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ABSTRACT

This thesis explores the role of the East in British and German literary Decadence. It
reaches from the high point of Victorian Decadence in the 1880s to high point of
Modernism at the beginning of the Weimar Republic in 1918—1920 in Germany. My
central concern is to argue that the East is a major characteristic of fin-de-siecle
European Decadence. In bringing together two European literatures, this comparative
thesis makes a case for Decadence’s transnational if not global nature. England and
Germany serve as examples to consider Decadence beyond the Anglo-French model
still dominating the field. The thesis examines the role of the East with specific
reference to two British and two German authors: starting from Oscar Wilde’s (1854—
1900) Victorian vision of Egypt and Arthur Symons’s (1865—1945) post-Romantic
fascination with the ‘Gypsy’, it moves to Paul Scheerbart’s (1863—1915) Decadent
Babylon and Assyria, read as being in opposition to a modern Europeanism, and
concludes by turning to Stefan George’s (1868—1933) exclusion of the East from his
poetic practice. The geographical reach of the East focuses on regions of the Eastern
Mediterranean and Northern Africa. The cultural translation of specifically the Middle
East into different national contexts gains new — sometimes oppositional — meanings,
avoiding a one-sided representation of both the East and the two national literatures that
absorbed it. In arguing for a Decadent cosmopolitanism as a model of heterogeneous
inclusivity that reaches beyond the binaries Edward Said established in his Orientalism,
this thesis brings together postcolonial theory, theories of cosmopolitanism, art history
and literature in a comparative study allowing for an analysis of synergies and
interdependences of European literary movements. The thesis thus chronologically
traces how the literary treatment of the East changed Decadent literature: initially
defined as a cosmopolitan network of artists and as an aesthetically inclusive concept,
Decadence in the early twentieth century evolved to denote the decay of Western socio-
political culture. In my conclusion I argue that the renewed attention to the East was
‘indispensable’ to the formation of Decadence and crystallized the need for literary
‘cosmopolitics’ in order to overcome Europe’s cultural crisis of modernization at the
turn of the twentieth century.
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Introduction: The Indispensable East

There is an unknown land full of strange flowers and subtle perfumes, a land of which it is joy of all joys
to dream, a land where all things are perfect and poisonous.'
Oscar Wilde (1885)

In his 1908 edition of Oscar Wilde’s essay ‘The Decay of Lying’ (1889/1891), Robert
Ross subtitled a section of the essay ‘The Indispensable East’. Through this minor
editorial intervention, Ross paid tribute to the importance of Eastern arts to Wilde’s
aesthetics. In a key passage in the section isolated by Ross, Wilde stresses the evolution
of Western arts in its dependency on the East:

What is true about the drama and the novel is no less true about those arts that we call
the decorative arts. The whole history of these arts in Europe is the record of the
struggle between Orientalism, with its frank rejection of imitation, its love of artistic
convention, its dislike to the actual representation of any object in Nature, and our own
imitative spirit.2

As a champion of British Aestheticism and French Decadence, Wilde applauds the
East’s ‘rejection of imitation’ with direct reference to Europe’s century-long struggle
with ‘Orientalism’. European art relied heavily on the imitation of nature, a view
opposed to Wilde’s own agenda that stated that ‘Life imitates Art far more than Art
imitates Life’.” In contrast, Oriental art achieved originality by rejecting realism and
favouring symbols, patterns and abstraction. The East therefore plays a decisive role in

the creation of non-mimetic art, a concept reverberating with Decadent, Symbolist and

1 Oscar Wilde to Henry C. Marillier, 12 December 1885, The Complete Letters of Oscar Wilde, ed. by
Merlin Holland and Rupert Hart-Davis (London: Fourth Estate, 2000), p. 272.

Oscar Wilde, ‘The Decay of Lying’, in Intentions, in The Complete Works of Oscar Wilde Vol. IV
Criticism, ed. by Josephine M. Guy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), pp. 72—103 (p. 86). In
case of ‘The Decay of Lying’ there is no complete manuscript as used by the editor of The Nineteenth
Century, in which Wilde’s essay first appeared in January 1889, pp. 35—56. The passage on Orientalism
is however already included on p. 44. The subheading ‘The Indispensable East’ was first added by
Robert Ross in his collected works edition of Wilde’s writings in 1908.

3 Wilde, ‘The Decay of Lying’, p. 94.
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Aestheticist philosophy. At the turn of the twentieth century these emerging strands of
European literature favoured an anti-realist stance and the celebration of artifice,
generated by looking eastwards. This extract is therefore essential in understanding the
formation of a new tendency of European literature between 1880 and 1920 referred to
as Decadence. Wilde’s attention to the East illustrates the contention of this thesis,
which argues that European Decadence’s engagement with the ‘East’ was its most
defining element as a literary movement. This thesis will demonstrate the vital influence
of the East on European Decadence by focusing on a selection of writers from two
representative European traditions: Britain and Germany. In their heavily stylized
Decadent poetry as well as in their non-fictional and fictional prose writings, the artistic
East emerges as a catalyst to shape political and literary developments in these two

countries.

Definitions of Fin-de-Siecle Decadence: The Politics of Aesthetics

The political dimension of Decadence as a literary movement has received growing
attention over the last decades. Nowhere is it more poignantly captured than in
European Decadence’s treatment of the East. Rejecting a definition of Decadence
purely as style, my thesis conceives of Decadence as a political network of
cosmopolitan artistic exchange.® Decadence is built on personal and international
relationships; it depends on the encounter between different cultures, a fact that
demands that Decadence be studied comparatively. Existing studies explore the French

Decadent tradition of Oriental writing in the context of imperialism and colonialism,

4 Charles Bernheimer, Decadent Subjects — The Idea of Decadence in Art, Literature, Philosophy, and
Culture of the Fin de Siécle in Europe (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002). I use
‘decadence’ to designate processes of cultural or socio-political disintegration; ‘Decadence’ capitalized
to identify the European literary movement.



espically works by Gustave Flaubert.” The spectrum of criticism evinces a global
European picture on Decadence, in which France dominates as the original home of
Decadence. Works by Théophile Gautier, Charles Baudelaire, and Flaubert are widely
regarded as the foundational texts for Decadence, which was later developed in the
poetics of decay and disintegration in the verse of Paul Verlaine and Stéphane
Mallarmé, and in the fiction of Joris-Karl Huysmans.

In the 1860s Algernon Charles Swinburne was instrumental in promoting these
new French aesthetics in Britain, complementing homegrown artistic tendencies such as
Pre-Raphaelitism and, later, Aestheticism. In the 1880s and 1890s, Decadence reached
its highpoint in the form of a wider cultural debate on degeneration and Western
cultural decay across Europe. While this thesis acknowledges the importance of French
influence, it reaches beyond the boundaries of a mono-cultural perspective. It shifts the
focus to consider less-covered ground: English and German Decadence. My aim is to
suggest that the repurposing of the East derived from French sources in England and
Germany offers new, essential perspectives to be able to speak of Decadence as a truly
cosmopolitan concept.

Historically, Decadence has been a problematic term to define due to its fluctuating
meanings and national contexts. Flourishing at the turn of the twentieth century,
Decadence was a progressive movement built on the ideas of disintegration and decay
derived from its Latin origins in the verb decadere, which translates as ‘falling from,
falling away from’. By the end of the nineteenth century, especially in Germany,

definitions ranged from Friedrich Nietzsche’s appraisal of decadence and degeneration

> Jennifer Yee, Exotic Subversions in Nineteenth-Century French Fiction (Oxford: Legenda, 2008).
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as ‘a natural consequence of life and growth’®in 1887 to Max Nordau’s polemic
Entartung (1892, translated into English as Degeneration in 1895). More broadly, the
term decadence captured a historical anxiety of cultural decay in the face of modernity.
As a result, ‘decadence’ was originally applied as a term of critical abuse rather than as
a label authors used to identify themselves as belonging to a particular group of artists.
Decadence encompasses a social phenomenon, as well as a literary and artistic
style. The contradictory nature of Decadence and its resistance to exact definition are
‘among the most important elements of its meaning’ as David Weir put it.” In 1893
Arthur Symons’s defining essay, ‘The Decadent Movement in Literature’, subsumed a
variety of literary developments such as Impressionism and French Symbolism under
the broader term Decadence.® His choice to revise the title of the article to ‘The
Symbolist Movement in Literature’ in 1899 and to publish the text as a book in 1908
(re-issued in 1919) indicates Decadence’s resistance to a clear definition. Symbolism,
which was for Symons ‘something more serious’,” was self-defined in a French
tradition with many authors proudly declaring themselves to be Symbolist. Its English
relative, Aestheticism, originated from a group of literati and artists in the circle of
Walter Pater, who taught Classics at Oxford. Pater’s advocacy of Gautier’s principle of
["art pour ’art and his promotion of Aestheticism in England, which was rooted in a

Hellenist understanding of art and beauty, insisted on the independence of art from

® Friedrich Nietzsche, The Will to Power: Selections from the Notebooks of the 1880s, ed. by R. Kevin
Hill, trans. by R. Kevin Hill and Michael A. Scarpitti (London: Penguin, 2017), p. 32.

7 David Weir, Decadence and the Making of Modernism (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press,
1995), p. 2.

8 Arthur Symons, ‘The Decadent Movement in Literature’, Harper’s New Monthly Magazine (November
1893), 858—68 (p. 858).

? Arthur Symons, The Symbolist Movement in Literature, ed. by Matthew Creasy (Manchester: Carcanet,
2014), p. 7.
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social purpose. In German literary discourse it is common practice to refer to the texts I
discuss in this thesis under the literary label of ‘Expressionism’ or ‘Symbolism’.

Overall, the different strands of turn-of-the-century literatures associated with
Decadence overlap and can be found side by side in any one author’s body of work.
Accordingly, Decadence, as a movement, did not occur as a result of a single unified
programme, but is a term that can be used to describe an international exchange of
ideas. For my thesis, then, Decadence is the most suitable working term due to its
promise of inclusivity and its detachment from any fixed national identity. Its
heterogeneity encompasses a body of literature that originated in an international
community and a set of tropes, subject matter and style that transcended national
boundaries.

The last four decades have seen an increasing research interest in Decadence and
a productive re-evaluation of the term for literary studies. Richard Gilman provided one
of the first historical surveys on the ‘biography or career’ of the term decadence. His
study concludes with the image of decadence as a ‘portmanteau stuffed with emptiness’
whose description ‘will continue to be complicated’.'” John Reed’s study extended
Gilman’s research by emphasizing the self-consciousness of Decadent poetics that
celebrate processes of ‘annihilation and re-creation’.!" Decadence’s precious style came

"2 My thesis

to ‘embody the meanings conveyed in the subjects and materials of its art.
goes further in an investigation of the material aspect of Decadent poetics. With a focus

on Eastern art, it analyses how language is perceived as an object in Decadence, and

10 Richard Gilman, Decadence: The Strange Life of an Epithet (London: Secker & Warburg, 1979), p.
157; p. 180.

' John Robert Reed, Decadent Style (Athens, OH: Ohio University Press, 1985), p. 12; See also Alex
Murray and Jason D. Hall, Decadent Poetics: Literature and Form at the British Fin de Siécle
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013).

12 Reed, p. 9.
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how in turn language is key in the process of objectification. Following a shift in
Decadence studies in the 1990s, focused on the historical and political dimension of
Decadence, the editors of Perennial Decay warn against limiting Decadence to a ‘mere
compendium of transgressive themes’ characterized by its treatment of ‘morbidity, a
cult of artificiality, exoticism, or sexual nonconformism’."> Crucially for my argument,
their study examines Decadence’s interference with ‘boundaries and borders [...] that
criticism normally relies upon to make its judgments’.'* It highlights the necessity to
‘interrogate the strategies of decadent texts’ rather than catalogue and taxonomize its
traits.'” This thesis does exactly that: it traces the role of the East as one such strategy in
Decadent texts in order to reveal their transgressive political potential.

More recently, a number of publications have assessed the relationship between
Decadence and Modernism.'® Decadence has emerged as a concept transcending
literary periodization, a notion which is also central to my study. Following the lead of
David Weir, who described Decadence not as a period but as a ‘dynamics of
transition’!” from Romanticism to Modernism, Laura Marcus, Michéle Mendelssohn,
and Kirsten E. Shepherd-Barr theorize Decadence as the directional aesthetic bridge in
this ‘gradual changeover’'® from the 1880s to the 1920s. Kristin Mary Mahoney

delineates the temporal transitory nature of Decadence in examples of Decadent

B Liz Constable, Dennis Denisoff, and Matthew Potolsky, eds., Perennial Decay: On the Aesthetics &
Politics of Decadence (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1999), p. 2.

" Ibid., p. 11.

' Ibid., p. 3.

1o Marja Harmadnmaa and Christopher Nissen, eds., Decadence, Degeneration, and the End. Studies in
the European Fin de Siecle (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014). Vincent B. Sherry, Modernism and
the Reinvention of Decadence (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015). Kristin Mary Mahoney,
Literature and the Politics of Post-Victorian Decadence (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2015).

17 Weir, p. 15.

18 Laura Marcus, Michéle Mendelssohn, and Kirsten E. Shepherd-Barr, eds., Late Victorian into Modern

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), p. 1.
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discourse in early Modernism. She situates her definition of Decadence between a
‘loosely connected set of aesthetic practices and political postures’ rather than
perceiving it as one coherent movement."” Kirsten MacLeod outlines the extremes of
contradiction that are negotiated by Decadence, which is described as neo-Romantic
and proto-Modernist, liberal yet proto-fascist, primitive and over-civilized, reactionary
yet radical.”® My thesis adds to these pairs of paradoxes, a Decadence defined by its
cosmopolitanism and Orientalism, a political paradox which crucially determined the
narrative of Decadence between 1880 and 1920. Mahoney’s study does no more than
touch on the importance of the decline of imperialism and the resurgence of nationalism
at the turn of the century, which my thesis explores more fully. Vincent B. Sherry’s
study defies structures of temporality that he identifies as inherent to the paradox of
Decadence. Whilst it celebrates various modes of disintegration, degeneration and
decay, nineteenth-century Decadence is a generator for the progressive aesthetics of
modernity. The paradoxical notion of Decadence as cultural decline and a motor for
progress will be further explored in this thesis.

In addition to the debates on the temporal fluidity of Decadence, international
networking, cosmopolitanism and political activism emerge as centres of critical
attention within Decadence studies. Matthew Potolsky, Leela Gandhi, and Regenia
Gagnier have made readers aware of the extensiveness of Decadent networks on a
global scale. Potolsky’s work on the interdependence of politics and Decadent literature

provides the starting point for my argument. Potolsky describes Decadence as a

19 Mabhoney, p. 4.
20 Kirsten MacLeod, Fictions of British Decadence: High Art, Popular Writing and the fin de siécle
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006), pp. 18—19.
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‘characteristic mode of reception’.”’ He evaluates Decadence as a ‘revitalized
ideology’ ** with a fundamentally international and anti-national counter-culture,
‘defined by a radically cosmopolitan ideal of literary sociability rather than an inward
turn toward private aesthetics and exotic sensation’.” International communities are
formed through the circulation of art and, therefore, defined by artistic tastes rather than
by language, geography or ethnic identity. Through the formation of ‘cosmopolitan
communities of taste’, Potolsky continues, writers were ‘posing the decadent
counterpublic as a subversion of and alternative to received ideas of political
community, particularly the nation.’** In such cosmopolitan networks, Decadent texts
share a lingua franca in various national literatures.

Whilst Potolsky’s investigation focuses on the movement’s disseminations
through ‘translations, imitations, and critical appreciations — all techniques designed to
provide a new context for the foreign and unfamiliar’,> I am interested in the indirect
artistic dialogue that took place between European cultures and the East, in the mobility
and recycling of Eastern tropes in Decadent fiction, travel writing and periodical
publications in England and Germany. Whilst studies on French, English and more
recently even Nordic Decadence have produced a large body of criticism, transnational

studies on German Decadence have largely been neglected.”® The work undertaken in

! Matthew Potolsky, The Decadent Republic of Letters: Taste, Politics, and Cosmopolitan Community
from Baudelaire to Beardsley (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013), p. 1.

2 Melanie Hawthorne, ‘Review of Potolsky’s Decadent Republic’, on publisher’s website
[http://www.upenn.edu/pennpress/book/15048.html] [accessed: 14/04/2017].

> Ibid.

** Matthew Potolsky, ‘The Decadent Counterpublic’, Romanticism and Victorianism on the Net, 48
(2007), 1-25 (p. 25).

2 Potolsky, The Decadent Republic of Letters, p. 2.

26 Raymond Furness, ed., Voices of the Abyss: The Deadalus Book of German Decadence, trans. by
Furness and Mike Mitchell (New York: Hippocrene, 1994) presents a selection of primary texts yet
lacks an introduction or contextualization; Robert Vilain, ‘Temporary Aesthetes: Decadence and
Symbolism in Germany and Austria’, in Symbolism, Decadence and the Fin de Siecle: French and

15



this thesis redresses this imbalance by uncovering the indirect dialogues between
English and German Decadence. Conditioned by a shared cultural history and
philosophical tradition throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, an
examination of the perception of the East in these particular two literatures reveals the
different roles and purposes of the East in Decadence’s encounter with modernity in
times of expanding global perspectives in each country’s literature.

Leela Gandhi’s Affective Communities delivers an important contribution to the
exploration of the exchange between colonial and European writers. Gandhi rejects
imperial binaries of East and West and instead values the cosmopolitan “literariness” in
‘late Victorian aestheticism’ as an anti-colonial ‘critique of Empire’.”’ In contrast to
imperialist fiction, Oriental Decadence performs an ‘unexpected “gesture” of friendship
towards all those on the other side of the fence.’”® Whilst Gandhi portrays the
collaboration between colonizers and the colonized, this thesis focuses on an inter-
European exchange with the East. Building on Gandhi’s study, I examine how Decadent
literature employed Oriental tropes, not only, as Edward Said claimed, to identify the
‘West’ and denounce the ‘East’, but also to build ‘New Empires’ — imaginative and real
communities — that aimed to promote cultural exchange instead of cultural
classification.

As part of the scholarly effort to redraw the boundaries of Decadence and
literary culture at the turn of the century, Regenia Gagnier has extended the field by
considering transnational, transtemporal perspectives reaching beyond a European

focus. She conceptualizes Decadence as a ‘thought-experiments on the limits of self and

European Perspectives, ed. by Patrick McGuinness (Exeter: Exeter University Press, 2000), pp.
209-24, provides a solid introduction.

7 Leela Gandhi, Affective Communities: Anticolonial Thought, Fin-de-Siécle Radicalism, and the
Politics of Friendship (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 20006), p. 12.

28 ., .
Ibid., p. 189.
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other’® in a global context. Adding to the transnational discourse, the thesis considers
not only the European reception of Eastern influence, but also representations of the
European other as a figure of cultural resistance; this is the case with Arthur Symons’s
focus on Gypsies, which is the subject of chapter two. Gagnier defines Decadence as an
artistic reaction ‘in response to changes or crises within various nations and cultures’,
especially processes of modernization. ** Accordingly, and taking a cue from Gagnier
who defines ‘Europe as a functional relation rather than an identity’,’ T will consider
Europe as much of a plural entity as the East.

Decadence remains a field open to definition. Contributing to the on-going effort
to delineate Decadence’s multiplicity, my thesis suggests that the temporally and
geographically remote East — despite its subaltern position — offers a key focal point
through which major networks of European literatures corresponded, especially at the
fin de siecle. Orientalism, I argue, constitutes a major part of the definition of
Decadence and a point at which Decadence’s idiosyncratic style and political dimension

meet.

o Regenia Gagnier, Individualism, Decadence and Globalization: On the Relationship of Part to Whole,
1859—1920 (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), p. 2.

30 Regenia Gagnier, ‘Global Literatures of Decadence’, in The Fin-de-Siécle World, ed. by Michael Saler
(New York: Routledge, 2015), pp. 11-28 (14). See also Regenia Gagnier, ‘The Decadence of the West
in Huysmans and Houellebecq: Decadence in the Longue Durée’, English Literature in Transition,
1880—1920, 60 (2017), 419-30.

3 Gagnier, Individualism, Decadence and Globalization, p. 26.
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Fig. 1 Map of geographical and historical ‘Easts’ covered by this thesis: Moorish Spain, Algeria, Egypt,
Palestine/Israel (The Holy Land), Iraq/Syria (Babylonia, Assyria), Istanbul (Byzantium;
Constantinople)/Turkey (Ottoman Empire, 1299-1922).
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The Pluralities of the East

I take a special interest in the literary function of the East in Decadent literature,
specifically in its use of ideas and motifs originating from the Middle Eastern and North
African regions. Yet the East examined in this study is a cultural category; it defies
geographical boundaries. The term ‘East’, with its aesthetic focus, is preferred to
‘Orient’ with its more historical, political, and sociological connotations. It is not a
geographical entity but a cultural construct, an international meeting point for the
Decadent imagination. The term ‘the East’ denotes a collective cosmopolitan concept.
As a melting pot of cultures, languages as varied as Persian, Arabic, Greek and Turkish,
and historical periodizations including Jewish, Islamic and pre-Islamic Arabic cultural
histories, the East is a transnational and ahistorical concept. The multiple changes the
term underwent are evident in its ever-changing definitions through the centuries from
‘Byzantium’, the ‘Levant’, the ‘Holy Land’, and the ‘Orient’ to the ‘Middle East’ (fig.
1).

As such, the consideration of the plurality of the East(s) plays an important role
in understanding the hybrid character of Decadent literature. Literary figures such as
Cleopatra, a cosmopolitan go—between connecting East and West, the Gypsy, the
eternal Oriental wanderer, and the Jew, as ‘Europe’s own Orientals’,’> embody this
mobility and the impossibility of national fixity. Even Venice, Spain, and Vienna,
despite the lack of a geographical pattern to connect them, were frequently
conceptualized as meeting points of East and West by various writers including John

Ruskin, Arthur Symons, Hugo von Hofmannsthal and Thomas Mann due to their

32 John M. Efron, ‘From Mitteleuropa to the Middle East: Orientalism through a Jewish Lens’, Jewish
Quarterly Review, 94:3 (2004), 490—520 (p. 491).
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historical links with the Arab world.”> Even though my argument hinges on an East-
West opposition, it aims to emphasize the hybridity favoured by Decadent writing in its
many versions of the East. I therefore situate this thesis in a framework of cosmopolitan
theory that dovetails with postcolonial criticism but represents the European angle of
my project. Supplementing Edward Said’s critique of the Western fabrication of ‘the
Orient’, this thesis highlights the active role played by the East in engendering
European culture.

Since its first publication in 1978, Said’s Orientalism, reinforced by the
subsequent publication of Culture and Imperialism (1993), has caused generations of
critical commentators to dissect and debate its originality and its limiting bias. Yet, even
today Said’s scholarship has lost none of its relevance.’® Said’s work provides a
definition of the East as an ‘other place’, a mirror to the European identity. Questioning
this strict dichotomy, my thesis shows a plurality of Easts that emerge from a
comparative study of several European identities. As much as Said made ‘the West’
responsible for universalising the East without discrimination of historical and cultural
difference, his argument subsumed the West and Western receptions of the East into the
notion of a universal Orient.”> My thesis addresses and corrects this perceived
homogeneity of the East in the context of Decadent literature.

Said’s primary focus on literature from the late eighteenth century to mid-

nineteenth century bypassed a focused examination of Orientalism in Decadent

33 James R. Hodkinson and John Walker, eds., Deploying Orientalism in Culture and History: From
Germany to Central and Eastern Europe (Rochester, NY: Camden House, 2013).

* Bdward W. Said, Orientalism (London: Penguin, 2003); Edward W. Said, Culture and Imperialism
(London: Random House, 1993).

3% Abdulla Al-Dabbagh, Literary Orientalism, Postcolonialism, and Universalism (New York: Peter
Lang, 2010); Edmund Burke III, and David Prochaska, eds., Genealogies of Orientalism: History,
Theory, Politics (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2008); Ziad Elmarsafy, Anna Bernard, and
David Attwell, eds., Debating Orientalism (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013).
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literature. As a ‘marginalized’ sub-strand of the nineteenth- and twentieth-century
canonized strands of Victorian and Modernist literature, Decadence’s encounter with
the East complicates notions of the ‘other’ and of simple binaries. Whilst being imbued
with European prejudices about the East, Decadent writing arguably embraces
Orientalism as a form of cosmopolitan outreach between different national literary
traditions. The East in Decadent literature provided a space for the development of an
aesthetic, but also for social critique. It is a means to express difference, anti-realism,
the grotesque, the ornamental, in short a way of ‘otherness’ many Decadents assumed as
‘the ongoing space for oppositional discourse.’*°

What are the implications of Said’s Orientalist critique in the context of
Decadent literature at the fin de siecle? What is the relationship between aesthetics,
criticism and political engagement in Decadent texts? Recent publications addressing
these questions have dealt with actual (post)colonial encounters with Decadent
literature. Elleke Boehmer examines the ‘cross-border poetics’ and ‘self-orientalization’
in the Anglo-Indian Decadence of Sarojini Naidu and Manmohan Ghose.”” Exploring
the postcolonial legacy of fin-de-siecle culture, Robert Stilling investigates the politics
of aestheticism in the service of anticolonial critique in works by Agha Shahid Ali,
Derek Walcott, Bernardine Evaristo and others. He argues that ‘decadence persists as a
key term in the ongoing development of postcolonial thought’.*® Stefano Evangelista’s
revaluation of Japonisme in the reception of European Decadence in Japan exemplified

by Lafcardio Hearn, translator of Gautier, illuminates a reciprocal exchange between the

36 Potolsky, ‘The Decadent Counterpublic’, p. 3.
37 Elleke Boehmer, Indian Arrivals 1870—1915 Networks of British Empire (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2015), p. 13; p. 23.

3% Robert Stilling, Beginning at the End: Decadence, Modernism, and Postcolonial Poetry (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 2018), p. 21.
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Far East and Western cultures.”” Linda Zatlin’s study of the influence of Japanese
printing techniques on Aubrey Beardsley’s drawings demonstrates this East-West
interrelation for the arts and material culture.”” Regenia Gagnier’s explorations of the
Chinese decadence of the T’ang period widens our understanding of Decadence’s
dependence on the oppositional ‘other’.* Even Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1897) has been
examined as a commentary on anxieties sparked by migration from Eastern Europe into
Britain at the fin de siecle, a development which threatened to transform the imperial
body of Britain through the mixing with foreign blood.**

While many scholars have addressed the literary encounters with colonial
cultures at the fin de siecle, the vital influence of the Middle East on Decadent writing,
specifically, has so far been neglected. My study contributes to the postcolonial
assessment of Decadence in so far as it provides a perspective on the European
treatment of the Middle East in Decadent writing. It also, and more importantly,
scrutinizes Decadence as a cosmopolitan literature of exchange. Its uses of Orientalism

aim at inclusivity and not necessarily at the domination of foreign cultures.*

3% Stefano Evangelista, The Love of Strangers: Literary Cosmopolitanism in the English Fin de Siecle
(forthcoming, 2019).

40 L inda Zatlin, Beardsley, Japonisme, and the Perversion of the Victorian Ideal (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1997).

4 Gagnier, ‘Global Literatures of Decadence’, p.15.

2 Stephen D. Arata, ‘The Occidental Tourist: "Dracula" and the Anxiety of Reverse Colonization’,
Victorian Studies, 33: 4 (1990), 621-645.

“ See Bryan S. Turner’s defence of ‘cosmopolitanism as the ethical world-view of scholars in a global
context, where cultural hybridity and multiculturalism are beginning to re-write the traditional
Orientalist agenda. Cosmopolitanism can be defended morally, because exclusive national loyalties
and ethnic solidarities are more likely to be points of conflict and violence in culturally diverse
societies. We need an ideology of membership, therefore, which will celebrate the uncertainty of
belonging, where our “final vocabularies” are never final. One can suggest that the components of
cosmopolitan virtue are as follows: irony both as a method and as a mentality; emotional distance and
reflexivity with respect to our own cultural values; scepticism towards grand narratives of modern
ideologies; transcultural sympathies and interests; care for other cultures arising from an awareness of
their precarious condition and acceptance of cultural hybridization; support for positive programmes
of multiculturalism; and an ecumenical appreciation of other religions. Intercultural sensitivities and
the need to interact constantly with strangers promote irony as the most prized norm of wit and
principle of taste. For Said [...], irony is a useful word to use alongside “oppositional” and “critical”.’
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Likewise, the German contribution of Orientalizing works to a European canon of
Decadence has not received enough critical attention. Over the last three decades,
German criticism has reacted to Said’s omission of a discussion of German Orientalism
more broadly. In 1982, Bernard Lewis had already confronted Said for this very reason
claiming that ‘a history of Arabic studies in Europe without the Germans makes as
much sense as would a history of European music or philosophy with the same
omission’, an attack which struck Said in 1985 as ‘superficial’.** Since then, numerous
studies have outlined the contribution of German Orientalist scholarship to the
European imperial project.

Nina Berman has considered Germany’s history from the crusades to Germany’s
colonial possessions in Africa in the nineteenth century and, as a result, has shown that
Said’s claim that Germany’s relation to the East was ‘never actual’ is not tenable.*’ She
recovers the ‘complex interaction between various forces’ in Germany’s intercultural
contact with the Middle East.*® Andrea Polaschegg’s study emphasizes the emergence
of a particular German literary aesthetic of the East in the nineteenth century, most
prominently represented by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s artistic flight to the Persian
Orient, in dialogue with the classical texts of the fourteenth-century poet Hafiz.*’ I will
use her observation that Orientalism is nationally specific yet ‘gesamteuropdisch’ [pan-

European] as a premise for the analysis of my German authors, arguing that German

See Bryan S. Turner, Orientalism: Early Sources Volume I, Readings in Orientalism (London:
Routledge, 2000), pp. 25—26.

* Bernard Lewis, ‘The Question of Orientalim’, The New York Review of Books, (24 June 1982), pp.
49—-56 (p. 51). Edward Said, ‘Orientalism Reconsidered’, Cultural Critique, 1 (1985), 89—107 (p. 90).
45 Said, Orientalism, p. 19.
46 Nina Berman, German Literature on the Middle East: Discourses and Practices, 1000—1989 (Ann
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2011), p. 239.
7 Andrea Polaschegg, Der andere Orientalismus. Regeln deutsch-morgenléindischer Imagination im 19.
Jahrhundert (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2005), pp. 1-6. See also: Katharina Mommsen, Goethe and the Poets
of Arabia, trans. by Michael Metzger (Rochester, NY: Camden House, 2014).
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Decadents from 1880 to 1920 engaged in what Said had identified in the work of their
French predecessors.

Whilst Said’s postcolonial theory is merely a springboard for this thesis, my
argument considers Decadent writing under three premises initially set out in
Orientalism: First, it explores the notion of blurred boundaries and the transformation of
aesthetic writing into political ideology and agendas. Can Decadent Orientalism be
considered a purely aesthetic project or are socio-political undercurrents present? How
do Decadent texts construct the East and do they make use of resistance to the
‘othering’ of the East in these constructions? Second, the thesis examines the composite
nature of the images of the East. What images represent the East? How do national
histories influence and radicalize aesthetic notions of inclusivity and exclusivity? What
characterizes the relationship between English and German Decadent Orientalism?

In the period under consideration, several historical events condition the
perception of what can be understood by the term ‘East’. The definitions of the East
vary considerably in England and Germany, its geographical demarcation shifting from
the ‘Middle’ to the ‘Near’ East. Situated at the heart of the European continent,
Germany took on the role of mediator between East and West by emphasizing the
continuity of cultural convergence. Germany maintained, as Suzanne L. Marchand
confirms, religious, ethnic and political links between the East and Europe ‘from the

carliest times’, deflating a simplistic binary perception of East and West.*® My

8 Suzanne L. Marchand, German Orientalism in the Age of Empire: Religion, Race, and Scholarship
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), p. xxii. The following is a selection of studies
responding to Said’s omission of German Orientalism: Andrea Fuchs-Sumiyoshi, Orientalismus in
der deutschen Literatur: Untersuchungen zu Werken des 19. und 20. Jahrhunderts, von Goethes
"West-éstlichem Divan" bis Thomas Manns "Joseph"-Tetralogie (Hildesheim: Georg Olms, 1984);
Nina Berman, Orientalismus, Kolonismus und Moderne: Zum Bild des Orients in der
deutschsprachigen Kultur um 1900 (Stuttgart: Metzler, 1997); Todd Kontje, German Orientalisms
(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2004); Andrea Polaschegg (2005); Ursula Wokoeck,
German Orientalism: The Study of the Middle East and Islam from 1800—1945 (London: Routledge,
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understanding of German Orientalism follows Marchand in the emphasis on an East-
West relationship, which shares a common cultural and economic history. While Said
claims that Germany’s interest in the East was of lesser economic urgency than that of
England, Marchand maintains that ‘German-speaking polities have had a very long and
important relationship with both the Holy Land and the Ottoman Empire, and the
Wilhelmine Empire did have colonial interests, and even colonial territories [...] in the
East.”* Moreover, Germany had a strong interest in developing the study of Oriental
linguistics and Islamic studies during the years 1890 to 1914.>° Marchand maintains that
‘Germans set the pace in the most prestigious of [humanities], classics, theology,
history, archaeology, oriental studies, and philosophy’.”! Whilst Germany had largely
been locked out of the competitive struggle for major treasures in Egypt, Syria and India
under British rule, it nevertheless participated in the European antiquities rush. While
Marchand’s study concentrates on scholars and intellectuals, my thesis looks at writers
who perceived themselves to be artists and journalists. For these Decadents, it was less
a scholarly interest in ancient manuscripts or theological texts that captured their
imagination, but a more a general Decadent ‘curiosity without wisdom’>* in the East
that was transmitted through literature, fine arts, Oriental decorative arts and material
objects.

England’s relationship to the Middle East in the long nineteenth century is
defined by three major historical events: the explorations of the Holy Land in the 1860s,

the British annexation of Cyprus (in agreement with the Ottoman Empire) in 1878, and

2009); Robert Lemon, Imperial Messages: Orientalism as Self-critique in the Habsburg Fin de siécle
(Columbia, SC: Camden House, 2011); Debra N. Prager, Orienting the Self: The German Literary
Encounter with the Eastern Other (Rochester, NY: Camden House, 2014).

¥ Marchand, German Orientalism, p. Xix

>0 Wokoeck, p. 14.

> Suzanne L. Marchand, ‘Central Europe’, in The Fin-de-siecle World, pp. 131-49 (p. 146).
> Symons, ‘The Decadent Movement in Literature’, p. 859.

25



the Anglo-Egyptian War in 1882 that established British rule in Egypt until 1936.
Germany’s imperial involvement in Middle Eastern politics started slightly later.
Following the unification of Germany after the Franco-Prussian war in 1870-1871,
Germany's military mission began a more active political and economic engagement
with the Eastern question. The so-called Drang nach Osten [Drive to the East],
promoted in the early 1880s, advocated cultural and economic penetration of the
Ottoman realm to achieve imperial parity with France and Britain in Germany. The
Ottoman Sultan Abdiilhamid II (1842-1918), who ruled from 1876 to 1909, turned to
the Germans as a protective force against the British after the British occupied the
Ottoman territories of Cyprus and Egypt. Kaiser Wilhelm’s intention to expand German
influences overseas through the construction of a naval fleet irritated Britain, which
feared for its colonies in North Africa and India. From 1880 to 1918, German Middle-
Eastern policy fostered close bonds with the Turkish state. Germany supported the
Ottomans in the Turkish-Greek War over Crete in 1897, an affront to Britain. The
Kaiser corroborated this provocation a year later during a state visit to the Ottoman
Empire in late 1898:

the Kaiser even went so far as to proclaim himself the protector of the world's three
hundred million Muslims, thus allying the German Empire with a Pan-Islamism that he
hoped would incite revolts against Britain's global empire by the ninety-six million
Muslims living within it.>®

After the turn of the century and with Queen Victoria’s death in 1901, the British

Empire was already beginning to weaken, whilst Germany was rapidly rising in its

military and economic power in the 1910s.>* Planning a connection between Berlin and

>3 Alexander M. Zukas, ‘Germany and the Middle East’, in Encyclopaedia of Western Colonialism since
1450, Vol. II, ed. by Thomas Benjamin (Detroit: Macmillan Reference, 2007), pp. 513—517 (p. 515).

ME. I Hobsbawm, Industry and Empire: An Economic History of Britain since 1750 (Harmondsworth:
Penguin, 1968), pp. 104-8.
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Baghdad through an Imperial Railway Project, the Wilhelmine Empire established even
stronger political ties with the Ottoman Empire. Accordingly, Marchand and David
Lindenfeld argue that Germany actually experienced a ‘“commencement’” rather than a
“fin” de siécle’.” German images of the ‘East’ seem more detached from an
expansionist colonial history in comparison to their English counterexamples.
Germany’s comparatively late leap into the colonial race favoured an economic, as well
as political, allegiance outside of European ties. Threatened by these developments,
which were considered by the British as opening an easy passageway to India, Egypt
became the main site from which Britain attacked the Ottoman forces and Germany in
1914. As much as the Middle East was created as a new political battleground by
European external conflicts at the turn of the century, it increasingly also became a
treasure trove for European cultural productions.

The mobility of, and alienation caused by, the exchange of non-economic goods
had a prominent visual presence, providing a material metaphor for the displacement of
Eastern images that reoccurs in Decadent literature: in 1896 the German Colonial
Exhibition brought the East to Germany through the exhibition of a large-scale
reproduction of Cairo city and the pyramids in the Berlin suburb of Treptow. Equally,
the visual consequences of the wave of Egyptomania that swept through England after
the 1882 Anglo-Egyptian war fascinated and alienated European audiences. In a
comparable way, the placement of the pyramids in Treptow and the Egyptian
monuments in the British Museum embodied the way in which Eastern tropes travelled

and were integrated into European literatures through aesthetic translations.

>> Marchand and David F. Lindenfeld, eds., Germany at the Fin de Siécle: Culture, Politics, and Ideas
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2004), p. 1.
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Beyond Said: Decadent Cosmopolitanism

Despite the everlasting topicality of Said’s observations, critical discourse in the last
two decades has progressed to consider cosmopolitanism as a theoretical framework
that elaborates on the shortcomings of Said’s arguments and aims to pull down cultural
hierarchies. Abandoning a colonial perspective, Gandhi, in her emphasis on ‘affective
communities’ beyond the nation, shifts the focus of her argument to a consideration of

‘forms of anti-imperialism that emerged in Europe.’®

More recently, a rethinking of
cosmopolitanism has led a number of scholars to redefine its eighteenth-century roots.
Bruce Robbins and Paulo Lemos Horta review cosmopolitanism on the basis of class
and migration. Opposing a nineteenth-century model based on the detachment of
nationality by choice, as Amanda Anderson explained, they argue for a revision of
cosmopolitanism as a condition resulting of economic and political hardship. >’
Overcoming the binary setup of West and East, universal cosmopolitanism becomes a
critical concept defined by an investment in national pluralism, multiculturalism and
anti-imperial thought.

Critics such as John MacKenzie, Aijaz Ahmad and Ali Behdad have questioned
Said’s tendency to generalize, to assume a single European identity as well as a unified

Oriental identity. They have challenged the notion that the keen fascination with the

East has always been motivated by imperialist intentions alone.”® As Alexander Lyon

>® Gandhi, p. 1.

> Amanda Anderson, The Powers of Distance: Cosmopolitanism and the Cultivation of Detachment
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001); Potolsky (2012); the ‘Fin-de-Siecle Cosmopolitanism’
issue in Comparative Critical Studies 10:2 (2013), ed. by Stefano Evangelista and Richard Hibbitt;
Bruce Robbins and Paulo Lemos Horta, eds., Cosmopolitanisms (New York: New York University
Press, 2017).

o8 Aijaz Ahmad, In Theory: Classes, Nations, Literatures (London: Verso, 1992). Ali Behdad, Belated
Travelers: Orientalism in the Age of Colonial Dissolution (Cork: Cork University Press, 1994). John
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Macfie and many before him realized, ‘European images of the Orient were far more
complex, irregular, discontinuous and heterogeneous than Said appears at times to
suppose.”” In juxtaposing Orientalism and cosmopolitanism as two concepts of cultural
inclusion, this thesis demonstrates how the acceptance of an inherent hybrid
composition of any one culture complicates the notions of belonging and nationalism.
The works of literature and journalism analysed in this thesis are composites of cultural
fragments. Decadent literature emerges as a quintessentially cosmopolitan literature.

Rebecca L. Walkowitz’s understanding of Decadence as a mediator of
Modernism through its cosmopolitan style and attitude reflects my approach.
Walkowitz establishes critical cosmopolitanism as a concept that reinforces a self-
reflexive aversion to notions of cosmopolitan superiority and the natural assumption of
a centre-periphery trajectory. From this, my thesis infers Decadent cosmopolitan to
mean a ‘cosmopolitanism of dissenting individualism and decadent refusal’, a refusal to
be limited by national, racial, or ethical or even moral belonging.®’

Walkowitz applies the phrase ‘critical cosmopolitanism’ to denote a threefold
model of, firstly, a Kantian philosophy of supra-national detachment from the ideal of
nationhood in favour of a universal and global community; secondly, an anthropological
model explicating the individual’s voluntary attachment to multiple cultures; and lastly,
a vernacular cosmopolitanism that implies an exploration of social deviance and

affiliation with otherness in wurban sub-cultures. Walkowitz defines ‘critical

M. MacKenzie, Orientalism: History, Theory and the Arts (Manchester: Manchester University Press,
1995), p. 211: °[...] the influence of those oriental arts was at its most radical at precisely the
supposed high point of European imperialism in the late nineteenth century and early twentieth
centuries. Indeed, they were often embraced by artists, [...] who were most out of sympathy with

dominant political ideas.’
59

60

Alexander Lyon Macfie, Orientalism (London: Pearson Education, 2002), p. 215.

Rebecca L. Walkowitz, Cosmopolitan Style: Modernism Beyond the Nation (New York: Columbia
University Press, 2006), p. 5.
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cosmopolitanism’ to include such ‘practices as flanerie, dance hall entertainment,
department store shopping and cultural exhibitions.”®" Decadent cosmopolitanism
consists of a syncretic blend of all three models, providing the foundation for the
arguments in each of my chapters.

The case of Decadent cosmopolitanism is intriguing because it raises questions
about inclusivity and exclusivity that the widely accepted Kantian model of
universalism ignores. As Walkowitz puts it, ‘the decadent tradition of aestheticism,
dandyism, and flirtation has involved gestures of Eurocentrism and frivolity’, which
oppose a wholesome Enlightenment model of cosmopolitanism.®* East-West binaries
are still in place. Yet, under the umbrella of aesthetic creation, they do not operate in
opposition, but are subsumed into one artwork.

The idea of a hierarchy of cultures inherent in the term hybridity was extensively
explored in postcolonial theory. Defined by Homi K. Bhabha as a colonial ‘metonymy
of presence’,” hybridity is considered interchangeable with Orientalist exploitation. Yet
as I argue, a self-imposed cosmopolitan hybridity, as practised by authors such as Oscar
Wilde, is not necessarily a tool of imperial domination. Todd Kontje suggests a revision
of Orientalism through a rethinking of ‘the essentialism of ethnic nationalism’. He
argues that Orientalism provides the space for ‘cross-cultural contact as a series of
collisions between self-contained units.” These units, nations, are engaged in an
‘ongoing process of global exchange’, which brings forth endless forms of new

hybridity, new spaces that Michel Foucault described as heterotopia.®* In my study, the

" Ibid., p. 12; p. 9.

%2 1bid., p. 14.

% Homi K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 1994), pp. 89-90.

%% Todd Kontje, ‘Germany’s Local Orientalisms’, in Deploying Orientalism, pp. 55-78 (p. 55).

30



East and Decadent literature provide exactly these heterotopic spaces in which the
boundaries of nationality are porous.
Wilde voiced a Kantian stance in his universalist view of cosmopolitanism,
questioning the idea of a uniformity of national identity:
It is Criticism that makes us cosmopolitan. [...] [T]The emotions will not make us
cosmopolitan, any more than the greed for gain could do so. It is only by the
cultivation of the habit of intellectual criticism that we shall be able to rise superior to
race prejudices. Goethe — you will not misunderstand what I say — was a German of
the Germans. He loved his country — no man more so. Its people were dear to him;
and he led them. Yet, when the iron hoof of Napoleon trampled upon vineyard and
cornfield, his lips were silent. “How can one write songs of hatred without hating?”” he
said to Eckermann, “and how could I, to whom culture and barbarism are alone of
importance, hate a nation which is among the most cultivated of the earth, and to
which I owe so great a part of my own cultivation.” This note, sounded in the modern
world by Goethe first, will become, I think, the starting point for the cosmopolitanism
of the future. Criticism will annihilate race-prejudices, by insisting upon the unity of
the human mind in the variety of its forms. [...] Intellectual criticism will bind Europe
together in bonds far closer than those that can be forged by shopman or
sentimentalist.”’
Arguing from a nineteenth-century perspective, Wilde advocated a ‘unity of the human
mind in the variety of its forms’, a cosmopolitanism of the future in which intellectual
belonging would bring down cultural boundaries. Nationality is thus a composite,
cosmopolitan concept. To Wilde, nationality must be understood as a hybrid whole
sprung from several shared European traditions. This conflation of specific national
traits, however, challenges the independent identity of cultures subject to European
imperialism that Said’s work ventured to reclaim. Wilde’s idea of a fluid cosmopolitan
identity is visible in his Orientalising Decadent texts.

The first forays into the Orient by French Romanticism, which Said critically

reviewed in Orientalism, opened the East to the later generations of English and

> Oscar Wilde, ‘The Critic as Artist’, in The Complete Works of Oscar Wilde Vol. IV, Criticism, pp.

124-206 (pp. 202—03). Wilde writes of: ‘[...] that Aufkldrung, that enlightening which dawned on
Germany in the last century, and to which our own culture owes so great a debt’, p. 186.
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German Decadents of the 1880 and 1890s.%° Their cosmopolitan enthusiasm to roam
and explore foreign cultures, both physically and imaginatively, pairs Decadent
cosmopolitanism uncomfortably with Orientalism. In comparison to the Romantic
enthusiasm for Oriental subjects, the twinship of these concepts in Decadence raises
questions about the artistic purity of an art for art’s sake principle, questions which this
thesis addresses. Considering Walkowitz’s recovery of the fundamental importance of
cosmopolitan Decadence for the emergence of ‘established’ movements, this thesis
reconsiders the position of Decadence as a minor sub-strand at the periphery of literary
history or as a colony of larger literary categories such as Romanticism and
international Modernism. A comparison of England and Germany, countries with very
different colonial histories, will distil the very different characters of European Easts in
fin-de-siecle Decadent writing and thereby demonstrate Said’s postulation of a
‘decentred consciousness’, which his own critique, despite its best efforts, fails to fully

deliver.®’

Nineteenth-Century Literary Exoticism in France, England and Germany

The reception of French notions of the Orient was fundamental for the creation of
literary exoticism in England and Germany. Long before English and German
Decadents took an interest in the Orient, French authors and artists of the mid-

nineteenth century feasted on the cultural imports brought to France through Napoleon’s

66 Specifically Napoleon’s campaign in Egypt and Syria (1798—1801).

67 Said, ‘Orientalism Reconsidered’, p. 105. See also Behdad, Belated Travelers, pp. 10—12: ‘[...] the
formalization of Orientalism as a coherent and stable system of representations unwittingly functions as
a reification of unequal power relations between Europe and the Orient [...]. Said’s postcolonial
discourse of victimhood paradoxically positions itself within the confining matrix of identification it
strives to subvert [...].”
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Campaign. In the first half of the nineteenth century, many French writers, including
Gautier (Spain 1843 and Constantinople 1853) and Flaubert (Egypt, Syria, Jerusalem,
Turkey 1849—-1851; Egypt, Algeria and Levant 1858), travelled throughout the Orient
and captured their ‘hunger for the East’, as Gilman puts it, in their travelogues and
fiction tinged by sensationalism, nostalgia and exoticism.®®

In 1930, Mario Praz examined the French roots of the Decadent exploration of
the East in his book The Romantic Agony. Praz locates the recurrent ‘voluptuous, gory
exoticism’® of Decadence in a genealogy of superhuman images and types such as
Hérodias, Salome, Salammbo, Cleopatra, the Sphinx, Carmen, the Queen of Sheba,
Semiramis, Heliogabalus, the Gypsy, and the Jew as imagined by Baudelaire, Gustave
Moreau, Marcel Schwob, the Brothers Goncourt, Gautier, Flaubert, Huysmans,
Mallarmé, and also writers from the next generation such as Swinburne, Gabriele
D’Annunzio, André Gide, and of course Wilde. Due to its French legacy, Decadence
was considered a ‘foreign commodity’ in nineteenth-century English and German
literature.”” With a focus on French literature, Said has demonstrated the complicity of
culture in the European imperial project. In Orientalism, he takes up Praz’s study and
points to examples in French Decadent literature such as Flaubert’s escapism into
sexual fantasies in Salammbo (1862), which helped to promote the cliché of a
debauched hyper-sexualized Orient.”’

In England, a wave of publications rekindled interest in literary Orientalism

from the mid-nineteenth century onwards. Edward FitzGerald’s 1859 translation of the

o8 Gilman, p. 94.

%9 Mario Praz, The Romantic Agony, trans. by Angus Davidson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1933),
p. 322.

70 Constable, Denisoff and Potolsky, Perennial Decay, p. 10.
& Said, Orientalism, p. 180.
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Persian poetry by Omar Khayyam gained wide popularity. With over three hundred
separate editions counted in England alone before 1929, it sparked a true Orient cult at
the fin de siecle that was perpetuated by partial translations through Richard Le
Gallienne, Frederick Rolfe (Baron Corvo) and Justin Huntly McCarthy, Wilde’s friend.
Marina Warner relates, that in the same way as their French predecessors, English fin-
de-siecle editions of the proto-Orientalist reference book, The Arabian Nights, were
‘stuffed” with added material by ‘excited heady orientalist fantasists’,” for example by
Richard Burton, Edward W. Lane, and J. C. V. Mardrus, a Cairo-born aesthete and
friend of Gide.” The new translations of these Eastern stories have, as Warner
explicates, a ‘decidedly decadent and Symbolist character, striking the French
Orientalist note of Gustave Flaubert in Salammbé, and of Oscar Wilde in Salome.’
Many images revelled in and exacerbated Oriental metaphors known from the Biblical
Song of Solomon:

a woman'’s breasts can be round like pomegranates, her sex like ‘a husked sesame’, her

neck ‘a cake for a king’, her teeth ‘a row of pearls set in coral’; lips are sugared and skin

perfumed [...], the local market overflows with scented oils and waters [.. .].75
Without question, these images came to cement Decadence’s reputation as a literature
indulging in risqué representations of eroticism and sexuality drawing on (mainly male)
Orientalist fantasies.

Yet, arguing against Said, John MacKenzie observes that the late nineteenth-

century literary Decadents, and Orientalists for that matter, freely acknowledged that

72 Ambrose George Potter, A Bibliography of the Rubdiyat of Omar Khayyam (London: Ingpen and
Grant, 1929), p. 123.

> Marina Warner, Stranger Magic: Charmed States & the Arabian Nights (London: Vintage, 2012), p.
18.

7 For a more detailed analysis of the role print culture played in the perception of Arabia in Britain, see:
Andrew C. Long, Reading Arabia: British Orientalism in the Age of Mass Publication, 1880—1930
(New York: Syracuse University Press, 2014).

7 Warner, p. 19.
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they were operating on ‘perception rather than actuality’.’® Wilde, for example,

analysed the mechanism of Western cultural projection of the East long before Said; to
him ‘the whole of Japan is pure invention. [...] the Japanese people are [...] simply a

mode of style, an exquisite fancy of art.””’

Unlike other prominent Orientalists such as
Edward Henry Palmer, Gertrude Bell, Flinders Petrie, and T. E. Lawrence, to name only
a few, the authors discussed in this thesis were ‘armchair cosmopolitans’,”® who judged
the ‘East’ from a distance or through an artistic filter. Despite being keen travellers,
mostly within the limits of Europe, their writing imagined the East (or multiple Easts)
not to ‘facilitate rule, but to encourage an invigorating contamination.””” While this does
not remedy the fact that they were Orientalists, their works are not imported texts nor do
they claim to portray the East to a Western audience in the form of a reliable,
differentiated, realistic travel-inventory of the Orient. Rather, they intentionally employ
images of heightened eroticism, violence and material excess, those criticized by Said in
Orientalism, as an aesthetic concept of resistance.

In contrast to the writings of the French Romantics or (pre-)Victorian writers
examined by Said, Decadent discourse imaginatively inhabited quasi-subaltern
perspectives. Despite their often privileged societal positions as public intellectuals,
critics, editors and playwrights, Decadent writers positioned themselves, to borrow

Bhabha’s phrase, ‘in-between’ — however not in-between the imperial ranking of

cultures but between the accepted conventions and the bohemian fringes of their own

7 MacKenzie, p. 210.

7 Wilde, ‘The Decay of Lying’, p. 98.

78 Michéle Mendelssohn, ‘Reading Aestheticism, Decadence, and Cosmopolitanism’, in Late Victorian
into Modern, pp. 482—96 (p. 494).

7 MacKenzie, p. 211.
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societies.*® Decadent circles formed and analysed marginal groups predominantly
within metropolitan cultures. Decadence’s self-positioning as a ‘counterculture’, which
is characterized by a deliberate self-orientalising or self-exotization, was a proactive
method of ‘othering’. As a result, the exotic attracted bourgeois resistance and made
Decadence, as Julia Brown notes, a reflection of ‘the rage of the philistine against the
unfamiliar.”®' Decadent exoticism, therefore, can be understood as a space for drafting
selthood through deliberate affiliation with elements that exist outside the boundaries of
accepted norms, such as the nation.

Whilst moving in the avant-garde circles of the fin-de-siécle capitals of Paris,
London and Berlin, the Decadent writers this study examines are authors who chose to
write from the periphery of society, either belonging to or seeking affiliation with
minorities and outsider groups such as homosexuals, foreigners, travelling communities
and artistic metropolitan sub-cultures. Unlike colonial authors such as Rudyard Kipling,
Joseph Conrad or Robert Louis Stevenson, who upheld and promoted the values of
Englishness, Decadents, whilst being part of the intellectual elite of their day, held the
status of the nineteenth-century ‘other’, threatening the integrity of a healthy nation.

In his polemic Entartung of 1892/93 (translated into English in 1895 as
Degeneration),** Max Nordau contributed to the conflation of the artistic Decadence
with the notion of cultural decline. Embodying the ‘dusk of the nations’ (2), as Nordau
labelled Baudelaire, Wagner, Ruskin, Rossetti, Zola, Nietzsche and Wilde, these
‘degenerates’ lacked, comparable to Said’s description of Eurocentric stereotypes of the

‘Orientals’, all ‘sense of morality and of right or wrong. For them there exists no law,

80 Bhabha, p. 1.

81 Julia Prewitt Brown, Cosmopolitan Criticism: Oscar Wilde’s Philosophy of Art (Charlottesville:
University of Virginia Press, 1997), p. 30.

52 Max Nordau, Degeneration, translated from the 2" German ed. (London: William Heinemann, 1896).
Page numbers are given in brackets and relate to this edition.
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no decency, no modesty’ (18) but rather a disproportional ‘emotionalism’ (26). As
Nordau put it, the Decadents ‘try to present something that they are not’ (9), seeking
refuge in a post-Romantic ‘East’ (74) and in its decorations. It is easy to identify a
degenerate if his house resembles ‘an Oriental bazaar with Kurd carpets, Bedouin
chests, Circassian narghilehs and Indian lacquered caskets’ (10).%

In an inversion of Eastern and Western clichés, Nordau accused Richard Wagner
of initiating ‘hysterically-minded Germans into the mysteries of Turkish Kef
[merriment]’ and, as Nordau goes on, ‘the Oriental knows how favourable the sight of
his arabesques is to “Kef”—that dreamy state in which Reason is lulled to sleep, and
crazy Imagination alone rules as mistress of the house’ (211). The Decadent pilgrim to
Bayreuth ‘became a hadji! Oriental sages so well know the peculiar vanity of the hadjis,
that one of their proverbs contains an express warning against the pious man who has
been thrice to Mecca’ (213). Through this comparison, Nordau echoed contemporary
fears of a downfall of Western culture. Nordau anticipated an immanent self-afflicted
disintegration of European society through Aestheticism and Decadence marked by an
unhealthy perversity and exoticism, which could only be overcome by a vitalist
programme.**

In an interesting parallel, the defenders of the Arabic cultural renaissance, the
so-called Al-Nahda occurring in 1892 almost simultaneously with debates about
cultural degeneration in Europe, were keen to cleanse their literary canons of explicit,

‘decadent’ material. The supporters of Al-Nahda condemned the European Decadents

83 Jospehine M. Guy notes in ‘Commentary’, The Complete Works of Oscar Wilde Vol. IV, Criticism, p.
382, that Wilde’s ‘sense of the importance of Islamic decorative art also found expression in his Tite
Street home; Vyvyan Wilde recalled that the “general décor” of the smoking room was a “mixture of

EEEE)

the Far East and Morocco”.

5 Walter Pache, Degeneration-Regeneration: Beitrige zur Literatur-und Kulturgeschichte zwischen
Dekadenz und Moderne (Wiirzburg: Kénigshausen und Neumann, 2000), p. 1.
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who were attracted to the Arabic classics, for example the Abbasids’ ‘love-and-
debauchery poetry’, which featured accounts of homosexuality and pederasty. New and
erotically explicit translations of The Arabian Nights from the French into English by
the Arabist Richard Burton in 1885—1887 were published by Leonard Smithers and
caused a scandal in Victorian England.*” The translation into German by Felix Paul
Greve in 1912—-1913, translator of Wilde’s works, helped to manifest its reputation as a
source book for Oriental stereotypes adopted by the European Decadence. Conversely,
these stereotypes were largely projected back onto the Europeans travelling the Orient
like Gautier, Flaubert, and Burton; or, in the 1890s, like Gide and Wilde, who were
seeking sexual adventures and illicit pleasures. These ‘decadents’ came to define an
image of the decaying West, which opposed the image of the Arabic culture the leaders
of the Al-Nahda sought to foster.*

The complexities of questions such as who is the discriminator and when do
aesthetics gain political significance are not always as easy to explain in a binary East-
West model as Said liked to suggest, especially in the context of Decadence. The
previous example in which Nordau, a Hungarian Jew and co-founder of the World
Zionist Organization, attacks the decline of Western culture, successfully subverts the
roles of subaltern victimhood and mechanisms of Western hegemony. The same is true
for the Decadents’ identification with the ‘other’. I want to suggest that the Decadents,
despite being active Orientalists, also tried to recover and include the ‘other’ on grounds
that they themselves held a twofold position in their respective societies. Attributes

commonly assigned to the ‘Oriental’ as found in Said are traditional characteristics with

5 Colette Colligan, “Esoteric Pornography”: Sir Richard Burton’s Arabian Nights and the origins of
Pornography’, Victorian Review, 28:2 (2002), 31—-64. Smithers also published Wilde, and Beardsley’s
and Symons’s journal The Savoy.

% Jens Hanssen, ‘The Middle East’, in The Fin-de-Siecle World, pp. 266—83 (p. 277).
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which the nature of the Decadent degenerate is described: the ‘underground version’ of

civilized society, ‘irrational, aberrant, backward, [...] inauthentic, passive, feminine and

sexually corrupt.”®” Hema Chari notes that ‘[...] decadence and Orientalism — have

become interchangeable signifiers, defining and decoding each other in literary and
, 88

critical theories’.”” The registers of Decadent, Aestheticist, Symbolist and Saidian

Orientalist discourse therefore often intertwine.

Literary Collections of the East

At the turn of the century, Decadent writers collecting the ‘exotic’ (be it words or
objects) were heavily involved in cultural stereotyping and Orientalist practice. I
examine this reception of Eastern influence in the work of four authors linked to the
European Decadence: as cosmopolitan aesthetes, Oscar Wilde (1854—1900), Arthur
Symons (1865—1945) and their German counterparts Paul Scheerbart (1863—1915) and
Stefan George (1868—1933), based their writing on the collecting and consumption of
Eastern cultures. Decadent Orientalism practised by these writers thus eclectically
combined a range of historical periods (Old Assyrian Empire, Roman Decadence,
Byzantine periods (330—1475)) as well as geographical regions (Greece, the Holy Land
and North Africa). These four Decadent authors use the East to write in opposition to
their political realities. In this way, they politicized their writing through the images and

ideological conceptualizations of ‘the East’, or multiple ‘Easts’.

87 Macfie, p. 8. See also Rana Kabbani, Europe's Myths of Orient: Devise and Rule (Basingstoke:
Palgrave Macmillan, 1986), p. 6; republished as Imperial Fictions in 1994.

88 Hema Chari, ‘Imperial Dependency, Addiction, and the Decadent Body’, in Perennial Decay, pp.
215-32 (p. 216). Emphasis in the original.
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The choice of writers this thesis considers is motivated by their common zeal to
research and collect foreign cultures as a statement of opposition to their own. Wilde’s
interest in archaeology, evolving as an Orientalist discipline at the time, reflects the way
in which his texts are conceived as compositions of cosmopolitan units. Symons
researches the Gypsy as an emblem of the mobility of the East and of the development
of civilization. Scheerbart, in a similar way to Wilde, brings artefacts from the museum
to life in his writings. Finally, George, a polyglot linguist, makes the East accessible
through a profound knowledge of other European cultures and histories. All four sought
an immersion in foreign cultures, if not through sympathetic affiliation or their own
travel experience, then indirectly through books, cultural objects and art works.

The writings by all four authors share a scepticism towards the strict segregation
of categories such as the national and international, aesthetic and political. To present a
nuanced view of the variety and scope of Decadent writing, this thesis examines two
canonical authors and two marginalized authors from England and Germany. The
comparison will reveal the crucial differences in the expression of Decadence
conditioned by the varying functions of the Orient. An analysis of their Decadent works
allows us to understand the relationship between Decadence’s three key components:
cosmopolitanism, Orientalism, and national affiliation.

Oscar Wilde, the embodiment of English Decadence but also a key figure of
international Decadence, defined his ideal of decorative beauty via a universal
cosmopolitanism regardless of national specification. Symons, a self-declared
‘Gypsiologist’, used Decadent aesthetics to put forward a political stance in defence of
the supposedly anti-modern lifestyle of Romani cultures. Scheerbart fashioned himself

as an anti-European in protest against Germany’s rearmament through a self-
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identification with ancient Babylonian culture. George’s work shows us the transition
from a Wildean cosmopolitan vision of inclusivity to an exclusion of the East in a rise
of nationalism in the late 1910s.

All four authors discussed in this thesis were contributors to the fin-de-siecle
periodical press culture in their respective countries. Besides a circulation of texts
through translation, journals in Decadent circles offered a platform from which to build
cosmopolitan identities, as Wilde imagined them in ‘The Critic as Artist’, in a ‘unity of
the human mind in the variety of its forms’. Wilde’s contribution to prestigious
publications such as the Pall Mall Gazette and his own editorship of the Woman'’s
World magazine (1887—1889) exposed his opinions on the East to a wide and varied
readership. Equally, Symons was a prolific journalist and critic. Besides writing
contributions to major periodicals, Symons revived the Decadent spirit of The Savoy,
which he co-edited together with Aubrey Beardsley in 1896, in The Gypsy
(1915—1916). While The Savoy is well studied, my thesis recovers The Gypsy as an
important yet neglected time document of late-Decadent journal culture. Published in
protest against the Great War, its editorial statement claims that ‘Art is more important
than the fate of nations’. Moreover, Symons’s membership of the Gypsy Lore Society
resulted in a political article for the Journal of the Gypsy Lore Society in 1908.

In Germany the satirical review of English foreign policies in Simplicissmus
(1896—1967), on which Edmund Gosse, Symons’s close friend, commented in The
Gypsy, captured the tone of strained cross-channel relations. Scheerbart, who published
in Simplicissimus and who much like Symons had to work as a journalist to secure an
income, published reviews on art exhibitions for the Berliner Tageblatt, Freie Biihne,

and Das Atelier. In contrast, George’s publications were read by a select few. His
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international Bldtter fiir die Kunst (1892—1919), celebrating the sacred serenity of art,
had a subscription-based readership, which contributed to the mystification of his
persona. The issues were certainly not read widely, but they made a strong impact since
they were subsequently discussed in the mass media. Findings in the Stefan George
Archive, however, suggest that George was an avid reader of the international press.
Whilst the four authors were concerned with the artistic East in their Decadent writing,
their journalistic publications also demonstrate an awareness of the intellectual debates
centred on nationalism, cosmopolitanism and Orientalism.

By focussing on Wilde, Symons, Scheerbart and George, this thesis covers a
transnational space of literature defined via the East. The selection of texts and narrative
of this thesis make clear that the methods of writing the Orient from the late nineteenth
century up to the 1920s, in fact, outlined the literary history of European Decadence

from its heyday in the 1880s to its demise in early Modernism.

The Two Critical Traditions of Decadence in England and Germany

The Indispensable East in Decadent Literature brings together two underexplored
areas: the role of the East in Decadent literature and Anglo-German literary relations in
the fin de siecle. The critical discourse on English Decadent literature has largely
focused on gender and sexuality, on Decadence’s affinity to the visual arts, and on
Victorian metropolitan culture. Meanwhile the German critical debate struggles to agree
on the existence of the term and its applications. In comparison to the many studies on

the Habsburgian fin de siécle,*” an analysis of German Decadence more broadly is far

8 See Carl E. Schorske, Fin-de-siecle Vienna: Politics and Culture (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson,
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from comprehensive. To date, Caroline Pross’s study remains the most complete and
detailed.”

According to George Schoolfield, ‘a decadent frame of mind seemed
incompatible’ with the flourishing prospects of a newly united Germany in the period
from 1870 to 1900 after the Franco-Prussian War.”' The rapid economic changes and an
unrestrained optimism in the technological advancements of the Wilhelmine German
Empire (1871-1918),” paired with its imperial expansion and colonial campaigns in
Africa starting from 1884 with the foundation of the German Colonial Company, and its
economic alliance with the Ottoman Empire, led to a belief in social progress. However,
the rise of a capitalist bourgeoisie offered an ideal platform for the artistic resistance
critical of that progress, an artistic resistance which was captured by the notion of
‘decadence’. The German ‘decadence’ was, therefore, primarily a political and secondly
an artistic Decadence. It is characterized by parallel discourses on the artistic movement
of the French ‘décadence’ and the Germanized ‘Dekadenz’ indicative of the cultural
decline. The Dekadenz responded to an acceleration of unpredictable developments
such as growing globalization, technological advancement and a rise in scepticism
towards the autonomy of financial systems (anticipating their collapse in the

hyperinflation during the Weimar Republic in 1923).
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