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			Preface

			AGAINST NATURE, first published in 1884, was the fifth novel and tenth book overall by Joris-Karl Huysmans (1848–1907), born in Paris to a French mother and a Dutch father, and for thirty years a civil servant in the Ministry of the Interior. Although his first book was a collection of prose poems steeped in Baudelaire, his first four novels are all Naturalistic works, indebted to Émile Zola, whose circle he joined. But Huysmans, who kept his own counsel and did not readily attach himself to others (even by marriage: he had a long on-and-off relationship with Anna Meunier, a seamstress), was not the sort to remain an acolyte for long. The Naturalists thought that the mission of literature was to faithfully depict otherwise overlooked lives; focused on poverty, vice, suffering, corruption; and believed that under the right circumstances books could effect social change. They were not at all ready for Against Nature, which arrived as an assault on everything they held sacred.

			Like a number of Huysmans’s other novels, before and after, Against Nature is a solo portrait. Duc Jean Floressas Des Esseintes is the only character in the book; other human figures lumber across the scenery, but their faces are not discernible. The book is the record of a pivotal episode in the life of Des Esseintes, when he articulates an aesthetic, doubling as an ethic, and proceeds to carry it out. Des Esseintes’ neurasthenia is provoked and inflamed by the presence of other people, so he buys an isolated house in the suburbs and staffs it with a couple of aged and silent servants, whom he orders to make themselves as invisible as possible. He furnishes and decorates the house to conform to his ideas. He intends to sleep during the day and conduct his waking existence at night, so he searches for colours that are brightest in artificial light. Despite his noctambulism, he takes the trouble to ensure that his dining room will barely admit natural light even at noon, since he has it built as a room within a room, disguised as a ship’s cabin, the view through its porthole windows twice removed from the outside and furthermore hidden behind other objects. 

			He installs a live tortoise in his salon, figuring that its dull tones will enhance the colours of his carpet, but when this fails to work he goes for the reverse effect and has the animal’s carapace set with precious stones. The tortoise, however, dies. This detail Huysmans borrowed from the life of Robert de Montesquiou, the aesthete who was widely rumoured to be the inspiration for Des Esseintes, and later for the Baron de Charlus in Marcel Proust’s Remembrance of Things Past. Montesquiou was an artefact of the most rarefied dandyism, but Huysmans makes his character more rarefied still. Against Nature is a sort of manifesto, enumerating in lavish detail the components of an avant-garde dandyism, the pinnacle of the recherché, unscalable by anyone except perhaps Baudelaire, had he lived long enough, and of course, at least by implication, by Huysmans himself.

			Since Des Esseintes has abandoned humanity, it follows that he has forsaken sex. We are given brief glimpses of an earlier time, when he still tried to find satisfaction in that domain. He takes a street urchin to a brothel to have him deflowered, then pays the madam in advance for more sessions for him – with the idea that when the money runs out, the boy will turn to crime to pay for more visits. He develops a fancy for women outside the norm – a circus acrobat, a ventriloquist – but their stimulation proves short-lived. Finally he meets a boy on the street; what happens is discreetly curtained: ‘never had he submitted to a more seductive or more imperious spell; never had he run such risks, yet never had he felt such grievous satisfactions.’ 

			A few years later, Oscar Wilde’s Dorian Gray would briefly allude to ‘the strangest book that he had ever read . . . [in which] the sins of the world were passing in dumb show before him’, and in 1895, at his trial for sodomy, Wilde revealed that the book in question was Against Nature. What Wilde and Huysmans’s protagonist had in common was less a particular sexual inclination than an extreme pursuit of style. Wilde’s irony seems forecast in the chapter in which Des Esseintes, largely under the influence of Dickens, decides to visit England. He packs his bags, tells his servants he might be away for as long as a year, and makes his way to Paris to board the boat-train. Once there, he decides to first buy a Baedecker guide – at the Galignani bookstore, where he finds English books and foreign tourists – and then, feeling hungry, stops at a tavern; it turns out to not only be filled with visiting anglais but to serve English food and drink. Having satisfied himself that he has now fully experienced the spirit of England, he abruptly turns around and goes home. 

			Huysmans organizes his novel thematically, so that chapters are devoted to flowers (Des Esseintes seeks out the most unnatural-looking blooms), perfumes (few novels have so powerfully evoked the olfactory sense), liqueurs (he devises symphonies of flavour by combining different distillations on his tongue). Des Esseintes inventories his art collection in considerable detail, featuring in particular the extraordinary Symbolist painter Gustave Moreau and the proto-Surrealist visionary Odilon Redon. Three chapters are devoted to literature: one to the Vulgar Latin authors, beginning with Petronius and Apuleius; one to Poe, Flaubert, Baudelaire, and Mallarmé (whose reputation was given a considerable boost by the publicity); and one to Catholic authors, of varying degrees of fervour, didacticism, ineptitude, and obscurity. Under the jaded tone of the catalogue, though, can be detected something heartfelt. Indeed, eight years after the publication of Against Nature, Huysmans, who had forsaken religion in adolescence, was received into the Church once again, and his late works are sincerely pious. But then, Jules Barbey d’Aurevilly, a half-pious, half-Decadent author featured in Des Esseintes’ library, had offered Huysmans a challenge upon finishing his book: ‘Nothing logically remains for you but to choose between the muzzle of a revolver and the foot of the Cross.’

			Against Nature is a peculiarly hermetic portrait of its protagonist; we barely see him interacting with other humans. Apart from his memories, and the farcical day-trip, most of the book features Des Esseintes on a shallow stage (you can almost imagine the candle-powered footlights with tin reflectors), passing his possessions in review and discoursing upon them. He has not simply picked his things out of catalogues; he has all but made them himself – or at the very least has had them framed or rebound or upholstered in vanishingly rare fabrics to which he has sole access. He is unveiling an extravagantly symbolic self-portrait, composed of all the most recondite substances he can find or devise, in order to establish that (even if he does not say it in so many words) he possesses the most advanced sensibility on earth. The performance is operatic, and Huysmans relates it with a rigorous deadpan. Whenever the reader fails to hew close to the internal logic of Des Esseintes’ ethic, comedy occurs. 

			But Against Nature is not burlesque, or satire, or even camp (Susan Sontag, in her ‘Notes on “Camp”’, observes that Des Esseintes’ dandyism is not camp because it pre-dates mass culture). Instead it is something stranger: the creation of a dream world by force of will, effected through the art of selective acquisition, a sort of mysticism by other means. That strangeness can be gauged by the solo-performance novels that are the book’s immediate heirs. In Alfred Jarry’s Exploits and Opinions of Dr Faustroll, Pataphysician (1898), the titular savant journeys across a sea imposed upon the streets of Paris in his bed, which is a boat, which is a sieve; like Des Esseintes, Dr Faustroll presents a reading list and seeks the ineffable – although he famously finds that ‘God is the tangential point between zero and infinity’. In Raymond Roussel’s Locus Solus (1914), the scientist Martial Canterel – Des Esseintes reimagined as a Jules Verne hero – laboriously engineers a world of impossibly refined sensations, accounted for in extensive pseudoscientific detail. Likewise, Against Nature is the dream and the comedy of a human attempting transcendence through extreme materialism, and a science-fiction novel about the unmapped distant reaches of taste.

			Luc Sante
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			I must rejoice beyond the bounds of time . . . though the world shudder at my joy, and in its coarseness know not what I mean.

			Ruysbroeck the Admirable

		

	
		
			Prologue

			To judge by the few portraits preserved in the Château de Lourps, the family of Floressas Des Esseintes had in former times been a long line of sturdy warriors and grim-faced mercenaries. Squeezed side by side in old frames that barely contained their broad shoulders, they startled you with their staring eyes, their scimitar moustaches and bulging chests whose curves filled the enormous shells of their cuirasses.

			These were the ancestors, but there were no portraits of their descendants; a gap existed in the line of family faces; a single canvas served as sole intermediary between past and present: a crafty, mysterious head with haggard and drawn features, cheekbones punctuated by a comma of rouge, hair pomaded and twisted with pearls, and a powdered neck rising tautly from the fluted ruff.

			Already, in this portrait of one of the closest intimates of the Duc d’Épernon and the Marquis d’O, the defects of an impoverished stock and lymphatic constitution were already apparent.

			Evidently the degeneration of this ancient line had followed the usual course, with the males becoming progressively more effeminate; and, as if to complete the work of time, the Floressas Des Esseintes had over the course of two centuries intermarried their children, thereby using up what little strength remained in these inbred unions.

			Of this family, once so numerous that it occupied nearly every domain of the Île-de-France and La Brie, there remained but one descendant: Duc Jean Des Esseintes, a frail young man of thirty, nervous and anæmic, with hollow cheeks, blue eyes as cold as steel, a straight nose with flaring nostrils, and papery, slender hands.

			By an odd freak of heredity, this last descendant looked like his distant forebear, the court favourite, having inherited the exceptionally fair pointed beard and an ambiguous expression, at once weary and alert.

			His childhood had been dismal. With a tendency to scrofula and afflicted by persistent fevers, he yet succeeded in clearing the reefs of adolescence, thanks to fresh air and careful attention. His nerves had rallied, overcoming the languors and apathy of green sickness, and he entered into full maturity.

			His mother, a tall woman, pale and taciturn, died of debility and exhaustion; in turn his father succumbed to some vague malady; by which time Des Esseintes was almost seventeen years of age.

			He retained only a fearful memory of his parents, without affection or gratitude. He barely knew his father, who usually resided in Paris; his mother he remembered as lying bed-ridden and motionless in a dim room of the Château de Lourps. The husband and wife would meet but occasionally, and he recalled those monotonous interviews when father and mother sat opposite each other before a round table lit only by a deeply shaded lamp, for the Duchess could endure neither light nor noise without an attack of nerves; a few, halting words would be exchanged in the gloom, then the indifferent Duke would slip away with cold unconcern to catch the first train back to Paris.

			At the Jesuits, where Jean was sent to be educated, life was kinder and more convivial. The Fathers pampered the boy, whose intelligence astonished them; even so, despite their efforts, they could not induce him to settle down to a regular course of study; he took to certain subjects, and was precociously brilliant in Latin; on the other hand, he was absolutely incapable of construing two words of Greek, showed no aptitude for living languages and became perfectly obtuse as soon as anyone tried to teach him the first principles of science.

			His family took little notice of him; sometimes his father would visit him at school: ‘Good day, goodbye, how are you . . . be good . . . study hard . . .’ – and he was gone. Summer holidays were spent at the Château de Lourps, but his presence could not rouse his mother from her reveries; she scarcely noticed him, or else her gaze would rest on him for a moment with a sorrowful smile; a moment later she would sink back into the artificial night in which the heavily curtained windows enveloped the room.

			The servants were old and dull. Left to himself, the boy delved into books on rainy days and roamed the countryside on fine afternoons.

			It was his great joy to wander down the little valley as far as Jutigny, a village planted at the foot of the hills, a tiny huddle of cottages capped with thatch and strewn with tufts of stonecrop and clumps of moss. He would lie in the open fields, in the shadow of tall hayricks, listening to the hollow slapping of the water-mills and inhaling the fresh breeze from the Voulzie. Sometimes he went as far as the peat-bogs, to the green and dark hamlet of Longueville, or climbed windswept hillsides affording immense views. Below, on one side, as far as the eye could reach, lay the valley of the Seine, merging in the distance with the blue sky; high up, near the horizon, on the other side, rose the churches and tower of Provins which seemed to tremble in the sunshine, in the powdery gold of the air.

			Immersed in solitude, he would dream or read until nightfall; by dint of circling the same thoughts his mind grew sharp, his as yet vague and undeveloped ideas matured. At the end of each holiday he returned to his masters more preoccupied and more headstrong. These changes did not escape their notice: subtle and observant, accustomed by their profession to plumb the recesses of a soul to its depths, they were not taken in by this awakened but untamed intelligence; they understood that this student would never contribute to the glory of their order, and since his family was rich and apparently uninterested in his future, they soon renounced the idea of turning his thoughts towards those colleges specialising in the more lucrative professions; and although he was fond of disputing with them about any theological doctrine which took his fancy, by its subtleties and sophistries, they did not even consider proposing him for religious orders since, in spite of their efforts, his faith remained tepid; in the last resort, through caution and fear of the unknown, they let him pursue whatever studies appealed to him and neglect the rest, not wishing to turn this independent spirit against them by subjecting it to the interference of the school’s lay instructors.

			He lived like this, perfectly content, scarcely conscious of the parental yoke of the priests; he continued his Latin and French studies, after his fashion, and although theology did not figure in his curriculum he completed his apprenticeship to this science, begun at the Château de Lourps, in the library bequeathed by his great-great-uncle, Dom Prosper, a former Prior of the Canons Regular of Saint-Ruf.

			The time came, however, when he must quit the Jesuit establishment; he was about to come of age and take possession of his fortune; his cousin and guardian the Comte de Montchevrel gave him a reckoning of his stewardship. The dealings between the two were of short duration, for there could be no point of contact between one so old and one so young. Impelled by curiosity, or idleness, or politeness, Des Esseintes visited the Montchevrel family and sat through several mortally dull evenings in their mansion on the Rue de la Chaise, where the ladies, as old as time itself, contradicted each other about noble quarterings, heraldic moons and antiquated ceremonial.

			Worse than these dowagers were the men who gathered around the whist-tables, revealing minds of unalterable emptiness; these descendants of valiant knights of old, these last scions of a feudal race, appeared to Des Esseintes as asthmatic, crazy dotards repeating the same inanities, the same antique formulas. Like the cross-section of a fern stalk, the fleur-de-lis seemed the only thing imprinted on the soft pulp of their aged brains.

			The young man felt an inexpressible pity for these mummies buried in their elaborately wainscoted Pompadour-style tombs, these morose tortoises whose eyes were forever turned towards some nebulous Canaan, some imaginary Palestine.

			After several séances with such relatives, he resolved never again to set foot in their homes, regardless of invitations or reproaches.

			He began instead to consort with young men of his own age and class.

			Some of these, raised like himself in religious institutions, bore the special stamp of their education. They attended religious services, received the sacrament at Easter, frequented Catholic societies and concealed from each other their escapades with whores as if it were a crime. For the most part, they were unintelligent, obsequious fops, successful dunces who had worn out the patience of their teachers, but fulfilled the latter’s stated aim of populating society with docile believers.

			Others, educated in state colleges or at the lycées, were less hypocritical and rather more adventurous, but they were neither more interesting nor less bigoted. Libertines dazzled by operettas and horse-racing, who played lansquenet and baccarat, gambled their fortunes on the turf and on cards, and cultivated all the pleasures dear to hollow fools. After a year of such trials, Des Esseintes felt an overpowering weariness of this company whose debaucheries seemed to him so vulgar and facile, pursued without discernment, without passion, without any real stirring of the blood or excitement of the nerves.

			He gradually dropped them all and sought the acquaintance of literary men, with whom he must surely have more affinity and feel more at ease. This, too, proved a delusion: he was revolted by their rancorous and petty opinions, their conversation as obvious as a church door, the nauseating discussions in which they judged the merit of a book by the number of editions it had gone through and the profits on sales. At the same time, he observed the free thinkers, the bourgeoisie’s own doctrinaires, who claimed every freedom so as to stifle the opinions of others; greedy and shameless puritans whose breeding he considered inferior to that of the neighbourhood cobbler.

			His contempt for humanity deepened; finally he concluded that, for the most part, the world was composed of scoundrels and imbeciles. Evidently there was no hope of finding in another living being aspirations and aversions similar to his own, no hope of finding another intelligence which took pleasure in a studious inactivity like his own, nor of meeting a mind as keen and intricate as his own among the writers and men of letters.

			Irritable, ill at ease and offended by the poverty of ideas exchanged and received, he became like those people described by the moralist Nicole, who ‘hurt all over’; he was now constantly in a rage when he read the patriotic nonsense and social gossip retailed every morning in the newspapers, and would exaggerate to himself the extent of the successes that an omnipotent public invariably reserves for works deficient in either style or ideas.

			Already he was dreaming of some kind of refined solitude, a comfortable wilderness, a snug and immovable ark in which to seek refuge from the incessant deluge of human folly.

			A single passion, the passion for women, might have curbed the universal contempt taking hold of him, but that, too, had palled. He had taken to the feasts of the flesh with the appetite of a capricious individual afflicted by an insatiable bulimia, overwhelmed by sudden desires, but whose palate is quickly dulled and surfeited. In the days when he consorted with young libertines up from the sticks, he had participated in their lavish suppers at which, for dessert, drunken women unfastened their clothes and slumped their heads on the tables; he had haunted the green rooms of theatres, had sampled actresses and singers; had endured, over and above the innate stupidity of the sex, the hysterical vanity of indifferent leading ladies; he had even kept women who were celebrated whores, and contributed his share to the fortune of those agencies that supply dubious pleasures in exchange for a consideration; finally, sated and weary of this tedious extravagance and these monotonous caresses, he had plunged into the foulest slums, hoping to revive his desires and stimulate his deadened senses by the excitements of squalor and poverty.

			Whatever he tried, an overpowering sense of tedium oppressed him. In desperation he returned to the perilous embraces of paid virtuosos; but the only effect was that his health grew weaker, and his nervous system started to give warning: the back of his neck was painful to the touch; his hands, still firm when they gripped a heavy object, trembled and jerked about when they held a tiny glass.

			The physicians he consulted frightened him. It was time to call a halt to this way of life, to renounce these practices that were dissipating his energies. For a while he was quiescent, but then his brain became over-excited and prompted a fresh call to arms. Like young girls who, at the onset of puberty, hanker after tainted or disgusting foods, he dreamed of and then indulged in perverse sexual practices and deviant pleasures. But this was the end; as if sated at having exhausted every possibility, completely worn down by fatigue, his senses sank into a lethargy and impotence threatened him.

			He would come to his senses, but find himself alone, sober, abominably tired, craving an end to it all, but prevented by the cowardice of his body when confronted by such resolutions.

			He was tempted more than ever by the idea of hiding himself away, of burrowing into some hushed retreat where the relentless turmoil of life would be deadened, as in those streets covered with straw to prevent any sound from reaching the sick.

			Besides, it was time to take action; the accounts he drew up of his finances terrified him; through acts of folly and in riotous living he had consumed the greater part of his inheritance; and the remainder, invested in property, brought in a ridiculously small income.

			He decided to sell the Château de Lourps, which he no longer visited and where he would leave behind no memory or regrets; he sold off his other assets, bought government bonds and in this way assured himself of an annual income of fifty thousand francs; in addition, he reserved a sum of money with which to buy and furnish the small house where he proposed to steep himself in perfect repose for the rest of his days.

			Exploring the suburbs of the capital, he discovered a property for sale overlooking Fontenay-aux-Roses, in a secluded spot with no neighbours, near the Fort: his dream was realised; in this countryside unravaged by Parisians, he could be certain of seclusion; the difficulty of reaching the place, served by a ridiculous train at the far end of the town, and by the little trams which came and went as they pleased, reassured him. Picturing the new life he hoped to fashion for himself, he felt an especial joy at being sufficiently far upriver that the Parisian tide could not reach him, and yet close enough for proximity to the capital to confirm him in his solitude. And he felt that, by not entirely barring the way, there was a fair chance that he would not be assailed by any desire to return to society, since it is only the impossibility of getting to a place that arouses the desire to be there.

			He set masons to work on the house he had acquired; then, one day, without informing anyone of his plans, he quickly disposed of his old furniture, dismissed his servants, and disappeared without leaving any forwarding address with the concierge.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			More than two months elapsed before Des Esseintes could immerse himself in the silent repose of his house at Fontenay; purchases of every kind kept him roaming the streets of Paris, scouring the city from end to end.

			And how thoroughly he had researched, how deeply he had reflected, before turning over his house to the upholsterers!

			He had long been a connoisseur of the sincerities and deceptions of colour. In former days, when he had still received women in his apartments, he had fitted out a boudoir in which, amid delicately carved furniture of pale Japanese camphor-wood, and beneath a kind of canopy of Indian rose-tinted satin, bare flesh would borrow delicate tints from the light which filtered through the silken hangings.

			This room, whose mirrored walls echoed each other and reflected an endless series of pink boudoirs as far as the eye could see, had been celebrated among the prostitutes, who loved to soak their nudity in this warm bath of rosy light, made fragrant with the aroma of mint given off by the camphor-wood.

			But quite apart from the benefits for which he had designed this chamber, with its tinted atmosphere which gave new colour to complexions grown worn and faded from the use of cosmetics and by nights of dissipation, he savoured other, more personal and particular satisfactions in these languorous surroundings – pleasures which were somehow heightened and stimulated by memories of past afflictions and forgotten anxieties.

			And so, as a contemptuous souvenir of the hateful days of his childhood, he had suspended from the ceiling of this room a small cage of silver-wire in which a captive cricket sang, just as crickets had sung among the embers of the fireplaces at the Château de Lourps; listening to that sound he had heard so often, he lived over again all the constrained and silent evenings spent near his mother, all the wretchedness of his repressed and long-suffering boyhood stirred within him; and then, amid the trembling movements of the woman he was mechanically caressing, whose words or laughter broke into his reverie and rudely recalled him to the present, to the reality of this boudoir, a turmoil arose in his soul, a need to avenge the miserable years he had endured, a fierce craving to defile the recollections of his family, a furious desire to expend himself on cushions of soft flesh, to drain to their last dregs the most violent and bitter of carnal excesses.

			At other times, in the grip of boredom, on rainy autumnal days when a hatred of the streets, of his home, of the muddy yellow skies and the macadam clouds assailed him, he would take refuge in this retreat, setting the cage lightly in motion and watching the endless play of its reflection in the mirrors, until it seemed to his dazed eyes that the cage no longer moved, but that the boudoir itself reeled and turned, filling the house with a rose-coloured waltz.

			In the days when he had thought it necessary to affect a posture of singularity, Des Esseintes had devised sumptuously strange furnishings, dividing his salon into a series of alcoves variously hung with tapestries, which, by subtle analogy, by an indeterminate harmony of tones that were joyous or sombre, delicate or barbaric, could be related to the character of the Latin or French books he most loved. And he would seclude himself in the particular recess whose décor corresponded most closely to the peculiar essence of the work which the caprice of the moment had led him to read.

			Lastly, he had constructed a high-ceilinged room, intended for the reception of his tradesmen; they would be ushered in and seat themselves side by side, in church stalls; then he would ascend an imposing pulpit from which he would preach a sermon on dandyism, entreating his bootmakers and tailors strictly to conform to his instructions in matters of cut, threatening them with pecuniary excommunication if they failed to follow to the letter the instructions contained in his monitories and bulls.

			He acquired the reputation of an eccentric, which he crowned by wearing suits of white velvet and waistcoats of gold-embroidered thread, inserting a bouquet of Parma violets in the open neck of his shirt in lieu of a cravat; and by giving notorious dinners to men of letters, one of which, modelled on an eighteenth-century original, had been a funeral repast to celebrate some ludicrous personal misadventure.

			In the dining-room – draped in black and opening onto the garden which had been transformed for the occasion with charcoal-strewn walks, its little pond bordered with basalt and filled with ink, its shrubberies laid out with cypresses and pines – supper had been served on a table draped in black, adorned with baskets of violets and scabious, lit by candelabra from which green flames flared, and by chandeliers in which wax tapers burned.

			To the accompaniment of funeral marches played by a concealed orchestra, the guests were served by naked negresses wearing slippers and stockings of silver cloth sprinkled with tears.

			From black-bordered plates they had consumed turtle soup, Russian rye bread, ripe olives from Turkey, caviar, mullet roe, smoked black puddings from Frankfurt, game birds served in sauces the colour of liquorice and boot-polish, truffle coulis, chocolate cream, plum puddings, nectarines, preserved fruits, mulberries and black-heart cherries; from dark glasses they had sipped the wines of Limagne and Roussillon, from Tenedos, Valdepeñas and Oporto; and after coffee and walnut brandy they partook of kvass, porter and stout.

			‘A farewell dinner to mark the temporary demise of the host’s virility’ – this was what he had written on the invitation cards, designed to look like notices of bereavement.

			But these extravagances in which he once gloried had now themselves died a natural death; today, he was filled with a contempt for such puerile and outmoded displays, for the eccentric costumes, for the bizarre furnishings. Now he was content with arranging, for his own pleasure, and no longer for the amazement of others, an interior that should be comfortable albeit embellished in a rare style; and with fashioning for himself a curious, calm environment adapted to the needs of his future solitude.

			When the Fontenay house was ready, appointed according to his plans and wishes by an architect; when all that remained was to decide questions of furniture and decoration, he once more devoted himself to long and careful consideration of colours and their gradations.

			He wanted colours whose intensity increased in the artificial light of a lamp; it mattered little if they were insipid or crude by daylight, for it was at night that he truly lived, in which he felt more insulated, more completely alone, as if the mind were truly kindled and animated only by the approach of darkness; he derived, too, a peculiar pleasure from being in a richly illumined room, the only person up and about amid the shadow-haunted, sleeping houses; a form of enjoyment in which an element of vanity perhaps played some part, the peculiar satisfaction known to those who work late when, drawing aside the curtains, they realise that everything around them is extinguished, all is silent, all is defunct.

			Slowly, one by one, he went through the various shades of colour.

			By candlelight, blue tends towards an artificial green; if it is a dark blue, like cobalt or indigo, it turns black; if pale, it turns grey; if it is a true and delicate blue, like turquoise, it grows dull and cold. So there could be no question of making it the dominant note of a room, unless associated with some other colour, by way of stimulant.

			On the other hand, iron greys look gloomier and heavier; pearl greys lose their azure and metamorphose into a muddy white; browns become lifeless and cold; as for the deep greens, such as emperor or myrtle, they react like dark blues and merge into black; which left the paler greens such as peacock, cinnabar or lacquer, but here again artificial light banishes their blues and keeps only their yellows, which in turn give off a spurious and undecided or clouded quality.

			There was no point in thinking of salmon tints, or maize and rose tints, whose effeminate associations ran counter to all ideas of isolation; nor any need to consider the shades of violet, which lose their lustre at night; only red holds its ground, and what a red – a viscous and vulgar hue like the lees of cheap wine! Besides, it seemed to him quite pointless to resort to this colour, since by ingesting the right dose of santonin everything looks violet, and in this way he could change the colour of his wall hangings without so much as touching them.

			These colours disposed of, only three remained: red, orange and yellow.

			Of these, he preferred orange, thus confirming by his own example the truth of a theory which he declared was almost mathematically proven: that a harmony exists between the sensual nature of a truly artistic individual and the colour which his eyes perceive as most vivid and significant.

			In fact, disregarding entirely the generality of men whose coarse retinas perceive neither the cadence peculiar to each colour nor the mysterious charm of their gradations and nuances; and disregarding equally the bourgeois, whose eyes are insensible to the pomp and splendour of strong, vibrant tones; and considering, therefore, only those individuals with sensitive pupils refined by literature and art, he was convinced that the eyes of those who dream of the ideal, who require illusions and prefer the truths of the bedroom to be veiled, are almost certain to be charmed by blue and its derivatives – mauve, lilac, pearl grey – provided always that these remain soft and do not overstep the bounds where they lose their personalities and turn into pure violets or stark greys.

			Those individuals, on the contrary, who are energetic and brash – the handsome, red-blooded male who scorns decorum and flings himself unthinkingly into the affair of the moment – generally delight in the vivid gleams of yellows and reds, the clashing cymbals of vermilion and chrome yellow that blind and intoxicate them.

			Lastly, we have the enfeebled and nervous specimens whose sensual appetites crave dishes that are smoked and pickled, or who are of a consumptive and overwrought disposition – their eyes are invariably drawn to that most irritating and morbid of colours, with its sham splendours and its acid fevers: namely orange.

			There could be little doubt as to Des Esseintes’ choice, but formidable difficulties still presented themselves. For if red and yellow are enhanced by candlelight, the same is not always true of their compound, orange, which can flare up angrily and turn into nasturtium, into a flaming red.

			He studied all of its nuances by candlelight, and discovered a shade which he felt would hold its stability and meet all of his expectations; these preliminaries completed, he determined to avoid, for his study at least, Oriental fabrics and rugs, which have become so tiresome and commonplace, now that nouveau-riche merchants could buy them up at a discount in the large department stores of Paris.

			In the end he decided to have his walls bound, like books, in coarse-grained morocco, and with skins from the Cape, glazed by strong steel plates under a powerful press.

			Once the panelling was decorated, he had the mouldings and tall skirting-boards painted in indigo, a deep lacquered indigo as used by coachbuilders for carriage panels; and the ceiling, slightly domed, was also lined with morocco, in whose centre – set into the orange-coloured skin like an immense œil-de-bœuf skylight – was a circle of royal blue silk from an ancient cope, in which silver seraphim (embroidered long ago by the Weavers’ Guild of Cologne) soared with outstretched wings.

			When all of this was in place, the various elements came together at nightfall, becoming tempered and reconciled: the panelling retained its blue, sustained and warmed by the surrounding oranges, while these in turn remained themselves, unadulterated, invigorated and as if fanned into life by the insistent breath of the blues.

			As to furnishings, Des Esseintes did not undertake any lengthy researches, for the only luxuries intended for this room were rare books and flowers; later on he planned to hang a few sketches or paintings on the otherwise bare panels, but for now he limited himself to putting up ebony shelves and bookcases around most of the walls; spreading wild-animal skins and blue fox pelts on the parquet floor; and installing beside a massive fifteenth-century counting-table some deep winged armchairs, and an old chapel lectern of wrought-iron, one of those antique chantry-desks on which deacons of old placed the Antiphonary, and which now supported one of the heavy folios of Du Cange’s Glossarium mediæ et infimæ latinitatis.

			The casement windows, whose bluish fissured panes, studded with fragments of gold-flecked bottle-glass, intercepted the view of the countryside beyond, and admitted only a dim light, were in turn draped with curtains cut from old ecclesiastical stoles, whose faded and smoky gold threadwork was almost invisible against the moribund russet of the weave.

			Lastly, upon the chimney-piece which was itself draped in fabric from a sumptuous Florentine dalmatic, flanked by two Byzantine monstrances of gilded copper, originally brought from the old Abbaye-au-Bois of Bièvre, there stood a marvellous ecclesiastical canon with three separate compartments, as delicately wrought as lacework, and which now contained under its glass frame three poems by Baudelaire copied onto real vellum, in exquisite missal lettering and splendidly illuminated: to the right and left, the sonnets ‘La Mort des Amants’ and ‘L’Ennemi’; and in the centre, the prose poem bearing the English title, ‘Anywhere Out of the World’.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			After the sale of his possessions, Des Esseintes retained the two old domestics who had tended his mother and between them filled the offices of steward and concierge at the Château de Lourps, which remained empty and untenanted prior to its disposal at auction.

			These servants he brought to Fontenay; they were accustomed to the regular routine of the sick-bed, the hourly dispensing of doses of physic and tisanes, uninterrupted silence, as of cloistral monks who live behind barred doors and windows, having no communication with the outside world.

			The husband was assigned the task of keeping the house in order and procuring provisions, the woman that of preparing the meals. Des Esseintes surrendered the top floor of the house to them, made them wear thick felt slippers, had double doors fitted with well-oiled hinges, and covered their floor with deep rugs so that he would never hear their footsteps overhead.

			He taught them a code of signals, according to the number of long or short peals of his bell; he pointed out the exact spot on his desk where they should place the household accounts each month, while he slept; in short, he arranged things so that he would rarely be obliged to see them or speak to them.

			Nevertheless, since the woman would have occasionally to walk round the side of the house to reach a shed where wood was stored, he wanted to ensure that her silhouette, as she passed his windows, would not offend him, and he had a costume designed for her of Flemish faille with a white bonnet and large black cowl lowered over it, such as is still worn by the lay sisters of the Béguinage in Ghent. The shadow of this head-dress, gliding past in the dusk, gave him the sensation of being in a cloister, recalling those hushed, devout communities that are shut away and buried in some moribund neighbourhood of a bustling and lively town.

			He also drew up an unvarying timetable for his meals, which in any event were plain and frugal, for the weakened state of his stomach no longer permitted him to digest rich or elaborate dishes.

			At five o’clock in winter, after dusk had fallen, he ate a light breakfast of two boiled eggs, toast and tea; then at eleven o’clock he dined; he would drink coffee, sometimes tea and wine, during the night; finally at five in the morning, before retiring, he would pick at a little supper.

			These meals, the times and menus of which were fixed definitively at the beginning of each season, were served on a table in the centre of a small room separated from his study by a padded corridor, hermetically sealed so as to allow neither sound nor odour to penetrate either of the two rooms it served to connect.

			With its vaulted ceiling and semi-circle of beams, its bulkheads and floor of pitch-pine, its little window let into the wainscoting like a porthole, the dining-room resembled the cabin of a ship. Like those Japanese boxes which fit one inside the other, this room was inserted into a larger one, the original dining-room built by the architect.

			This larger room had two windows, one of which was now invisible, hidden by a partition which could, however, be slid open by releasing a spring so as to let fresh air circulate around this pine cabin and ventilate it; the other was visible, directly opposite the porthole let into the wainscoting, but did not open; in fact a large aquarium occupied the entire space between the porthole and the genuine window in the outer wall. Daylight, in order to penetrate the cabin, had to pass through the outer window whose panes had been replaced by plate-glass, then through the water, and, lastly, through the fixed window of the porthole.
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