimental,
Egerton (Mary Chavelita Dunne Bright) drew on her knowledge of European fiction
— she translated Knut Hamsun’s Hunger in 1899 — to produce stories that are
remarkable for compression, elision, and the use of stream of consciousness to
represent her characters’ interiority. Her first collection of stories, Keynotes (1893),
was published by John Lane as the first volume in the Keynotes Series, which
provided a showcase for a number of women writers. Lane, with Elkin Mathews,
also published the iconic fin-de-sieécle journal the Yellow Book, which also featured
the work of many women writers (Christensen Nelson 2000: xiii). For those who
felt that Britain was facing some kind of cultural collapse the frankness and
experimentalism of the “New Woman” writers were, of course, seen as symptomatic.

Egerton’s Scandinavian influences should remind us that one of the most
celebrated fictional “New Women” was Henrik Ibsen’s Nora in A Doll’s House,
which premiered in Copenhagen in 1879, though it was not performed in English
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translation for another ten years. The play’s representation of a woman who turns
her back on her husband and her assigned domestic role sent shock-waves through
international drama and literature. Ibsen’s most faithful disciple in Britain was the
Irish playwright and critic George Bernard Shaw, who wrote The Quintessence of
Ibsenism in 1891 to explain the work of the Norwegian to an Anglophone audience,
and to advance his own social critique. In his plays, Shaw borrowed both Ibsen’s
willingness to deal with difficult and even taboo topics and his rejection of the
melodramatic conventions that still dominated the theatre of the day. There are no
last-minute rescues; the “action” is talk, and often the main effect aimed at is not to
thrill the audience, but to leave them less sure of their preconceptions. Mrs Warren’s
Profession (written in 1893, but not performed until 1902, and then privately), for
instance, never mentions that profession by name, and we see neither brothels, nor
weeping fallen women; instead Shaw highlights the hypocrisy of a society that pays
women starvation wages for factory and service jobs, but affects to be outraged when
women choose sex work instead. The play was more or less unperformable given
Britain’s censorship of the stage; on tour in the U. S. it was hugely controversial, and
a 1905 New York production was stopped by the police for a period, though the
principal objections were probably to the play’s references to incest, not prostitution
— one review described the play as “illuminated gangrene” (Harrington 1997: 50).
Faced with official censorship and the indifference, or hostility, of the larger paying
public, the work of dramatists like Ibsen and Shaw depended to a considerable degree
on the venues provided by the emergent private theatre societies. These included
Jacob T. Grein’s Independent Theatre Society in London and the Irish Literary Theatre
Society, one of the forerunners of Dublin’s Abbey Theatre.

In the early years of the twentieth century, when Ibsenism seemed rather dated, a
new wave of foreign influence manifested itself in London’s literary bohemia, as
Ezra Pound began to make his presence felt (Brooker 2007: §2—71). With the
appearance of his edited anthology Des Imagistes in 1914 international, or at least
transatlantic, modernism came more clearly into focus: contributors included the
English writers E. S. Flint, Ford Madox Ford, and Richard Aldington; the Americans
H. D., William Carlos Williams, and Amy Lowell; the Russian-born John Cournos;
and the Irishman James Joyce. But this new departure also had Victorian roots.
Pound befriended the residual Rhymers when he arrived in London in 1908; and
some of the other Imagists had come from the Poets’ Club, a group that was linked
to the Rhymers’ Club (Beckson 1992: 93; Brooker 2007: 46).

For the majority of the population of the fin-de-siecle world the work of the
Rhymers and Imagists was very remote stuff indeed, and even H. Rider Haggard
may not have played too large a role in their experience of culture. Popular culture
in the sense of that which was enjoyed by the working-class majority of the
population was something else again. The music halls represented one facet of this
other world, and such figures as Marie Lloyd (Matilda Alice Victoria Wood) and
Dan Leno (George Wild Galvin) were familiar to many who were not readers of
books. Lloyd is still remembered for her racy humour, her bitter-sweet songs about
the lot of working-class women, and for her occasional clashes with the Social Purity
movement. Leno started as a clog-dancer and “Irish” comic vocalist, but became
known for his comic monologues. He was making £250 a week at the height of
his earning power according to the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography,
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and was well known enough to colonize print culture by lending his name in 1898
to his own halfpenny comic, Dan Leno’s Comic Journal, which ran for 93 issues.

Both Lloyd and Leno survive for us on film, the second industrial revolution’s
major contribution to culture: Lloyd in such later pieces as Marie Lloyd at Home
and Bunkered (1913); and Leno in Dan Leno’s Day Out (1901), An Obstinate Cork
(1902), and quite a few other comic shorts. The Lumiéres had put on their first films
at the Grand Café in Paris in December 1895, and two of Britain’s film pioneers,
R. W. Paul and the American-born Birt Acres, developed their own motion-picture
technology at much the same time. At first film was no threat to older forms of
entertainment, and was to some extent seen as just another visual novelty, folded
into existing music hall and travelling fair entertainments. Its ability to bring home
to British audiences such distant events as the Boer War helped it through this early
phase. Eventually, it would become established enough to lure performers away
from music hall, vaudeville (in the U.S.), and the stage. Charlie Chaplin, the one-
time clog-dancer who first appeared on the music hall stage in the 1890s, is probably
the best-known of these figures; Stanley Laurel [Arthur Jefferson] followed a similar
trajectory.

THE ECONOMY, MIGRATION,
AND TRANSATLANTIC TIES

Britain continued in this period to be a major manufacturing economy, though the
second industrial revolution saw the United States and Germany make major
advances. Some commentators worried that Britain was about to lose its competitive
edge, and blamed such factors as deficiencies in scientific and technical education,
and the denigration of industry and commerce by a social system that still looked to
land-ownership as the basis of prestige. On the other hand, if there were reasons to
fear the nation’s being eclipsed in manufacture, there was little doubt that Britain,
and especially London, had consolidated its position by century’s end as a major
hub - perhaps the major hub - for financial services: “The City” would loom ever
larger in London’s vision of itself (White 2008: 3).

1873 to 1896 were the years of the “long depression” in many parts of the world,
and Britain was not immune to its effects. But insofar as this affected food produc-
tion, its effects were relatively limited, since Britain had ceased to be primarily an
agricultural nation, and had become a net importer of food. Grain came from the
mid-western states of the U.S.; by the end of the century refrigeration meant that
meat could be imported from as far away as Australia, New Zealand, and South
America. As Eric Hobsbawm notes, in Britain only one sixth of the workforce
worked on the land, a much lower figure than elsewhere in Europe (1989: 20), and
a much lower figure than in Ireland, where industrialization was relatively under-
developed outside the North. (There the Land War of the 1880s was in part caused
by the agricultural downturn.) Scotland had followed England and Wales towards
urbanization and industrialization; the numbers employed on the land plummeted,
as the production of coal, iron, and ships grew dramatically.

If the general tendency was for people to move from the country to the towns,
some went a good deal further in search of work, or more lucrative work, or a better
life. We are familiar with this narrative in the case of Ireland and Scotland, but
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England and Wales were also exporting millions. Between 1815 and 1924 some
25 million people emigrated, with numbers reaching their zenith in 1913, long after
the years of greatest population growth; even allowing for the human flows in the
other direction, this still leaves a net emigration figure of 18 million (Belich 2009:
126, 129, 142 n. 133). As James Belich notes, economic explanations alone are
probably insufficient to account for this massive transfer: it is by no means clear, for
example, that the majority of migrants were displaced farm workers, and the very
poor were a minority (2009: 128-29). For the most part this was emigration to the
Anglophone settler colonies of Australia, New Zealand, Canada, South Africa, and
of course the former settler colony of the United States.

There were also inward population flows. Along with returned imperial sojourn-
ers came an increasingly diverse immigrant population: German metal-workers,
Irish labourers, Jewish garment workers from Russia, Chinese sailors, Indian mis-
sionaries, and many others made Britain, and especially London, their home. Some
of these immigrants found the imperial metropolis a good place from which to see
empire steadily and whole. A former temperance lecturer from Dominica, Celestine
Edwards, organized the first Pan-African Conference in London in 1900, and
London, like Paris, became a place where anti-imperial movements grew (White
2008: 151). But flows of people, if not of ideas, met formidable obstacles. In response
to fears that Britain was absorbing too many “alien” elements — Jews in particular
— the first modern legislation to control immigration appeared in 1905, and harsher
measures were to follow (Glover 2012).

Some immigrants were given a much warmer welcome. From the 1870s on a very
intimate version of the “special relationship” between Britain and the United States
was developed by marriages between moneyed Americans and titled Britons. When
hotel heiress Minnie Stevens married Captain Arthur Henry Paget, the grandson of
the Marquis of Anglesey in 1878, the New York Times noted that among the guests
at St Peter’s in Eaton Square were several “American beauties who have become
allied by marriage to the English nobility” (Anon. 1878), including Lady Randolph
Churchill (née Jeanette Jerome), Viscountess Mandeville (née Consuelo Iznaga y
Clement), and the Honourable Mrs Carrington (née Warden). In some cases at least,
it was not so much American beauty that was in demand as American money, and
the fin-de-siecle “dollar princess” became a much-discussed phenomenon. There
were no less than nine of these alliances of cash and titles in 1895, the most high-
profile of which was that between Consuelo Vanderbilt and the Duke of Marlborough
(MacColl and McD. Wallace 1989). Other marriages that year included that of
department-store heiress Mary Leiter and Lord Curzon; and that of street-car heiress
Pauline Whitney and Almeric Paget, later first Baron Queensborough, and brother-
in-law of Minnie Stevens. The trend continued into the Edwardian period: in 1903,
for example, real-estate heiress Mary (“May”) Goelet married the Duke of
Roxburghe, and Alice Thaw (coal heiress) married the Earl of Yarmouth. Sometimes
there was money on both sides, as with the marriage in 1906 of Nancy Langhorne
(the divorced Mrs Robert Shaw) to William Waldorf Astor, later the 2nd Viscount
Astor, one of an Anglicized branch of the American Astors, whose money had
originally come from the fur industry; Nancy Astor would go on to become the first
female member of parliament. There were so many of these transatlantic matches
that a publication called Titled Americans appeared to update interested readers on
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those heiresses who had secured titled husbands (Anon. 1890). On both sides of the
Atlantic audiences could see a musical-comedy version of such financial marriage
plots in The Dollar Princess (1909), adapted by George Grossmith Jr (New York
version) and Basil Hood (London version) from the German Die Dollarprinzessin
(1907) by A. M. Willner and Fritz Griinbaum. Long before then we see a fictional
index of the greater prominence of Americans in British affairs — and not just
romantic ones — in the form of the heroes and heroines of Henry James, and the
characters of Bram Stoker and Arthur Conan Doyle, e.g., Quincey Morris (Dracula)
and Irene Adler (“A Scandal in Bohemia™).

THE WAR IN SOUTH AFRICA

While the Empire was still expanding, there were also setbacks. The most famous of
these, perhaps, was the second Anglo-Boer War (1899-1902), which Britain won,
but at enormous cost. A detailed account of the war’s origins is beyond this brief
survey, but the principal factors included the fierce struggle for control of the mineral
wealth of South Africa’s Boer states, ongoing geopolitical rivalries with Germany,
and the participation of such ardent imperialists as Cecil Rhodes. Britain encountered
fierce resistance from the Dutch settlers of the Transvaal and the Orange Free State,
and the death-toll reached levels that Britain had not seen since the Crimean War:
some 22,000 troops died, many of them killed by disease, and inadequate medical
treatment of non-fatal wounds. As Thomas Pakenham notes, in financial terms the
conflict was the most expensive to the British state since the Napoleonic wars, at a
cost of some £200 million (Pakenham 1979: §12). For some commentators the war
in South Africa was a lesson in how ill-prepared Britain was for major warfare, and
it focused anxieties about the decline of the national “stock”: modern city life was
producing a race of men who were less fit for combat than their forefathers. Max
Nordau’s Entartung had appeared in English translation as Degeneration in 1895,
part of a whole corpus of works about the deleterious effects of modern life. The
crisis rhetoric around the Boer War fitted neatly into such accounts, even if the
Interdepartmental Committee on Physical Deterioration (1904) eschewed the term
degeneration itself (Pick 1993: 185). For the general public, the distant war was
made vividly present by the expanding news industries, and by new media
technologies. Britain’s first halfpenny daily paper, the Daily Mail, appeared in 1896,
and the Daily Express followed in 1900 — the war in South Africa helped them reach
an enormous readership. The Box Brownie camera, which appeared on the market
in 1900, enabled the most inexpert of photographers to capture images from the
war zone. More importantly, perhaps, the fledgling film industry brought the war
home in a way that had never been possible before: audiences came to see troops
boarding ships for South Africa, arriving in South Africa, and even some long-range
battle scenes, though the guerilla warfare of the Boers did not lend itself to being
successfully filmed. To meet the appetite for more exciting footage, film companies
recreated war scenes at home. Sometimes these were passed off as real war footage,
leading to charges of “photo-faking”. So closely were the new medium and the war
aligned that the cinematograph was advertised as the “Boerograph” and “Wargraph”
(Daly 2004: 62, 65). The war in South Africa was not just a modern, industrial one
in terms of the means with which it was fought, then, but also in terms of the way
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in which it was relayed to the non-combatants at home. In this respect it looked
forward to the conflict that would decisively end the long nineteenth century, the
First World War.

CONCLUSION

There is no single national “mood”, or even structure of feeling, in fin-de-siecle
Britain. Cultural historians are more likely to be struck by the intimations of anxiety,
since in the most ebullient of adventure romances there are moments of doubt; and
even Kipling saw fit to warn Britain that it might yet be at one with the ruined cities
of Nineveh and Tyre. And yet, in the political sphere there is abundant evidence of
imperial confidence. Late Victorian imperial pomp did not end with Victoria, any
more than the British empire itself did, and the Delhi Durbars of 1903 to mark the
coronation of Edward VII and Queen Alexandra, and of 1911 to mark that of
George V and Queen Mary, were extended and elaborate affairs. Indeed, Britain
was still adding territory to the empire in this period. If the Boer War sent shudders
through the military and political establishment, it would be some time yet before
Britain began to lose its empire, and its position as a “superpower” avant la lettre.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

CENTRAL EUROPE

e ——

Suzanne Marchand

f Paris, as Walter Benjamin once claimed, was the capital of the nineteenth century,

Central Europe surely has good reason to consider itself the heartland of the fin
de siecle. Characterized by the vivid and sometimes violent interplay of multi ethnic
populations and the clash of retrenched traditionalism with absurdly accelerated
modernization, Central Europe in the decades preceding 1914 exerted greater cul-
tural impact on the world than ever before or since. Here, four massive and multi-
ethnic empires — the German, Austro-Hungarian, Russian, and Ottoman — met,
clashed, and collaborated in an era of unprecedented prosperity and unusually long-
lasting peace, before throwing themselves on the social, political, and economic pyre
that was the Great War. Each of the empires was an ethnic and linguistic crazy quilt,
but the patches were uneven, and so were the fortunes of the inhabitants of these
states who became, over the course of the period, increasingly aware of their need
to define themselves in national terms. Differences abounded here; but all four of
our empires did undergo similar, extremely accelerated processes of economic,
social, and cultural modernization, and engage in unprecedented numbers of
exchanges of words and things. All experienced, in some way, the kind of interplay
of rationalizing imperial, liberal, and bourgeois surfaces and chaotic, destructive
depths that the region’s most archetypal fin-de-siécle man, Sigmund Freud,
made characteristic of the human psyche as a whole. It was in this rich and danger-
ous cauldron that many of the ideas and artworks that we now think of as charac-
teristically fin de siecle were brewed — and from it (arguably) that many of the
political pathologies that would shape the future of Europe and the world in the
twentieth century would be served.

Though all four of the empires mentioned above made crucial contributions to the
politics and culture of the fin de siecle, the focus of this chapter, and especially its
cultural sections, will fall on the Austro-Hungarian Empire, the state which ruled the
lion’s share of the region. It can be argued that though Ottoman collapse and Russian
and German aggressive expansionism and modernization laid the foundations for the
Great War, events in Austria-Hungary precipitated that conflict. Culturally, too, in a
time of efflorescence in so many places Austria-Hungary distinguished itself, in part
because it combined the levels of literacy, liberty, and prosperity comparable (in its
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cities, at least) to those of France with the cultural and ethnic diversity of the other
multiethnic empires of the East. Austrian diversity — where we have to deal with
ten official linguistic groups and at least six major religions — equaled the diversity of
the Ottomans, and far outstripped that of the Germans or the Frenchy; it is telling that
while Paris in 1900 had only 6.3 percent foreigners, Vienna had more than
60 percent. Central Europe would never be so richly diverse again — as of 1991, for
example, Czechs and Slovaks made up 94.2 percent of Czechoslovakia’s population
and Hungary was 97.9 percent Hungarian — and its culture never spoke again so
appealingly to the world as it did before the apocalypses of the twentieth century
(Csdky 1999: 45, 53). Some 35 years ago, Carl Schorske made Vienna, the empire’s
administrative center, virtually synonymous with the birth of the modern in Europe;
in this essay, we widen our scope far beyond Vienna, and survey other developments,
but retain Schorske’s conviction that there was something symptomatic about the
Habsburgian fin de siecle.

When to begin the story of the Central European fin de siecle is a difficult question;
a good case, for the political sphere, can be made for 1878, the year the Ottomans
lost the Russo-Turkish War, allowing Serbia, Romania, and Bulgaria to obtain full
independence, and inciting Austria to occupy Bosnia Herzegovina to frustrate
Serbian expansionism. This was also the year of major diplomatic and domestic
shifts in German politics, as German opposition to Russian annexations ended
Bismarck’s policy of placating the Czar; German-Russian friendship would never
fully recover, opening the way for Russia’s eventual alliance with the French. The
Iron Chancellor also used the pretext of two assassination attempts against Kaiser
Wilhelm I to outlaw the expanding socialist movement, and of the death of Pope
Pius IX to end his campaign against the Catholics. Neither suppressing the socialists
nor conciliating the Catholics worked, however, and by the time Bismarck left office
in 1890, vigorous mass socialist and Catholic organizations had been formed. But
the main victims of Bismarck’s altered course in 1878 were the liberals, whose elitist,
vaguely Protestant, free market values were increasingly challenged by socialists,
hyper-nationalists, mobilized Catholics, and well-organized conservatives. It can be
said that the so-called ‘crisis of liberalism’ began at this moment.

1878—9 was something of a turning point in the Austro-Hungarian and Russian
worlds as well, in rather different ways. In Austria, changes followed on the heels of
the empire’s according of Hungary nearly complete autonomy in the Compromise of
1867. After this point, Kaiser Franz Joseph did try to extend the protections inscribed
in the state’s constitution to all of his subjects, beginning a process that incensed the
previously dominant German population as well as the third largest (and second
most vocal) ethnic group, the Czechs. In 1879 Franz Joseph appointed the Czech
noble Count Eduard Taaffe as Minister President, marking the eclipse of the German
liberal power. During the next fourteen years, Taaffe turned repeatedly to his
supporters among the Czechs, Poles, and Catholic parties to outflank the Austrian
liberals. In Russia, the violent suppression of liberalism of any sort created a throng
of rebellious Poles, student socialists, and bomb-throwing anarchist ‘demons’ — as the
great Slavophile novelist Fyodor Dostoevsky called them — one of whom would
succeed in assassinating Czar Alexander II in 1881. This event, in turn, triggered
serious anti-Jewish pogroms in the West, and efforts at Russification throughout
the empire. The effect would be mass emigration, of Jews and other subjects of the
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Czar; at least 5 million of these (usually poor) migrants coursed through fin-de-
siecle Central Europe, bringing new ideas and practices, but also putting a strain
on urban infrastructures and sometimes tipping delicate ethnic balances.

All of our empires paid homage to an inherited monarchy of some type — though
those ‘types’ were very different. While the hotheaded German Kaiser Wilhelm II
(r. 1888-1918), pontificated on all possible subjects — sometimes causing diplomatic
crises —and fawned on his increasingly bellicose military, his shy and steady Austrian
counterpart, Franz Joseph I (r. 1848-1916) largely avoided the political limelight
and worked through his imperial bureaucracy in ever-more frustrating attempts to
negotiate between minority groups. The suicide of his son, Crown Prince Rudolf, in
1889, and the assassination of his beloved Empress, Elizabeth, in 1898, cast a
maudlin pall over the imperial family even as courtly operations continued to be
lavish, frequent, and highly ritualized. Ottoman Sultan Abdul Hamid II (r. 1876—
1909) attempted to win foreign friends by offering concessions to European religious
and economic interests, while trying to convince his own ruling class that he was a
great champion of Islam and of Turkish hegemony. His foreign ‘friends’ and creditors
gradually undermined his sovereignty, however, and then his progressive-minded
Turkish subjects wearied of the weakness and corruption of his regime. They
overthrew him in the Young Turkish Revolution of 1908. Czar Nicholas II (r. 1897—
1917) had to confront the shame of losing a war to the Japanese in 1904~5, and the
outbreak of revolution in 1905; but his rapidly industrializing nation was expanding
its power, and he kept his throne until 1917, despite the continuing landlessness of
the former serfs and the powerlessness of even the liberals, not to speak of the
radicals, whose choices, on the whole, amounted to exile in the West, a Siberian
prison camp, or the hangman’s noose.

None of these states were democracies, but the degree to which each of them
accommodated to the coming of the age of mass politics varied enormously. The
Russians and Ottomans made the fewest concessions, and indeed both acted to
suppress grass-roots movements, some of which adopted increasingly violent slogans
and tactics. The Russians finally got a national parliament (Duma) in 1906, but it
had little power. Dysfunctional for most of the period (Abdul Hamid II disbanded it
in 1878), a multiethnic Ottoman parliament led by westernizing progressives
implemented an impressive series of reforms beginning in 1908, but was suspended
in 1912 for the First Balkan War. When the Ottoman parliament resumed in 1913 it
was much less multiethnic, and much more bellicose. By 1914 the state was in the
hands of a Germanophile Turkish junta; in this it resembled the Ottoman successor
states on its borders — most notably Serbia, but also Romania and Bulgaria — except
that those were Russophile, and the former was almost pathologically Austrophobic.
In these lightly industrialized places, workers’ rights and welfare received little
attention; the far more crucial issue (and one at which both empires failed) was
land reform. The concentration of the good land in the hands of the Turkish or
Russian overlords in a time of demographic boom and repeated agricultural crises
set the stage for violent peasant uprisings and some incidents that resemble grass-
roots ethnic cleansing in the years before the war. Literacy expanded and
censorship relaxed, making it possible for more to express their grievances.
But literacy — especially for women — remained low, and repression (especially of
minority groups), high.
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In the German Empire, by contrast, by the 1890s social welfare legislation pro-
tected the basic rights and safety of many workers, most of whom now worked a
10- rather than a 14-hour day. Similar legislation in the Austro-Hungarian Empire
passed in 1887, though implementation and oversight remained spotty. By this time,
both places — and especially their capital cities, Berlin and Vienna — were home to
growing socialist movements. By 1910, Germany had the largest one in Europe; the
SPD (Sozialistische Partei Deutschlands) held the most seats of any party in the
Reichstag. Bismarck himself had introduced universal manhood suffrage (for every-
thing except elections in Prussia) in the North German Confederation in 1867, and
in the German Empire in 1871; Austria-Hungary waited to make this move until
1907. The Austrian Emperor, and his bureaucracy, remained suspicious of democ-
racy; they preferred to impose reform from above, and to do so gradually. Even in
Vienna, Franz Joseph waited for two years before recognizing the election of the
populist Christian Socialist Karl Lueger as mayor — in part because Lueger won the
hearts of the German lower middle classes by bashing ‘Jewish’ capitalism and
Magyar hubris, and in part because Lueger promised, and subsequently delivered,
the expansion of public services that the Emperor and the laissez-faire liberals had
failed to offer. Extending tram, electricity, and sewer lines, Lueger pioneered what
has been called ‘municipal socialism’ — though his supporters remained, for the most
part, lower-middle class bureaucrats and shopkeepers, church-goers and faithful
supporters of Franz Joseph, and hostile to the ‘real’ socialists and their working-
class base. For their part, the Hungarian ruling elites jealously protected their
many privileges, and actively suppressed the rights and wishes of their minority
populations, including the Slovaks, Croatians, Romanians, and Ukrainians.

Every one of these polities — like Europe more broadly — harbored anarchists and
nationalist extremists. Some of the latter were inspired by grand, cross-regional move-
ments such as Pan-Slavism or Pan-Germanism, both of them directed at the mobiliza-
tion of ethnic groups across national borders. The Austrian Pan-German leader Georg
von Schonerer, who would prove (along with Lueger) to be one of Adolf Hitler’s role
models, saw himself as the champion of the rights of the Germans, threatened by the
rising power of the Slavs and the Jews; in 1887 he presented the first anti-Semitic leg-
islation to the Austrian parliament. But — the age of liberal toleration and imperial
protection of minority rights lingering — it was soundly defeated. The Pan-Slavic
movement appealed to the increasing (but still small) number of literate Slavs in
Hungary and Serbs in Bosnia, who felt aggrieved by centuries of subordination to the
Hungarians, Ottomans, or Austrians. In Russian Poland, in particular, nationalists
radicalized by the violent suppression of the 1863 insurrection and by increasingly
intense cultural attempts at the Russification of the region joined underground groups
such as “Young Poland.” “Young Bosnia’ was perhaps even more violent, its member-
ship composed heavily of students who spent their days reading radical newspapers in
the dingy cafés of Sarajevo and Belgrade and romanticizing martyrdom for the cause.
The Russian anarchist became sufficiently ubiquitous to become a stock figure in
novels, and his terror tactics imitated by Indians, Japanese, Serbs, and Poles. The
Bolshevik elite, living in Swiss exile, furiously penned insurrectionary pamphlets.
Assassins regularly targeted leading politicians and heads of state, and succeeded in
taking the lives of (among many others) Empress Elizabeth, Czar Alexander II, King
George of Greece, and finally, on a summer’s day in 1914, Archduke Franz Ferdinand.
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In comparison to the blood-soaked decades to follow, the fin de siecle, in retro-
spect, seemed remarkably peaceful and its politics genteel. But this is not at all how
it felt to those who lived it. Against the backdrop of the pogroms of the 1880s and
the violently contested Dreyfus Affair, Theodor Herzl concluded that the Jews would
never be safe in Europe; against the backdrop of increased socialist militancy,
Vladimir Lenin demanded that a vanguard of terrorists be trained to incite a real
revolution, and a Bosnian militant, on hearing of the Archduke’s assassination,
wrote: “Blood, blood, blood is what saves . . . !” (Quoted in Okey 2007: 211.) This
is the world in which Nietzsche declared God dead, and many chose new gods
instead; doctors wrung their hands about ‘degeneration’ and writers regularly com-
mitted suicide. Perhaps the overall decline in mortality contributed to making the
subject of death more intriguing to writers and artists, such as Arnold Bocklin,
prints of whose Isle of the Dead became ubiquitous in bourgeois sitting rooms (even
the leftwing journalist and later French Prime Minister Georges Clemenceau had
one; ever bourgeois in his tastes, Hitler later hung the painting in his Chancellery;
see Figure 8.1). Similarly, war may have been romanticized by generations who had
experienced little of it, and certainly the fin de siecle witnessed much writing about
the need for revitalizing and purifying bloodshed. Politicians and military officials
talked of it constantly, and the Germans and Russians, in particular, engaged in
vigorous, and bellicose, military buildup, especially between about 1905 and 1914.
The Ottoman Empire — fatefully — went to war in 1912, and suffered something on
the order of 450,000 dead or wounded in two back-to-back Balkan Wars. Historians
often forget that outside of Europe there were bitter conflicts in this era — including
the Russo-Japanese War, The Boer Wars, Germany’s semi-genocidal campaign
against the Herero in southwest Africa, and colonial conflicts in Dutch-ruled
Indonesia. But on the continent, the period 1878-1914 was, for the most part, a

Figure 8.1 Isle of the Dead by Arnold Bocklin © akg-images
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period of peace. It was this peace that allowed Central Europe’s population to
burgeon, its greater and lesser cities to boom and to modernize, and its innovators to
enjoy unprecedented freedom, status, and access to the world’s cultures and markets.

ECONOMICS AND DEMOGRAPHICS

Demographic developments lie behind many of Central Europe’s transformation in
this period. The combination of no significant wars, improved nutrition, and fewer
epidemics caused populations across the region to burgeon, putting new pressure on
the land, and bringing millions to the new cities. The German Empire, in particular,
grew, causing consternation in neighboring (and less fertile) France; there had been
approximately 47.6 million Germans in 1865, and by 1914 there were more than
7o million. But minority, as well as majority, populations were growing elsewhere,
too, in Polish areas of eastern Germany, in western Russia, and in the Habsburg lands,
provoking anxiety among nationalists who longed to carve out regions of ethnic
purity. As Pieter Judson has described, the counting of the Austrian population by
language groups in the 1880 and 1890 censuses helped these nationalist organizers to
identify ‘threatened’ areas where Czechs had begun to outnumber Germans (or vice
versa). Taking advantage of the 1867 constitution’s provisions for the building of
schools for communities of 40 or more school-age children, these activists sought
to erode what Judson has called ‘national indifference’ and to make formerly bi-
or trilingual Austrians into single-minded Germans or Czechs (or Ruthenes or
Hungarians; see Judson 2006). Population growth, thus, did not diminish social con-
flicts, but tended to exacerbate them, as newly mobilized groups set about seizing the
good land, the good jobs, and the right to dictate terms to the others.

The importance of land reform — or lack thereof, in Russia and the Ottoman
lands — was mentioned above; but it bears repeating that in western Central Europe
improvements in agricultural efficiency and the greater wealth and mobility of the
peasantry laid the foundations for modernization and for urbanization. While
Russia remained overwhelmingly rural, Germans — some 36 percent of whom had
been urban-dwelling in 1871 — by 1914 mostly (60 percent) lived in cities (Torp
2012: 351). By this time, Berlin had nearly 4 million residents and Vienna (and
suburbs) 1.9 million, up from 843,000 in 1869; metropolitan Budapest too had
surpassed the million mark. St. Petersburg and Istanbul also ballooned, though the
empires around them remained overwhelming rural; on the peripheries, Krakow,
Beirut, Odessa, and Lviv boomed as well. By the period’s end, Krakow had 70,000
residents, Sarajevo 52,000, and Salonica 158,000. Expansion made some cities, like
Vienna, more diverse; others, like Budapest, grew less so, as the numbers of rural
Hungarians migrating to the city made the older German population of the city an
increasingly tiny minority (Blau 1999: 14). Living cheek by jowl did not necessarily
result in the creation of ‘melting pots,” and tensions between classes and religious or
linguistic groups increased during periods of economic hardship.

Recognizing the unfitness of older infrastructures, governmental authorities
poured vast quantities of capital into planning new suburbs and thoroughfares,
imitating Baron Haussmann’s attempts to modernize and beautify Paris. These
improvements ranged from sewer systems and parks to public buildings such as
museums, libraries, and theaters. As city walls came down, railways came in, linking
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not just the major cities but the smaller ones as well. In the course of improvements,
Vienna got its famous Ringstrasse, a wide avenue populated by an eclectic array of
public buildings and fancy apartment houses and shops; Lviv leapt across the Poltava;
Buda and Pest grew together across the Danube to form modern Budapest. On the
periphery, once-sleepy frontier towns such as Odessa, Zagreb, Bucharest, and Trieste
boomed. Great medieval cities — Prague, Krakow, Augsburg — had their faces lifted
and their spirits raised by the influx of new migrants, new money, and ambitious and
talented young architects and planners.

This was the age of capitalist consolidation and the rise of big firms, such as
Siemens electrics, Krupp steelworks, and Albert Ballin’s Hamburg-America shipping
line. The Central European ‘Second Industrial Revolution’ was concentrated in
Germany, but Katowice (western Poland) and the Sudetenland (northern Bohemia)
also attracted heavy industry. Fortunes were made in sugar beet processing, in
banking, in publishing, and in the manufacturing of chemicals and dyes. Increasingly,
nature was harnessed to provide industrial power; engineers began exploiting the
rich oil fields of Galicia and Romania, and, at the end of our period, the Caucasus.
Hydro-electrical plants sprang up virtually everywhere. The Danube and the Rhine,
and many other smaller rivers, were straightened to make for swifter, cheaper trans-
port, and ports were dredged to permit the entry of larger steam-powered ships.

Capitalism had different faces in different places. In Germany, banks such as
Mitteldeutsche Kreditbank (founded 1856), modeled on France’s Crédit Mobilier,
provided businesses long-term credit and stock holders rich (if somewhat insecure)
dividends (Brophy 2012: 187). In Austria-Hungary, the stock market crash of 1873
severely damaged the banking business, leaving the state to finance many of the
larger infrastructure projects, especially on the (relatively) poorer periphery. Otto-
man modernization was hampered by the Ottoman Public Debt Administration,
which the empire was compelled to establish in 1881 to ensure that French and
British creditors creamed the top off of the empire’s tax receipts. As most aristocratic
Russians remained land-rich and cash-poor, would-be entrepreneurs in this empire,
too, struggled to accumulate sufficient funds to build competitive businesses. But
even here, moneyed elites began to challenge landed nobles for prestige, a social
process that remained incomplete throughout the region in 1914.

There were, of course, places where many fewer modern and foreign ways pene-
trated into the older world, and we cannot forget that most Central Europeans
continued to live on the land, and to be dependent on landowners and the weather
for their wherewithal. Mecklenburg and Bulgaria were entirely unlike the industrial,
urbanized Ruhr Valley. In the Balkans, women tended sheep inside age-old stone
fences, and Russian and Polish peasants used their grandparents’ scythes to harvest
grain. Yet even on the land things were changing at the fin de siécle, as expanding
production and swifter transportation worldwide resulted in falling prices for
staples, and a long-lasting agricultural depression ensued. Landowners increasingly
employed wage laborers and targeted production to international markets; even
Silesian weavers — whose poverty Gerhart Hauptmann highlighted in his play of
1892, The Weavers — produced linen and cotton to be exported to India, the
Ottoman Empire, and the Atlantic world, and those able to afford them managed
also to procure some reciprocal imports (such as Singer sewing machines and ‘ori-
ental’ carpets). The romanticization of folk music, of rustic wooden architecture, of
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rural craft traditions and of hometown values beginning already in the 1870s
occurred against the background of a world rapidly leaving its older ways behind.

Economic change in Central Europe entailed new contact with producers and
consumers across the globe. The Germans entered the colonial race in 1884, and
became aggressive pursuer of territories in Africa and Asia; it has been said that
Austria treated Bosnia Herzegovina, which it officially annexed in 1908, as a quasi-
colony. In neither case were these annexations politically astute, or economically
profitable, at least for the states involved. But middle and upper class Central
Europeans in particular did become consumers of many colonial wares, including
ivory, diamonds, tea, sugar, and chocolate. What would Viennese or even Zagrebian
culture have been like without coffee for their cafés? Those with goods to sell also
thought increasingly about doing so far beyond Central Europe’s borders, and
bombarded the German and Austrian trade ministries with pleas to force open new
markets in Latin America, Africa, and Asia. Many entrepreneurs were especially
hopeful about the Ottoman Empire, particularly after the Germans got the concession
to build the ‘Berlin to Baghdad’ (and Istanbul to Mecca) rail lines. But Central
Europeans’ most fruitful trade remained internal and interdependent, just one
reason for the difficulties faced by the hyper-protectionist nation-states in the 1920s
and the iron-curtain divided region of the post-1945 period.

ARCHITECTURE AND THE ARTS

The most expensive and public of the arts, architecture, enjoyed a particularly impres-
sive efflorescence in fin-de-siecle Central Europe. This was, again, closely linked to
demographic and economic factors. As the young and the ambitious (as well as
the unemployed and the bored) flocked to Munich, Krakow, and Prague, cities also
came increasingly to define cultural life. With new funds available — often thanks
to the selling off of state-owned land - city fathers poured cash into the building of
schools, hospitals, post offices, museums, and libraries. Private insurance firms and
banks established headquarters. The booming rental market enticed builders to
throw up new apartment buildings at lightning speed; in 1895 alone, Budapest
acquired nearly 600 new apartment buildings, with some 12,783 rooms (Lukas
1988: 54). Architects and decorators were needed urgently to design and beautify the
new spaces, and the fact that they had a diverse and discerning set of patrons gave
them the opportunity to experiment —and to argue over the proper way to be modern.

Of course, many patrons wanted to impress rather than to innovate, and the
overwhelming majority of buildings erected during this period still sought to evoke
the greatness of one or another past epoch, a style we call historicism. Historicism
should not be mocked, for mastering its smorgasbord of stylistic offerings — from
Alhambra ‘orientalism’ to ‘Germanic’ Gothic — required considerable talent, and
many of the historicizing confections of this era remain quite beautiful today. But in
the 1880s, some architects began to object to what they termed stylistic chaos, and
to oppose a historicism that increasingly seemed artificial and insincere. One of the
most prominent of these was the Viennese architect Otto Wagner, who learned to
detest historicism right at home, by viewing the rise of Ringstrasse eclecticism.
Architects, Wagner argued, should aim at ‘a harmonization of art and purpose’
(Schorske 1981: 79); materials and technology deserved to be showcased in his view,
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Figure 8.2 The Secession Building in Vienna, designed
by Joseph Olbrich © lucarista/Shutterstock

and not swathed in plaster decorations. In this way, the architect could avoid being
enslaved by history and construct rational and useful buildings. Wagner was one of
those who led the Viennese ‘Secession,” or oppositional movement that criticized the
conventional art practiced by the academies and patronized by the bourgeoisie. Apart
from designing some of Vienna’s iconic modern structures — such as the Postal Savings
Bank — Wagner produced numerous important students, one of whom (Joseph
Olbrich) provided the design for the Secession’s headquarters (see Figure 8.2). Wagner
preached simplicity and utility, but he did not object to some ornamentation, unlike
his contemporary Adolf Loos, who took anti-historicism to its extreme in a polemical
pamphlet titled ‘Ornament and Crime’ (1908).

Wagner and his fellow Secessionists drew heavily on French and Belgian ‘Art
Nouveau’ (Henry Van de Velde spent much of his career in and around German
artists), on local woodworking and other artisanal cultures, on Persian and Turkish
carpet designs, and remained in conversation — and competition — with the German
creators of Jugendstil (so-called after the flowing, organic ornamentation favored by
the Munich journal Jugend, or Youth). Their work as architects and interior design-
ers belonged to the larger ‘arts and crafts’ movement, first championed by William
Morris and John Ruskin in Great Britain; this movement, in turn, incorporated
grand dreams for the reintegration of communities damaged by proletarianization,
mass production, and urban anomie. These aims resounded in the ears of Olbrich
and Josef Hoffmann, founders of the Wiener Werkstitte in 1903, and of Hermann
Muthesius and Walter Gropius, the leading spirit behind the forming of the Deutscher
Werkbund in 1907. Gropius’s 1911 glass and iron design for the Fagus Shoe Factory
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Figure 8.3 The Fagus Factory in Alfeld, Germany, designed by Walter Gropius.
This is an important example of early modern architecture in the world
© Takashi Images/Shutterstock

exemplified their call for honesty in the use of modern materials, and provided a key
model for what would later be called Bauhaus modernism (see Figure 8.3).

On the Austrian periphery, architects and reformers sought to blend modernist
styles with distinctive national or local ‘folk’ elements, reinforcing (as did burgeon-
ing local arts and crafts museums) the sense that each region had its own, distinct
heritage. Artistic nationalism was perhaps most powerful in Budapest, where the
city fathers opposed turning their expanding city into a second-rate Vienna, and
opted to modernize in a specifically Hungarian way. It was there, for example, that
the Hungarian architect Odén Lechner built his most famous structures, including
the weirdly orientalizing decorative arts museum (Figure 8.4). Believing the Magyars
to be descendants of the (Aryan) Indians (Achleitner 1999: 109), Lechner was only
one of many non-Viennese Habsburg architects searching for a means to be modern,
loyal to the local, and economically successful. The Polish craft reformer Jozef
Czajkowski envisioned ‘Poland with thousands of new businesses, carpentry work-
shops, rug and tapestry factories, weaver’s shops and dye-houses; Poland with
smoking kilns, metalworks and glassworks; Poland of sculptors working in wood
and stone, glove- and purse-makers, bookbinders, graphic artists, embroiderers and
toy makers’ (Kozakowska 1999: 37). Czajkowski may not have gotten his ‘thou-
sands’ of successful workshops, but Polish revivalism did work in the spa town of
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Figure 8.4 The Museum of Applied Arts in Budapest © Irina Bondareva/Shutterstock

Zakopane, where architects and interior designers resurrected the tradition of deco-
rating in wood. Their mission was to both preserve local craft traditions and create
a Gesamtkunstwerk, a coherently designed environment for a new, more tasteful
and less alienated form of life (see Figure 8.5).

To attempt to survey all of fin-de-siécle Central European painting would be folly,
but we can trace a basic movement from historicism to symbolism to abstraction,
echoing the general flow of avant-garde styles elsewhere. In 1890, the most beloved
‘German’ painter was probably the Swiss symbolist Arnold Bocklin, whose appeal
reached members of the avant-garde as well; traces of his influence are visible in
often darker and misogynist works of Franz von Stuck and Max Klinger. Over
the course of the next two decades, however, Bocklin had been replaced, among the
avant-garde, with the French modernists, and with homegrown avant-garde
movements such as Die Briicke (The Bridge; founded in 1905) and Der Blaue Reiter
(The Blue Rider; founded in 1911). In Austria-Hungary, the appeal of the historicizing
court painter Hans Makart waned after the 1880s, as was also the case with the
Hungarian impressionist Mihaly Munkdacsy and the Polish history painter Jan
Matjeko. Make no mistake: as in architecture, in art the older styles continued to
please the middle-class public. But here, too, the Secessionists and the modernists
began to explore new avenues for artistic representation, and to seek to penetrate
polished surfaces in order to conjure up new depths.

We focus here on just a few figures: Gustav Klimt, whose distinctive decorative
genius linked him powerfully to the arts and crafts movement, even though his
subjects often strayed into mythology, and Vassily Kandinsky, a Russian émigré who
made the full leap away from representational painting to what was known as
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Figure 8.5 House in mountain style, Zakopane, Poland © Janusz Pienkowski/Shutterstock

expressionism. Mention should also be made of Max Liebermann, Germany’s
leading impressionist, who produced widely admired (and widely reviled) naturalist
images of rural workers as well as genteel renderings of bourgeois settings, and
of the Austrians Oskar Kokoschka and Egon Schiele, who ventured far beyond
Liebermann and Klimt into modernist, and deeply anti-bourgeois, styles of art.
Others, too, such as the Swiss-born Paul Klee and the German-American Lionel
Feininger, the Czech Cubist Antonin Prochazka and the north German expressionist
Emil Nolde, borrowed, mixed, and experimented with new forms of abstraction and
color, breaking sharply with the academy, and creating a rich, modernist vocabulary.

Focusing on Klimt and Kandinsky, however, allows us to note two related
attempts to venture beyond and beneath the high bourgeois infatuation with histori-
cism and naturalistic representation. The son of a goldsmith and an accomplished
mural painter and decorator in his youth, Klimt in about 1890 turned against his-
toricist painting in favor of exploring mythological subjects, such as Athena, or
Hygeia, the Greek priestess, who was meant to symbolize medicine in the mural
cycle Klimt designed for the University of Vienna in 1900o-1 (see Figure 8.6).
Klimt’s paintings meant to evoke the Schopenhauerian world of suffering and erotic
energy beneath all human endeavors, while also calling attention to the artificiality
of surfaces by covering his paintings with gold-encrusted, abstract motifs (Schorske
1981: 225—78). Vassily Kandinsky moved even farther away from traditional ideas
about painting. Born in Odessa, Kandinsky spent the fin de siecle in Bavaria, where
he was a central figure in the movement known as ‘expressionism.” For Kandinsky,
a great colorist, the function of art was to express spiritual forces, not to repre-
sent nature. The exhibitions and journal projects in which he participated (most
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Figure 8.6 Detail from Medicine by Gustav Klimt © akg-images

importantly as part of the group called ‘The Blue Rider’) were essential in promot-
ing the full break from representational art we call abstraction (see Figure 8.7).

LITERATURE, MUSIC, AND DRAMA

There is simply no summing up possible of the enormous variety of Central European
accomplishments in these areas. A beginning list of novelists, poets, and dramatists
would need to include Hugo von Hofmannsthal, Robert Musil, Stefan George,
Thomas Mann, Rainer Maria Rilke, Arthur Schnitzler, Stefan Zweig, Franz Wedekind,
Gerhart Hauptmann, Marie von Ebner-Eschenbach, Ferenc Molndr, and Franz
Kafka, but these writers were in dialogue with their counterparts elsewhere, including
(just to give a very brief list), Henrik Ibsen, August Strindberg, Fyodor Dostoevsky,
Leo Tolstoy, and Stéphane Mallarmé. Nor could we understand fin-de-siecle literature
without recognizing its deep debts to philosophy, especially to the works of Nietzsche
and Schopenhauer, and its deep engagements with the music of Richard Wagner and
his many and divergent successors. This was an interconnected world, linked together
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Figure 8.7 Composition No. 7, 1913, by Vassily Kandinsky. Courtesy of the
Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow, Russia/The Bridgeman Art Library

in part by the cafés, bookstalls, and concert houses they frequented, and in part by
women, such as Alma Schindler, who studied painting with Klimt, was painted
herself by (her lover) Kokoschka, and then made husbands of, sequentially, Gustav
Mabhler, Walter Gropius, and the poet Franz Werfel.

If we look for generalities in the literary realm, we find some commonalities with
the arts, and some common themes. Here, among those at the Germanic center, we
can trace a general trend away from the romantic and descriptive poetry toward
more symbolic and freer compositions. We might think of the way in which Hugo
von Hofmannsthal moved away from the complex lyrical poetry that made him a
sensation at age 16; despairing of language’s ability to capture deep emotions,
Hofmannsthal turned to mythological subjects, and to writing operatic libretti, in
the hopes that the music would fill in the gaps left by mere words. His German con-
temporary Stefan George continued to cultivate the mystical and complex, forming
his own homoerotically charged circle of acolytes who referred to him as ‘master’ of
what they believed to be a gestating Germanic Renaissance (see Norton 2002). In
their work, as in the world of painting, mythological themes generally displace
‘realist’ ones, and an aestheticizing, decadent stance in opposition to bourgeois
banalities is cultivated. Dreams and death, Satan and Salomé, youthful rebellion and
sybaritic old age recur again and again, as they do also in the early works of Thomas
Mann. There are more than echoes of the French decadence here, heard as far, too,
as Poland, where the writer Stanislaw Przbyszewski became the nucleus of the aes-
thetic movement. Known as ‘sad Satan,” Przybyszewski championed mythology,
symbolism, and aestheticism in the studios, cafés, and salons in Krakow after 1898.
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As for novelists, Thomas Mann made his mark with Buddenbrooks (1900), a half-
ironic, half-melancholy account of the financial and moral decline of a Hanseatic,
haute-bourgeois family. His short story of 1912, Death in Venice, again treated the
topic of bourgeois degeneration in a tale about an elderly professor’s febrile obsession
with an Adonis-like young boy. Mann played here with the opposition between
Apollonian and Dionysian elements Nietzsche had made central for the richness
(and melancholy) of Greek culture; in Mann’s story, the professor’s admiration for
the beauty of the boy’s Apollonian, sculpture-like body is undercut with a Dionysian,
self-annihilating eroticism that ultimately both thrills and destroys him. Mann’s
‘decadent’ works sold, but not so well as those of contemporaries such as Schnitzler,
Theodor Fontane, or his own more socially-critical brother, Heinrich Mann, not to
mention popular novelists such as Gustav Frenssen, and (for adventure-loving boys)
Karl May.

Most striking in the musical world is the immense and, for nineteenth-century
tastes, devastating influence of the works of Richard Wagner, who accustomed
avant-garde audiences to dissonances, to mythological emplotments, and to the
mesmerism of the Gesamtkunstwerk. Wagner made opera a deep, emotional,
and sometimes erotic experience, casting his enormously talented but more old-
fashioned contemporary Johannes Brahms into the position Makart and Munkacsy
played in comparison to Klimt and Kandinsky. Among the great admirers of
Wagner were the Austrians Gustav Mahler and Richard Strauss, both of whom tried
to equal Wagner’s experimental dissonance while replicating his lyrical beauty.
Their younger contemporary Arnold Schoenberg ultimately abandoned the latter
challenge, and in 1912 developed the ‘12 tone system,” breaking with ‘bourgeois’
harmonics. Wagner’s hero Schopenhauer, and his erstwhile champion Friedrich
Nietzsche, figured prominently in the reading lists of these musicians, who were also
well schooled in the dramatic downers of Henrik Ibsen and August Strindberg.
Richard Strauss proved especially adept in transfiguring philosophical and literary
works into music. In addition to his many operatic collaborations with Hugo
von Hofmannsthal, Strauss composed a tone poem titled ‘Also Sprach Zarathustra’
after Nietzsche’s famous treatise, and an opera entitled ‘Salomé’ (based on Oscar
Wilde’s play by the same name) that managed to outdo even Wagner in its decadent
eroticism. But the Germans and Austrians were by no means alone in their
Wagnerism, which by 1900 had become a Europe-wide cult. Devotees included, for
example, the impresario Sergei Diaghilev and his Ballets Russes, which took Paris by
storm after 1905. Diaghilev, together with his set designers, singers, and dancers,
created his own, highly influential, forms of the Gesamtkunstwerk, exposing
audiences — not all of them grateful — to the erotic modern dancing of Alexei Nijinsky
and the harsh tones of Igor Stravinsky’s ‘Rite of Spring.’

On the Austro-Hungarian periphery, in music as in architecture, modernism was
often combined with the ‘folkish’ revivals to inspire works both modern and in
some way ‘national.” This might be said to the be the case for the work of Bedfich
Smetana, the Czech creator of ‘M4 Vlast’ (‘My Country’), “The Moldau,” and other
pieces based on Czech history, landscape, and myths. But the younger Czech
composers Antonin Dvofdk and Leo$ Janddek and the Hungarian Béla Bartok
managed to integrate folkloric elements with a more modern sound.
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SCHOOLS, SCHOLARSHIP, AND SCIENCE

Again in scholarship and science, we have no hope of even properly surveying a
landscape dotted with figures as intensely studied and widely influential as Sigmund
Freud, Ludwig Wittgenstein, Albert Einstein, Max Weber, Georg Lukacs, Martin
Buber, C. G. Jung, Ernst Mach, Joseph Schumpeter, and Adolf von Harnack. Some of
those listed above remained essentially liberals, and continued to believe in science,
Christianity, capitalism, and the rational ego; but many — such as Max Weber - took
on board the challenges posed by Nietzsche, Marx, and the age of mass politics. In
some respects, even more powerfully felt was the influence of Nietzsche’s obstreperous,
pessimistic, and anti-bourgeois predecessor, Arthur Schopenhauer. Schopenhauer’s
work was instrumental in drawing attention to the artificiality of conventions and
constructs, such as language, numbers, time, and even the self. For some, like the
philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein and the other forerunners of the school of ‘logical
positivism,” the conclusion to draw was that only the constructs actually mattered; for
others, like Freud, the answer was to break the surfaces, and to plunge into the
inchoate and pre-rational world beneath.

If we examine developments in scholarly research overall, we see a world heavily
dominated by the German universities, now at the summit of their productivity and
global influence. Though the natural sciences had gained considerable clout, and
many new resources, the humanities remained king, and the Germans set the pace
in the most prestigious of them, classics, theology, history, archaeology, oriental
studies, and philosophy. By this time, the German seminar system had been imitated
by many fledgling universities across the world, and libraries everywhere overflowed
with German books. The Austro-Hungarian universities lagged behind somewhat,
but shared in this scholarly flowering, excelling especially in art history and econo-
mics. The Russians, Ottomans, Americans, and Japanese hired scores of German-
trained experts to run their museums and laboratories, as well as to fill their
professorial chairs. But there were also numerous Russians, Croatians, Czechs, and
Poles — many of them of Jewish descent — who managed to ascend into the ranks of
the ‘German’ professoriate. Examples here would be the great Croatian linguist
Vatroslav Jagi¢, who held positions in many parts of Central Europe before obtaining
his Viennese professorship in 1886, or Mark Lidzbarski, an orientalist scholar born
in a Polish shtetl. Like many Jews, Lidzbarski suffered discrimination, and waited a
long time for his professorship, but, perhaps because he was willing to convert, he
did get one, at the University of Kiel, in 1907.

Just because German speakers dominated the university systems didn’t mean there
were no controversies here; on the contrary, there were conflicts aplenty. Some of
them were political, and were generated by the desire of under-represented groups,
including socialists, Catholics, Czech speakers, Italian speakers, and women, to
obtain admittance to the lecture halls and the lectureships. Some of them were
institutional, as fledgling disciplines such as sociology and prehistorical archaeology
struggled to gain seats at the professorial tables. And some were intellectual and
ideological, such as the venomous ‘Babylon and the Bible’ controversy that pitted
the anti-Semitic Assyriologist Friedrich Delitzsch against orthodox defenders (some
of them anti-Semites as well) of the Christian scriptures (see Marchand 2009:

244-51).
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While wealth and prestige in the Ottoman and Russian empires remained (largely)
in the hands of the traditional, landed elite, to the West it became increasingly
obvious that education was the ticket necessary to rise into the middling classes.
This meant that battles over schools and schooling grew fierce, at the same time as
controversies raged over the degree to which an overly cerebral civilization destined
itself to degeneration and death. In Germany, controversy raged over whether or not
to admit into the universities students who had not passed the Abitur, a school-
leaving test that only those with excellent Greek and Latin skills could pass. Kaiser
Wilhelm II tried to break the classicists’ stranglehold, insisting in 1890 that he
wanted his country to educate young Germans, not young Greeks and Romans; but
still the universities continued to strongly favor the products of the classicizing sec-
ondary schools (Gymnasien), even in choosing students for the natural sciences.
Already by the 1890s many students felt their schools and universities had lost
touch with ‘real life,” and complained, following Nietzsche, that creativity and viril-
ity were being suffocated by the dead hand of positivist scholarship. The vitalist
reactions that began in the Gymnasien spawned developments such as the
Wandervigel, a sort of neoromantic Germanic scouting movement, which gloried in
hiking and guitar playing, and in the formation of vegetarian and nudist organiza-
tions. Elsewhere, as in Bosnia, vitalism took the form of hyper-politicization; radical
socialism and nationalism, here, thrived not in the impoverished countryside, but in
the cafés frequented by Gymmnasium students.

Many of these discussions about degeneration involved debates about women
and Jews, the supposed ‘dominance’ of whom was often blamed for European civi-
lization’s coming collapse. The most popular of racist histories, Houston Stewart
Chamberlain’s Foundations of the Nineteenth Century (1899), was the work of an
English Wagnerite who became a passionate Germanophile. Jews, Greeks, and
Romans, Chamberlain claimed, took unfair credit for Europe’s achievements; in
fact, Jesus hadn’t been (ethnically speaking) a Jew, the Greeks had borrowed much
from the ‘Aryan’ Indians, and the Germanic ‘barbarians’ had actually saved
European civilization by destroying an already degenerate Roman Empire. The
nineteenth century’s problems, he concluded, were the result of ‘Aryan’ permissive-
ness, gullibility, and intermarriage with Jews and other ‘Semites’; it was time to turn
the clock back on what Chamberlain called ‘mongrelization.” Chamberlain was by
no means the only gentile to hint at Jewish biological inferiority and conspiracy;
indeed it was Central Europeans, probably Russian anti-Semites, who began circu-
lating the forged ‘Protocols of the Elders of Zion,” a document supposedly demon-
strating a Jewish conspiracy to seize control of the world economy, in about 1905.
But Jews, too, participated centrally in debates about degeneration. Already in
1892, the Hungarian-Jewish writer Max Nordau had authored a book with that
very title (Degeneration), in which he pinned blame for the affliction on pessimists
from Ibsen and Wagner to Tolstoy. Nordau ended the book with the recommenda-
tion that Europeans abandon purely cerebral pursuits and strengthen their bodies
and root themselves in the soil instead: a vitalist program he would carry over into
the Zionist movement. The founder of that movement was another Hungarian jour-
nalist, Theodor Herzl, who decided, after seeing the Dreyfus Affair unfold in France,
that the Jews would never be a safe and healthy people until they had their own
state. After penning the book that would become the Zionist bible, The Jewish
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State, in 1896, Herzl attempted to convince the Ottoman Sultan to donate Palestine
to the Jews. He failed, of course, but avoided falling into the despair experienced by
the Viennese Jew Otto Weininger, author of the highly influential but deeply misogy-
nic and anti-Semitic Sex and Character. Weininger identified both women and Jews
as biologically lascivious and materialistic, and hence the eternal enemies of healthy,
idealistic, modern manhood. Tormented by the belief that he and his society could
not escape pollution, Weininger took his own life shortly after the publication of his
book in 1903 (Johnson 1972: 158-62).

We conclude this essay with Sigmund Freud, whose name is virtually synony-
mous with the Central European fin de siecle. Freud knew Weininger, as he knew
many of the movers and shakers of his day. His clients, like Klimt’s sitters, came
disproportionately from the Jewish upper middle classes; Freud’s work reflected
many of their concerns. Would the rational-liberal ego — and the constitutional
monarchy of the Austro-Hungarian Empire — hold, in the face of the destructive
tendencies of the Id, and of mass democracy? Could the Empire — and the individuals
within it — learn to confront the traumas of the past without allowing history to
overwhelm the needs of the present? In the course of his psycho-analytic and cultural
studies, ranging from The Interpretation of Dreams (1900) to Moses and Monotheism
(1937), Freud returned again and again to the problem of surfaces and depths, of
the intractable clashing of Dionysian and Apollonian forces. He remained, in many
ways, a liberal, but as a man of the fin de siecle he understood deeply the Id’s longing
for chaos, even if he, like Klimt, Max Weber, or, in his own way, Emperor Franz
Joseph himself, devoted himself to the struggle to tame it.
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CHAPTER NINE

RUSSIA

— e

Olga Matich

n the retrospective words of poet Anna Akhmatova, the new century in Russia

began on New Year’s eve of 1913, which turned out to be the eve of the Great War
and suggests that the Russian fin de siecle began belatedly (Akhmatova 1976: 53).
It then spilled over into the 1917 Revolution, meaning that it lasted longer than
elsewhere in Europe. Symbolist poet Vyacheslav Ivanov and literary scholar Mikhail
Gershenzon, while recuperating from exhaustion in a Moscow sanatorium three
years after the Revolution and a bloody Civil War, exchanged letters on the fate of
humanism that included history, revolution in social and utopian terms, and
especially the fate of the individual in post-revolutionary society. They discussed
them in relation to the end of Russia’s fin de siécle that instantiated truly radical
political and socio-economic change.

The at-times contentious dialogue was published in the Soviet Union in 1921 as
A Correspondence from Two Corners. In it Ivanov gave a posthumous assessment
of fin-de-siecle decadence, describing it as “the awareness of one’s subtlest organic
bonds with the lofty cultural tradition of the past combined with the feeling, both
oppressive and exalting, of being the last in a line. [...] decadence is memory
benumbed, its capacity to initiate [the next generation into cultural tradition]
gone.” It is “the lofty cultural tradition of the past” that Ivanov remembered and
reminded himself and Gershenzon to keep alive through memory (Gershenzon
and Ivanov 1979: 42). Yet he identified with the “exalting” feeling of “being the last
in a line,” as if welcoming the revolution that would erase his generation. The
conflicted feeling reflected the kind of paradox that characterized Russia’s fin de
siecle as in-betweenness.

Russian intellectual and artistic life of the early twentieth century flourished no
less than in France, England, or Germany; the Russian cultural elite, to which Ivanov
and Gershenzon belonged, was equally at home in Paris as in Petersburg or Moscow.
Yet, decadence in the arts, initially the hallmark of the fin de siecle in France, arrived
in Russia belatedly, and it wasn’t until the first decade of the twentieth century that
Russian artists joined the global art world as equals, with Stravinsky and Kandinsky
being essential to the development of modernist or avant-garde European painting
and music.
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In the political and socio-economic spheres, however, Russia was backward,
political reform and capitalism arriving very belatedly. The Russian empire remained
an absolute monarchy until the Revolution of 1905, marked by worker strikes,
peasant revolts, and military mutinies, which challenged its existence. In an effort to
maintain power, Nicholas II introduced political reforms among which were the
country’s first constitution, though limited; a multi-party system that included
Nationalists, Constitutional Democrats, and various revolutionary parties; an
elected parliament, called the State Duma, still weighted in favor of the propertied
classes and was subject to dissolution by the tsar; and almost full freedom of the
press. The reforms slowed down revolutionary momentum, while freedom of
the press contributed to it. But they were too little, too late. Rural and urban
poverty was rampant, in part product of rapid industrial development and growth
of the urban working class in the 1890s and especially in the years preceding the
Great War.

The belatedness of political reform and thriving capitalist development led to the
1917 Revolutions, also the product of Russia’s disastrous conduct of the Great War
and its general deleterious effects at home. The February Revolution deposed
Nicholas and established a provisional government, under Alexander Kerensky, that
introduced democracy; the Bolshevik Revolution took place in October. The unique,
though brief, democratic interlude between tsarist and communist Russia represented
political in-betweeness, which also characterized the period as a whole. Needless to
say, it was different from fin-de-siécle in-betweenness: paradox and ambivalence
didn’t characterize the revolutionaries’ vision that was totalizing in its affirmation of
the new and rejection of the old.

If decadence celebrated death, politically the fin de siecle, characterized by mount-
ing revolutionary activity, differed radically from other Western countries by liter-
ally ending a way of life. Despite Marx’s view that socialist revolution would first
take place in societies of mature capitalism, Russia, essentially agrarian, was the first
country to instantiate it. As a result of belated capitalism, Russian revolutionaries
were originally inspired by populist ideas, viewing the peasantry as a revolutionary
class and maintaining that Russia would skip capitalism and move directly to social-
ism. In fact, the populist Socialist-Revolutionaries remained more numerous through
the October Revolution than Marxist Social-Democrats of all orientations com-
bined: it was because of its discipline and organization that the minority Bolshevik
party seized power. Yet Russia’s socio-economic belatedness induced Lenin and the
Bolsheviks to substantially revise Marxist theory of historical development, includ-
ing adoption of some Socialist-Revolutionary concepts.

The writers and artists of the fin de siecle who are the subject of my essay sympa-
thized with the 1905 and February Revolutions, but only Alexander Blok and
Andrey Bely welcomed October. As we know, the Soviet government would soon
require identification with the state, making it impossible for the individual to
choose among different political parties as well as political disengagement. Like
many Russian poets, artists, philosophers, and scholars that emerged in the fin de
siecle, Ivanov in the end chose to emigrate, severing all ties with his homeland, and
thereby brought his in-between state to an end. It was also this act that firmly rele-
gated him to the Soviet ashbin of decadence. As elsewhere in its time “decadent”
was typically an epithet of opprobrium, but it became an exclusively derisive
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qualifier in the Soviet Union and was applied to all texts that depicted the old way
of life positively or even neutrally.

Returning to Ivanov’s assessment of decadence, it evoked Nietzsche’s claim in
Ecce Homo that he is “at once a decadent and a beginning.” In Russia, this feeling
was associated with the coming of the “new man” after the apocalyptic end of
history that preoccupied the fin-de-siecle generation, including the revolutionaries
although in a very different philosophical sense. Yet Trotsky, Lenin’s ally in 1917
who was familiar with Nietzsche and Vladimir Solovyov (see below), wrote that the
new Soviet man would be “a higher biologic type, [...] a superman” that will
master the environment as well as reproduction and the purposefulness of his body
(Trotsky 1925: 254—56). These were utopian claims that resembled those of Ivanov’s
generation.

Ivanov’s simultaneous nostalgia for the past and exaltation of the future suggested
a profound anxiety of being in-between historically that revealed the fluidity and
essential in-betweenness of fin-de-siecle temporality.

ok

As in France, decadence in Russia was associated with the Russian symbolist
movement, and as in France, it came to characterize the spirit of the fin de siecle that
in Russia spilled over into the twentieth century. Belatedness had some favorable
aesthetic consequences: according to the premier formalist critic Victor Shklovsky,
for instance, the late development of the novel in Russia produced a genre that,
instead of imitating, parodied — in the formalist sense — West European prose fiction,
resulting in a renewal of the novelistic genre (Shklovsky 1966, 2: 3—5). In the case of
Russian symbolist poetry, belatedness resulted in grafting a utopian sensibility by
the younger symbolists onto the older decadence, producing a palimpsest of sorts.
For those whom I have labeled “decadent utopians” (see below), belatedness offered
a new beginning that renewed literary production.

Textbook definitions of Russian symbolism distinguish two generations, with the
first emerging in the 1890s, the second, in the 1900s. According to traditional
literary historians, the older decadents assumed a stance of aesthetic individualism
against the earlier realists, especially those espousing progress, positivism, and social
consciousness; the second rejected the aesthetics of decadence in favor of apocalyptic
mysticism. As all such chronological divisions, the boundaries between the two
generations were fluid.

Chronologically, decadence in Russia was a response to the literary “stagnation”
of the 1880s when the radical ideals of social progress and positivism of the so-called
men of the 1860s were in a state of decline. By the early 1880os the great Russian
novelists were dead, creating a vacuum to be filled by authors that rejected the
socially conscious fathers; in the case of Tolstoy, he renounced his earlier writing. If
the decadent symbolists were indeed aesthetes and individualists first and foremost,
then the second-generation symbolist visionaries were mystics who turned to a new
collective ideal. In actuality, however, both bore the taint of decadence in the sense of
falling away from a previous state of strength, although it was also the aesthetic
culture around them that they considered in a state of decline. This view was
expressed by Dmitry Merezhkovsky in the first fin-de-siecle manifesto, On the Causes
of the Decline and on the New Trends in Contemporary Russian Literature (1892),
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that articulated the end of nineteenth-century Russian literature: “contemporary
people stand face to face with ineffable darkness, unprotected, at the border of light
and shade [ ... and] the terrifying cold blowing from the abyss” (Merezhkovsky
1994: 170). Metaphorizing the in-between, the abyss was that which the fin-de-siecle
generation strove to overcome by crossing it from the old shore to what Merezhkovsky
called divine idealism. The younger symbolist Andrey Bely and author of the premier
Russian modernist novel Petersburg posthumously applied the same metaphor:
“The decadents were those who found themselves at the downfall of culture without
the possibility of leaping over [the abyss]; wings for the decadents were those of the
aeronaut Lilienthal who proved the impossibility of aviation [his glider crashed and
he was killed]. The decadents and symbolists became conscious of the necessity of
flying away from culture: decadents didn’t see the instantiation of flight; the
symbolists, so-to-speak, created tests in aviation” (Bely 1990: 535).

Decadent symbolism in Russia was an import from France. The critic Zinaida
Vengerova first introduced the French symbolists to the reader, especially in her
article “The French Symbolist Poets in France,” which appeared in Messenger of
Europe in 1892. The article offered Russian writers a readymade vocabulary from
French to express the new sensibility. Vengerova’s article and Max Nordau’s
Degeneration, published the same year and translated into Russian in 1894, made
this poetry available to those seeking new modes of writing, with the difference that
she was sympathetic to their writing whereas Nordau considered it the pathological
product of the fin de siecle. Degeneration was widely discussed in the Russian press,
with socially conscious intelligentsia critics finding it enlightened.

An unexpected Russian source of European decadent writing was Tolstoy’s What
Is Art? (1898). Though published later than Degeneration, it was conceptualized
around the time of its original publication and bore an uncanny resemblance to it
despite Nordau’s disparaging chapter on late Tolstoy as degenerate novelist. Besides
lambasting early modernist writing, music, painting, and philosophy from similar
points of view, strikingly both quoted some of the same authors, even the same
French poems, attributing to them unhealthy, immoral concerns.

While What Is Art¢ refers to Dostoevsky as one of the great nineteenth-century
authors of religious writing, whom Nordau curiously doesn’t mention, Merezhkovsky
names him among Russian precursors of the new trends in literature: “Dostoevsky
depicts people only in a state of morbid tension, [ . . . with] psychological experience
lit by an unnaturally bright light,” writes Merezhkovsky. “Dostoevsky was possessed
not by fear, but by love of the abyss, tearing off the veils from it with audacious
curiosity” (1994:177-80). I would add that he offered images that prefigured
decadence. Perhaps the most florid example appears in the scene from The Brothers
Karamazov (1880) in which young Lise, suffering from what Freud would label
hysterical paralysis, finds erotic pleasure in an utterly perverse imaginary. She
describes a series of tableaus that become increasingly decadent; the last depicts a
fantasy of a four-year-old boy crucified by a Jew, suggesting the vicious anti-Semitic
blood libel. Moreover, the child cries and moans while Lise eats pineapple compote
—a decadent parody of Christ’s crucifixion that, I would suggest, traveled to Fyodor
Sologub’s thoroughly decadent 1906 novel The Petty Demon in which its sensual
heroine dreams of crucified Christ whose body is covered with droplets of blood. “It
is greatly to be deplored that no Dostoevsky lived in the neighborhood of this most
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interesting decadent [Christ] — I mean someone who would have known how to feel
the poignant charm of such a mixture of the sublime, the morbid, and the child-
like,” wrote Nietzsche (2007: 121). Clearly, he hadn’t read The Idiot — the eponymous
hero Prince Myshkin fits his characterization almost to a tee.

GG

Ivanov’s description of decadence as characterizing the feeling of being the last of a
series may be said to evoke Nordau’s view of heredity in the fin de siecle: “the
French ascribe their own senility to the century, and speak of the fin-de-siecle when
they ought correctly to say fin-de-race” (Nordau 1968: 2). It revealed Nordau’s
taking degeneration theory out of the psychiatric hospital and applying it to early
modernism. The end of the race as product of bad heredity characterized the premier
Russian symbolist poet Alexander Blok’s view of himself as offspring of a degenerate
bloodline. Shortly before his wedding he recorded in his diary: “I am a degenerate
from the Blok family,” implying that he represented the end of the family line
(Blok 1965: s0-51, 53); Blok suffered from venereal disease, which according to
medical science of the time was hereditary and precluded healthy offspring.
His wife, daughter of Dmitry Mendeleev, famed fin-de-siecle chemist and author
of the Periodic Table, wrote in her posthumous memoirs that physical and
psychopathological illness characterized her husband’s genealogy on both sides.
Using fin-de-siecle medical discourse, she associated it with “gentry degeneration
and impoverishment of the blood line.” Listing several examples of tainted heredity
on Blok’ side, she claimed that contemporary psychiatry would describe his
genealogy as exhibiting extreme “marginality” (L. D. Blok 1977: 80-81).

Blok’s unfinished narrative poem Retribution was an attempt to recount the
history of both sides of his family, which he described in the “Introduction” as his
version of Les Rougon-Macquart, Zola’s series of novels about the genealogy and
degeneration of a family. The “theme” of the poem, wrote Blok, is the development
“of the links in a single family chain” (Blok 1960, 3: 297). He described the persona’s
father as a vampire who insinuates himself into the maternal side of the family and
so corrupts its blood. (Blok’s maternal grandfather was Alexander Beketov, Russia’s
leading botanist in the fin de siecle.) An outsider in the liberal upper-class gentry
family, the father resembles a sinister, sickly romantic who wants to fill his dying
body with living blood (“As if he wanted to pour into the corpse/Live playing
blood”); this act, represented metaphorically as rape, marks the persona’s conception
as the product of vampiric coupling: “This was love/In that vampiric century,”
which the poet proclaims as “damned” and “wretched” (Blok 1960, 3: 323-25).

The space of historical betweeness, which characterized Russians affiliated with
the fin de siecle, may be interpreted in this instance as the result of tainted heredity.
Blok, the last member of the Blok family, owned a copy of Huysmans’s A rebours,
whose arch-decadent Des Esseintes is the last scion of an old aristocratic family — its
decline produced male offspring that were “progressively less manly” and sickly.
Instead of lamenting that he is the end of a family line, as did Blok, Des Esseintes
takes pleasure in occupying the liminal space between life and death, a state that
could be described as keeping death alive. He does this against nature — by seeking
the most refined, yet enervating, artificial pleasures to stimulate his vitiated senses.
The naturalist version of the space between genealogy and rupture was captured by
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Zola’s Rougon-Macquart series, which Huysmans attempts to overcome in A
rebours by offering his version of heredity — one that produces a heightened aesthetic
sensibility in the last of the line. Historical betweeness is transformed through the
imagination into perpetual presentness of being on the verge of death.

The taint of heredity characterized the last scion of the Romanov family that had
reigned in Russia since the beginning of the seventeenth century. The son of Nicholas
II, heir to the Russian throne, suffered from a hereditary blood disease. The
perception was that the Romanov dynasty was doomed by hemophilia, which is
transmitted through the female bloodline but infects only men. Rhetorically, it may
be described as a decadent disease, especially if we consider it in relation to the bane
of degeneration and the blood trope of decadence, not to speak of the myth of
feminine evil in the fin de siecle. What could be a more eloquent symptom of
degeneration that fits its medical, rhetorical, and ideological criteria found at the
pinnacle of political power? This and the insinuation of the monk Grigory Rasputin
into the royal family by convincing the tsarina that he could contain the son’s
hemophilic attacks exacerbated the symbolic significance of the royal disease.
Although the monarchy manifested other symptoms of decrepitude, the blood taint
as emblem of biological decline was the Romanovs’ most striking exemplar of
degeneration, contributing to the downfall of the ruling house in 1917.

3% 3k ok

The family novel was in crisis in the 1880s, the decade of stagnation in Russian
literature. It was the subject of Mikhail Saltykov-Shchedrin’s The Golovlyov Family
(1880), which expressed a positivist view of biological determinism, representing
the downfall of three generations of a landed gentry family suffering from degenerate
heredity. The main environmental cause of its death, however, was not modernity as
in The Rougon-Macquart, but serfdom. It was precisely Saltykov-Shchedrin and
his generation’s politics of culture and society, especially positivism and social and
political engagement, which the decadents rejected, even though The Golovlyov
Family was a prime example of gentry decadence as represented by the fathers of the
1860s to 1870s and by Russian naturalism in the manner of Zola. Scion of the
Golovlyov family, the central character is dubbed “blood-sucker”: like a vampire,
he deprives all around him, including his children, of vitality. The novel was Russia’s
Rougon-Macquart, though set in a dreary provincial landscape, not a city, and
contrary to decadent writing, it represented the suffering of the exploited peasants
instead of aestheticizing decline and the family’s degeneration.

A Russian novel in which naturalism verged on decadence, as in French literature,
was The Petty Demon, whose author wrote around 1899 that “decadence was the
development of the veritable principles of naturalism” (Pavlova 2004), by which
Sologub meant Zola, although I would add Saltykov-Shchedrin sans moralism to
the mix. It is as if The Petty Demon’s decadent hothouse of erotic dreams, images
of “blooming flesh,” colors, and perfume, evoking the exuberance of synesthesia in
A rebours, had been grafted onto the naturalist representation of the depraved
sensuality and morals of the inhabitants of a provincial town.

If decadence was premised on the transcendence of difference, then synesthesia as
practiced by symbolists everywhere did so at the sensible level. Socially, the most
important erasure of difference in the fin de siecle had to do with gender treated in
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similar terms in decadence and the women’s movement. Both inscribed gender
construction, which in decadence was an aesthetic ideal whereas for the new woman
it represented equality with men in the social and economic spheres. The Peity
Demon’s schoolboy cross-dressed as geisha represented beauty at a masquerade
ball that brings the naturalist and decadent plotlines together, but his gender
performance that parodies the novel’s gender norms results in destruction.

Gender performativity characterized the social and literary subjectivity of the fin-
de-siecle’s most original female intellectual and symbolist poet. Strikingly beautiful,
Zinaida Gippius performed dandyism and cross-dressing, same-sex eroticism, as
well as used a male persona in poetry and wrote criticism under male pseudonyms
(see Figure 9.1). As a new woman, she insisted on an equal role in the intellectual
sphere with men and “a room of one’s own,” which Virginia Woolf would later
articulate in her famed essay. Yet, Gippius expressed disdain for écriture féminine
(and frequently for feminized women as well as Russia’s women’s movement) for
focusing on social instead of spiritual concerns. Instead, she identified with the
transcendence of gender in Vladimir Solovyov’s sense of conflating male and female
(see below) in life and writing. Her self-representation as female dandy was made
famous by Léon Bakst of the World of Art, many of whose members were gay,
practicing Wildean dandyism that was affiliated with decadence.

L, BT
ool

Figure 9.1 Zinaida Gippius by Léon Bakst, 1906. © The
State Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow, Russia
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Belatedness generally informed Russian historicity. If the Romantic philosophy of
history found a place only for gifted nations, then what special aptitude or original
idea could backward Russia offer to European society? This question was raised in
the 1830s by philosopher Peter Chaadaev, famously proclaiming Russia “a blank
sheet of paper” on which Peter the Great wrote “Europe and Occident” and suggesting
that Russia had no history and therefore was destined to borrow invented ideas
and practices from Europe (Chaadaev 1969: 246). This was the first philosophical
articulation of Russian historical belatedness that had dogged the intelligentsia
for several decades — whether a backward country lacking cultural memory could
have any purpose in history other than to imitate Europe. It was only in the fin de
siecle that Vladimir Solovyov, the most important nineteenth-century Russian
philosopher, offered another reading of the blank page: that Russia, unencumbered
by history and memory, would write a new apocalyptic word on it as a way out
of history.

A historical paradigm premised on decadence was proposed somewhat earlier by
Constantine Leontyev, a political reactionary and opponent of progress. Trained as
a medical doctor, he considered himself a pathologist of contemporary society,
applying to history the laws of biology, as would Oswald Spengler many years later.
As early as 1875, in Byzantism and Slavdom, Leontyev argued for a biological phe-
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nomenology of history that consisted of three stages: “primitive simplicity”; “exu-
berant growth and complexity”; “secondary simplification™ as the stage of decay
and death (Leontyev 1993: 19-118). His theory of cultural “blossoming” and sub-
sequent “degeneration” may be seen as an analogue of the naturalism/decadence
relationship — in the sense that naturalism represented the overripe fruit marking the
onset of degeneration and decadence. Leontyev, however, also associated decline
with the rise of democracy, which he viewed as the pernicious consequence of
European liberal thought that promoted bourgeois mediocrity. In 1880, he wrote
that “Russia must be frozen a little so that it wouldn’t rot” like Europe, prolonging
the stage of cultural blossoming (Leontyev 1996: 246). He railed against the rotting
West while praising sweet-smelling Orthodox monasticism and Byzantism.

For the symbolist generation, Solovyov’s phenomenology of history became the
most influential fin-de-siecle alternative to biological determinism and history
representing progress. The Meaning of Love (1892-94) proclaimed an apocalyptic
future that would end nature’s cycle that inscribed the inevitability of death
that, according to Solovyov, had to be overcome. Like Nietzsche, he believed that
man is unfinished and must be surpassed, but his terms were radically dif-
ferent. Solovyov perceived post-history as the reconstitution of primordial unity in
the image of eternal God-manhood, suggesting a phenomenology based on
Revelation. Instead of the superman, he postulated the God-man who would unite
spirit and flesh as divine matter embodied by Divine Sophia, goddess of wisdom.
The goal was the apocalyptic immortalization of the collective body after the end
of history.”

Time as a category of the infinite and timeless was mostly the purview of
philosophers, although poets sometimes attempted to render it; decadent poets like
Constantine Balmont and Valery Bryusov exalted capturing the fleeting moment
instead. Blok’s “The Stranger,” one of his most celebrated poems, conflates the two
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temporalities: a mysterious streetwalker “breathing perfumes and fogs” whose silks
“walft ancient tales” sits alone at a bar window. As the funereal ostrich feathers on
her hat begin to sway in the inebriated persona’s head, he is transported beyond
her veiled visage to her bottomless blue eyes timelessly “blooming on a distant
shore.” But instead of transcendence, the timeless moment is produced by the “truth
of wine” (Blok 1960, 2: 185-86). Though originally inspired by Solovyov, Blok
demythologizes his vision.

Symbolists influenced by Solovyov — Gippius for instance — espoused the seem-
ingly paradoxical sensibility of “decadent utopianism,” an oxymoronic designation
suggesting a causal relationship between their sense of doom and utopian dreams
(Matich 20035: 3). Even though The Meaning of Love is known primarily as a philo-
sophical text, it also addressed the concern with genealogy and the fin-de-siecle
biological taint. It suggested an escape from “genetic continuity” by means of bodily
transfiguration in the form of the androgyne that would overcome death and immor-
talize the living body. As Eugenio Donato writes, “the end of time is the abolition of
differential traits” (Donato 1993: 43). If decadence disavowed nature and aestheti-
cized the in-between, then the androgyne represented the essential hybrid that would
nullify biological determinism and thereby end history.

Solovyov’s story of the biological development of the species offered a model in
which reproductive instinct exists in reverse relation to sexual love, which the lowest
biological organisms lack almost completely. He proclaimed non-reproductive
sexual love as the most powerful form of love, not as consummation of the sex act
and its reproductive surplus leading to death, but as an economy of desire premised
on abstinence. The energy of the sex drive would, so-to-speak, be stored until its
expenditure in the birth of the utopian androgyne. The Meaning of Love ends with
a “chemical” union that “liberates real spiritual-physical currents that gradually
gain control of the material environment, animate it and incarnate in it different
images of total unity — living and eternal likenesses of absolute humanity. The power
of this spiritual-material creativity in man is merely the transmutation or turning
inward of the very same creative power that in nature, being turned outward,
produces the flawed infinity of the physical reproduction of organisms” (Solovyov
1966: 60).> Such was Solovyov’s thoroughly delirious philosophical answer to the
totalizing power of death! Chemical union, suggesting alchemy, refers to the grand
union of one and all heralding the age of androgyny that would reconstitute the
originary whole before the Fall.

The most radical attempt to reify Solovyov’s utopian theory of overcoming
procreation and gender difference was Gippius’s “life-creation” project that fused
philosophical writing, literary creativity, and life practice. The sublimated erotic
energy of her triangulated family, consisting of her husband Merezhkovsky (their mar-
riage was never consummated physically) and gay Dmitry Filosofov of the World of
Art, was to instantiate “erotic utopia” in which Gippius played the pivotal perfor-
mative role between men, with the fluidity of gender of all three. Needless to say,
the project failed, but its desire to transform life represented the most ambitious
attempt to put to practice Solovyov’s androgynous collective body (see Matich 20035:
162—211).
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The fin-de-siecle generation everywhere was torn between a melancholy nostalgia
for the whole and an obsession with the fragment, or synecdoche, the trope of
fetishism and modernity. Linking wholeness with the “unnatural” body of the
androgyne, Solovyov replaced the “natural” whole with an artificial one, as if
revealing preference for artifice and fetish objects, cornerstones of decadence as well
as its subsequent instantiations: modernism and post-modernism.

Charles Bernheimer wrote that decadence “is a stimulant that causes a restless
movement between perspectives, the goal being the attainment of a position outside
decadence that would enable one to judge it as such,” suggesting that the author
exists both inside and outside decadence (Bernheimer 2002: 27). Applying
Bernheimer’s claim to The Meaning of Love, we could say that its androgyne
positioned the new man cum woman to stand outside nature and history, whereas
the androgyne of decadence remained inside historical time. Gippius in this regard
stood inside while striving to be outside and transcend decadent solipsism in an
apocalyptic body. Moreover, movement between perspectives, fragmentation of
image and narrative in the verbal and visual arts, including in a fetishist sense,
would characterize modernism in its various iterations.

While no decadent, Solovyov — quite self-consciously — devoted several pages to
fetishism in The Meaning of Love, both as an alternative to procreative sex as well
as a contemporary “perversion,” referencing Alfred Binet’s “Le fétichisme dans
’amour.” Solovyov cites the case of a masturbating apron fetishist from Richard
von Krafft-Ebing’s Psychopathia Sexualis as an example. In The Meaning of Love,
however, the object of criticism is not so much fetishism as current therapeutic
practices of treating it. Although there is no evidence in Psychopathia Sexualis of
therapies that use pornographic pictures of naked women, Solovyov accused
psychopathologists like Krafft-Ebing of using such tools to “cure” what they
considered to be deviations from the norm that encouraged their patients to visit
brothels: “the more successful this kind of therapy becomes, the more likely that the
patient will need to turn his attention from one medical specialty to another, and
that the psychiatrist’s triumph might cause the dermatologist considerable trouble”
(Solovyov 1966: 36).

What becomes clear from Solovyov’s discussion of fetishism is his movement
between perspectives: while chastising the apron fetishist, he also implies that for
hygienic reasons his sexual practice is superior to that of the brothel visitor. Despite
the ironic tone, the underlying suggestion may very well be that fetishism — refusal
of the “natural” in favor of “artifice” — is superior to sex that leads to procreation.
Quoting Bernheimer, we could say that it is “the dynamics of paradox and
ambivalence which sets in motion” (Bernheimer 2002: §) Solovyov’s evaluation of
fetishism and its slippage to the brothel.

According to Paul Bourget in 1881, “One law governs both the development and
the decadence of the organism which is language. A style of decadence is one in
which the unity of the book breaks down to make place for the independence of the
page, in which the page breaks down to make place for the independence of
the sentence and in which the sentence breaks down to make place for the
independence of the word” (Calinescu 1987: 170). Nietzsche in The Case of Wagner
wrote that decadence is the revolt of the part against the whole, a revolt that
disperses and displaces it (Nietzsche 1967: 170). This revolt may be said to describe
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fetishism. The severed head of John the Baptist, celebrated fetish of decadence, as
desired by Salome, represented the trope of poetry for Blok:

A cold wind from the lagoon.
Silent coffins of gondolas.

On this night, young and ill,

I lie prostrate at the lion’s column.

On the tower a cast-iron song,

The giants strike midnight.

Mark drowns his ornate iconostasis
In the moonlit lagoon.

In the shadow of the palace arcade,
Barely lit by the moon,

Lurks Salome, passing by

With my bloody head.

All sleep—palaces, canals, people,
Only the gliding step of the phantom,
Only the head on a black platter
Stares with melancholy into the surrounding gloom. (1909)?
(Blok 1960, 3: 102~03)

The poet’s decollation invokes the fin-de-siecle master plot of castration, but instead
of Salome, a mere trace in the poem, Blok focuses on the poet and his dismember-
ment, with the disintegration of the whole suggesting an increased autonomy of the
part; instead of center stage, Salome represents the fleeting moment exalted by sym-
bolists. The poet’s bloody head as fetish object that releases the poet’s voice figures in
the Prologue of Blok’s unfinished “Retribution”. As in the Venice poem, bifurcation
of the persona’s voice into first and third persons, though affiliated with Salome, here
a nameless dancer who delivers the poet’s head to the tsar, introduces a shift between
perspectives, a view of the poet from inside and outside, that fragments narrative.
The severed head lying on the charger in “Retribution” metamorphoses into a
scaffold as locus of poetry, with the head symbolizing the poet’s voice. Instead of
castration, it represents the modernist victory of the fragment and its fetishistic rela-
tion to language, here figured as male decapitation that produces poetry. The poet’s
retribution against the vampiric nineteenth century differs remarkably from Wilde’s
Salome who seals the lips of the prophet to silence his voice. Blok’s Salome, instead,
resembles Mallarmé’s Herodiade in the “Cantique de Saint Jean” (published posthu-
mously only in 1913) in which the decapitating muse liberates the voice of the poet.

Even though repressed in the text, trickling down only into the subtext, decollation
in “Retribution” produces blood, a binding trope of poetic language for Blok.
Historically, the trope was associated with the bloodshed of the Russo-Japanese war,
1905 and Bolshevik Revolutions and Civil War, as well as First World War. The head
is poetry in fact, as we read in the lines “He lays down [slagaet]| his head/There, on
the black scaffold” (Blok 1960: 3: 303), evoking also the widespread government
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executions of revolutionaries, with whom Blok identified. The verb slaga#’ (lay down)
is used in the collocation slagat’ stikhi, which means to compose poetry. The
representation of the bifurcated body by means of grammar reflects Blok’s desire to
inhabit not only the lyrical voice of the poet but also the voice of history. Familial and
national history is, after all, the theme of “Retribution” — transcending the vampiric
century by means of poetry: “But a song will always remain a song,/In the crowd,
someone will still sing. [. . .] Here, his poetry is branded/As shameful . . . But I sing,/
Yours is not the last judgment,/It is not for you to seal my lips!” (Blok 1960, 3: 303)

If the fetish became the fin-de-siecle fragment of choice, acquiring aesthetic power
of its own, it also informed fragmented narrative, modernism’s signature rhetorical
strategy. And if in Bourget’s terms, narrative fragmentation signaled deviation from
the norm, its mastery by Andrey Bely in Petersburg (1913) marked the novelistic
highpoint of Russian modernism. (Vladimir Nabokov considered Petersburg one of
the four greatest twentieth-century prose works alongside Ulysses, “The Meta-
morphosis,” and In Search of Lost Time, all of which were written later.) Frag-
mentation and disjuncture are the novel’s defining representational principles: body
parts displace the body whole; fragments of the cityscape, the city whole; fragments
of narrative, including the fetishistic repetition of fragments, the narrative whole.
The novel’s young terrorist moreover, a sexual fetishist, proclaims that “in Satanism
there is a vulgar worship of the fetish” (Bely 1981: 292).

Bely’s city novel represents the nexus of modernism, fragmenting modernity, and
the fin de siecle’s characteristically overstimulated senses and nerves, source of
synesthesia culturally. The exploding bomb — motor of the plot — and its imaginary
and real aesthetic shock reify the simultaneously terrifying and fascinating aspect of
modernity that fragments and dissolves representation and narrative, which can be
described as an anarchist sublime that exceeds representation. Petersburg was based
on the famous assassination of the hated minister of interior Vyacheslav von Plehve
in 1904 by bomb-throwing political conspirators, while also deploying the bomb as
a metaphor of writing. Elsewhere Bely proclaimed: “My creative work is a bomb
that I throw; life inside me is a bomb that has been thrown at me” (Bely 1994: 200).

The highly publicized assassinations of government officials in finz-de-siecle Russia
also came to inform the epoch’s European fiction inscribing anarchist terror, for
instance Zola’s Germinal and later Joseph Conrad’s Secret Agent and Under Western
Eyes, as well as G. K. Chesterton’s The Man Who Was Thursday, all of which have
a terrorist of Russian origin. Bely’s Petersburg and the last three resembled each
other not only in content but also stylistically, as if the anarchist novel had certain
characteristics in common.

Petersburg’s image of the imperial capital and its inhabitants is that of a dying,
apocalyptic city. One of the novel’s shadowy characters claims that Karl Baedeker
misleads the visitor by keeping mum about the “fact” that the capital city belongs to
the world of the spirits, not of the living. Petersburg is about the transience of life
(“man is just slime sewn up in skin”) and the novel’s anxiety about sex represents
Solovyov’s assessment of biological life as well as Freud’s theory of the life and death
instincts. Like late Freud, Petersburg, a novel about a powerful father and “degenerate”
son, gives precedence to Thanatos, with the son representing the end of the family line.

%%k
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Turning briefly to the other arts, they reflected some of the same characteristics as
those in verbal language. Returning to synesthesia, among its celebrated practitioners
were the mystical synesthetes Alexander Scriabin in music and Kandinsky in painting.
Both, like Bely, had been influenced by theosophy and anthroposophy, which
emphasized the dematerialization of matter. For Bely’s Petersburg and Kandinsky’s
paintings, these spiritual movements inspired their move to abstraction (Matich
2010, 83-120). Kandinsky’s claim in O#n the Spiritual in Art that abstract forms
channel the sounding inner spirit manifested a theosophical cum anthroposophic
sensibility. Scriabin developed a color organ that was used in the performances of
Prometheus: Poem of Fire; Kandinsky discussed Scriabin’s synesthetic music in On
the Spiritual in Art.

As the modernist arts were becoming increasingly global at the beginning of the
twentieth century, Kandinsky became a European artist whose development as
painter, in fact, took place mostly abroad. Yet he channeled Russian folk themes as
well as fin-de-siecle apocalyptic anxieties, having been influenced by Solovyov and
Merezhkovsky. Like symbolist writing, Kandinsky’s Munich paintings, which
introduced a new visual language of expressive lines and abstract shapes to render
the apocalypse, was informed by Revelation. Moreover, like Bely’s Petersburg, his
paintings rendered explosions, representing what Kandinsky called “the collapse of
the atom” that he associated with the apocalyptic disintegration of the whole world.

Synesthesia as Gesamtkunstwerk was the hallmark of Sergey Diaghilev’s famed
Ballets Russes, an offshoot of the World of Art movement that emerged at the end
of the nineteenth century. Ballets Russes influenced ballet everywhere, becoming one
of the first truly international artistic enterprises. Some of the World of Art painters,
especially Bakst and Alexandre Benois, became the company’s principal stage and
costume designers; later Diaghilev engaged among others the avant-garde painters
Natalia Goncharova and Mikhail Larionov, as well as Picasso and Jean Cocteau.
Besides Debussy, Ravel, Darius Milhaud, and others, the company’s most important
composer was Stravinsky who, like Kandinsky, would work primarily in the West;
yet his ballets for Diaghilev, who “discovered” Stravinsky, all inscribed Russian
thematics. Even though Ballets Russes essentially didn’t perform in Russia, it
exported a new kind of ballet to the West.

Ballets Russes’ repertory capitalized on the French image of Russia as Orient,
which came to be known as le style russe. It was translated into orientalist fashion
in décor and dress, e.g. in Paul Poiret’s clothing, and became popular at the beginning
of the twentieth century. Even though decadence came to Russia from France, the
representation of the fernme fatale by French decadent novelists, such as Joséphin
Péladan and Claude Lorrain, inscribed what they perceived as the mysterious,
Sphinx-like Russian woman — masculinized, depraved, and of the East. Perhaps it
was originally Leopold Sacher-Masoch that introduced ’dme slave as mysterious
and orientalized, best known from Venus in Furs, although Mario Praz claimed that
the image was borrowed from Dostoevsky (Praz 1978: 209). (Masoch came from
what used to be Poland and today is Ukraine.) The stereotype continued into the
twentieth century, e.g. in Virginia Woolf’s Orlando and Thomas Mann’s Madame
Chauchat in The Magic Mountain.

During the first Paris season (1909), the androgynous, exotic Ida Rubinstein
performed the oriental fernme fatale role of Cleopatra in the eponymous ballet, and,
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Figure 9.2 Fokine/Rubinstein/Nizhinsky, La Maison des Danseuses © akg-images

in 1910, Z0beide in Scheherazade, both times opposite the great, equally androgynous
Vatslav Nizhinsky. Rubinstein’s dance of veils traveled from Oscar Wilde’s Salome,
which she attempted to stage and perform in Petersburg the previous year, to her
representation of Cleopatra in Paris. Rubinstein enchanted European audiences,
among them the Parisian dandy Count Robert de Montesquiou, prototype of
Huysmans’s Des Esseintes, and Jean Cocteau. In the words of Montesquiou’s
biographer, he envisioned her Cleopatra as Salome “hurling at society of Tout-Paris
decapitated ‘good taste’ as though it were the head of John the Baptist, and the
blood from it spattered Poiret’s dresses and lacquered Dunand’s [art-deco] furniture”
(Jullian 1967: 223). Such was the reception of exported Russian decadence.
Stravinsky’s strikingly innovative Rite of Spring (1913), with the subtitle “Pictures
of Pagan Russia,” was another example of self-orientalization for export, in this
instance in a primitivist style.

If for no other reason than that it was located in Europe and Asia, Russia as
Orient was part of its national identity. In the 1900s and 19105, primitivist self-
orientalization characterized some of the writings of the decadent symbolist poets
Valery Bryusov, Blok, and Bely, who variously called themselves Huns, Tatars, and
Scythians, representing Russians as violent savages. Here is how Blok figured the
revolution directed against European civilization in The Scythians: “Yes, we are
Scythians!/Yes, Asians—with slanted, greedy eyes!” (Blok 1960, 3: 360). Revolution,
which Blok identified with the spirit of music, was associated with Russia’s primitivist
Asian heritage in the writings of all three, including Bely’s Petersburg. The numerous
archaeological discoveries of this heritage in the fin de siecle in fact offered Russia
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Figure 9.3 Costume for Ida Rubinstein as Cleopatra
by Léon Bakst, 1909 © akg-images

an indigenous antiquity that also inspired many in the post-symbolist generation of
writers and artists as they were seeking an alternative antiquity to ancient Greece
and Rome. Russia’s Asian heritage informed the poetry of the most original futurist
poet Velemir Khlebnikov, as well as the striking paintings of Pavel Kuznetsov,
Nikolay Rerikh, Alexander Shevchenko, and the Armenian artist Martiros Saryan.
Except for Rerikh, these artists are virtually unknown in the West.

ESR

Foregrounding decadence, symbolism, and Solovyov, my argument has focused on
the striking coexistence of decadence, apocalyptic utopianism and its fantasy of
transcending gender, self-orientalization, and revolution in fin-de-si¢cle Russia.
While in very different terms, it could be claimed that the sense of doom meant to
be overcome by apocalyptic utopia would be realized by the Bolshevik Revolution,
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whose aftermath is well known. In these respects, the Russian fin de siecle was
certainly very different from its Western counterparts. Posthumously, this period in
all the arts became known as the Silver Age, referring to their rapid development
and remarkable innovation before and right after the Revolution. The term emerged
in emigration, not in the Soviet Union, where much Silver Age production was
suppressed by the late twenties and recuperated only at the end of the twentieth
century. But in 1918, Blok and Bely, though somewhat ambiguously, celebrated the
Bolshevik Revolution in their respective narrative poems The Twelve — one of Blok’s
best — and the rather mediocre Christ Has Risen. They both remained in the Soviet
Union, unlike Gippius and Merezhkovsky, who went to Paris. Blok’s death in 1921
is generally considered the end of the Silver Age and Russian fin de siecle.

NOTES

1 The Russian émigré Alexandre Kojéve (Kozhevnikov) developed his theory of the end of
history in part under the influence of Solovyov, about whom he wrote his doctoral
dissertation. His famous 1930s Paris seminars contributed to the reintroduction of Hegel’s
Phenomenology of Spirit into French thought.

2 One of the Russian sources of Solovyov’s contra nature stance was the even more delirious
fantastic theory of the nineteenth-century Russian thinker Nikolay Fyodorov who
proposed the resurrection of the fathers — a utopian project of annihilating death by
transforming nature. Solovyov espoused Fyodorov’s pseudo-scientific “Common Task,”
which slips seamlessly from natural history into fantasy, as did his project of applying
nature’s laws to revivifying the dead figured as a union that embraces the cosmos. The
intertwinement of fantastic science and erotic desire in a backward-looking utopia would
project nature’s procreative impulse to resurrecting the ancestors.

3 My translation.
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CHAPTER TEN

ITALY

-

Walter Adamson

o understand what was distinctive about the fin de siecle in Italy, one must begin

with the larger post-Risorgimento context as well as the particular character of
élite culture as it emerged in nineteenth-century Italy, partly prior to and then very
much in response to that context. The Risorgimento itself had proven anti-climactic
as ecstatic images of a genuinely populist national ‘resurgence’ were replaced by the
sober realities of Cavourian realpolitik, and when a unified Italy emerged almost by
accident in 1861, its political and intellectual élites saw an ‘age of poetry’ giving way
to an ‘age of prose’ (Croce 1953: 2). The transition was contentious and anxiety-
laden in the extreme. It provoked four years of civil war in the South in which
perhaps as many as 150,000 people died. It witnessed a tragic battle at Aspromonte
(‘bitter mountain’) in 1862 in which the foremost hero of the Risorgimento,
Giuseppe Garibaldi, and troops loyal to him faced off against the new Italian (for-
merly Piedmontese) army — a battle from which Garibaldi emerged wounded both
in body and spirit. And the nation would wait more than nine years before its his-
toric and mythic centre — Rome — was finally annexed, and then, humiliatingly, only
as the result of France’s defeat by Prussia. The negative symbolism in these events
would become a virtual obsession among Italian nationalists of the next several
generations.

Yet, well before 1861, prominent Italians were expressing doubts about what
centuries of foreign rule and Counter-Reformation culture (among other factors)
had done to the Italian national character. In a remarkable essay of 1824, for
example, Giacomo Leopardi wrote that while the Italians are as ‘philosophers no
less reasonable and geometric than the French or any other nation” and, as a ‘people,
perhaps more so than any other nation,’ they lack ‘any moral foundation and every
real social bond and preservative principle for society.” As a result, ‘the upper classes
in Italy are the most cynical among all their counterparts in other nations . .. and
the Italian lower classes are the most cynical of all lower classes’ (Leopardi 1989:
131, 142). These dire sentiments were recouped in the post-Risorgimento period by
the literary critic and moral educator, Francesco De Sanctis, who concluded his
monumental History of Italian Literature with a passionate tribute to Leopardi’s
social and historical ‘skepticism’ and echoed his assessment of the Italian ‘educated
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classes’ who, after the Council of Trent, ‘had resigned themselves to a hypocritical
life with the same facility as they submitted to foreign servitude and domination.’
Likewise, ‘the lower classes vegetated, and it was in the interest of their superiors
who watched over them to leave them in their blessed stupidity.” Over the subsequent
centuries, their mutual ‘decadence’ had become ‘incurable’ given what all Italian
social classes continually lacked: ‘sincerity and the force of conviction’ (De Sanctis
1958: II: 650, 905). For this reason, in De Sanctis’s view, for a modern Italy worthy
of the name to be built, the fundamental requirements were neither economic
nor political, but broadly moral and civic: above all, an education that would
impart such virtues as ‘moral courage, sincerity, initiative, and discipline’ (De Sanctis
19721 339).

Very little about the social and political experience of the 1870s and 1880s proved
encouraging to such hopes, however. Indeed, the problems of the new nation
appeared both overwhelming and intractable: the resolute opposition to the new
state by the Church; the high levels of illiteracy and lack of interest in education,
especially among the peasantry and in the South; corruption in the political élite;
regional antagonisms and a pronounced gap in economic development between
North and South; an antiquated agricultural system; rampant mismanagement in the
railroads and banks; staggering governmental debt; multiple foreign policy defeats,
above all of the imperialist policy in Africa. Hence, it is hardly surprising that the
Italian self-preoccupation with their national character and its deficiencies continued
on into the 1880s, most famously in Carlo Collodi’s Adventures of Pinocchio (1883)
which, as Suzanne Stewart-Steinberg (2007: 19, 2) has reminded us in her important
study, was written in accordance with a ‘De Sanctian pedagogy’ that reflected the
pervasive ‘anxiety . .. [of] the post-1860 moment.” Moreover, Collodi’s symbolic
portrayal of the pleasure-loving Italian male who does not want to grow up found
corroboration in the contemporaneous study of the Neapolitan sociologist, Pasquale
Turiello (1994), who offered a Leopardian argument that the national character was
defined primarily by its scioltezza — a ‘looseness’ of mind and body that reflected a
resistance to authority and an inclination to an intense, self-interested individualism,
even as those very same individuals experience inner emptiness. Because of their
disabling scioltezza, Italians tended to refuse civic engagement, cultivate personalised
networks of power, and approach economic life in hopes of finding easy schemes for
money-making, thereby sidestepping the need for sustained industry. The culture of
scioltezza also tended to accent style over substance and, in particular, to encourage
a rhetoric of excess, hyperbolic gestures (both self-exalting and self-deprecating),
and a self-presentation based on theatrical posturing.

The preoccupation with national character remains an important theme in recent
historiography, which has also connected it with a certain mode of imagining the
nation’s economic modernisation. Most provocatively, Silvio Lanaro (1979) has
argued that while significant economic development occurred in post-Risorgimento
Italy and especially in the period from 1896 to 1914, it was always compromised by
strong state control that discouraged active entrepreneurship as well as by a cultural
traditionalism that favoured the persistance of precapitalist social relations (e.g.
paternalism) within economic organisation, conceived work as a necessary form of
drudgery or — at best — as artisanship, and therefore concentrated industry in the
countryside where labour was cheap, abundant, and deferent. Hence, among Italian
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élites, even those most intent upon forging a ‘modern’ Italy tended to harbour
nostalgic fantasies based on incorporating at least some aspects of Gemeinschaft
within their visions (Lanaro 1979: 2021, 43, 103-16).

Given this context, the fact that Italy underwent an especially acute fin-de-siecle
crisis amid the humiliating defeat of its army in Ethiopia (1896), working-class riots
in Milan (1898), and the assassination of King Umberto I by an anarchist’s bullet
(1900) comes as no surprise. Arguably, Italy’s crisis was even more acute than in
Germany, which Modris Eksteins (1985: 11) has put forward as having suffered the
most turbulent crisis of fin-de-siecle Europe, given the rapidity of its ‘transition from
a feudal agrarian past to a modern industrial existence.” For although Italy did not
industrialise as fully as Germany did in this period, it also lacked the German self-
confidence in their ability to meet modern challenges, even as it shared a deep
ambivalence about modernity itself. Among intellectuals too, Italy’s fin-de-siecle
crisis ran at least as deep as Germany’s, involved many of the same issues, and drew
upon some of the same sources (e.g. Nietzsche’s assessment of European civilisation
and its future).

According to a number of recent European historians, the accelerating experien-
tial transformations of the fin de siécle — in population growth, modes of transporta-
tion, new technologies of communication, urbanisation, the commodification of
culture, imperialist competition — in combination with a heightened sense of anomie,
vulnerability, and risk, produced a transformation in historical consciousness from
one based on a straightforwardly progressive evolution (an Enlightenment sense of
‘time pushing forward,” in George Gurvitch’s terms) to one in which evolution
implies simultaneous disintegration.” To put the point using imagery suggested by
Peter Fritzsche, history is no longer imagined as a ‘long corridor’ representing ‘pro-
gressive advance’, but as a ‘shifting configuration of clusters and nodes’ representing
‘one emergency following upon another as wave follows upon wave.” History
becomes an expanse in which ‘contingency abounds and has to be managed’ and in
which ‘chaos is about to take over and has to be negotiated.” The result is to stimu-
late an aesthetic and political mentality that not only encourages ‘social experimen-
tation’ but that actually conceives ‘the future as a vast site for experimentation’
(Fritzsche 1996: 1, 2, 13, 12). In this sense, a new Janus-faced understanding of
history undergirds a ‘modernist” penchant for experimentation functioning in both
aesthetic and political domains, which in some ways come to be fused.

One finds this sort of thinking in Ferdinand Tonnies who, in presenting his
research to an audience of French sociologists, argued that modern European history
‘presents a double character. . .. Social evolution from one point of view can be
conceived as having arrived at this end in the following way: one thinks in terms of
intimate social groups, classes, customs, and ideas. From another point of view,
social evolution takes the form of spontaneous disintegration’ (Tonnies 1895: 246).
And, as we will see, one finds very similar formulations in the work of the Italian
historical sociologist Mario Morasso (1871-1938), upon whom the remainder of
this essay will focus.

Morasso may seem an unlikely choice for close study. He wrote one well-known
book in 1905, which was widely credited with anticipating (or even establishing) the
futurist machine aesthetic, and his importance has long been appreciated by Italian
historians and critics. However, except for the one book, he was a shadowy figure
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little known to a wider public and, after 1905, almost seems to have wanted to be
forgotten, a wish that largely came true. Most of his time during the period was
spent as the editor of a Milanese journal devoted to the world of sport — Motori,
Cicli & Sports — and he wrote little of real intellectual substance until, devastated by
World War I, he penned two poignant laments regarding its destructive power and
savagery. Yet, between 1897 and 1905 — the years of his greatest productivity — he
was a serious theorist and an original thinker who in some ways anticipated Freud
and who deployed insights from Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, and Marx with polemical
brilliance. Moreover, his ambivalences about modernity and the ‘artificial optimism’
with which he regarded it perfectly reflect his generation and his epoch. In other
words, not least among his virtues is that he is one of those thinkers who tell us a
great deal about the time and place in which they wrote.

There are also a number of more specific reasons why Morasso makes an excellent
tour guide to the Italian fin de siecle. First, as Lanaro has suggested, Morasso is ‘the
most attentive interpreter of the climate in which the Wille zur Macht is born within
the Italian bourgeoisie’ (Lanaro 1979: 37). Second, he offers one of the first and
most expansive articulations of the ‘New Right individualist’ perspective that will
prove so central to so many of the most important Italian intellectuals born in the
1870s and 1880s. Third, while his occasional poetic production and general outlook
remain firmly wedded to Italian aestheticism, he also anticipates avant-gardes such
as F. T. Marinetti’s futurists and the Florentine circle around La Voce in the way he
invents a new vocabulary for understanding and promoting a new culture of
modernity and, albeit sporadically, in his use of manifestos and even a proto-Sorelian
form of myth. Fourth, he offers us a typically ambivalent perspective regarding
Italian modernity — pressing forward aggressively in its favour, yet also seeking to
recoup aspects of Gemeinschaft. Fifth, he gives us a glimpse into what I will later
suggest is a postmodern consciousness avant la lettre — one that the next generation,
in its far greater optimism, will decisively reject. Finally, as already suggested,
Morasso offers a paradoxical vision that combines evolution and disintegration in
ways that remind us of Tonnies, yet that also connects with our own more recent fin
de siecle and its aftermath in which a lingering, seemingly permanent sense of crisis
has come to be experienced as the new normal.

MORASSO’S INTELLECTUAL WORLD

Born in Genoa in 1871, Morasso studied law, and much of his early published work
involved investigations in criminal psychology. The young Morasso also published
poetry inspired by French Symbolism, and he was part of the Florentine circle
around Il Marzocco, one of the most important aestheticist journals in Italy after its
début in 1896. Soon he would also be writing essays on art criticism, on popular
culture, and on what Italians call modernolatria (modernity worship). As a result,
critics have cast the overall character of his writing in various ways. Paola Zanetti
(1976) labels him a ‘cultural anthropologist’ and Cecilia Mattii (1989: 40), a
‘sociologist,” while Roberto Tessari (1973: 92), Edoardo Sanguinetti (1966: 274),
and Virgilio Vercelloni (1970: 5) all call him simply a ‘polygraph’, with the accent
on both modernolatria and macchinolatria (machine worship). Ugo Piscopo (1974)
sees him as a proto-futurist, while Piero Pieri (1993: 14) casts him as the ‘precursor’
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of contemporary ‘mass-media oriented philosophers and sociologists’ such as Gianni
Vattimo and Francesco Alberoni. Given the range such diverse characterisations
suggest, it would be impossible to do justice to all of Morasso’s work in a single
essay. In treating his work as a lens through which to view the Italian fin de siecle,
our focus will be on his view of modernity and its relation to his understanding of
history and the politics he advocates to address it, which turn heavily on his concept
of myth and his pursuit of a ‘new myth’ for a modern Italy.

Morasso’s contributions to the early issues of Il Marzocco have several
distinguishing features. First, they are all manifesto-like in the way they seek to rally
a group around a call to action, although there is no detailed programme or list of
points, just an indication of the ideals in play and a marked interest in finding a new
cultural vocabulary. One of those ideals is generational — an appeal to ‘those born
after 1870.” Second, this focus also permits Morasso an outpouring of post-
Risorgimento angst as the ‘conquest of Rome’ is compared with the ‘French defeat.’
Finally, and most importantly, Morasso sets out a first indication of his philosophy
of history, one very much inspired by Nietzsche’s Genealogy of Morals.

In Morasso’s view, ‘primitive societies’ are all about war; hence these societies
naturally divide into two classes (the ‘victors’ and the ‘defeated’), from which derives
the political division of leaders and led. But when ‘the orientation of souls and desires
moves from the earth to heaven’ (presumably, with the rise of Christianity), social
divisions become more religious in character and the new ‘political divisions, less
barbarous and more ideal than the ancient ones.” In this more peaceful atmosphere,
men gradually become less preoccupied with politics and more with their ‘moral and
material well-being.” This concern in turn produces ‘new appetites,” which tend to
expand to the point where they have ‘become the strongest and most anxiety-
provoking preoccupation’ that contemporary societies face. Indeed, so dominant does
material well-being — and in that sense ‘society’ — become over ‘politics’ that politics
itself is reconstituted such that the political class is no longer the warrior class (the
‘victors’) but the leading class in society. Although Morasso concedes that this is
merely a ‘crude picture,” he draws major political consequences from it. For as social
divisions become the source of political divisions (rather than the other way round),
politics becomes divided between those who would retain the traditional social order
and those who would reconstitute society in a new order — in other words, between
clerical and other traditional conservatives on the one hand, and democrats and
socialists on the other. This new social division of politics leads to ‘degradation and
confusion’ because all ‘purely political parties are liquidated’ (Morasso 1990: 98—104).

From this analysis it is but one small step to Morasso’s own new political ideal:
the individualism he calls ‘egocracy,” in order to emphasise the contrast with ‘demo-
cracy.” What is needed to combat socialism is not a conservative party linked to
religion and the past but a new radical individualism linked to a ‘truly political’
party oriented towards ‘the future’ in the hopes of restoring ‘the well-being and
happiness of mankind’ in that future (Morasso 1990: 98-104). Forging such a
politics is clearly the great challenge of engaged intellectuals facing ‘modernity,’
although Morasso is not yet articulating very much about how he understands the
latter. What he does do, in what is certainly his most important theoretical work, is
to set out the larger historical and anthropological framework in which his view of
modernity and the politics allied with it can be understood.
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Uomini e idee del domani (1898) is one of those sprawling, nineteenth-century
books that is impossible to summarise briefly, and we will have to content ourselves
with a few remarks about some of its central notions. Let us begin with politics. A
‘truly political’ order implies a class division into victors and defeated — hence also
the competition and war that produce that division. Yet in the book Morasso says
very little about élites and masses or superiors and inferiors; rather he comes off as a
defender of anarchism, even if he does not explicitly endorse egalitarianism (Morasso
1898: 204—05). His main point about politics is that, when it is ‘truly’ instituted, it
provides an important source of human self-realisation rather than being — as fin-de-
siecle intellectuals imagine — something from which we need to run (Morasso 1898:
220-21). More broadly: in order for humans to flourish, we need a truly political
order, which in turn means that the narrow pursuit of ‘material well-being” must be
‘dissolved.’ In this sense ‘liberation’ implies (social) ‘disintegration’ or ‘dissolution,’
and the latter implies progress. Herbert Spencer and ‘all the evolutionists’ are wrong,
because they believe that ‘disintegration’ is ‘regressive’ and that ‘progress’ is a matter
of ever more complex social integration (Morasso 1898: v—vi). On the contrary,
Morasso maintains, progress is a matter of regaining a collective order of looser
social bonds where greater individual happiness is possible. Hence — and here lies a
major surprise — in contrast to the tradition that runs from Leopardi through
De Sanctis to Collodi and Turiello, Morasso thinks that the main problem of
contemporary European societies (including, of course, Italy) is not that the ‘vincolo
sociale’ (social bond) is too loose but that it is too tight. In a sense, Morasso advocates
scioltezza, but he thinks that there is a ‘genuine’ sciolfezza that can lead to a nation’s
greatness and that does not suffer the consequences Turiello saw in it.

The main anthropological thrust of the book turns on Morasso’s concept of
‘energy.” For Morasso, human energy comes in two primary forms, which he calls
—in a formulation remarkably similar to Freud’s more fully developed theory of the
same period — ‘love’ and ‘work.” Love for Morasso is akin to what Freud calls libido:
it is ‘sexual instinct’ directed towards pure individual pleasure rather than driven by
utilitarian, socially oriented motives such as procreation. Work, in contrast, is ‘the
product of that quantum of energy that the individual does not employ directly and
immediately to satisfy desires and egoistic needs, but which the individual renounces
for the existence of the collectivity and is then absorbed by it.” Work also involves
‘acts that are undertaken in pursuit of social necessity not biological or sexual
exigency’ (Morasso 1898: 262). For Morasso, then, there is a strong division
between the ‘biological’ (bound up with sexual and egoistic energy) and the ‘social’
(bound up with energy directed to collective need). Indeed, he goes so far as to say
that ‘where there is society there is work, and where there is no society work does
not exist and cannot be.” And this idea leads him to a striking conclusion: just as
men ‘during that whole primitive period in which they were not socially organised’
did not ‘work” in the social sense, so too ‘they will no longer work when every social
constraint is broken, when liberated from the mutilations that society imposes, man
reappears whole, sole master of himself and of the world before the golden light of
the future sun’ (Morasso 1898: 264).

In effect, Morasso has discovered that there exists a psychic-biological personal-
ity underlying individuals as we perceive them in society, an idea variously formu-
lated by Schopenhauer, Freud, and Henri Bergson. And he foresees a future in which
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this unfettered personality will reign such that individual creative action will be
entirely directed by individual pleasure-seeking. However, to avoid the implausible
idea that this disintegration of present-day society will produce a world in which
humans will not need to expend any effort at all, Morasso puts forward the category
of ‘natural work’ in contrast to ‘social work,” which is work as he initially defined it
in relation to ‘necessity.” His idea, then, is rather similar to Marx’s distinction
between hitherto existing class societies governed by a ‘realm of necessity’ and a
future (communist) utopia governed by a ‘realm of freedom,” although, unlike the
mature Marx, the young Morasso does not seem to believe that any residual realm
of necessity will persist into the future realm of freedom. This future, however,
seems to be only a distant one, as Morasso also writes that ‘for now, any hope of
change is a utopia’ (Morasso 1898: 191).

Despite this quasi-Marxism, however, Morasso believes that the advance of
socialism runs directly contrary to any hope of human liberation, since under
socialism ‘no individuality is any longer respected, no individuality can express itself
fully and be enjoyed for itself” (Morasso 1898: 268—69). For although socialism
claims to abolish the reified labour of capitalism, it intensifies the labour process per
se which, for Morasso, runs contrary to the need to abolish ‘social labour’ altogether.
No less than Pinocchio, Morasso is a relentless critic of ‘work,” but he believes that
there is a natural form of work, corresponding to a human essence and evident in
primitive forms of Gemeinschaft, that is congruent with pleasure-seeking and to
which we must return.

How then does Morasso propose to build a popular movement in support of his
alternative ‘egocracy’ based on natural work? While he does not address the question
directly in Uomini e idee, he does offer an analysis of ‘myth’ that bears strong
similarities to the account of political mobilisation through myth that Georges Sorel
will offer in support of socialism in his Reflections on Violence (1908). At the outset
of his chapter on ‘the dynamic symbol of Rome’, Morasso (1898: 125) writes:

As much within individual consciousness as within the collective consciousness
of nations and humanity, there gradually form determinant nuclei of ideas
and sentiments, which nowadays have such an active force and emotional
colouration as to influence in a very powerful way the conduct both of individuals
and the masses. Such psychic nuclei are just abstractions — intellectual syntheses
— of a strong and lively series of impressions that act for a more or less long
period on men.

Similarly, Sorel (1950: 41—42) argues that myths like the syndicalist general strike or
Marx’s revolution are ‘groups of images’ with both emotional and intuitive content
that, ‘taken as a whole,” make it possible for ‘men who are participating in a great
social movement . . . [to] picture their coming action as a battle in which their cause
is certain to triumph.’ In this formulation, Sorel is building on Bergson’s claim that,
although intuitions cannot be ‘represented by images . . . , many diverse images . . .
may by the convergence of their action, direct consciousness to the precise point
where there is a certain intuition to be seized” (Bergson 1955: 27-28).

Although Morasso does not specifically accord a role to ‘images,” his account of
how myth works is otherwise much the same: ‘psychic nuclei’ based on fused ideas
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and sentiments operate to motivate the masses much as ‘intuitions’ which fuse
mental and emotional content do. Or, to put the point more concretely, the ‘psychic
nucleus’ that is Morasso’s Rome operates much as does the ‘intuition’ that is Sorel’s
general strike. However, unlike Sorel, Morasso thinks of myth as a ‘fated influence’
resulting from a ‘gradually’ imposed formation rather in the more instrumental,
self-conscious, wilful, and politically programmatic way that Sorel imagines it
(Morasso 1898: 125, 127). Hence, he does not take the step that Marinetti will take
in 1909 — in my view, very much under Sorel’s influence — when he weds a concept
of the ‘future’ to the project of forging an avant-garde movement linked to a specific
myth (‘futurism’ in Marinetti’s case).

However, Morasso does experience a change of heart later in 1898 — perhaps as
a result of the rioting in Milan — which leads him to write a much shriller, more
polemical book that appears in 1899. Here he confesses that ‘I have come to
understand that continuing to design plans for an ideal future was just to exile
oneself from life.” Hence he has decided to shift his politics from ‘the most uniarchist
individualism that has ever been thought’ to ‘the opposite system, that of conservative
reaction, to the practical and real despotism of the superior classes’ (Morasso
1899: x). However, he stresses that he has not changed his mind: ‘My faith in that
system of pure individualism which I sketched and called egocracy remains intact; it
is the only one that makes complete happiness possible for man. But present
conditions are such that to look up to the superb heights that touch the sky is worth
nothing; indeed they invite us to turn around and to look below at the turbid swamp
of the crowd so as not to be swept away and so to lose the modest heights that have
been achieved’ (Morasso 1899: viii). Particularly surprising is the lack of any
discussion of the political, cultural, and aesthetic ideal that will animate much of
Morasso’s work from the fall of 1902 through 1905, that of ‘imperialism.’

The problem that Morasso faced in 1899, and that may explain his relative
silence over the next three years, is that he cannot reconcile the psychological
account of human instinct that he developed in Uomini e idee with any political
ideal other than one dedicated to individual pleasure-seeking. There is but one
‘natural’ instinct — the ‘love’ that expresses itself in sexual pleasure. Human ‘happi-
ness’ can therefore only be achieved in a political community that fully gratifies this
instinct, which for Morasso is egocracy. Of course he does have an account of his-
torical development based on the notion that ‘primitive’ societies — in his view, those
most closely linked to natural impulses — are warlike, but this fact cannot be
explained by his theory of instincts. This problem is resolved for Morasso only in
1902 (or thereabouts) when, after reading Nietzsche’s account of the will to power
in Beyond Good and Evil, he hits upon the idea of recasting ‘natural instinct’ in two
dimensions: as both love and domination (dominio). That reading is presented for
us in the closely argued final chapter of L’imperialismo artistico (1903).

For Morasso, Nietzsche’s ‘originality’ lies not so much in his notion of the super-
uomo and allied ideas of superiority and inferiority. Rather it lies in his ‘method’
which, Morasso says, ‘depends upon his whole theory of the reversal of moral
values’ — a point which certainly connects with the use he made of Nietzsche in the
historical account of Uomini e idee (Morasso 1903: 313). Morasso’s Nietzsche is a
philosopher who aims to subvert the established order, a ruthless critic of stable
dogmas. But the key point for Morasso is that the historical revaluation of morals
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effected by Christianity is a move away from an original nature or human psycho-
logical essence and its ‘fundamental instincts’ (Morasso 1903: 323). To support this
essentialist reading, he references such phrases in Beyond Good and Evil as ‘physio-
logical demands’ (postulati fisiologici) and ‘the preservation of just such beings as
we are,” and he takes note of Nietzsche’s bold claim that ‘life itself is will to power’
(Morasso 1903: 322, 325).> He then seeks to contextualise the latter idea by arguing
that, in his notion of ‘life as struggle,” Darwin had already captured the ‘passive
aspect’ of Nietzsche’s conception of a will to power, which Nietzsche ‘completed’ by
‘discovering its positive aspect’ and arriving at the fuller notion of a ‘struggle for
domination.” Morasso then posits ‘domination’ or the ‘will to domination’ as a
‘natural instinct’ which, he claims, undergirds Nietzsche’s political ideal of a ‘new
oligarchy of dominators’ (Morasso 1903: 327-28, 332). It thus appears that, by
1903, Morasso has moved beyond his earlier concept of ‘natural instinct’ as ‘love’
or ‘enjoyment’ (godimento) and now sees it in a double form — as both ‘enjoyment’
and ‘dominion’ (dominio), a formulation that is directly confirmed in his La nuova
arma (la macchina) (1905a: 238).

The strategic import of this expanded theory of natural instincts is substantial,
for it allows Morasso to develop a new vocabulary of terms — primarily, ‘speed’
(velocita), the ‘machine’ (macchina), and ‘imperialism’ (imperialismo) — which
simultaneously offer a description of major features in modern experience as he now
sees it and a prescription for the cultural underpinnings of a new political ideal for
modernity that is — in his eyes — both realistic and one that, no less than egocracy,
makes ‘complete happiness’ possible. As one would expect, much about his account
of these new features of the modern landscape is triumphalist, adorned with wide-
eyed descriptions of modern velodromes, international auto races, and long-distance
balloon flights. Yet there are more subtle aspects of it as well. One is his presentation
of the machine as the ‘modern monument’: the ‘explosion of work’ that was bound
up with the industrialisation process has produced a ‘monument to work — the
machine — which is the only true modern monument’ (Morasso 1903: 199—211).
Like ancient monuments such as the Pyramids, which illustrated the importance of
the afterlife for the ancient Egyptians, the modern monument also illustrates what
its society celebrates as its highest ideal — in this case, technically advanced work.
And in both cases, the monuments are anonymous creations through which ‘the
limits of the enormous’ appear to be reached (Morasso 1903: 201, 204, 206). Hence,
by means of the machine as monument, modern life has finally found a way to
express its own inner sense of its greatness in a way that reconnects it with the
glories of the ancient world, thereby both overcoming the vapidity of democratic
culture and restoring a vital connection to a primal way of life.

A second and even more important subtlety in the account of modernity that
Morasso develops between 1902 and 1905 is that he remains at least partially
gripped by a deep ambivalence regarding his understanding of modern industrial
society. On the one hand, he is sharply critical of the strong interconnections between
industrialism and a democratic culture, at least as they have developed in the West;
on the other, he is an enthusiastic admirer of the aggressive imperialism that Western
technological supremacy has made possible. This ambivalence is fully evident in the
structure of Nuova arma, which begins with two chapters that focus on the
negativities that permeate a society obsessed with speed for its own sake. ‘Modern
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man,’ he writes, ‘seems to have no goal other than to hurry up [far presto], to do
everything at maximum speed, to get business done in the least time possible so that
another bit of business can begin, to do today in five minutes what yesterday took
ten, to cover ten kilometers in the time it used to take to cover five. This mania is
general and extremely intense,” because today’s democratic world is all about ‘saving
time and abbreviating space’ in a frenzied obsession with working ever harder and
harder merely for the sake of working hard (Morasso 1905a: 5).

As we read further into the book, it becomes apparent that the problem with
modern speed and the machines to which it is linked has mostly to do with the
‘exterior’ (materialist) mode in which actually existing bourgeois societies apprehend
them. For speeding machines to be pychologically satisfying for us, they must be
made ‘beautiful,” and they can be beautiful only when they present themselves as
‘forms . .. eminently indicative of power and robustness. ... We therefore desire
that the machine reveal to us its enormous vigor in an exaggerated, even fear-
producing manner, that we experience its invincible resistance in ever sharper tests;
we want the monster, the colossus of terrifying energy that can satisfy our voracious
desire for flight, that can give us a feeling of omnipotence’ (Morasso 1905a: 38, 40).
It is this inner ‘feeling of omnipotence’ that we experience as we watch the speeding
motorcycles in the velodrome — and that we sense vicariously when a trium-
phant Joseph Chamberlain returns from South Africa (Morasso 1905a: 45-50; and
Morasso 1990, 151-55). And it is a feeling that we experience with special intensity
when the ‘spectacle’ before us involves a ‘great and continuous risk of death’ — hence
the appeal of the Spanish bullfight or the ancient Roman gladiator, as well as the
modern race-car driver (Morasso 1905a: 50).

The machine, then, has ‘arrived just in time, like a salvation, opening a passage way
for constricted energies to emerge vibrant from their repressed state’ (Morasso 1905a:
73). Yet it is worth emphasising that the modern machine, even as it presents an
unprecedented spectacle of power, functions most importantly to bring us back in
touch with repressed primal instincts. That, no doubt, is why Morasso — at the same
time as he is developing his vocabulary of modernity — is also living in Venice as an
unredeemed passatista, writing article after article for Il Marzocco celebrating its
artistic traditions and touting its many glories. Even when, in the final chapter of
Nuova arma, Morasso presents his proto-Sorelian, mythic incarnation of the modern
hero — ‘il Wattman’ — we are not surprised to find that he is a ‘rebel . . . hot after every
conquest and unsatisfied by any possession. . .. . He does not think and he has no
reason to think. . . . He does not understand his own strength. . . . He is the absolute
master of every explosive device and of speed’ (Morasso 19035a: 223, 224, 227). Yet if
he is in some sense both man and machine, he also makes possible the realisation of
the ‘human essence . . . which is about to flourish again and to extend itself in terms
of its natural ends: domination and enjoyment’ (Morasso 1905a: 238). The Wattman
symbolises the coming age, which will be one in which machines provide the weaponry
for imperial expansion that will recall the glories of Alexander, Caesar, and Napoleon.

Yet none of this means that the future will unfold in a predictable pattern.
Morasso has another surprise for us when we reach the end of another immense
book he published in 1905, an inquiry into ‘the imperialism of the twentieth century,’
which concludes with what he calls a ‘new philosophy of force’ (Morasso 1905b).
Here we enter into what seems like a familiar argument: Spencer’s evolutionism ‘has
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been categorically proven wrong by new research and new discoveries’; indeed
Spencer’s own recent death in December 1903 reminds us ‘that his system was dead
in large part before he was.” Spencer had grasped the importance of ‘energy’ as a first
evolutionary principle, but, like Darwin before him, he had only succeeded in theo-
rising it in a negative way, since his ultimate goal for it was to vindicate a democratic
philosophy based on ‘the peaceful fraternity of men and the cessation of every violent
imposition’ (Morasso 1905b: 397, 403). But then, rather abruptly, Morasso intro-
duces an unexpected element into the discussion: the recent discovery of radium and
its ‘extraordinary properties.” Radium, for him, seems to function as a symbol of the
indeterminacy and non-solidity of the materiality of the universe, hence not only as
working against evolutionary views based on ordered, determinant, law-like unfold-
ings, but also in favour of a universe understood as ‘a succession of commands and
violent acts on the one hand, and submissions on the other, as in a vertiginous and
terrifying palestra’ (Morasso 1905b: 403, 405). In other words, Morasso in 1905
appears to adopt an understanding of history quite similar to the one Fritzsche and
other historians have identified as increasingly prevalent in the early twentieth
century: a view of historical unfolding not as a straight track running forward
towards a distant vanishing point but as a field of energy in which spontaneous acts
of will push things into the future but in wholly unpredictable directions.

Morasso’s ‘philosophy of force,” then, is far from being simply about military
force. It stands for something larger, for the sense that history — and especially, it
seems, future history — is not about orderly progression but about spontaneous,
unpredictable explosions of energy. From this point of view, ‘imperialism’ is not
simply a policy or an activity but a metaphor for the need to seize the day and make
things happen. It would seem, then, to licence a certain free-form experimentalism
—an ‘imperialismo artistico’ — although Morasso never moves beyond vague gestures
towards what he might have in mind in this regard. Moreover, he himself never
accepts the activist orientation suggested by his own philosophy of history. Indeed,
although he will contribute an article on the ‘mechanical artillery man’ for Marinetti’s
journal Poesia in 1906 and write one further book in this period devoted to the
myth of the machine, Morasso largely retreats from public intellectual engagement
after 1905 and even puts forward views suggesting he has returned to a stance of
aestheticist withdrawal that he had wholly repudiated in 1897.

MORASSO, ITALIAN FUTURISM, AND WORLD WAR I

Before turning to this final chapter in Morasso’s intellectual itinerary, it may be
helpful to draw some brief comparisons between Morasso’s public posture and the
avant-garde stance that Marinetti will adopt in 1909. Although we tend to think of
Morasso as part of an aestheticist generation and Marinetti as having grown up in
it only to forcefully rebel against it, partly on generational grounds, the two men
were born only five years apart. Moreover, there is much about their public personae
that is quite similar. Both of them were given to the hyperbolic gesture and other
displays of rhetorical excess quite in keeping with what Turiello predicted will be the
case in a culture of scioltezza. Both of them championed the machine as a symbol of
modernity and developed an allied machine aesthetic. Both developed specific myths
that might advance their images of modernity — il Wattman and futurism itself. And
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there is no question but that Marinetti took many of his early ideas and even specific
imagery from Morasso. The best-known example of such a ‘borrowing’ is Marinetti’s
image in ‘The Founding and Manifesto of Futurism’ of the ‘race car . . . that is more
beautiful than the Victory of Samothrace,” an image (as critics have duly noted)
taken directly from La nuova arma (1905a: 61).

Yet, whatever the connections and the debts, the public stances that the two men
adopted could not have been more different. Even while his early contributions to
Il Marzocco came with avant-garde flourishes, Morasso ultimately remains what
Gramsci called a ‘traditional intellectual.” Although Marinetti arguably assumes the
same role until 1909, after that his views of both art and politics turn entirely around
the contributions they can make to forwarding an avant-garde movement, which is
precisely why traditional intellectuals of the next generation who briefly joined the
futurist movement, like Giovanni Papini, ultimately broke with it in 1914. Similarly,
while Morasso may claim connections between his early ‘egocracy’ and the anarchist
movement, he never acts upon them or even theatrically stages the role of the artist-
as-hooligan (teppista) that Marinetti will so enjoy playing during his ‘evening perfor-
mances’ (serate). Moreover, as already noted, while Morasso comprehends myth
much as Sorel does and can formulate a modern myth like the Wattman, he shows
no inclination to deploy it as a political mobiliser, as Marinetti will deploy ‘futurism.’
Finally, Morasso shows no inclination to believe that his own intellectual formula-
tions or his art will fundamentally change Italy or Italy’s position in the world, as
Marinetti (1969: 24) does when he writes to a friend in 1911 that ‘our futurist move-
ment . . . will soon dominate Italy intellectually — and from Italy, the world.’

Nonetheless, it is difficult to escape a feeling of surprise, even perplexity, when
one discovers that, in precisely that same year, Morasso wrote a review of recent
developments in art in which he portrayed Marinetti as essentially an old-school
symbolist poet. Marinetti, he suggested, ‘represents the last sprout, the extreme
point of the branch that comes off the symbolist and libertarian trunk.” Of course
the futurist movement is acknowledged. Yet he then argues that Marinetti should
not be judged by ‘these formal, merely external excesses, which are aimed at pro-
voking a bit of noise in the bourgeois world. No, Marinetti is something more and
better, as a poet, than this futurist gospel.” Despite his largely favourable assessment
of Marinetti as poet, however, it is clear that the poetry Morasso champions in 1911
is the pensive, bucolic, softer, more interiorised, and more spiritualist verse of poets
following in the tradition of Giovanni Pascoli, such as Guido Gozzano and Ada
Negri. Indeed, we seem to be a long way from Morasso’s own efforts at ‘provoking
a bit of noise in the bourgeois world’ represented above all by ‘artistic imperialism’
and the Wattman myth of Nuova arma. And so, even before Morasso is forced to
respond intellectually and emotionally to the guns of August 1914, one detects in
what he does write — and even more perhaps in his large silences — something of a
proto-postmodernist qualification to his own earlier ‘external excesses.’

In 1914, Morasso published a curious book, the title of which played on his best-
known work from 1905: La nuova guerra: Armi, combattenti, battaglie. The book is
largely a rather abstract, near reverent celebration of the virtues — partly aesthetic,
partly technological — of modern mechanised weaponry. Indeed, if one did not read
the introduction and the epilogue, one might well conclude that the book was written
entirely before August, since its tone contains hardly a trace of anxiety or tragedy.
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One imagines that Morasso is adjusting a previously composed, overly optimistic
analysis to present realities, perhaps with the thought — famously widespread at the
time — that the new war would last only a matter of weeks or, at most, a few months.

This impression gains strength when one considers another shorter piece that
Morasso published in Il Marzocco during the final days of August 1914. Here the
horrors of war are clearly acknowledged, if still rather coolly listed: ‘spies, summary
executions, prisoners of war, towns in flames, cities razed to the ground, hostages,
the exodus of entire citizenries, poisoned wells, ships sunk, soldiers who shoot
behind trenches full of cadavers, requisitions’ (Morasso 1990: 295). But it is also
clear that the war has not yet much affected Morasso’s own life, which he continues
to regard as ‘normal.” And the title metaphor for the article — ‘coins in circulation’
— is suggestive of precisely this contrast, which leaves him, he confesses at the outset,
with a ‘strange impression.” In characterising this impression, Morasso compares it
to the feeling one would get if, ‘all of a sudden, among the coins and banknotes that
one exchanges on a daily basis, there were to appear monies from past centuries and
of ancient minting, monies from now extinct nations and from coinages no longer
in use, which had been conserved as curiosities in the museum.’ In short, his life is
outwardly ‘normal’ but also contains a touch of the unreal and the fantastical; it is
inhabited, he says, by ‘ghosts’ (Morasso 1990: 295-96).

Nothing can quite prepare us, however, for the article on the war that Morasso
published in April 1915, the last serious piece of journalism he ever wrote. At once
mournfully contemplative and bitterly despairing, it depicts a modern culture that
has entirely lost its way. We had confidence in science, he laments, but it does not
help. For while it can sometimes predict the future, it does not allow us to control
the future; hence its knowledge just increases anxiety. We thought wars were over,
and now we are witnessing ‘the biggest and most ruinous war ever to shake the
earth.” ‘Modern life’ is a ‘bitter school.” We cannot live in the present because we
have lost all feeling in it; we can only seek ‘to take refuge from it as we do from
ourselves.” “There is no minute farther from us than the one that touches us.” We no
longer feel the earth we walk on. ‘We no longer live.” Our existence is all wrapped
up with what is to come, yet we are powerless before it. We are in Oedipus’s position:
we not only know our future and cannot prevent it, we also reinforce its necessity
with our every act. For us the future is an ‘impalpable chimera’ and the present, ‘a
place we cannot reach.’ Yet until yesterday we thought of ourselves quite differently
than we were. The war has played a ‘Socratic role’ for us. It has brutally torn away
all illusions and revealed to us who we really are. We are not ‘adventurous explorers,’
not ‘pioneers’; we are just people who are ‘homesick.” We deceived ourselves. Our
‘modern, boastful restlessness’ to get to the ‘other shore,” is only an ‘unsated and
insatiable desire.” ‘Our impatience with delay, our exasperation with any slowness,
our mania for everything new’ — these have diverted us from the ‘inaccessible mystery
that now envelops us’ (Morasso 1915). It is as though we stand ‘before a closed
door’ (the title metaphor of the article) that forbids us to see the space beyond.

FIN DE SIECLE, MODERNISM, POSTMODERNISM

Whether the excitement about modernity embedded in the myth of il Wattman
survived much beyond the year of its formulation is hard to say, but it clearly did
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not survive even the first months of the Great War, as Wattman gave way to Oedipus.
Morasso had never before considered the potential costs of what he had advocated.
Even in 1915, he himself takes no responsibility for the tragedy he so poignantly
evokes, although the signs of retreat from previously held positions are everywhere
—as with his ‘calm’ and ‘serene’ primitives. Nonetheless, as we have repeatedly seen,
Morasso’s quest for an Italian modernity had always come with deep ambivalences.

Morasso had celebrated the power of modern machines and the grandeur and
exhilaration of the modern metropolis, but he was also always nostalgic for the
sumptuous and magnificent life of the aristocratic past. His Paris had always been
balanced by his Venice. Moreover, even within his enthusiasm for an ideal modernity,
he was always somewhat wary of its frenzy and potential to elude human control.
Thus while he had appreciated the way the machine ‘monster’ satisfies us because of
the fear — and the corresponding ‘feeling of omnipotence’ — it arouses within us, he
also came increasingly to fear the fear itself and to appreciate quieter virtues. The
inebriating joy of new possibilities also always harboured anxieties about impending
calamity. And these ambivalences in what we might call his ideal modernity were
also accompanied by his strong distaste for actually existing bourgeois modernity.
To register his contempt for this superficial ‘society’ — devoted to pointless, endless
toil and to ‘saving time’ — he used words like ‘exterior’ and ‘materialist.” His embrace
of modernity was always conditional upon its ability to bring us back in touch with
our true ‘happiness’ by reconnecting us with those primitive instincts that bourgeois
modernity had so severely repressed. Hence he had accepted industrialism only
when it led to imperialism — and away from the shallowness and impotence of
humanitarianism and ‘democracy.’

From within these Janus-faced attitudes, and stimulated by mysterious discoveries
such as radium, Morasso comes to see the future as something like a ‘vast site for
experimentation,’ yet his faith in modern machine civilisation as an ‘effective educator
of human society’ seems precarious, and increasingly so. This is the sense in which I
see in Morasso something like a postmodernist avant la lettre. While I appreciate the
bewildering multiplicity of the senses in which the latter term is used, I mean something
reasonably specific here. Modernism, as I understand it, was born out of a deep sense
of crisis in the narrative of historical progress dominant within nineteenth-century
European culture (Adamson 2007: 1—76). But the modernist movements that arose in
European avant-garde culture beginning around 1905 responded to their sense of
crisis with a spirit of radical experimentation and pursued new modes of understanding
cultural creation, new symbolic representations, and new cultural-political initiatives,
programmes, and institutions. And this modernist openness to experimentation was
typically accompanied by some confidence, however ‘artificial,” that experiments can
have positive effects — if not a full overcoming of crisis, then at least some radically
creative departures within it. In my view, what changes when this confidence begins to
erode in the post-World War II period is not so much a diminution in the will to
experiment as in the expectations for what such experimentation can accomplish.
Thus the postmodernists who come to the fore after 1970 very much retain the will to
experiment but are much more sceptical about the nature of the results that can issue
from it. In particular, they no longer register the modernist sense that experimentation
might actually lead us beyond a world governed solely by power. At the postmodernist
extreme, creative experiment becomes reduced to a will to subversion.
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What Morasso’s work suggests to my mind is that there were forebodings of
postmodernism in this sense already in the fin-de-siecle period and, perhaps then
too, as a subterranean current within modernism itself. Many of Morasso’s attitudes
were of course extreme. In particular, the kind of historical thinking expressed in his
1905 chapter on the ‘philosophy of force’ is certainly not typical of the Italian fin de
siecle. Yet the ambivalences we find in Morasso were quite widespread in the Italian
fin de siecle, even if most representatives of that intellectual culture were much more
reticent than Morasso in the way they envisioned modernity, as well as in how they
conceived the proper role of the intellectual in relation to emerging mass politics and
culture. If we take Morasso, then, not as somehow typical of the Italian fin de
siecle (an impossible requirement) but as broadly representative of a complex cul-
tural environment, one question that invites some examination is how the Italian
fin de siecle fits within the broader context of the intellectual traditions of post-
Risorgimento Italy.

As indicated at the outset of this essay, the dominant mood within the Italian post-
Risorgimento, particularly within political and intellectual élites, was that 1860 had
given birth to a new ‘age of prose.” And the kind of prescription for how to move
forward that De Sanctis set forth when he advocated a political culture based on
virtues of moral courage and individual and collective discipline was how many
within those élites saw the new Italy’s main hope. Writing a quarter of a century after
De Sanctis, Morasso still participated in the same mood, but he sharply rejected their
source of hope. For Morasso, moral courage and discipline were aspects of a
suffocating bourgeois culture and society that stood as the greatest obstacles ever
erected against human happiness and that must therefore be overcome rather than
achieved. Of course, Morasso’s longings were also widely shared within post-
Risorgimento Italy. Morasso certainly saw work as drudgery, just as Lanaro argues
is characteristic of the cultural traditionalism to which Italy remained attached as it
pursued industrial development. And Morasso seemed to entertain fantasies involving
at least a partial restoration of Gemeinschaft, as for example in his advocacy of
‘natural work.” Yet at least equally powerful, as we have seen, was his fantasy that
labour can be reoriented towards an imperialist-oriented industry that will hook
workers into their ‘natural instinct’ for conquest and fulfil their psychological needs
in that way.

Perhaps then our question might be rephrased as follows: why did Morasso seek
to reorient the Italian sense of the cultural virtues by loosening the social bond, and
was this reversal of the De Sanctian tradition in some sense indicative of the Italian
fin de siecle? The personal reasons behind Morasso’s move should be clear. While he
shared Italian post-1860 anxieties and fervently hoped for a stronger Italy, he had a
much deeper contempt for the Italian bourgeoisie than did the more immediately
post-Risorgimento generations. Moreover, he was much more influenced by
Germanic culture, and particularly by Schopenhauer and Nietzsche, than those
earlier generations had been. Both of these differences help to explain his reversal,
and I would argue that both were also common features of the fin-de-siecle cultural
terrain, even if one hesitates to call them characteristic of it. Certainly the perceived
failures of Italian parliamentarism and the national political system in general had
been accentuated by the many crises of the 1890s — from scandals in the banking
industry to the military defeat in Ethiopia. Then too, the rise of the Italian socialist
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party, formed in 1892, and allied trade-union movements as well as an identifiably
new working-class culture, provoked widespread fears, thereby greatly intensifying
longstanding national anxieties. Yet I would argue that there was something more
specific to Morasso’s reversal than just the broad cultural trend it represented.

Consider what Prezzolini says in his 1904 review of La nuova arma: ‘Mario
Morasso wants to be modern; and to me he seems more like an ancient. He knows
well that his contemporaries live and tend to live ever more quickly, that to devour
space is for them a sign of progress. . . . Nowadays we eat in a fury, read at a gallop,
make love under pressure. ... Why then does Mario Morasso, so enamored with
action, act so rarely? . . . I have never seen his name in an automobile race and I am
told that, far from having a car, he does not even own a lowly motorcycle. Morasso,
then, for those who don’t know, is the latest Italian Petrarchist; just as Petrarch
loved Laura in sonnets, and Italy in songs, so too Morasso drives a car in his articles’
(Prezzolini 1904: 37). Certainly one senses here a playful rivalry between the more
established figure and the young upstart. Yet there is something deeper at stake as
well. Prezzolini and his circle in Florence, who would soon create the leading activist
journal of prewar Italy, La Voce, took the De Sanctian tradition with great seriousness
and were dedicated to building a modern Italy in its image. In their eyes, Morasso
was merely toying with ideas in a way fully detached from contemporary realities,
and his vision of modernity did not deserve serious discussion.

The outlook expressed by Prezzolini and his friends indicates to my mind that the
De Sanctian tradition was alive and well in modernist Italy, hence that it must
somehow have survived the fin de siecle. But it did not survive the fin de siecle
unchallenged. Morasso’s thinking presents many puzzles in its many twists and
turns, and there was always plenty of room to debate how seriously to take his
many writings. Yet, as I hope this essay has shown, they engaged important issues in
a lively and sometimes brilliant way that reflected much about the world in which
Morasso lived. I believe that they also inaugurated a tradition in Italian intellectual
life, of which F. T. Marinetti and the futurists would be the most celebrated followers.
Much as Prezzolini may have wanted his dismissal of Morasso to relegate his
thinking to a fin-de-siecle dustbin, in fact it was one of the first registerings of the
division in Italian modernism between those who followed in the De Sanctian
tradition and those who aimed for something bolder, something that did not aim
simply to resolve Italy’s post-Risorgimento deficits in an instrumental way but that,
however impractically, cut deeper in an effort to understand more about what was
at stake in ‘modernity’ itself.

NOTES

T Among the historians who suggest such a transformation of historical consciousness are:
P. Fritzsche (1996), R. Schleifer (2000), and M. Eksteins (1985).
2 The translations are taken from Nietzsche (1966: 11, 21).
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

SPAIN

e ——

Lara Anderson

On 31 December 1900, from the cusp of the new century, Britain’s Daily Mail
issued a jubilant ‘Golden Extra’ — a commemorative newsprint supplement
printed in gilded ink, glinting as though in anticipation of the era to come. Yet,
despite its own optimism, the Daily Mail was aware that 1901 would not dawn
evenly across all nations; that the occasion’s golden hue would in fact not even
extend to all of Western Europe. As Asa Briggs has observed, the same supplement
relayed a dispatch from Madrid reporting that ‘the nineteenth century had not been
kind to this country’, in response to which the tabloid’s ‘prayers [were] universally
offered . . . that the twentieth century may be more felicitous’ for the Spanish (Briggs
1970: 337). Thus, as Briggs goes on to note, the fin de siecle in Spain was marked
by an awareness that it had fared very badly in the nineteenth century, especially
when compared to other European countries such as France and England. The
nation’s sense of disillusionment with its position can be seen as arising from a series
of factors: loss of empire, relatively slow processes of modernization and industrial-
ization, a failure to achieve technological sophistication and its miring in a political
system that all but violated the very principles of democracy. Measured by European
standards, Spain at the turn of the nineteenth century was, as one scholar writes, ‘an
impoverished nation where one-half of the adult population was illiterate’ (Nafez
1992: 89-164); furthermore, to its shame, ‘far from catching up with its principal
international rivals [Spain] continued to fall further and further behind’ (Harrison
20004a: 2).

Notwithstanding the very real perception that fin-de-siecle Spain had come to
find itself excluded from modern Europe, a growing number of historians since the
1990s have questioned the dominant account of late nineteenth-century Spain’s
failed modernity. Greatly colouring scholarship on the period has been attention to
the renowned Generacién de 1898, or the Generation of 1898 —a host of intellectuals
whose major works, published in or around 1898, decried the perceived socio-
political decrepitude as the moral crisis of a decadent Spain. Though it has certainly
reaped invaluable historical insights, the scrutiny given to this group is such that it
can have the effect, on the one hand, of precluding recognition of the fact that the
Generation of 1898’ concerns had been germinating since significantly earlier on
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and, on the other hand, of hiding from view alternative contributions made to public
debate within Spain during this period on the topic of its struggling modernity,
particularly those contributions regarding women’s role in modernization. In either
case, as we shall see, the disbelief felt by most Spaniards at their country’s diminishing
status in the world, as well as debates about the role of the transnational encounter
in reversing this decline, attest to the importance of the global in any consideration
of fin-de-siecle Spain.

DECLINE AND DEBATE

The loss of the last remnants of Spain’s empire in 1898 had a particularly disastrous
effect on the national psyche, producing a severe post-imperial crisis among sections
of Spanish society. Many Spanish intellectuals and writers were left asking: “Why, at
the moment when other Europeans were building empires, had Spain lost hers?’
(Carr 2000b: 224). In this era of imperialist expansion and social Darwinism, the
possession of colonies was believed to be the mark of a vigorous nation, and thus
Spain’s ceding of her old colonies was seen as an example of a weaker power giving
way to the stronger in the forward march of civilization (Balfour 1996: 107-8). The
loss of empire also strengthened separatist sentiment in Spain as it became clear to
the country’s more industrialized regions that ‘Spain was not the dependable
European nation [they| were banking on’ (Marti-Lopez 2005: 155). The empire,
even in its attenuated form, provided a market for a range of Spanish exports. The
loss of this market in 1898 was detrimental for the Catalan and Basque economies
with, for instance, more than thirty companies collapsing in Catalonia by as early as
September 1900, leaving some 60,000 workers without jobs. Many Catalans and
Basques began to fervently question their allegiance to the Spanish state. Moreover,
as Noel Valis explains, ‘[after] the loss of Cuba the sense of having come undone
nationally coexisted with another feeling: the growing suspicion that the nation had
never really coalesced ideologically or historically’ (Valis 2003: 138).

On all sides of the political spectrum, Spanish intellectuals ‘delved into the
reasons for Spain’s decline and the nature of its identity’ (Balfour 1997: 64) — a
preoccupation that quickly led to discussions about national regeneration or revi-
talization. Spaniards were divided on how to ‘cure’ their flagging nation. For most
progressive liberals, it was clear that Spain needed to look towards Europe, hence
their almost all-consuming treatment of fashionable topics such as ‘Europeanization’
and ‘modernization’. The more conservative factions of Spanish society, on the other
hand, believed that Spain’s decline was the result of its failure to remain closed off
to these very forces, attributing the prevailing decadence to a ‘failure to uphold the
ideals which had led to the creation of the Empire — unity, Catholicism, hierarchy’
(Balfour 1997: 67). These reactionaries, or integrists, associated Spain’s past
grandeur with the concept of heroic protection against foreign heresy, for it was at
the time of the Reconquista that Spain’s empire was at its greatest.

Such discussions on the role of the transnational encounter in Spain’s socio-
cultural regeneration also made reference to Latin American countries, with a
number of Spaniards debating the pros and cons of continued contact with their
nation’s former colonies. Although many intellectuals and writers saw travel to
Europe as a means to invigorate Spain’s socio-cultural regeneration, more recent

186



— Spain —

scholarship on fin-de-siecle Spain has also looked at the perceived role of transnational
encounters with Latin America. Paul Bowker, for instance, notes that historian
Rafael Altamira (1866-1951) saw contact with Latin America as crucial for Spain’s
revival. According to Bowker (2014), Altamira believed that nation-building
initiatives in Spain’s former colonies, spearheaded by Spanish emigrants, could
provide evidence that Spain’s national soul was as capable of thriving in the modern
environment as its European neighbours.

While this national enquiry gained in urgency in the light of Spain’s newly
acquired post-colonial condition, many late nineteenth-century Spaniards were also
disillusioned by the country’s lacklustre industrialization and their political leaders’
violations of the basic principles of democracy. In 1875, after the 1868 revolution
and the subsequent seven-year period of political turmoil, Conservative politician
Antonio Cinovas del Castillo (1828-97), who would go on to serve six terms as
Spanish prime minister, instituted a political system ‘that could function without the
aid of the army by providing for the peaceful and automatic rotation of two parties
in office’ (Boyd 1979: 4). This alternation of power, achieved through election
rigging and political clientelism, came to be known as the turno pacifico, and clearly
represented a complete disregard for democracy.

THE REGENERATIONISTS IN 1898

Amid this widespread concern with the state of the nation, a group formally known
as los Regeneracionistas, or the Regenerationists, aimed to provide an objective and
scientific study of the causes of Spain’s decline as a nation and to propose remedies.
Without doubt, the most important author (and political figure) of the Regenerationist
movement was Joaquin Costa (1846-1911). The son of poor smallholders from
Huesca, Aragén, Costa went on to become a politician, lawyer, economist and
historian, thus representing, according to Joseph Harrison, ‘that rare phenomenon in
nineteenth-century Spain, a self-made intellectual of peasant stock’ (Harrison 2000b:
56). In Agrarian Collectivism (1898), Costa laid out his programme of agrarian
reform, which aimed to modernize an un-dynamic agrarian sector still specializing in
out-dated methods of dry farming. Summarizing Costa’s proposed reforms, Balfour
writes that Spain was in need of ‘a comprehensive programme of public works to
create the infrastructure of a modern economy’, of which the most urgent task would
be ‘the realization of irrigation schemes to boost agricultural productivity’, as well as
‘the setting up of the agrarian credit schemes [and] the extension of communication
and distribution networks (more canals & railway lines)’ (Balfour 1997: 70). Not
surprisingly, given Costa’s belief that Spain should look towards Europe, his
regeneration of the Spanish countryside took France, Britain and Germany as its
model. Costa was also critical of the country’s ruling classes; his Oligarchy and
caciquism as the current form of Spanish govermment (1901) called for ‘a
thoroughgoing political revolution from the seat of power in order to rid the country
of the old corrupt politics’ (Harrison 2000a: 6). He was, as is to be expected, highly
critical of his country’s anti-democratic Restoration settlement.

Costa was concerned with the mentality of the Spanish people, insisting that
widespread apathy in the face of the country’s decline could only be overcome if
Spaniards accepted the reality of their diminished empire. He, along with another
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important Regenerationist, Damian Isern (1852-1914), argued that Spaniards
needed to let go of the grandeur of their past and acknowledge the abyss between
fifteenth-century and fin-de-siecle Spain. Indeed, Romantic myths about Spain’s
greatness and its historical mission to be set apart from Europe were, according to
these Regenerationists, to be replaced by industriousness and a strong work ethic,
which would help Spain to prosper and integrate into Europe as a modern nation
state. Costa’s call to his fellow citizens to look to the present notwithstanding, he
was acutely aware of the importance of linking his vision for a renovated Spain to
the past. Employing the figure of El Cid, hero of the great Spanish epic dating from
c. 1140, he provided Spaniards with a motif from their past, whose words and
actions he interpreted as ‘pointing to constitutional monarchy, separation of Church
and State [and] social justice’ (de Unamuno 1921: 474).

Like many other fellow Regenerationists, Costa employed pathological figures
and imagery to describe the state of society: indeed, at one point he called for an
iron surgeon who would operate on the body of the sick nation. In the use of this
trope he was not alone. The Regenerationists’ use of the language of medicine to
describe the symptoms of and remedies for national decline was, as it were, endemic.
Making explicit use of metaphors of sickness, their goal was to discover the nature
of Spain’s ailment. And of all of the Regenerationists’ writings about fin-de-siecle
Spain, it was perhaps the use of this language of sickness to talk about the nation’s
ailments that had the biggest impact on the wider population, extending, in fact,
beyond the turn of the century to later commentators, notable among them José
Ortega y Gasset. Indeed, politicians, novelists and journalists alike wrote about
Spain’s decline as if it were a sickness of sorts, as can be evidenced, for instance, in
conservative politician Francisco Silvela’s famous article “Without a pulse’, which
was published in El Tiempo on the 16 August 1898, just after he was elected
president. Written to decry the apathy of the Spanish people on the morrow of
defeat, Silvela’s article echoed Lord Salisbury’s often quoted Albert Hall speech of
4 May 1898, in his reference to Spain as ‘a moribund nation’ (Harrison 2000a: 5).
Here, Silvela famously opined that: ‘the heart that ceases to beat and that leaves cold
and unfeeling all the body’s parts is an announcement of decomposition and death
to even the most ignorant’ (translation mine; quoted in Harrison 2000a: 6).

DIS-EASE PRIOR TO 1898

Yet, although the Regenerationists and others that would come to be retrospectively
grouped under the label Generacién de 1898 are most typically associated with
discussions of Spain’s decline, there are a number of scholars who agree that, in
reality, an atmosphere of pessimism about the national condition had prevailed in
Spanish society since the 188os (see Carr 2000b: 226). From as early as the 189os,
essays appeared denouncing the corrupt political system; their criticism of their
country’s leaders would only intensify in the face of the defeat of Spain’s technically
obsolete military in the Spanish-American War (25 April to 25 August 1898). Lucas
Mallada’s Los males de la patria y la futura revolucion espanola (1890) is the most
well known of these earlier Regenerationist works, and is considered ‘a point of
reference for fin-de-siglo regenerationism’ (Harrison 2000a: 6). Listing no fewer
than thirty-three ills (males), Mallada puts most of the blame for the perceived
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failure to modernize the country’s backward infrastructure on ‘ruinous political
parties’ in his criticism of absentee landowners and the excessive number of officers
in Spain’s armed forces.

In addition to his focus on the ruling classes’ failure, and anticipating the patho-
logization soon to predominate public discourse, Mallada also sees the supposed
physical inferiority of the Spanish people as somehow linked to Spain’s backwardness
or failed modernity in comparison with its more advanced neighbours. Mallada’s
discussion of physical inferiority invokes theories of social Darwinism in vogue at the
time, which posited that, in contrast to the industrious historic races of Northern
Europe, the less advanced races of Southern Europe were degenerate, less-evolved
types. For many Regenerationists like Mallada, Northern Europe held the key to
Spain’s national regeneration because the North was strongly associated with lifestyles,
beliefs and attitudes typically identified as specific to modern identity, while cor-
respondingly the South was seen as a repository of lingering traditionalism. Mallada’s
racial comparison, however, describes a divide more complicated than merely North/
South because of other accompanying ‘implied cultural juxtapositions, included
among them a clear-cut notion of cultural hierarchy (“superior” versus “inferior”
“civilized” versus “barbaric”)’ (Nunley 2007: 125). The way in which fin-de-siecle
Spaniards used this geographical and cultural schema in their writing about their
country’s decline varied from writer to writer. However, the impact of this type of
intra-European orientalism on fin-de-siecle Spaniards’ self-representation should not
be underestimated. The apparent exclusion of Spain from European modernity also
affected the way foreigners viewed the Spaniards, which as we shall see has contributed
to the exclusion of Spain from considerations of global modernism.

In addition to anticipating the preoccupation in fin-de-siécle Spain with social
Darwinism and this North/South divide, Mallada’s extensive list of ills paved the
way for Joaquin Costa’s scathing critique. So too did Ricardo Macias Picavea’s
(1847—99) El problema nacional of 1891, an example of the extent to which the
trope of illness pervaded the work of these early reformists. Dividing his analysis of
his nation’s lamentable condition into diagnosis and remedy, he asks, “Where hides
the injured organ or organs? In what does the injury definitively consist? How and
why has it come about? How intense, how advanced is it? Is there room left for
remedy and cure?’ (Macias Picavea 1979: 11). Picavea represents Spanish history
since the sixteenth century as ‘a general infection of the whole organism’, that had
led to a ‘chronic illness’ (quoted in Balfour 1997: 67).

Benito Pérez Galdos (1843-1920), one of late nineteenth-century Spain’s most
prominent authors, also indicted Spain’s degeneration. His criticism of the country’s
corrupt government, ineffective middle class and lacklustre modernization is
manifested in novels that are replete with sick individuals. According to Peter Bly
(1998: 41), the unwell youth in Galdos’s fiction from the 1880s and 1890s are a sure
sign of this eminent novelist’s negative forecast for his country:

These embryos of adults, who will be middle-aged during the decade of the
Disaster, are forced to represent the most perturbing vision Galdés presents of
his countrymen, since it is these youths that carry the most permanent and
tragic marks of the spiritual defects of their parents’ generation — marks
externalised in illnesses or weaknesses either physical or moral.
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Madness, for instance, is central to La desheredada (1881), which, like many of
Galdés’s novels from the end of the nineteenth century, deals with the endemic
emulation of the aristocracy by the nascent middle class and subsequent persistence
of old regime values and ideology in Spain. The horrifying opening scene in Santa
Isabel de Leganés — Madrid’s most infamous psychiatric asylum — can be seen as a
reflection of Galdds’s pessimism about his country, for, as the narrator explains at
the novel’s outset, the illnesses from which the inhabitants in the asylum suffer are
nothing more than an extreme version of the intellectual and moral peculiarities of
the general population. Delusions of grandeur and envy of the rich are, according to
one of the employees of this institution, one of the most commonly seen types of
mental illness. The subsequent degeneration, both mental and moral, of the offspring
of one of the patients throughout the novel points to the importance of hereditary
illnesses in Galdos’s taxonomy of disease. The prevalence of hereditary illnesses is
significant because these diseases did not ‘disappear with the death of the subject,
but were transmitted to their progeny’ (Campos Martin and Huertas 2001: 179)
and thus threatened to cause or worsen national degeneration.

DISCOURSES ON THE ROLE OF WOMEN

Another Spaniard of note to draw on these metaphors of an ailing body in
extensive essays about fin-de-siecle Spain’s decline was Restoration author Emilia
Pardo Bazdn (1851-1921). Celebrated as the only late nineteenth-century Spanish
woman writer to be admitted into Spain’s national canon, Pardo Bazin wrote
works in every major genre, publishing 20 novels, 21 short novels, 7 plays, nearly
600 short stories and 16 volumes of non-fiction (including travel writing, history,
literary criticism, feminist essays and two cookbooks). In her travelogues, penned
around the time of Spain’s decline from nation-empire to nation-state, Pardo
Bazan condemns her homeland’s failure to catch up to Europe’s more progressive
nations; Spain is ill, she writes, and it is only by travelling abroad that the nation
will be able to find the medicine or remedy that will restore the ailing body to good
health.

Travel throughout Europe accorded more liberal, free-thinking intellectuals and
writers like Pardo Bazan the opportunity to make first-hand observations about the
sort of social and political changes that Spain would need to undergo in order to
integrate into Europe as a more modern nation-state. Although discussions about
the Generation of 1898 have traditionally not included the work of Pardo Bazan,
recent scholarship has considered her turn-of-the-century travel writing to be
congruent with this project. Ordofiez notes that ‘[ultimately] Pardo Bazan joins
forces with younger writers of the Generation of 1898 by linking travel with “la
europeizacion” and modernization’ (Ordénez 2007: 18).

Travelling to Belgium at the height of Regenerationist fervour in Spain, she wrote
about the possibilities she saw for national revitalization in Belgian social
Catholicism, discussing in detail interviews conducted with high-level Catholic
figures and visits to important social works supervised by the Church. She argued
that Spain would do well to embrace the enviable example of the energetic, socially
driven and progressive Belgian Catholic Church in its journey towards national
regeneration. In Belgium, Pardo Bazan found the example of a nation that, unlike
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her own, was at once Catholic and progressive. In addition to citing the social work
carried out by the Catholic Church in Belgium, Pardo Bazan wrote admiringly of a
Catholicism that did not oppose progress as a matter of principle. She also
commented on the large number of priests with whom she met during her time in
Belgium who were receptive to the scientific advances of the time and supportive of
female suffrage. Indeed, in her comparison of Belgian and Spanish Catholicism,
Pardo Bazdn had a number of opportunities to criticize the Spanish Catholic
Church’s ideas about women’s role in society, which she believed made it difficult for
a political women’s movement to take root in Spain.

In contrast to most of the other European countries that Pardo Bazan writes
about, women’s political and social groups did not exist at this time in Spain. Her
arguments for women’s rights often invoked nineteenth-century liberal values and
language, with frequent allusions to human rights and to a belief in the individual
capacity for improvement and, accordingly, Pardo Bazan used her travelogues to
draw attention to the unjust conditions suffered by Spanish women. In Cuarenta dias
en la Exposicion (1901) for example, her steady stream of complaints about Spain’s
myriad failings are made in tandem with a very clear condemnation of the lamenta-
ble situation of Spanish women, even when compared to women from more ‘back-
ward’ nations, such as Russia and Japan. Pardo Bazin wrote about how Russian
women had the same access to an education of substance as their male counterparts,
and who, as such, were able to make an invaluable contribution to the ambitious
project in Russia of bringing ‘civilisation’ to the outlying population through educa-
tion and culture. This issue of the role played by Russia’s women in assisting the
progress of the nation was clearly meant to strike a chord with Pardo Bazan’s Spanish
readers, whose quest for national renewal and revitalization should have led them to
question why their nation’s women were not more involved in their own national
project.

The fact that feminist vindication features so predominantly in Pardo Bazan’s
travel writing comes as little surprise when we consider that her travelogues were
penned at the height of her feminist activism. Indeed, in the 1890s she wrote at least
a dozen extended essays in which she criticized aspects of gender roles in Spain, such
as the sexual double standard, the restriction of women to the private sphere and
their exclusion from social and public life, and education. Pardo Bazan’s central
argument in these essays — that as long as Spain’s women are held hostage to the past
they will constitute a political and social drag against the new, modern Spain in
formation — caught on among fellow progressive liberals. Indeed, many showed
public support for her view that the transformation of women’s roles was crucial to
overcoming Spain’s weakness and backwardness. According to Susan Kirkpatrick
(2000) the debate that took place in the national press about Spanish women in
response to Pardo Bazan’s critique of the state of Spanish women shows that ‘[the]
question of women’s place in modernity, then, was very much part of the discussions
about Spain, its identity and its future, in 1898 and its aftermath’ (149).

THE GENERATION OF 1898 VERSUS MODERNISM?

It was not just the Regenerationists who were so preoccupied with Spain’s post-
colonial condition. The Generation of 1898, named as such by Azorin (José Martinez
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Ruiz, 1873-1967) in 1913, originally included the writers Ramo6n Valle Inclan,
Miguel de Unamuno, Jacinto Benavente y Martinez, Pio Baroja y Nessi, Ramiro de
Maeztu, Rubén Dario and Azorin himself, though the list has since been emended to
include Angel Ganivet Garcia, Antonio Machado, José Ortega y Gasset, Ramén
Pérez de Ayala and Gregorio Maranon. The group was deeply affected by its
country’s 1898 defeat in the Spanish-American War, an event that surfaces as a
major preoccupation in their fiction. These authors were also enormously dissatisfied
with the Spanish literary and educational establishments, which they understood to
be characterized by conformity and ignorance. Harbouring an intense dislike for the
Restoration Movement that was underway in Spanish government, they agreed on
the urgency of rescuing Spain from its increasingly catatonic state. For many of
these writers, Spain was in need of nothing short of a moral and cultural rebirth.

One of the most important contemporary issues to consider in relation to the
Generation of 1898 is the continuing debate in scholarship over the existence of a
clear distinction between these writers and modernism. Although deeply concerned
with Spain’s backwardness, the writers of the Generation of 1898 were also, accord-
ing to Roberta Johnson (2003), ‘modernists in the European sense of the word,
concerned with the effects of modern life on society and the individual, and they
found in the novel a means to express their anxieties’ (155-6). Indeed, Delgado
et al. (2007) explain that the position taken by progressive intellectuals generally
was ‘marked by a rhetoric of lack and metaphysical anguish’, a perspective that
Marshall Berman observes as ‘characteristic of modernism in non-dominant nations’
(107-8). Stylistically, too, these writers, like modernists, experimented with new
forms, and, according to Johnson, ‘privileged individual consciousness over the
detailed studies of social contexts we associate with the Realist and Naturalist novel
of the end of the nineteenth century’ (2003: 136). However, despite such modernist
characteristics, there have been a number of influential scholars who have argued
that it is completely separate and different from Spanish modernism. Guillermo
Diaz-Plaja’s 1951 study, Modernismo frente al noventa y ocho, for instance,
provides perhaps the most thorough and systematic account of this distinction, con-
cluding that in contrast to the Generation of 1898, who wrote mainly in prose about
the decadence of contemporary Spain in virile, highbrow novels, modernists
explored in poetry or prose-poetry an exotic ivory-tower dream world. For Diaz-
Plaja and other Francoist scholars, ‘modernism was a Latin American movement
that constituted an “effeminate” and escapist artistic practice mostly limited to the
poetic models of French parnasianism and symbolism’ (Pérez-Simén 2012: 16).

