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The Translator
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Introduction


En Rade (Stranded) is J.-K. Huysmans’ most underrated and most misunderstood novel. Written when he was at the height of his creative powers, it was published in 1887, mid-way between the two seminal works for which he is now best known, A Rebours (Against Nature) of 1884 and Là-bas of 1891. But the novel’s radical approach to its depiction of the world, its hallucinatory blurring of the lines between reality and illusion, between the waking state and the dream state, confused contemporary critics and the reading public alike. Its bizarre dream sequences seemed too florid, too other-worldly to sit comfortably within the mundane bounds of Naturalism, while the sometimes brutal scenes of country life seemed too closely tied to the world of material reality to belong to the metaphoric landscapes of Decadence and Symbolism.


Sustained by this fundamental confusion about which literary genre the book belonged to, En Rade has never been satisfactorily integrated into the general schema of Huysmans’ work. While some critics, such as Ernest Seillière, Léon Daudet and Pierre Cogny, felt the book marked a return to Naturalism, a regressive step back from A Rebours, others, unable to classify it as either Naturalist or Decadent, have simply “tended to see the novel as a confused juxtaposition of the two modes,” as Charles Bernheimer puts it in Decadent Subjects (2002).


But it is a mistake to think of En Rade as existing in a kind of literary no-man’s land, falling between the Naturalist mode of the early novels and the Decadent mode of A Rebours – still less is it a step back into Naturalism. Such misreadings ignore the subversive way in which Huysmans uses the conventions of Naturalism, both in his descriptions of the real world – as in his depiction of the crumbling château where the fabric of reality itself seems to be dissolving even as it is being described – and in his evocations of the dream world, where Naturalistic details are used to reify the purely imaginary and give it concrete substance. As J. H. Matthews argues in ‘En Rade and Huysmans’ departure from Naturalism’ (1964):





In En Rade, naturalistic techniques are frequently turned back upon themselves. They function à rebours. Their purpose, consequently, is not to clash with the fantastic descriptions of the dream universe into which Jacques’s exhausted mind retires, but to account for them… Just as Huysmans uses Naturalism to discredit reality, so, in this novel, he uses it to lend credence to the unreal.





From this perspective we can see that En Rade represents the next phase in Huysmans’ search to find a literary form that could encompass both the subjective world of psychological reality and the objective world of material reality. It looks forward to, and in many ways is a precursor of, Là-bas, the novel in which Huysmans defined his theory of “spiritual naturalism”, which was a formal attempt to synthesise the mundane and the transcendent by tracing parallel routes, one “in the air”, the other “down below”, and applying the processes and methods of Naturalism equally to the world of psychological and spiritual experience as to everyday reality.


Dreams – and their antitheses, nightmares – were a major impetus in this formal development, performing an analogous liberating function for Huysmans’ imagination as drug experiences have done for certain other writers and artists. During the 1880s Huysmans read a wide range of books on the subject and was familiar not only with the psychological studies of Radestock and Wundt, which contained substantial sections on the physiology of dreams, but also works such as P. Max Simon’s Le Monde des rêves (The World of Dreams) and X. B. Saintine’s imaginative La Seconde Vie: rêves et rêveries, visions et cauchemars (The Second Life: dreams, daydreams, visions and nightmares), a book of stories and prose sketches inspired by dream events. Indeed, a number of French critics have drawn parallels between the historical overview of dreams given in Chapter III of En Rade and Sigmund Freud’s introductory chapter to The Interpretation of Dreams, published over a decade later in 1900.


Huysmans was also fascinated by dreams as a subject for his writing. In his reply to Zola’s criticisms of A Rebours in May 1884, for example, he said that he regretted not having “set the entire book in a dream,” and over the next few years the visionary aspect of dreams and the dream-state became a kind of critical yardstick by which he measured the quality of his aesthetic experiences. Writing to the symbolist poet Jules Laforgue in September 1885 to thank him for sending a copy of his book Les Complaintes, Huysmans praised the evocative phrases in the poems that “opened up dream-provoking vistas”. And when Jules Destrée sent him some pages of Lautréamont, Huysmans wrote back to say that he was captivated by Ducasse’s “nightmares à la Redon”, and mused about “what a man who wrote such fearful dreams” could possibly do for a living. Perhaps the clearest indicator of how significant dreams were to his ideas at this time can be seen in the way he used them to define the distinction between his own aesthetic approach and that of Zola’s. In a letter to the Dutch writer Arij Prins in March 1886, a few months before he started work in earnest on En Rade, Huysmans explained that there was an “immense difference between Zola’s ideas and mine…he is, in short, a materialist. I am not; basically I am for the art of dreams as much as the art of reality.”


It was during this period, too, that Huysmans began writing down his dreams in a notebook, his carnet vert, for later analysis and use in his work. In effect, En Rade became the vehicle by which aspects of this new material, liberated from his unconscious, found expression in literary form.


Acting as both a complement to and a catalyst for these new ideas was Huysmans’ continuing fascination with art, and in Odilon Redon, the “prince of mysterious dreams”, he believed he had found an artist whose work embodied dream-like visions in their most powerful form. As he enthusiastically remarked to Destrée in a letter of December 1885, after having seen some of Redon’s unpublished work in the artist’s studio:





You really have to have seen them to understand just how far this art of dreams can go…





Huysmans used what he saw as Redon’s hallucinatory “art of dreams” as a springboard for his own literary experiments. For example, a piece he wrote in 1885 – nominally a review of an album of work by Redon – took the form of a daydream or reverie, in which the narrator is transported by a series of Redon’s images spread out before him. The resulting text is a stunning evocation of the dream-state, with its strange associations and juxtapositions of ideas and images. Huysmans included it in the second edition of Croquis parisiens (Parisian Sketches), under the title ‘Cauchemar’ (‘Nightmare’), and significantly the piece also contains elements that would reappear in two of the dream sequences in En Rade. The reference to a Redon landscape looking like a Beer and Mädler map of the moon, for example, was expanded into the dream where Jacques and Louise find themselves walking on the surface of the moon; while a reference to the print, ‘The Juggler’, in which “imperceptibly squinting pupils bounced around like billiard-balls”, became an image that Huysmans reworked to disturbing effect in Jacques’s final dream of a beautiful woman whose eyeballs repeatedly fall out of, and then bounce back into, their sockets.


Ironically, the very reason En Rade seemed so incomprehensible when it was first published – its dream-like blend of subjective and objective reality – is one of the reasons it is now generating a resurgence of critical interest. Huysmans’ attempt to represent the complex relationship between reality and the perception of reality, between conscious thoughts and unconscious dreams, resonates much more with modern sensibilities than it did with those of its original readers. With its proto-Freudian viewpoint in which reality is subjective, problematic and contingent, in which neurosis and anxiety shape perceptions of the world and find their expression in dreams and in the symptoms of disease, En Rade is now seen as a text that goes far beyond the narrow genre divisions of Naturalism and Decadence, and as a consequence it is finally getting the critical attention it deserves.


The Writing of En Rade


Huysmans made his first visit to the small village of Jutigny, in the department of Seine-et-Marne, 60km south-east of Paris, in 1882. Here, he discovered the imposing ruin of the Château de Lourps, which stands on a hillside overlooking the valley of the River Voulzie, midway between the village and the railway station at Longueville. Attracted to the château as much by its symbolic as its picturesque qualities, he used it first as the birthplace and ancestral home of Jean Floressas des Esseintes in A Rebours, then as the suitably ruinous backdrop to Jacques Marles’ existential crisis in En Rade.


Huysmans didn’t get a chance to explore the château more closely, however, until two years later, in July 1884, when he decided to spend some of his annual summer holiday in a nearby house, belonging to the château’s owner. Initially he hadn’t been very optimistic about his forthcoming visit, and in a letter written just before his departure on 11 July he told Stéphane Mallarmé:





I leave tomorrow for an authentic village and I shall probably stay there for three weeks, unless I find it just too boring. This I may well do, as I’m not much of a countryman and have always preferred art and artifice to wide open spaces…





As it turned out, he discovered that life in the country had its compensations and a week or so after his arrival he wrote to Zola in almost enthusiastic terms:





I’m writing to you from the depths of the countryside, where I’m living amid the peasants…I landed here on the 12th at Jutigny, a canton of Donnemarie, where I found a country cottage prepared for me that looks like the stage set of L’Auberge des Adrets, with its great fireplace, wood-beamed ceiling, and tall iron-hinged dressers. I’m now settled in and am savouring the pleasure of doing absolutely nothing, apart from chatting to the local rustics who are really interesting…I miss Paris a bit because I don’t really have a feeling for the countryside, but it’s doing me good here and I’m poulticing my tortured nerves before my return…For my part, I’m not writing anything, but I’m taking notes on all the fascinating people around me, and it’s worth the effort – I went with one of them to buy a calf at the market at Bray-sur-Seine, an extraordinary operation that lasts an hour and is accompanied with potations of white wine. Insults are exchanged all the time, and finally they decide on the calf that was picked out right at the beginning! What a crafty and stupid lot they are!





Among these notes were descriptions of Jules and Honorine Legueux, an aging peasant couple who leased a farm on the Lourps estate and who he would later portray in En Rade as Antoine and Norine. In between times, Huysmans also began to explore the deserted château and despite its parlous state, or perhaps because of it, he “thought it had possibilities as a rural Thebaid”, as Robert Baldick puts it, and accordingly arranged to rent some rooms in it the following year.


This time, Huysmans was joined by his mistress, Anna Meunier, the younger of her two daughters (not by Huysmans), Antonine, and Anna’s sister Joséphine. He even invited his new friend Léon Bloy to stay for a few days. Bloy duly arrived at the beginning of September, complete with his own pillow and blankets, and in the course of the four days he spent there the two men talked animatedly on the lawn while Antonine played ball and the two women rested indoors. This tranquil, almost homely, image is very different from the picture of life at the Château de Lourps given in En Rade, and it serves as a reminder to those who see Huysmans’ novels simply as an autobiography in fictional form that the connection between the life and the work is not always a straightforward one. Nevertheless, as can be seen from a long letter Huysmans wrote to Alexis Orsat in August 1885, this holiday did provide much of the incidental detail that would find its way into En Rade, and which would give it its air of verisimilitude:





My dear Orsat,


I am holed-up in the moribund Château de Lourps, an aristocratic château with ancient moats, towers and grounds, all of which are in a very sad state. Of the 200 or so rooms that comprise this ruin, there are about 5 or 6 that are habitable. The grand rooms of the lower floor are falling to pieces and the rooms in the garret, with their broken windows through which the wind blows like a gale, are inhabited by birds that make a huge racket. As for the grounds, they’ve returned to a state of nature. In short, it’s a romantic ruin, absolutely silent and solitary, eaten away by moss and ivy, an immense building with cellars and dovecotes cooing with pigeons and swallows, battered by the winds, but with an air of nobility in its distress. I’m more or less camped in two Louis XIV-style rooms, two of the newer rooms in this barracks, north-facing and looking out onto the woods that are part of the château’s grounds.


That’s the dream aspect – now the other side of the coin: Naturalism in the run-down realm of the old Marquis de Saint-Phale! It’s like the raft of the Medusa! Just imagine, the butcher from Savin refuses to climb up the hill to us, even for money, and we have to put a basket at the end of the avenue (a fifteen minute walk) so that the baker can leave us a loaf as he passes – and to cap it all, you have to struggle with a formidable well, use every ounce of strength in your arms in order to get water, because we’re so high up.


In spite of everything we’re beginning to get organised, getting provisions as if for a sea voyage, stacking the hams in the cellars in case of rain. That would mean starvation. I’m waiting for some wine. In 7 or 8 days this struggle for life will come to a close.


I can see you shiver, my dear friend, at this not very Gargantuan resumé, but all in all we eat meat and eggs every day and are doing pretty well.


Against that, la bourgeoise [Anna] is feeling dead-tired at the moment. She isn’t sleeping well – and is gripped by terror at night in this abandoned ruin with no locks on the doors. The gigantic dark corridors, the echo of footsteps, and the noises made by birds all terrify her as soon as night falls. I only hope she’ll get over it and doesn’t listen to the gossip of the locals, who think the château has been haunted ever since the last of the Saint-Phales died.


At the moment, Joséphine is having a nap, I’m nodding off, and Tonine, worn out by her little games, is snoozing with her fists tightly clenched.


Well, that’s our news. Recently we’ve taken to dining in Jutigny and drinking a bit more than usual. During the day, I explore the delightful woodland paths, I sit reading on the lawn, I live in perfect peace. In the evening, when we’re by ourselves, bezique helps to pass the time, and of course there’s always the bed…


I’m still on my honeymoon with solitude. I hope it’ll last…


But the postman has arrived, and since it’s a mile to the post office at Jutigny I’ll finish this off in a hurry…Fortunately the old postman is a drunkard and Anna is plying him with wine while I write this.





Appropriately enough, the first reference to “a novella” that would eventually turn into En Rade also appears in a letter written from the château during this visit. In response to a query from Arij Prins, Huysmans admitted that his novel about the Siege of Paris was “still a long way off” and that he’d had to “delay its completion until some indeterminate time in the future,” as he had so little time to work on it:





The truth is that at the moment I’m preparing a new edition of Croquis parisiens, which is out of print – an expanded edition with 9 or 10 new pieces I’ve finished. Then I’ve still got a novella to write, to complete a book of three stories that I’d like to get done by January next.





The harassed tone in his voice was partly the result of anxieties about money, something that would be reflected in En Rade in Jacques’s constant worry over the state of his finances. The bookbindery Huysmans had inherited after the death of his mother in 1876 was not doing well, and he was worried that if it went into bankruptcy he would not only lose his job at the ministry but his pension as well. As a consequence, he spent much of 1885 and 1886 writing journalism to make money, convinced as he was that it was “impossible to have a financial success with an artistic novel in this era of cheap Americanised literature”, as he put it in a letter to Destrée.


Despite Robert Baldick’s claim that Huysmans visited Lourps again in the summer of 1886 the evidence suggests otherwise. Suffering from neuralgia and rheumatism, Huysmans seems to have remained in Paris, working on his novella based on his experiences at Lourps with Anna the previous year, and the stream of letters he wrote to Prins during the summer and autumn, all postmarked from Paris, bears this out.


It is difficult to know how much of the overall structure of En Rade Huysmans had already planned before he made the decision, in October 1886, to start publishing it in serial form. Nevertheless, there are elements of the novel that can be dated and which reveal a glimpse of the chronology of the writing process. For example, in June 1886, Huysmans published ‘Esther, a fragment’ in La Vogue, a new literary periodical which, despite only surviving for a couple of years, was at the vanguard of the Symbolist movement, publishing contributions from Stéphane Mallarmé, Villiers de l’Isle Adam and Arthur Rimbaud. It is unlikely that the piece, which he incorporated wholesale into En Rade as the dream sequence in Chapter II, had been originally conceived as part of the novel, as he later made some changes to it in order to make it conform to other references in the text.


Although in early July Huysmans had complained to Prins that the novella “was going very slowly” and that it was “so difficult to get it up and running”, by mid-August 1886 he seems to have got as far as Chapter V, Jacques’s dream voyage across the surface of the moon. Huysmans himself seemed very pleased with it as a piece of writing, and in a letter to Prins he describes being “…worn out from working on the moon – you know that there are some dreams in my new book and among them there’s a trip to the moon. I think I’m doing something a bit special, because I’m getting carried away by my subject – fuck Verne!” By the end of the month he’d finished the chapter and, as he put it in another letter to Prins, had “fallen back into the down-to-earth filth of my peasants.”


Progress slowed a little in September, due partly to a “prodigious cold in the head” and partly to “a couple of administrative affairs” at the ministry, whose “pointless stupidity is annoying me”, as he complained to Prins. When it was all over he decided to take some leave, and he informed Destrée on the 17th of October that:





I’m on leave from work until the end of the month and I’m writing, shut up at home. Just imagine, my novella – half-dream, half-reality – is turning into a novel, and the first chapters are to appear next month in the Revue indépendante…





Huysmans didn’t tell Destrée the reason for his sudden decision to publish in serial form a book he hadn’t even finished, but in a letter to Prins written at the same time he was a little more forthcoming:





Having had need of money, I made a deal with the Revue indépendante to serialise my wild novella, En Rade, which has become a novel. However, the first two chapters are due to appear in November and I’ve only got five chapters finished – in other words, I’ve got three months head start, but I’ve got to get a move on, as I’ve also got various articles to write in order to earn some money.





Huysmans’ admission that he’d only got five chapters completed, two weeks before the first chapters started appearing in print, means we can be fairly certain that he didn’t know exactly how the novel would end until fairly late in its composition. One of the novel’s key symbolic events is the sickness and lingering death of the cat that Jacques and Louise had rescued from Norine, as it serves as a grim parallel to Louise’s illness and Jacques’s anxieties about it. Huysmans based the incident on the death of his own cat, Barre de rouille, which occurred at the end of November 1886, and which he described in a letter to Destrée:





Nothing new here apart from the death of Barre de rouille, my cat, which you saw, and which I had to put out of his misery yesterday with strychnine – the unfortunate animal had paralysis and suffered like a martyr. It’s very annoying – I’d got so used to living with this silent, toilet-trained being that my apartment now seems empty. Now I’ll have to go and find and train another one.





The first reference to the cat in the novel is in Chapter IX, published in the March 1887 issue, so we can assume that the idea of using the cat’s death as a device must have come to him relatively late in the book’s development, otherwise he would have introduced the animal into the novel earlier.


Another significant late change was that of the main character’s name. In the manuscript used to typeset the serial version of the novel, the name ‘Gastin de Quélaine’ has been crossed out and ‘Jacques Marles’ inserted. Huysmans may have simply decided to change to a less aristocratic-sounding name in order to avoid drawing parallels with A Rebours. But the change also signifies a considerable shift of sociological and political perspective in a book simmering with conflicts between middle-class and working-class codes of behaviour, and between urban and rural values.


En Rade was the first of Huysmans’ novels to be serialised before publication in book form, and he didn’t find the experience a happy one. Not only was he increasingly under pressure to meet the Revue’s deadlines as the book progressed towards its end, he also had to put up with interference from the editor, who censored certain scenes by cutting out words he thought readers would find objectionable. Writing to Prins at the end of March 1887, Huysmans warned him:





Don’t read the last two chapters in the Revue. They’ve been neutered…I’m definitely not going to publish my novels in serial form again. It’s too annoying. Pieces chopped about for modesty’s sake don’t work. They just seem idiotic.





As the final deadline approached, Huysmans grew increasingly frantic about finishing the book, as can be seen from a series of hurried letters:





Sorry for not having acknowledged sooner the arrival of your letter and the cigars, but I’ve been in a terrible flurry of work, trapped by the Revue as the last two chapters of En Rade have to be delivered by the 25th. And I’m doing them now! By the devil, never again will I give a novel to a paper before having finished it!


(Huysmans to Arij Prins, c. 10 March 1887)





I’m overwhelmed with work. I’ve put in a terrible effort to get En Rade finished, as it has to be completed by the 1st of April for the next issue of the Revue.


But I am shattered…


I will finish now as I have to dive back into the last chapter. I hope it turns out OK.


(Huysmans to Arij Prins c. 20 March 1887)





I didn’t write to you earlier, my dear Lemonnier, because I’ve been in a terrible flurry of work – in an urgent haste to finish my novel En Rade, driven into a corner by the Revue indépendante which I couldn’t keep waiting.


Now I’ve just written those felicitous words: the end!


You know what that means!


It is the only really good literary moment in one’s life…


(Huysmans to Camille Lemonnier, March 1887)





At the end of 1885 Huysmans had somewhat rashly signed a deal for all his future books with a young publisher, Victor Stock, a highly symbolic move given that his previous publisher, Charpentier, was also Zola’s and closely linked with the Naturalist movement. Stock wasted no time in getting the novel out in book form and a week after telling Prins he was just finishing the last chapter, Huysmans informed him the book was already at the printers. It was published on the 26th of April: the same month as the final two chapters appeared in serial form.


Contemporary Critical Responses to En Rade


In November 1886, after the first two chapters of En Rade appeared in the Revue indépendante, Huysmans got a foretaste of the critical reaction his novel would provoke when it was published in book form six months later. As he explained in a letter to Arij Prins:





It’s funny, everyone here is exasperated by this book which basically seeks to play a double role – a portion of real life on one hand, and a portion of dream on the other. So the Naturalists are exasperated by the dream aspect, and the idealists by the Naturalism of my peasants.


It’s worse than with A Rebours, I have everyone against me, the novelty of it frightens them…Even Goncourt is surprised by it. As for Zola he finds my peasants very good, but the apparition of Esther, the naked woman you’ll see in the second chapter, monstrous. On the other hand, Villiers is delighted and is learning the apparition of Esther by heart, so are Mallarmé and Bloy. As for d’Aurevilly, he understands nothing of it, neither the peasants nor the dreams.


Damn it all, what a hotchpotch of opinions!





Given that Huysmans already had a dubious reputation as one of the most extreme of Zola’s Naturalist disciples, and that the book contained some scenes of an obviously controversial nature, it is not surprising that En Rade attracted its fair share of negative criticism. Much of this criticism tended to be divided between those who found the formal construction of the novel incomprehensible, and those who were outraged by its ‘obscene’ subject matter. Those in the first camp included Téodor de Wyzewa,1 who, in his review in the Revue indépendante of June 1887, expressed admiration for the ‘Naturalist’ parts of the book, but admitted he was unable to see how the dreams fitted into its overall schema:





Why did Huysmans add to this marvellous book three or four poems in prose, one of which – the biblical dream of Esther – is written in a very rich style, but which has no actual connection either with the subject of En Rade, or with the state of mind of Jacques Marles? I think the author started the project of a quasi-symbolic novel offering a continual juxtaposition between lofty visions and base reality, but during the course of writing he got carried away by the artistic desire to construct a work of homogenous realism, which is what – aside from certain exceptions – En Rade is. And I think that these exceptions – Esther, the voyage to the moon, the dream in Chapter X and the fantasy about ptomaines – are just the remains of this original plan, preserved in that of the new…





By contrast, La Revue Bleue, a literary and political periodical with a liberal, democratic agenda, criticised the book from a moral perspective, attacking Huysmans’ aesthetics for undermining decent values in a progressive society:





M. Huysmans is of that school which disdains all the arts of composition and which rebels against the ancient precept that all works of literature should have a beginning, a middle and an end. This same school also proclaims that there is neither beauty nor ugliness, and that everything, even if it is awful, disgusting and – what is worse still – insignificant and stupid, deserves to be described… By heaven! women, avert your eyes! Grown men, don’t look! I will quickly draw a veil over two – all too Naturalistic – scenes. First scene: “Meeting between a cow and a bull”, or “Nothing is hidden”. Second scene: “Eleven months later”, or “The difficult birth of a calf”. But let us stop there; how thankful I am to have drawn the curtain, let me assure you, because it’s as frightful as anatomical nakedness and obstetrical truth. The bovine race clearly holds no mysteries for M. Huysmans, and he reveals those mysteries with glee…Are these subjects which should tempt an artist? Come on, raise your eyes, Monsieur Writer, a little less preoccupation with the body and a little more preoccupation with the soul…


(La Revue Bleue, 17, September 1887)





In a similar fashion, La Liberté, another paper hostile to what it saw as the deleterious moral effects of Naturalism, used its review to mount an extended attack on the movement in general and Huysmans’ style in particular:





Amid the deluge of novels which has rained down, and which continues to rain down so as to threaten to submerge bookshops for the next 20 years, one is often obliged to make a difficult choice. I received, a few weeks ago, a volume which I had the idea of presenting to my male readers – I am excluding my female readers – though obstacles got in the way of the promise I made to myself. If I say I’m excluding my female readers it is because the work is not precisely a box of chocolates. I will dredge up a description of some ruins so you can judge for yourselves straight away.


“In short, the infirmities of a hideous old age – a mucilaginous discharge of rainwater, blotchy plasterwork, rheumy windowpanes, fistulous stonework, leprous brickwork, the hemorrhaging of all kinds of filthy detritus – had hurled itself at this wreck, which was dying alone and abandoned in the hidden solitude of the woods.”


Now tell me: Is this the kind of book that’s been written for a lady?


…Théophile Gautier was a great artist who did not understand the word malice; he wrote for the pleasure of art, following the great aesthetic rules that he himself invented, and always in the realm of the marvellous or of pure beauty. The Naturalists resemble him more closely than they think, because they too like to artistically fashion their sentences, only they do it with filth. I might be mistaken, but it seems to me that the generations to come will be astounded at the pains they have taken to sculpt their trifles out of such disgusting material. The Naturalist’s study is comparable only to a torture chamber…


(La Liberté, 19 August 1887)





Despite such outpourings of abuse, En Rade nevertheless attracted some of the most positive and laudatory reviews Huysmans had yet received. One of the most insightful of these was written by the Symbolist poet Henri de Régnier, who perceived that Huysmans was trying to capture both the physical and the spiritual aspects of existence, and he even anticipates the “parallel paths” concept of spritual naturalism that Huysmans would formulate in Là-bas:





Three extraordinary dreams dominate the book, opening a window onto unknown perspectives, parallel to normal existence and establishing another, mysterious and inexplicable, a sudden blooming of obscure seeds in the soul, of forgotten events that divide and then join together, that metamorphose or combine at random.


(Écrits pour l’art, 7 June 1887)





As a poet, de Régnier was also captivated by Huysmans’ rich literary style:





In these strange dream pages, as in the rest of the novel, M. Huysmans is the master of an extreme, personal style, where words, in sentences whose harmoniousness and straight-forwardness is deliberately slightly slipshod, take on extraordinary meanings and an unexpected precision, reinforced by incisive and penetrating epithets.





The review concluded on an effusive note that would probably have pleased Huysmans more if he’d had more respect for de Régnier’s talent as a poet:





Such is En Rade. I will add that nowhere has the author better demonstrated his qualities of style, precision and irony, and, among the books this year which have imposed their attention on, and dominated, the ephemeral tide of print, En Rade is showing itself to be one of the best, the most precious and worthy of the writer, lifted up above everything else by the scrupulous self-consciousness and the complex and captivating talent that is J.-K. Huysmans.





Another positive review came from the pen of a young writer associated with the Naturalist movement, Lucien Descaves, who would later become Huysmans’ literary executor. As a Naturalist, Descaves’s approach is almost the opposite of that of de Regnier’s, concentrating on the novel’s literary realism, both in terms of physical description and psychological accuracy:





Huysmans excels in these excavations [of the human mind] and I do not know any pages, among the works of older writers, in which a more troubling lucidity is revealed than in his implacable exposure of those “mysterious impulses that circumscribe the outer limits of desire, that are nurtured, cultivated and sheltered in the most secret sewers of the soul.”


(Revue Rose, July 1887)





For Descaves, the book’s excursions into the phantasmic and the realm of dreams were psychologically realistic descriptions of neurotic states, rather than signs of a decadent imagination. If, for de Régnier, the dream sequences opened “a window onto unknown perspectives, parallel to normal existence”, illuminating a world that was “mysterious and inexplicable”, for Descaves, by contrast, they represented simply the symptoms of some psychological or neurotic disorder:





These three morsels of literature are not as far-fetched as some people think, if you take into account the heady influence of the immense abandoned château on someone like Jacques, who is the victim of an over-sensitive nervous system.





Descaves also spent a considerable amount of time trying to defend Huysmans against the charge of decadence:





What ignoramuses they are who see an analogy between Huysmans’ style and the poetic effusions of the Decadents…I’m staggered to think that anyone could compare his nervy, agile language, which throbs with colour, which unites fancy with self-control…to the pitiful clowning of those jokers of the literary circus-ring.


…Huysmans is now in full command of a literary form that since Les Soeurs Vatard has undergone a bracing therapy of cold-showers and massages, a cure I’d recommend to the young misses of the Decadence.





Despite some reserves about the novel’s title, which he thought too condensed and slightly misleading, Descaves finished on a positive note:





No matter, all in all, this is a fine, consoling novel, assured of the longevity reserved for works of this scale. En Rade has its designated place in the great wine cellar of literature, next to the grand crus of Château Flaubert 1869 and Château Goncourt 1881.





There were other positive reviews, most notably Gustave Geffroy’s long and considered assessment in La Justice, and Louis Montchal’s take on the philosophical character of the book in the Génevois, but perhaps the most strikingly idiosyncratic review of En Rade was that by Léon Bloy which appeared in two issues of L’Art moderne, on the 8th and 15th May 1887. Written in Bloy’s typically overblown, apocalyptic style, the review itself became the subject of comments in the press. Along with Bloy’s articles on A Rebours and Là-bas, it was republished in Sur la tombe de Huysmans (1913), a book which perfectly embodies Bloy’s extreme, contradictory personality: while the first two articles are lavish in their praise, the last two bristle with contempt: Bloy fell out with Huysmans shortly after En Rade was published and he nurtured his grudge until his own death in 1917.


At the time of writing the review, however, Bloy was still captivated by what he called this “extraordinary book”. Bloy tended to judge Huysmans’ novels according to how closely they approximated to his own views, and in En Rade Bloy saw his own loathing for the common run of humanity reflected back at him:





Never has anyone gone so far in his disgust for life, in his desire to hurl abuse at his fellow man, and, at the same time, never has such a complete surfeit of the human farce been expressed with such a glacial irony. A Rebours has certainly been surpassed. The new novel is not only even more bitter, more desolately negative about every earthly joy, but its very style has been super-refined and sublimated…





If Descaves had made a point of trying to put some distance between Huysmans and the Decadents in his review, Bloy was equally keen to separate Huysmans from any connection with Zola and the Naturalist camp:





What significance does the lazy qualifier ‘Naturalism’ have when we’re dealing with a novelist carried away by his vocation, whose sole ideal is to embrace sensible reality as it has never been embraced, to reflect, to transmit, to transcribe in high relief the normal sensations or the symbolic images of life, and who really has no need of the trappings of any literary school to be persuaded that every colour in the box is necessary to the artist who wishes to paint everything?


Huysmans’ intellectual genesis was like that of most of the writers of his generation; if one absolutely must attribute a master to him, it’s Flaubert one must name, and what’s more, the hermetic Flaubert of L’Education sentimentale, the one nobody reads anymore. Flaubert and Goncourt for the language, Baudelaire for the spiritual decadence, and Schopenhauer for the black pessimism, such are the incontestable influences that, at the beginning, shaped this champion of contempt.


As for Zola, his contribution is imaginary and counts for nothing in the vocation of this artist who differs so profoundly from him, in spite of their illusory confraternity. One would need the intellectual poverty of a newspaper critic to imagine that an inspirational connection exists between that burly lout and this delicate inventor, this distiller of ideas and sensations, this aristocrat of analysis, who ornaments his style with a tortured psychology that would demoralise even a king’s executioner!





Like Descaves, Bloy also fastened on Huysmans’ psychological acuity. But while Descaves saw what the author was doing in prosaic terms – Huysmans was simply the “official receiver in the bankruptcies of life” – to Bloy, Huysmans was a “moralist who wasn’t afraid to uncover souls and to examine hearts with the speculum of his imperturbable analysis”:





The purely psychological sections of En Rade are such that one really has to direct the reader straight to the sensations he’ll experience there, without lessening their impact by giving even the shortest extract here. Certain of these explorations into the dark night of the soul – in the seething abysses of which reside what Huysmans calls “the unconscious ignominy of refined souls” – will make your hair stand on end and give you a shudder of agony as if you’d fallen into a crater. His wholly justified detestation of affected familiarity could not have been denounced in a more exquisitely atrocious fashion, nor sarcastically administered by a more diabolical pen. As I said at the beginning, this book will give you the shudders.





Bloy’s enthusiastic response was in sharp contrast to that of Zola, who was astute enough to see that En Rade, following in the wake of the radical departure of A Rebours, represented a further shift away from the fundamental values and aesthetics of Naturalism. Zola never publicly published his opinion of En Rade, but in a letter to Huysmans of June 1887 he formally outlined his criticism, which, like his response to A Rebours, was a mix of positive and negative points that left Huysmans in no doubt as to what he really felt:





At last, I’ve managed to re-read En Rade in book form, and how much it gains from not being fragmented, even though those fragments were quite long! In its complete form it seems if not simple, at least neater. You have some superb things in it, the most intense perhaps that you’ve ever written. The whole peasant section stands out in extraordinary relief. It’s not at all that I don’t like dreams2 – that of Esther is assuredly an exquisite thing and complete in itself – but to be honest, I should have preferred the peasants on one side and the dreams on another. That, no doubt, was too banal, yet what an astonishing novella, what a masterpiece worthy of A Vau-l’eau, you have with your peasants just by themselves! It seems to me that the contrast you wanted hasn’t come about, or at least that it has come about with a confusion that isn’t art. Perhaps it’s me that’s mistaken, but I’m just giving you my honest impression as a friend. No matter, you are a proud artist, and there aren’t many novels which have as powerful an aroma as yours.





Once again, it is interesting to see how Zola tries to accentuate the aspects of the novel that accord with his own aesthetic ideas and downplay those to which he feels antithetical. It is curious, too, that while Huysmans had told Prins in November 1886 that Zola found the Esther dream “monstrous”, Zola himself specifically singles out the Esther dream for praise. Whether Zola is being disingenuous in his letter, or Huysmans was exaggerating to Prins for effect in his, is difficult to determine.
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