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Abstract

Death imagery in literature and art enjoyed a major revival of interest in late-nineteenth-
century France, as it did elsewhere in Europe and America. It is a central theme in the
writings of Villiers de L’Isle-Adam (1838-89), from his first poetry collection, the
Premiéres Poésies, to Axél, his final drama. This thesis traces the development of the
death theme in Villiers’s work, and demonstrates that while it is very much associated
with loss, it can also be viewed in an entirely positive light, and can even be seen as a
gateway into new life in his later publications. It is indicative not only of the changing
thought of the writer, but is also a gauge of the literary and spiritual climate of the time.

By way of introduction to the topic, death is exposed and contextualized as it has been
represented in artistic form throughout the ages. I problematize mankind’s
understanding of the phenomenon of death, before examining its place in literature.
Villiers’s own writings are also situated in a historical and cultural context, in order to
widen the reader’s grasp of the factors affecting the work in its time.

The first chapter examines Villiers’s first major publication, the Premiéres Poésies, and
shows how the theme of death operates in it as a symbol of loss. Three main areas of
loss in the mid-to-late nineteenth century are specifically highlighted, and their effects
on the poet are noted. The focus of the next chapter shifts to the figure of the bourgeois,
mainly with reference to Villiers’s short stories. These much-maligned figures are
emblematic of the losses outlined in Chapter 1. Moreover, they are so inculcated with
an atmosphere of death that they affect, and infect, those around them. However, not all
succumb to the stultifying influence of the bourgeois class, but rather seek to resist it.
These literary characters are the objects of scrutiny in Chapter 3 of this thesis, where the
two main means of resistance to death are identified as being hedonism and claustration.
Chapter 4 investigates the products of this resistance, the fin-de-siécle femme fatale and
homme fatal. The principal defining features of these two types in Villiers’s work are
outlined, and their often morbid relationship with each other is explored. The final two
chapters in this thesis are concerned with Villiers’s two most important works. The
elements that make up these pieces of writing are discussed, this time with the theme of
regeneration through death in mind. Chapter 5 follows the desire for this in Villiers’s
novel L’Eve future, and notes its ultimate failure, while Chapter 6 examines and
questions its success in the drama Axél.

This is a field of research not yet widely discussed in Villierian studies. While there
have been individual examinations of the theme of death in Villiers’s work, focusing on
particular texts, this is the first critical analysis of the topos as it appears throughout his
corpus as a whole. This in-depth investigation opens up a fresh understanding of
Villiers’s work, both as a solitary corpus and in the context of the fin-de-siécle period.
The death theme is a unifying agent, holding the key to important thematic patterns.
Whilst allowing for evolution and development within the work, this investigation
demonstrates how different strands of Villiers’s literary personality remain constant.
This new understanding also plays a crucial role in terms of situating this enigmatic
writer in the context and culture of his time.
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Introduction

Towards a Philosophy of Death



eath, and its place in human conception and perception, is changing in the
D(post—)modem world. In her recent study on the question of death in Western
society over the past hundred years, Kate Berridge claims that throughout most of the
century, it has been shrouded in an unspoken taboo. She describes herself as being part
of ‘the progeny of a death-defying, death-denying culture’, which, owing to peace and
medical progress, has been placed at a greater distance from the immediate threat of
fatality than any previous generation." However, Berridge’s assertions are not new. In
the 1950s, British sociologist Geoffrey Gorer published an article entitled ‘The
Pornography of Death’ which argued that death was replacing sex as the taboo topic of
conversation in polite British society.> This argument had a major impact on death
studies, in Britain and beyond. For example, in the 1970s, French sociologist Jean
Baudrillard stated, with obvious reference to Gorer, that ‘le sexe est 1égal, seule la mort
est pornographique’ 3

The consensus now, though, is swinging away from the taboo thesis, with
contemporary sociologists much less willing to accept it. Berridge is one such,
asserting that with impact of the AIDS virus, British people are now more ready to talk
openly about death, and to recognize their own and others’ mortality. Another British
academic, Tony Walter, also argues that the alleged British reserve about death is ‘a
strange taboo that is proclaimed by every pundit in the land, [at a time] when virtually
no Sunday is without at least one newspaper discussing death, bereavement, hospices,
or funerals’.* This flux of attraction and repulsion towards death is part of the history of

the subject through the centuries. Death is a topic which has always solicited the

interest of artists and writers, and has not always been excluded from the public arena.

! Kate Berridge, Vigor Mortis: The End of the Death Taboo (London: Profile Books, 2001), p. 5.

? Geoffrey Gorer, ‘The Pornography of Death’, Encounter, October 1955, 49-52.

? Jean Baudrillard, L’Echange symbolique et la mort (Paris: Gallimard, 1976), p. 279.

4 Tony Walter, ‘Modern Death: Taboo or not Taboo?’, Sociology, 25 (1991), 293-310 (p. 293). See also
Walter’s book-length publication The Revival of Death (London: Routledge, 1994).



Death has been a theme in literature and art since antiquity. In the medieval
period, there was a fear of the actual moment of death and of eternal damnation, with an
emphasis on macabre imagery. This imagery was often publicly displayed, in the hope
that it would instil a fear of hell into the masses. This explains in great measure the
existence of macabre stonemasonry on the fagades of many medieval churches.
Elements of the macabre also pervade the paintings of Hieronymus Bosch (c.1450-
1516), and those of Breughel the Elder (c.1525-69).° This leaning towards a dark
philosophy of death endured through the late Gothic period and into the Renaissance, as
is indicated by Michelangelo’s depictions of demons dragging tortured forms of men
into hell in his fresco The Last Judgement in the Sistine Chapel.

However, as the Renaissance advanced and took hold, thinking on death became
more refined. This was largely due to the influence of philosophers like René Descartes
(1596-1650) and Blaise Pascal (1623-62), who drew attention in a more intellectual
manner to a Christian belief in the separation of body and soul in the afterlife. This was
the age of the Vanitas, a type of seventeenth-century Dutch still-life painting conveying
a message relating to the vanity of life. These paintings contained objects symbolizing
earthly power, knowledge, and pleasure, offset against memento mori, reminders of
death, such as hourglasses and skulls.® The emphasis was thus withdrawn from a
sensationalist depiction of the coming of the instant of death, and was placed instead on
the value of life itself. An educated man was expected to meditate on death throughout
his existence, in order to recognize the insubstantial nature of his own life, and the

ultimate worthlessness of worldly goods and success.

3 Hans Holbein’s collection of woodcuts entitled Danse macabre, published in Lyon in 1538, is also a
wonderful example of medieval macabre imagery.

8 See, for example, David Bailly’s painting Vanitas Still Life with Portrait of a Young Painter, 1651
(Vanitas stilleven met portret van een jonge schilder) (Stedelijk Museum de Lakenhal, Leiden). This
painting portrays a young artist, possibly Bailly himself, holding a picture of himself in middle age. He
is surrounded by objects symbolizing many areas of worldly pleasure, such as a flute and a print of a
lute player (music), a filled glass and a pipe (sensual enjoyment), books (knowledge), and gold ducats
(wealth). The presence of a skull, withered flowers, and an hourglass point to the vanity of these other
symbols.



With the coming of the ages of classicism, reason, and Enlightenment in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, there was a gradual and subtle shift in thinking
away from the idea of life’s vanity to its brevity. A growing awareness of the
incomprehensible vastness of time and space, coupled with a diminishment in the
strength of religious faith and belief, led to death being identified with a return to a void
of infinite nothingness, itself often represented by nature. This vein of thought can be
discerned in the French classicist painter Nicholas Poussin’s Les Bergers arcadiens.’
This painting depicts three shepherds and a female figure examining a tomb bearing the
inscription ‘Et in Arcadia Ego’ (And I too [am] in Arcadia). In Greek mythology,
Arcadia was the home of Pan, a pastoral deity, and it came to be used in poetry as an
image of a heavenly utopia. The inference from Poussin’s painting is therefore that
death is present even in an idyllic, pastoral paradise. However, the peaceful atmosphere
of the painting allays all fear regarding it. Death, then, was not only about fear, as had
been the case in the medieval period, or about sobriety of living, as it was in the
Renaissance. It could also be about rest, whether that be secular or religious.

This sense of peaceful repose as regards death persisted into the nineteenth
century, when a new current in art and literature rose to the surface. Romanticism, very
much influenced by the self-awareness and self-probing of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, was
a movement centred around the needs and concerns of the individual. With it came a
feeling of mal du siecle, of spiritual angst, which was to dominate the inner drive of a
new generation of writers and artists. The significance of death was perceived and
interpreted on different levels. For example, it could be a means of happy reunion with
family and friends who had gone on before. This can be seen in the poetry of Alphonse

de Lamartine (1790-1869), which often represents death as a phenomenon which brings

to an end situations of loss and absence. Speaking of the grave, the poet asks, ‘Ne

" Nicholas Poussin, Les Bergers arcadiens, c. 1638 (Musée du Louvre, Paris).



rejoindrons-nous pas tout ce que nous aimames / Au foyer qui n’a plus d’absent?’ 2
More than the restoration of human relationships, death could also be a joyous return to
the natural world, which was often vested with divine significance: ‘La mort [... est
une] approche merveilleuse de I’insondable, communion mystique avec les sources de
I’étre, avec I’infini cosmique’.9 For those with strong religious convictions, death
meant the hope of meeting with a benevolent God. For example, although Victor Hugo
acknowledges that death is generally feared by humans, he hopes it will be a ‘monstre
qui devient dans la lumiére un ange’.'®

All in all, death in the Romantic period began to be idealized as something
beautiful and desirable, rather than an occurrence to be feared or avoided. As the
movement evolved, this desire for death grew stronger, and a veritable fascination set
in, a death-wish, which entailed ‘not simply a passive retreat from life’ but ‘an active
yearning for death’.!" This yearning, which often led in literature, as in real life, to
suicide, is epitomized in Chateaubriand’s Arala (1801), where the main female character
takes her own life in order to protect her maidenly honour.'? Perhaps the most
emblematic of Romantic suicides was that of the English poet Chatterton (1752-70). It
was dramatized and brought to the French stage by Alfred de Vigny in 1835, while its
Romantic idealism was immortalized in Henry Wallis’s 1856 painting The Death of
Chatterton.”® In the work of Villiers de L’Isle-Adam, the theme of suicide manifests
itself most strongly in the drama Axél, one of the zeniths of his literary production, and

the object of study in Chapter 6 of this thesis.

8 Alphonse de Lamartine, ‘La Vigne et la maison’, in Méditations poétiques: (Euvres poétiques
complétes, ed. by Marius-Francois Guyard (Paris: Gallimard, 1963), pp. 1484-94 (p. 1493). Originally
published March 1857.

? Philippe Ari¢s, L’Homme devant la mort (Paris: Seuil, 1977), p. 467.

1 Victor Hugo, ‘Ce que c’est que la mort’, in Euvres poétiques, ed. by Pierre Albouy, 3 vols (Paris:
Gallimard, 1964-74), 11 (1967), 779-80 (p. 780). This poem forms part of Hugo’s Contemplations, first
published in April 1856.

"Ross Chambers, The Hero in French Decadent Literature (Atlanta: University of Georgia Press, 1961),
p. 46.



There have been several recent critical studies of Villiers’s work. However, the
focus of attention fixed on this late-nineteenth-century author has been narrowing rather
than widening. The spotlight has tended to rest solely on Villiers’s futuristic novel
L’Eve future, which, indeed, has much in it to appeal to the modern reader and critic. It
contains the concept of an ideal female automaton, which has sparked studies relating to
the female body, and to early science fiction.'* The novel’s linguistic games and
intertextuality, along with its double emphasis on idealism and derision, have also
contributed to its renewed success in French literary studies.  However, this
concentration on one particular text, though it may possess great merit, often occurs to
the detriment of other works which also deserve a measure of critical attention.
Moreover, the theme of death, so much in circulation in the art and literature of late-
nineteenth-century France, has not yet been fully explored as an autonomous motif
throughout Villiers’s work. It has previously featured as a limited and short focus of
study, or as only one of several topics of investigation.

Chantal Collion Diérickx touched on the subject in her recent publication La
Femme, la parole et la mort." However, her investigations centre on the occurrence and
re-enactment of ancient principles of Greek tragedy, of which death is one, in Villiers’s
work, rather than on an exploration of the three topoi for their own sakes and in their
own right. She argues that a close study of the use of woman, speech, and death in
Villiers’s work, illumines the reader’s understanding of both Axél and L’Eve future, his
two chefs d’ceuvre. Earlier, Alan Raitt highlighted the importance of death in Villiers’s

work, especially in relation to the Wagnerian Liebestod theme. However, again, he

2 For an account of real-life figures from the nineteenth century who chose to end their lives, see Chapter
6, entitled ‘Death Wish’, in Allan H. Pasco, Sick Heroes: French Society and Literature in the Romantic
Age, 1750-1850 (Exeter: University of Exeter Press, 1997), pp. 134-56 (p. 144).

'> Henry Wallis, The Death of Chatterton, 1856 (Tate Gallery, London).

1 See, for example, Marie Lathers, The &sthetics of Artifice: Villiers’s ‘L’Eve future’ (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 1996); Jacques Noiray, ‘L’Eve future’, ou le laboratoire de 'idéal
(Paris: Belin, 1999).

' Chantal Collion Diérickx, La Femme, la parole et la mort dans ‘Axél’ et ‘L’Eve future’ (Paris:
Champion, 2001).



couples it with other motifs rather than confronting death head on: ‘Le théme de la
parenté intime entre 1’amour et la mort se retrouve dans toutes les ceuvres de Villiers,
depuis Morgane jusqu’a Axél, et il est certain que 1’identité mystique de 1’amour, la nuit
et la mort, qui domine la pensée de Wagner, exergait sur Villiers une attraction pour
ainsi dire atavique’.'®

Bertrand Vibert mentions death in passing in relation to several Villierian works.
For example, in relation to the two published versions of the short story ‘Véra’ in 1874
and 1876; in relation to the problem of the death of God; and also in relation to the
suicides of Axél and Sara."” Jacques Noiray looks at the link between the machine, love,
and death in his study Le Romancier et la machine: ‘Toutes les machines, dans 1’ceuvre
de Villiers sont, a des degres divers, chargées de pouvoirs mortels, ou familiéres de la
mort.’'8

There are also shorter studies focusing on the death theme in individual works,

such as Robert Ziegler’s informative article on Villiers’s ‘“Véra’, which posits the thesis
that deceased females in nineteenth-century literary texts are often the inspiration behind
new creations.® Ziegler thus alludes to the principle of regeneration through death, to
which I also make strong reference in this thesis. However, to date, there has been no
single study devoted entirely to an investigation of the theme of death in its own right in
Villiers’s literary output.

The aim of this thesis is therefore to redress the balance, and to provide a

comprehensive study of the occurrence and development of the death theme in Villiers’s

whole corpus. I examine, in a more or less chronological order, a large selection of

' Alan Raitt, Villiers de L’Isle-Adam et le mouvement symboliste (Paris: Corti, 1965), p. 136.
Henceforth, references to this critical work will appear in abbreviated form (see p. v).

'" Bertrand Vibert, Villiers I’inquiéteur (Toulouse: Presses Universitaires du Mirail, 1995), pp. 50-58;
Chapter 3 (pp. 107-50); pp. 122-26.

18 Noiray, Le Romancier et la machine: U'image de la machine dans le roman frangais (1850-1900), 2
vols (Paris: Corti, 1981-82), 11 (1982), 377.

' Robert Ziegler, ‘Mourning, Incorporation, and Creativity in Villiers’s “Véra™, French Forum, 21
(1996), 319-29 (p. 320). See also Florence Giard, ‘Images et valeur de la mort dans quelques “contes”
de Villiers de L’Isle-Adam’, Recherches sur l'imaginaire, 12 (1984), 50-73.



-

Villiers’s complete works, representative of different stages in his literary career,
analysing the principal signification of the theme of death in each.?’ I argue that, though
manifesting itself predominantly as a symbol of loss, death is also, in many instances, a
highly desirable state of being, or non-being, to reach. Throughout his work, Villiers
uses this theme to suggest the possibility of regeneration: death in this sense is viewed as
a means of achieving a change in life, and as an initiatory step onto a higher plane of
existence.

However, in order to investigate the occurrence and significance of the theme of
death in Villiers’s corpus, it is first necessary to consider what is actually meant by and
entailed in the notion of ‘death’. Once elucidated, this exposition will initially be
applied to literature in general. Then, since so much of what is signified by death-like
imagery in Villiers’s work is related to the social and political conditions in which he
lived, an outline of the historical background to late-nineteenth-century France will be
given. These findings and background knowledge will also be applied to the figure of
Villiers himself, in order to gain an understanding of the relationship between the theme

and the writer.?!

01 approach Villiers’s short stories and La Révolte in Chapter 2 in terms of thematic associations. This is
the only exception to the otherwise chronological order of the study.

2! I refer throughout this thesis to death as a theme in Villiers’s writings. Death is not only an event in
life; it is also, as is evident here, a concept and event in literature, affecting plot, characters, and setting.



I. Death

Martin Heidegger begins his seminal critical work, Being and Time, by re-asserting the

need for a discussion of the question of Being. This is despite that fact that

It is said that ‘Being’ is the most universal and the emptiest of concepts. As
such it resists every attempt at definition. Nor does this most universal and
hence indefinable concept require any definition, for everyone uses it constantly

and already understands what he means by it.”

The same is surely true of the question of Death today. This phenomenon is an
unavoidable event in life, a topic of universal interest. After birth, it is the one
experience which men and women must face, regardless of race, class, or age. Itis ‘le

2 However, like the

dernier futur de la vie’, the very last instant known of existence.
Heideggerian question of Being, that of death is often taken for granted. To a childlike
and unquestioning mind, death is straightforward and uncomplicated: it is the single
moment a person leaves this life for whatever lies beyond it. However, this kind of
surface knowledge differs from deep understanding, and it is here that complexities
often arise.

Emmanuel Levinas labelled death a mystery, since it cannot be brought into the
light of knowledge: ‘I’inconnu de la mort signifie que la relation méme avec la mort ne
peut se faire dans la lumiére; que le sujet est en relation avec ce qui ne vient pas de lui.

Nous pourrions dire qu’il est en relation avec le mystére’.24 Levinas indicates that death

22 Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, trans. by John Macquarriec and Edward Robinson (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1962; repr. 1997), p. 21. The original German text, Sein und Zeit, was first published in
1927.

2 Vladimir Jankélévitch, La Mort ([Paris]: Flammarion, 1977), p. 18.

2 Emmanuel Levinas, Le Temps et 'autre, 2™ edn (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1985), p. 56.
Originally published in 1947.



is something to which the human being cannot relate on rational terms, as it is

absolutely other:

La mort, c’est I’impossibilité d’avoir un projet. Cette approche de la mort
indique que nous sommes en relation avec quelque chose qui est absolument
autre, quelque chose portant I’altérité, non pas comme une détermination

provisoire, que nous pouvons assimiler par la jouissance, mais quelque chose

dont I"existence méme est faite d’altérité.”

This absolute otherness of death explains in part the sense of attraction and
repulsion, the taboo or not taboo, that the topic inspires. The unknown inspires fear, but
it also invites enquiry, as Levinas’s discourse, and the studies previously cited of
Berridge, Baudrillard, and Walter, clearly suggest. Indeed, Jacques Derrida identifies
the fascination with death as being a mainstay of philosophic enquiry: ‘[L’ame]
philosophe d’entrée de jeu, la philosophie ne lui arrivant pas par 1’accident puisqu’elle
n’est autre que cette veille de la mort qui veille a la mort et sur elle, comme sur la vie
méme de I’ame.”*® Not all of mankind values this kind of philosophic enquiry though,
as Villiers himself noted: ‘L’autruche se cache la téte, croyant n’étre pas vue. Tel
I’Homme devant la question de la mort.”*’ Apart from the fear of it, one of the main
problems associated with a study of death lies in how one approaches it.

Vladimir Jankélévitch asserts that, ‘on ne pense jamais la mort [...], car la mort
est proprement impensable’. However, in the next breath, he suggests a way round this

difficulty: ‘Par contre, on peut penser des étres mortels, et ces €tres, a quelque moment

% Ibid., pp. 62-63.

%y acques Derrida, Donner la mort (Paris: Galilée, 1999) p. 32.

7 Villiers de L’Isle-Adam, Euvres complétes, ed. by Alan Raitt and Pierre-Georges Castex, with the
collaboration of Jean-Marie Bellefroid, 2 vols (Paris: Gallimard, 1986), 11, 1008. Henceforth, references
to this collection of Villiers’s complete works will appear as volume and page numbers in the text of the
thesis. Editorial comments and other references will appear in the footnotes (see p. v).



qu’on les pense, sont des étres vivants. Et ainsi, qui pense la mort pense la vie’.?® In
this, Janlélévitch is in agreement with Heidegger, who states that ‘death, in the widest
sense, is a phenomenon of life’.?

Death, therefore, when we speak of it, most often belongs in the sphere of life:
once a person actually dies, it is too late for them to reflect on this experience or relate it
to others. This strong link between death and life explains why Heidegger devotes so
much time to it in his investigation of the question of Being. Heidegger in fact argues
that all of a person’s life is overshadowed by the phenomenon of death. The human
being, or Dasein, is a Being-towards-death: ‘Factically, Dasein is dying as long as it
exists’.>® However, though this may be true from an intellectual standpoint, the dying
of Dasein is not immediately obvious at every point of its life. Indeed, in its youth, the
human being is expected to be virile and strong. These qualities stand in opposition to
death, which ‘marque la fin de la virilité et de I’héroisme du sujet’.*’

Emmanuel Levinas is referring here to a person’s physical death, as I also have
done thus far. However, this reflection could also hold true for a second way of
defining death, not in a physical, but in a metaphysical sense. Thus, a subject without
virility or heroism, though physically alive, can be seen to be metaphysically dead. This
metaphysical death occurs in several instances in Villiers’s work, most notably in the
case of the soulless bourgeois whom Villiers so mercilessly satirizes in his short stories.
In total contrast to this bourgeois death is that chosen by his initiates, who opt to retreat
from society in order to find satisfaction and fulfilment in a claustral death, or
disappearance from the world.

Therefore, taken in both the physical and metaphysical senses, death is

synonymous with loss. A person dies physically, and their absence is registered as loss.

28 Jankélévitch, La Mort, p. 42.

» Heidegger, Being/Time, p. 290.
* Ibid., p. 295.

3! Levinas, Le Temps/l’autre, p. 59.



A person dies metaphysically, in that their élan vital has significantly diminished, or
they have opted to retreat from the general inanity of the world at large.

There is, however, another way of looking at death. This is to view it not only
as the end of life, but as the beginning of a new phase of existence. The subject dies,
but passes on into an afterlife without actually ceasing to exist. This way of
approaching death is often tied up with religious and spiritual beliefs. It is a means of
removing the absolute ‘otherness’ of death which prevents our comprehension of it. In
a way, death is conquered in this attitude, in that the fear of it, and the power that fear
generates, is eliminated.

I have labelled this way of looking at death ‘regeneration’. In scientific terms,
regeneration is the re-growth of a part of an organism that has become dead. The loss of
living tissue or cells is compensated for by new tissue or new cells that form. The sense
of this scientific definition of regeneration is carried into a spiritual realm, where, if a
life is regenerated, it enters a new and higher state of existence than was previously
known to it. Though this kind of regeneration can take place in ‘life’, for example,
when a person enters holy orders, it can also take place in ‘death’, when a soul enters
paradise. Thus, loss, in this case, of life, is overcome through death.

Levinas discusses another way of looking at regeneration in Le Temps et l’autre,

though he does not use this specific term. He speaks instead of ‘victory over death’:

Devant un événement pur, devant un avenir pur, qu’est la mort, o le moi ne
peut rien pouvoir, c’est-a-dire ne peut plus étre moi, — nous cherchions une
situation ol cependant il lui est possible de rester moi, et nous avons appelé

victoire sur la mort cette situation.>?

32 Ibid., p. 85.



Levinas sees this victory, or regeneration, taking place in paternity, as the life of the
(deceased) father is carried on through the life of the son.

Thus, loss and regeneration are two facets of the same phenomenon: death. Loss
is an effect of death, while regeneration is a means of combating it. So far, however,
what T have said relates to living human beings rather than characters, fictional or
otherwise, in books. What happens when a philosophy of death is applied to literature?
How does death work as a theme in a book? How do principles of loss and regeneration
manifest themselves? These are questions which require an answer in the general

before they are posed in relation to the specific writings of Villiers de L’Isle-Adam.



II. Literature and Death

In his article on death rites, art, and historical authenticity, Joseph H. Smith claims that
‘a work of art is a work of love and mourning’.*®> With the term ‘art’ being widely
applicable to various spheres of human creativity, including writing, and that of
‘mourning’ referring to grief expressed for an object or person lost through death, Smith
is drawing attention to the relationship between literature and death. This relationship is
visible on different levels.

Literature can be seen as an act of defence on the part of writers against the
grave. In setting their words down in print, they ensure that what they have produced
will remain after their death, and that they will thereby attain some degree of
immortality. Following the same line of thought, a literary work can also be seen as a
kind of tomb in itself, a place where the thoughts and immediate essence of a writer are
preserved for future readers: ‘tout livre est un tombeau — mais le seul qui puisse parfois

3 This was a particularly obsessive

s’ouvrir et laisser sortir I’ombre de qui y repose’.
motif in nineteenth-century European high culture, affecting, among others, writers like
Leconte de Lisle and Baudelaire. Stéphane Mallarmé too, a close personal friend of
Villiers, was particularly enamoured of this metaphorical representation of death. He
wrote ‘tombeau’ poems to the memory of Edgar Allan Poe, Baudelaire, and Verlaine,
and in his ‘Toast Funébre’ he sees the work of Théophile Gautier as combating the

destructive effects of dissolution. Gautier’s literary testament is ‘le sépulcre solide ou

Tt tout ce qui nuit, / Et I’avare silence et la massive nuit’. % Indeed, the goal of man
g q g y

33 Joseph H. Smith, ‘Mourning, Art, and Human Historicity’, in Telling Facts: History and Narration in
Psychoanalysis, ed. by Joseph H. Smith and Humphrey Morris (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1992), pp. 127-39 (p. 134).

34 Jean-Pierre Picot, ‘Etude sur les tombeaux verniens’, in La Mort en toutes lettres, ed. by Gilles Ernst
(Nancy: Presses Universitaires de Nancy, 1983), pp. 159-70, (p. 169).

33 Stéphane Mallarmé, ‘Toast Funébre’, in Poésies, ed. by Bertrand Marchal (Paris: Gallimard, 1992), pp.
42-43 (p. 43).



writers is to achieve a kind of immortality through their work: ‘quel meilleur trompe-la-
mort que le texte?’.*

This view of literature and death is useful when considering the enduring
significance of a writer’s whole euvre. However, it does not take account of the
occurrence of instances of death in individual literary works: a piece of writing can
immortalize the person who penned it without itself containing any reference to death,
or indeed to immortality. Moreover, works that do carry death within them often
convey a stronger message about death than that its effects are in some way nullified by
the imperishable properties of literature.

Death is used in literature in different ways. Firstly, it is a traditional means of
plot closure: the narrative ends with the death of the hero and/or heroine. This happens
much in classical literature, for example the suicide at the end of Racine’s Phédre
(1677). The occurrence of suicide increased in Romantic literature, where it became a
selfish gesture of empowerment, such as that of Werther in Goethe’s landmark text, The
Sorrows of Young Werther (Die Leiden des jungen Werthers, 1774). In fact, this kind of
death had occurred so often even before the start of Villiers’s literary career that it had
come to be seen as a rather worn-out platitude: ‘By the mid-1830s [...], literary death
and especially literary suicide had become a tired cliché.”>’ However, there are also
works which radiate an atmosphere of death in a more subtle way, through the imagery
and language. Such works abound in fin-de-siécle French literature, where death, along
with the decay which so often precedes it, is a vital motif, a thread tying together a
whole piece of writing. It is with such writings that I am primarily concerned as regards

Villiers, and for such that it is useful to construct a concept linking literature with death.

36 Ruth Menahem, ‘La Mort tient parole’, in La Mort dans le texte, ed. by Gilles Ernst (Lyon: Presses
Universitaires de Lyon, 1988), pp. 29-49 (p. 48).

37 Pasco, ‘Death Wish’, in Sick Heroes, pp. 134-56 (p. 134). See also Lieve Spaas’s introduction to the
special edition of L’Esprit créateur dealing with death in French literature and film: ‘In film as well as
literature death occurs with such frequency that it tends to become the cliché for the closure of a
narrative.” L’Esprit créateur, 35.4 (Winter 1995), 3-6 (p. 4).



Vladimir Jankélévitch speaks of the phenomenon of death in the first, second,

3 With the death of the third person (he/she/they), someone not

and third persons.
personally known, the trauma of the event is distanced and can mean very little. In
contrast, the thought of death in the first person (I/we), that is, ourselves, can be a
source of tremendous anxiety. However, the death of the second person (you) steers a

middle road between the two, whereby the possibility of dying can be encountered in

proximity, without the feeling of being directly threatened:

Entre I’anonymat de la troisi¢me personne et la subjectivité de la premiére, il y
a le cas intermédiaire et en quelque sorte privilégié de la DEUXIEME
PERSONNE; entre la mort d’autrui, qui est lointaine et indifférente, et la mort-

propre, qui est 8 méme notre étre, il y a la proximité de 1a mort du proche.39

This analytical construct can be applied not only to bereavement experiences in
people’s lives, but also to death as it appears in literature. For a writer him or herself,
for whom death in the first person is unthinkable because of its nearness, while in the
third person it is too distanced, death in the second person is a reasonable means of
apprehending such an idea. In terms of writing, this second-person death can be seen as
the death of literary characters within the corpus. Though not living people, these
protagonists have after all been given life by their literary creators. This is especially
true of Villiers who vested much of himself in characters like Lord Ewald (L’Eve
future) and Axél (Axél). Writing about death can be seen, in light of this, as a cathartic
process of assimilating within oneself the concept of death, without actually
experiencing it at too close a range.

The two means of perceiving death outlined in the previous section, either as an

instance of loss or an opportunity for regeneration, can also be assigned to literature.

3 Jankélévitch, La Mort, pp. 24-35.



The primary idea of loss in relation to literature and death is touched on in the analogy
drawn by Joseph H. Smith between the forces of mourning and works of art. He is not
the only writer to make this link. In his study La Littérature et la mort, Michel Picard
describes death in literature as being a kind of child’s teddy bear, symbolizing at once
loss and a maitrise of that loss.*® In other words, images of death in literature point to a
loss, or an absence, while at the same time trying to fill that void with a presence. As
another critic explains in relation to the theme of death in the work of Jules Verne, a
contemporary of Villiers: ‘Face a la mort, le savoir du vivant n’a d’autre issue que de
parler pour tenter de remplir le vide de son reflet futur. Parler, ou encore écrire.”*!

Picard’s theory may have been informed by Sigmund Freud’s description and
analysis of the Fort/Da child’s game in ‘Beyond the Pleasure Principle’.** In his
analysis of this game, Freud concluded that by throwing a wooden reel out of his sight,
then pulling it again into his vision, the child was re-enacting his mother’s
disappearance and joyfully anticipating her return. Thus, the double metaphor of death
as loss (the mother’s disappearance) and regeneration (her return) was being played out.
For Picard too, the teddy bear signifies death, in the loss of the presence of the mother,
and regeneration, in the mastery of the loss by the substitution of the teddy bear for the
mother.

Picard’s use of the teddy-bear metaphor suggests that the loss with which the
writer is coming to terms is of an object that brought stability or comfort. This is a
useful vehicle for the consideration of the theme of death in literature, specifically with
reference to the nineteenth century. This period in history saw great change in many

areas of life, resulting in the loss of many established institutions and social groupings.

39 Jankélévitch, La Mort, p. 29.

40 Michel Picard, La Littérature et la mort (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1995), p. 172.

“! Jean-Pierre Picot, ‘Les Lieux de mort chez Jules Verne et leur inscription dans le texte’, in La Mort
dans le texte, ed. by Gilles Ernst (Lyon: Presses Universitaires de Lyon, 1988), pp. 131-77 (p. 162).

“2 Sigmund Freud, ‘Beyond the Pleasure Principle’, trans. by C. J. M. Hubback, in A General Selection
Sfrom the Works of Sigmund Freud, ed. by John Rickman (London: Hogarth Press, 1937), pp. 162-94
(pp- 166-68).



This brought a consequent and necessary readjustment, manifested in the creation, or
(re-)generation, of new centres of stability and security. Many of these losses in French
national and personal life were pertinent to Villiers himself. If death is used as a
symbol of loss in his work, as I propose it is, then it is worthwhile to look at exactly

what was absent and being mourned, in terms of his cultural context.



III. Villiers, Death, and the Nineteenth-Century French Context

At the start of their collection of essays on the subject of Macropolitics of Nineteenth-
Century Literature, the editors claim that ‘the contributors to this volume share an
understanding that politics at the level of the state has great importance for many of the
major developments in nineteenth-century writing, including the definition of what shall
be valued as “literature””.* In the case of Villierian ‘literature’, the political and
cultural climate of the time was such that much of what Villiers wrote carried the seeds
of some kind of reaction against it. Since that reaction often bore within it imagery of
death and regeneration, it is useful for the purposes of this thesis to sketch a little of the
historical background to the period.

In France, the nineteenth century was overshadowed by the events and aftermath
of the cataclysmic 1789 Revolution which saw the deposition of the monarchy and the
subsequent Terror, war, and attempts at political stabilization. It was a time of great
loss, ‘a period of massive destruction: destruction of human lives; destruction of an age-
old monarchy [...]; the destruction of a feudal order [...]; the sweeping away of the vast
complex of laws and customs that constituted the feudal order, the framework of
everybody’s life’.** The process of recovery, or regeneration, after this great
destruction was interminably slow. The history books show that ‘every new political
crisis made it seem clearer that “the Revolution” — not a succession of separate events,

but one single process — had not ended in 1795 or 1815°: the repercussions of this

‘Franco-French War’ affected the whole of the nineteenth century.45 It was not until at

“ Macropolitics of Nineteenth-Century Literature: Nationalism, Exoticism, Imperialism, ed. by Jonathan
Arac and Harriet Rivto (Durham: Duke University Press, 1995), p. 1.

N.B. also the wider post-modern debate on the definition of ‘literature’ to which Arac and Rivto make
reference. Villiers himself viewed theatre as the apex of his literary aspirations, and wrote short stories
begrudgingly, considering them a gagne-pain rather than pieces of writing of which to be proud.

“ A Literary History of France, ed. by P. E. Chavret and others, 6 vols (London: Benn; New York:
Barnes & Noble, 1967-74), IV: The Nineteenth Century, 1789-1870, ed. by P. E. Chavret (1967), 6-7.

* Robert Tombs, France 1814-1914 (Harlow: Longman, 1996), pp. 7-8.



least the 1870s and the defeat of the Commune that a political equilibrium of sorts was
regained, and indeed, some historians suggest that the real end of the Revolution came
only in the post-World War Two period.46

The loss of France’s old political and social identity and the emergence of a new
one was a bitter blow to Villiers. Born in traditionally monarchist Brittany in 1838,
Villiers’s aristocratic heritage and status were all but lost to him through the effects of
the 1789 Revolution. However, he felt that it was incumbent upon him as a writer to

seek to restore some of the wealth and power that were no longer his:

The line was [...] one of the grandest in the annals of French history, and the
poet never ceased to be conscious of the privileges and obligations which this

laid on him in a world which no longer recognized the qualities it represented.*’

As a royalist, Villiers mourned the passing of the old regime. However, he was also
ambivalent towards it. His portrayal of the duke and the cavalier in the tale ‘Entre
I’ancien et le nouveau’ demonstrates the sympathy he had with the royalist cause after
the death of the Comte de Chambord in August 1883, and his understanding of their
plight.*® At the same time, he recognized that the tradition the monarchists represented
was obsolete. In another tale, using the image of a ‘salon Louis X VI’ as a metaphor for
French kingship, he wrote, ‘Ici, tout est présage; tout annonce une fin, un déclin, une
véritable disparition’ (11, 527).49

Not only were old social traditions dying or dead, the prestige attached to them

was also being usurped. The changes in the structure of society meant that with the

N.B. also the problem in defining the limits of the nineteenth century: its boundaries are surely more fluid
than beginning in 1800 and ending in 1899. It is most often seen in the French context as beginning
after the 1789 Revolution, and ending with the 1914-18 war.

“ See ibid., p. 31.

“7 Alan Raitt, The Life of Villiers de L’Isle-Adam (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1981), p. 3.

“8 “Entre I’ancien et le nouveau’, in OC 11, 836-47. This tale is part of Villiers’s Euvres non recueillies: it
was rejected at the last minute for Chez les passants.

# <L’ Avertissement’ (Chez les passants), in OC 11, 523-29.



stripping away of much of the status and material well-being of the aristocracy, there
came a rise in social standing and expectations of power in the classes below them,
especially the bourgeois class. Education, once reserved for a privileged few, was
becoming more accessible to all levels of society. Primary education was made
compulsory for all by the Guizot and Falloux acts of 1833 and 1850, so that adult
literacy rose. This meant that more and more people could read the newspapers and
periodicals which became popular especially after 1860. This, in turn, resulted in a
greater section of the public being informed about, and potentially embracing, strong
political views. Universal suffrage was granted to men after the 1848 revolution. This

had an important sociological effect:

Lower and lower sections of the middle class were ruling in parliament, setting
pace in society, letters, arts [...]. The populace, losing respect for their natural
betters, bayed for its turn at the troughs of power [... and] the deferential society

tottered.*

The tottering of this deferential society directly affected Villiers, who was, after
all, in the higher stratum of it, the stratum that was precariously hanging in the balance.
His contempt for the middle classes is most vividly evident in his short stories, with
bourgeois pride and arrogance being embodied in the figure of Tribulat Bonhomet.
Villiers’s own pride in the aristocratic tradition can be seen in the great number of
eminent title-holders in the list of mourners included in the notification of his mother’s

death.”? Similarly, writing about the life of his deceased father, Villiers proudly states

%0 Eugen Weber, France, Fin de siécle (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press,
1986), p. 3.
51 Reproduced in Alan Raitt, Villiers de L’Isle-Adam, exorciste du réel (Paris: Corti, 1987), pp. 232-33.



that ‘malgré de grandes pertes de fortune, le marquis de Villiers de L’Isle-Adam n’avait
jamais sollicité d’emploi, depuis la mort du roi Charles X’ (11, 836).7

However, this decline of the nobility is only one aspect of French life in the
nineteenth century. On the other side of the coin, the country was being regenerated by
industry, commerce, and electricity. Although economically much slower than Britain
and Germany, her rivals and neighbours, to take advantage of the Industrial Revolution,
France was still very much affected by it. Hordes of workers from the provinces
flocked to the cities to find jobs in the new factories that were being built. Moreover,
the country was taking huge strides forward in technology. Especially relevant to
Villiers was the development of the modern printing press, which resulted in a great
increase in the production not only of books, but especially of newspapers and journals.
Villiers himself co-founded and edited one such periodical, La Revue des lettres et des
arts, which ran from October 1867 until March 1868.

The Paris exhibition of 1878 saw both Thomas Edison’s phonograph and
Alexander Graham Bell’s telephone being demonstrated, as the power and potential of
electricity was harnessed. At the Electrical Exhibition of 1881, the public could listen
to opera performances on a ‘thédtrophone’, and on 28 December 1895, the world’s first
public film screening took place in the Grand Café in Paris, courtesy of the Lumiére
brothers. The railway network was also greatly expanded throughout the century, thus
facilitating travel for a much wider bracket of the populace than had previously been
possible.

The excitement generated by the possibilities of social and technological
advancement in the fin de siécle is reflected in a light-hearted and irreverent way in
many of Villiers’s tales, such as ‘L’Affichage céleste’ and ‘La Machine a Gloire’.>?

Even though these are written in an ironic voice, mocking the idiosyncrasies and foolish

52 See ‘Le Marquis Joseph de Villiers de L’Isle-Adam’ (Euvres non recueillies), in OC 11, 835-36.
53 Both of these tales feature in Villiers’s Contes cruels. See OC 1, 577-80, 583-96.



ambition of a modern world, they also demonstrate an awareness that France was
emerging from her backward and rural past into a mechanized and technological age.

However, in turn, this advance in one area meant decline and loss in another,
and the rapid gains in knowledge and power left people questioning their own place in
the world that was opening up to them. New machines seemed to do people’s work
faster and more efficiently. As Darwinist theory prevailed and the faith placed in pure
sciences grew, religious belief declined and traditional philosophy became destabilized.
People lost confidence in their fundamental supremacy, which had previously gone
unquestioned, and were no longer at the centre of their own universe.

Villiers was greatly influenced by the American poet and short-story writer
Edgar Allan Poe. In an attempt to explain the ‘persistent, obsessive contemplation of
death’ in Poe’s work, Gillian Brown argues that it was a reaction against what he saw as
the ‘minuteness of human history’.>* Brown explains further the new outlook on life
that was establishing itself in the nineteenth century: ‘Within the new schema, human
existence appeared to be merely a temporary phenomenon in an infinite and vast natural
order. [...] Against the backdrop of the earth’s story, the human story that composes
history diminishes.’*’

This self-effacing view of mankind and history was not only being perpetuated
in the United States. French society too was adjusting to new perceptions of the world
and of the individual’s place in it. There was a dichotomy in the whole structure of
French life that was reflected in works of art, music, and literature of the time. On the
one hand, old values and traditions were being lost: the ancien régime was dying and
dead. However, hand in hand with this decline and death was a tremendous vision and

drive for the future and for the possibilities it promised to hold. France was being

5 Gillian Brown, ‘The Poetics of Extinction’, in The American Face of Edgar Allan Poe, ed. by Shawn
Rosenheim and Stephen Rachman (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1995), pp. 330-45
(p- 331).

%3 Ibid., p. 330.



reborn into an era of machines and technology. It is from this polemical ambiguity, the
death of an old world coupled with the birth of a new one, that much of the interest of
the theme of death in Villiers’s work stems. It is therefore to the investigation of death
as a symbol of loss, but also as a necessary event facilitating a regenerative process, that
this thesis is devoted.

I begin with an analysis of Villiers’s Premiéres Poésies, his first major work
published, primarily in relation to the theme of loss, in order to establish a starting-point
to the writer’s thought and the expression of it in his writing. The theme of death in his
short stories is then examined, with chief reference to the figure of the bourgeois. Next,
I elucidate the theme of resistance to the forces of death being perpetuated by the
bourgeois in the modern world, and then study the products of this resistance, the fatal
man, and his female counterpart, the fatal woman. The final two chapters focus on
Villiers’s two most profound works, the novel L’Eve future and the play Axél, where the
theme of death is explored not only as a symbol of loss, but also as a principle of

regeneration.



Chapter One

Death as a Symbol of Loss: The Premieres Poésies



illiers’s Premiéres Poésies were composed in the period 1856-58, at a time

when their teenage author was also working on various dramatic projects. They
were edited and published by Nicholas Scheuring of Lyon, and the printer was a
Monsieur Perrin, who had an established reputation as a producer of luxury editions and
works on dramatic art. Villiers financed the costs of publication himself, and it was
perhaps indicative of his youthful ambition and idealistic self-confidence that he chose
to have his first major publication so beautifully bound. However, the volume’s
expense, and the fact that the poetry collection had been published in the provinces, did
not encourage a good reception of it in what was the centre of French intellectual life, at
least in the nineteenth century: Paris. This first volume of Villiers’s poetry appeared in
December 1859 when the author was just twenty-one years old. However, despite his
great hopes, the Premiéres Poésies attracted little attention from the critics, which in
turn did not readily facilitate a wide circulation of the collection among the general
public.

Villiers had been born in Saint-Brieuc and was brought up in Brittany, but from
1855 onwards, his family had spent more and more time in Paris. There, he had
sampled a small taste of café life and the round of theatre-going. In July 1858, he had
published Deux essais de poésie at his own expense, thus marking the public start of his
literary career.! Over the summer of 1858 he had spent several months at the house of
Amédée le Menant des Chesnais at Montfort-sur-Meu in Brittany, during which time he
continued to write poetry. Le Menant was a solicitor, and also a devout Christian.
Villiers and he had many discussions on the topic of religion, and one of the Premiéres

Poésies is dedicated to him.?

' Villiers’s Deux essais de poésie contained ‘Ballade’ and ‘Zaira’, both of which also appear in the
Premiéres Poésies, where ‘Ballade’ has been shortened and re-titled ‘Une Fagon d’imiter M. de
Pompignan’.

2 N.B. An intellectual wrestling with religious beliefs is a hallmark of Villiers’s work, and his relationship
with Le Menant at the start of his career mirrors that with Léon Bloy at the end of it. It was partly due to



By 1859, Villiers had begun to frequent the Parisian salon of Hyacinthe du
Pontavice de Heussey, a relation of his, where he had an opportunity to meet and mix
with men of letters and thought. De Heussey was very much interested in the
philosophy of Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831), a German idealist thinker.
Hegel’s philosophy and even the vocabulary he used were to have a great impact on
Villiers’s work. His influence is seen in its most undiluted form in ‘Claire Lenoir’,
where the theosophical arguments of the Christian Claire are contrasted with those of
her Hegelian husband. It was not until 1870, after Villiers’s second trip to see Wagner,
that he wrote to Mallarmé, ‘J’ai planté 1a Hegel.”> Thereafter, when Hegelian
vocabulary does appear in Villiers’s work, it is often misplaced.

However, at the time of the publication of the Premiéres Poésies, Villiers had
not yet fully assimilated the writings of this German philosopher, nor was he yet in close
contact with Baudelaire or the poets of the Parnasse contemporain, who would also
deeply affect him in the future. In the absence of these later formative influences,
Villiers’s literary admiration was wholly channelled in the direction of the Romantics, in
whose work he had been immersed in his school years.

Critics are unanimous in their opinion that Villiers’s Premiéres Poésies owe
much to the Romantics of the 1830s, and reflect his ‘jeunesse “romantique™.* The
work is dedicated to Alfred de Vigny, and Villiers borrows titles and themes from poets
such as Hugo, Musset, and Lamartine. Even Villiers’s choice of poetic form, from
ballads (‘Une Fagon d’imiter M. de Pompignan’) to long lyrical pieces (‘Hermosa’),

indicates an almost overbearing nostalgia for Romanticism.

pressure from Bloy that Villiers attempted to rework a Christian message into his largely occult drama
Axél at the end of his life.

? Correspondance générale de Villiers de L'Isle-Adam et documents inédits, ed. by Joseph Bollery, 2 vols
([Paris]: Mercure de France, 1962), I, 158-59 (31 July 1870). Henceforth, references to this collection
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* Anne Le Feuvre, Une poétique de la récitation: Villiers de L’Isle-Adam (Paris: Champion, 1999),
p- 147.



However, despite a heavy reliance on both the atmosphere and form of
Romanticism, these early poems are not without value, and do not lack interest for the
modern critic. Alan Raitt points out that many of the themes of Villiers’s later work are
present in the Premiéres Poésies, while Luc Badesco goes further in his affirmation of

the inherent worth of this volume of verse, despite its literary weaknesses:

La forme défectueuse des premiers poémes n’était donc que I’erreur inévitable
d’un débutant qui se cherchait. Mais si la qualité du vers était souvent
‘déplorable’, il faut s’empresser d’ajouter que I’attitude de 1’auteur devant la
vie, I’amour, la beauté ou la mort trouve ici sa premiére expression. [...] Et elle

ne variera jamais dans ses données essentielles.’

Villiers himself was later to speak in disparaging terms of this first major
attempt to launch himself on the literary world, describing the contents of the edition as
his ‘vers de collégien’.® In a sense, this quick dismissal does have a ring of truth about
it: Villiers was a young man at the time of the collection’s publication, and an even
younger one at the time of their composition. Towards the start of his acquaintanceship
with Baudelaire, he makes it clear that he is distancing himself and his present projects
from the Premiéres Poésies, and he asks Baudelaire to do the same: ‘Vous ne me
jugerez pas sur mon déplorable bouquin, et vous aurez de ’indulgence.’’ Indeed, this
was the only collection of poems which Villiers was to publish, although he continued
to write poetry throughout his life.> He also retained a lyrical flow in his writing style,

seen for example in Sara’s imagery-laden ‘Invitation au voyage’ in Part I of Axél.” Even

3 Luc Badesco, La Génération de 1860, la jeunesse des deux rives (Paris: Nizet, 1971), p. 675.

¢ CG 1,170 (August 1871).

T CG 1,47 ([1861)).

8 There are a large number of uncollected poems at the end of the Pléiade edition of Villiers’s complete
works (OC 11, 848-64). There is also a series of poems under the title ‘Conte d’amour’, which appears in
his Contes cruels (OC 1, 734-39).

? See OC 11, 666-69.



Axél’s description of his castle’s fortifications and the loyalty of his subjects has a
distinctly poetic air.'" It was perhaps passages like this in Villiers’s dramatic works and
others that prompted the Symbolists, according to Alan Raitt, to place him under the
heading of ‘poet’, thinking exclusively of his prose works." If he abandoned this
literary form in publication, he did not forget its principles.

The reaction of the critics of the time was on the whole impassive or negative.
The Premiéres Poésies were first reviewed in La Causerie on 11 December 1859 by
Victor Cochinat, a journalist who had known Villiers since 1857. Cochinat was
favourably disposed towards him, and speaks of his work in glowing terms. However,
the mention of Villiers’s age at the end does suggest that even Cochinat felt there was
room for both the writer and his works to mature: ‘c’est peut-étre le receuil le plus
remarquable qui soit sorti depuis quelques années de la plume inspirée d’un poéte de
vingt ans’. Alphonse Lemerre, writing in Le Figaro on 12 February 1860, described the
‘magnificence de I’édition’ as being just about ‘le seul mérite de son recueil’. A passing
reference was made to the Premiéres Poésies on 15 June 1860, in the Revue des deux
mondes, in the context of the influence of Musset on the young generation of poets.
Three years later, in the Almanach de la littérature, du thédtre et des beaux-arts for
1863, Jules Janin cites Cuvillier-Fleury who spoke of the poems as being ‘d’un ton
agréable et vif, elles ont I’'innocence de la premicre jeunesse, avec ses haines d’une
heure et ses désespoirs d’un jour’.'?

Another gauge of the critical temperament towards Villiers at this stage was the
reaction of the Lyonnais poet Joséphin Soulary. Villiers had sent him a copy of the
Premiéres Poésies via the printer, Monsieur Perrin, and Soulary wrote back to the young

poet to express his thanks. The overall tone of the letter is encouraging. Soulary talks

' See OC 1, 622-27.
' Raitt, VMS, p. 152.
12 These critical reactions are to be found in OC 1, 1025-26.



of the promise of vin doux, and of young poetry, and describes Villiers as a good poet,
who would certainly be a great poet by the age of twenty-five. However, it is also clear
that Soulary was aware of the limitations of Villiers’s youthful compositions. The older
poet advises the younger to ‘songe[r] bien que la sobriété de la forme et la concentration
de I’idée ne s’acquiérent qu’au prix de 1’age, et par la perte de cette écume chatoyante
qu’on appelle illusions de jeunesse’."

Overall, then, there is a feeling that Villiers’s verses, when they were considered
at all, were laid to one side as the product of a young mind of Romantic disposition.
Indeed, it would hold true that in later years Villiers himself would share this point of
view. The editors of the Pléiade edition of his complete works describe the author of
the Premiéres Poésies as a ‘jeune homme’ who ‘n’a pas encore trouvé une personnalité
littéraire’.'* However, the value of these poems lies in their early exposition of the
poet’s views on life, on literary themes, and on the world in which he was living. Luc
Badesco, in asserting the fact that the Premiéres Poésies or even Isis are works whose
literary value is mediocre or even negligible, rightly balances the argument: ‘Mais
psychologiquement tout Villiers est la-dedans: sa personnalité et 1’originalité de sa
position face au monde.’"

Juvenilia, while they can be recognizably less polished than works of literary
maturity, are not without worth either for the scholar or for the general readership.
Often, they contain in embryo the literary forms and ideas that the author will later adapt
and develop. Since this is so, the value of the Premiéres Poésies then resides in the fact

that they indicate the starting-point from where Villiers’s thought developed, and what,

even at this early stage, were his preoccupations.

* G 1, 38 (6 December 1859).
' Raitt, Castex, OC'1, 1022.
'3 Badesco, Génération 1860, p. 21.



In the introduction to this thesis, I argued that death in literature is a symbol of
loss, and I take this to be so in the case of the Premiéres Poésies. In this chapter, I
highlight the main types of loss Villiers experienced in his youth, by analysing the death
imagery in these first poems. This not only indicates areas of bereavement and
suffering, but also reveals the poet’s early mechanisms of expressing and coping with

his loss.




1.1 The Loss of Religious Belief: The Death of God

One of the main themes which Villiers inherited from his Romantic masters, poets and
playwrights like Musset, Hugo, and Lamartine, was that of the death of God. This was a
fundamentally important concept in 1860 for the generation which believed that ‘si Dieu
n’est pas encore mort, il est détroné’.'® It was Nietzsche who later coined the phrase
‘God is dead’ in his publication The Joyful Wisdom: ‘God is dead! God remains dead!
And we have killed him!” (Gott ist tot! Gott bleibt tot! Und wir haben ihn getitet!)."
However, as Villiers’s Premiéres Poésies show, Nietzsche was merely expressing in
writing a sentiment which had existed in the public conscience for decades: religious
faith had become obsolete and irrelevant for many people, who simply no longer
believed. For others, who still continued to practise religion, the basic tenets of
Christianity were no longer at the centre of their social, intellectual, or even spiritual
lives. This total rejection of God, or at least displacement of religious life and
discipline, was to have a profound effect on people not only in France, but also around
Europe in the nineteenth century, and was to manifest itself in themes and imagery of
the art and literature of the time. After all, one-time believers had lost the focus of a
form of spiritual life and religious stability which had been central to their inner psyches
and socio-cultural beings for centuries.

This upheaval in religious life has been described as the ‘most profound social
effect’ of the French Revolution.”® Villiers himself belonged to a long line of ardent

Roman Catholics: ‘Noble, bretonne et convaincue de descendre d’une lignée qui s’était

'® Badesco, Génération 1860, p. 33.

'" The phrase ‘God is dead” first appears in section 108 of The Joyful Wisdom. It also appears later as I
have quoted it in section 125, ‘The Madman’. I have cited from The Complete Works of Friedrich
Nietzsche, ed. by Oscar Levy, 18 vols (Edinburgh: Foulis, 1909-1913), X: The Joyful Wisdom (1910),
trans. by Thomas Common, 168. The original German text, Die froliche Wissenschaf, was first
published in 1882.

18 Tombs, France, p. 241.



illustrée dans la défense de la chrétienté, la famille de Villiers de L’Isle-Adam était
triplement pieuse.’19 However, the young poet lost religious faith in his teenage years,
and though he later sought a place of reconciliation with the teachings of the Catholic
Church, he could not resolve the dilemma surrounding a confrontation between the
drive of his creative genius and an experience of Christian salvation. He could not bear

the thought that his artistic liberty might be shackled:

D’un c6té il était convaincu que de son orthodoxie catholique dépendait son
sort dans sa vie future, autrement dit son salut éternel, pour lequel il était prét a
tout endurer. De l’autre, il ne pouvait accepter d’empiétement a sa liberté

créatrice.?

Thus, the loss of religious stability, in either the death or the dethronement of
God, is the most important theme of Villiers’s Premiéres Poésies, carrying with it the
metaphysical anguish that necessarily followed. Evidence of this can clearly be seen in
the poet’s conception of the function of nature in relation to God and humanity, and his
presentation of the place of man in the universe. It is on the presentation of these two

topoi that this investigation on how the death of God manifested itself as loss is based.

19 Sylvain Simon, Le Chrétien malgré lui, ou la religion de Villiers de L’Isle-Adam (Paris: Découvrir,
1995), p. 9.
2 Ibid., p. 207.



1.1.1 Impact of the Death of God on the Natural World

In classical literature, one of the fundamental tasks of nature was to explain the divine
mysteries of life, and to represent order and stability in the universe. However, in the
increasingly industrialized European nineteenth century, the natural world no longer
spoke the language of God, but instead had been silenced by the achievements and
ingenuity of man. The loss of a means of divine communication was reflected in a form
of death in the natural world. This is illustrated in Villiers’s poem ‘Exil’, which
presents ‘les lys immaculés’ that ‘tombent sous les faucilles’ (1, 10). The lily is an
important symbol in Christian iconography. It represents purity and is specifically
associated with the Virgin Mary, and hence with the authority of the Roman Catholic
Church. However, these particular lilies are being cut down by sickles. This is a
powerful image: the sickles, tools made and wielded by humans, are responsible for the
destruction of a natural object that symbolizes a fundamental aspect of a supernatural
religious faith. Thus, mankind is seen not only to be destroying nature, but also
rejecting religion. Several critics and historians have long recognized the link between
the rise of the importance of mankind and the diminishment of that of God in the
nineteenth century: ‘La décadence a pour cause la perte de la foi religieuse, le
développement des machines condamnant I’homme a I’inertie du corps et de l’esprit.’21
Ironically, it was felt that an elevation of humanity’s profile came at the price of
decadence in society, which in turn was the cause of a lowering of expectations as to
what people could actually achieve.

Decadence was not born in an instant, however, and Villiers’s Premiéres Poésies

indicate three main stages in the process whereby the changing function of nature

2! René Guise, ‘Les Romans de “fin du monde”: le probléme de la mort collective dans la littérature de
l'imaginaire au XIX° siécle’, in La Mort en toutes lettres, ed. by Gilles Ernst (Nancy: Presses
Universitaires de Nancy, 1983), pp. 171-83 (p. 177).



reveals the loss of religious authority in the spiritual life of mankind. The first stage is
entirely positive, and sees nature in the role of a divine instrument revealing the
existence and the glory of God. This is reflected in the Premiéres Poésies, where at
times there is a nostalgic presentation of an age when nature spoke of God, and when
mankind believed without questioning. In ‘Découragement’, there is a yearning for the
first days of the universe, when the Earth was young and there was a clear indication of
a divine presence in the vivid displays of the natural world. The poet would have

retained his simple faith,

Aux accents de I’hymne sacrée
Que chantait sous le grand ciel nu
Toute chose a peine créée

A son Créateur inconnu. (1, 71)

In ‘Primavera’, the addressee of the poem is invited to listen to the ‘mille voix de
la nature immense’ speak encouraging words to a humanity that understands even
without thinking: ‘Le rayon nous dit: “Dieu!”, la nature: “Espérance!”, / La violette dit:
“Amour!”’ (1, 63).

However, the second stage in the metaphorical death of nature as tool of divine
revelation is seen in a loss of confidence in God, and in nature as his mouthpiece. In
‘Sur un rocher’, nature, in the rippling of the waters, still provides comfort, as it lulls the
sailors to sleep. The atmosphere it evokes still speaks of the Divine: ‘La Nuit et 1’Océan
s’aimaient, et I’espérance / semblait parler de Dieu mieux que dans un beau jour’ (1, 72).
On the surface, this is still a classical image of the natural world revealing and asserting
the existence of God. However, there are variations in symbolism and imagery which

suggest that the poet’s perceptions are changing.



First of all, the emphasis on night is inherited from the Romantics, and seems to
be an inversion of more conventional imagery of the sunlight reflecting the light of God.
The use of the imagery of the Night and the Ocean is significant, since the darkness of
night and the immensity of the sea are both used in the symbolism of death. These two
strong images of death are linked in that of love, and seem also to speak of God, thereby
creating a link between the grave, love, and the Divine. This is a chaste prelude to the
more insistent sex and death imagery of the fin de siecle.

The noise of the swell of the sea is described as a ‘soupir immense’, denoting a
feeling of sadness and emptiness (I, 72). The poet also hears ‘le bruit silencieux du
sanglot éternel’: what was once a sacred hymn is now a lament (I, 72). Men are
addressed as ‘mortels’ and ‘victimes’, who should be feeling ‘des étourdissements en
regardant le Ciel’ (1, 72).

Although the image of nature as an instrument revealing the glory of God is not
completely lost, there is a lack of assurance in the poet’s contemplation of the Divine.
As this stage proceeds further, however, and as religious doubt increases, there comes
either a mishearing or a total loss of understanding of what had been spoken by the
divine Voice.

This concept of a misconstrual of speech, or a distortion in the faculty of hearing
will become an important facet of Villiers’s work, and one to which modern critics are
increasingly sensitive. For example, Anne Le Feuvre sees Villiers blaming especially
female listeners for not hearing words properly: ‘Innocentant le locuteur, Villiers s’en
prend en revanche a I’auditeur, plus particulierement méme a 1’auditrice, qui déforme
les propos qui lui sont adressés et introduit le malentendu au sein de la parole:’.22 She

takes her cue from Deborah Conyngham, who argues that the problem of the rupture

22 Le Feuvre, Poétique/récitation, p. 27.



between God and man is transformed in the novel L’Eve future through the arguments

of Edison:

Nous avons dit que I’ Au-dela n’était plus présent dans les paroles et les bruits;
Edison prétend que I’homme, de son c6té, ne leur préte plus de sens. La mort
de Dieu équivaut a la mort de I'idée de Dieu dans I’esprit de I’homme moderne.

La plupart des hommes sont ‘sourdes’ d’une fagon métaphorique.”

In the Premiéres Poésies, this kind of deafness is reflected in the experience of
Hermosa, who cannot properly hear the words Virtue speaks to her in the premier chant:
‘Mais leur vrai sens, pour elle, était alors obscur’ (I, 25). Similarly, she does not
understand the voice of Faith, but hearkens instead to that of Sensual Pleasure. In ‘Le
Chant du Calvaire’, nature itself takes on a wilful deafness, and seems to be deliberately
and playfully misleading and frustrating man in his efforts to recover a lost faith. The
poet talks of mankind crying “Seigneur! Seigneur!” at the stars ‘qui répondent: “Peut-
étre!” et qui brillent toujours!’ (1, 94).

After the stage of mishearing however comes the final phase in the
disappearance of God from the life of man: absolutely nothing is heard from the sky.
This is rightly defined by Bertrand Vibert as a metaphysical disaster by which the link is
broken between the Creator and the created. This affects the value of human speech:
‘L’inanité générale des paroles humaines [...] ne peut se comprendre que comme 1’effet
d’un désastre métaphysique par lequel s’est rompu le lien qui rattachait la créature a son
créateur.”**

In ‘Hermosa’, Villiers makes reference to ‘le divin silence des cieux’ (I, 29).

However, this divine silence is more clearly illustrated in the poem ‘Le Chéateau de

 Deborah Conyngham, Le Silence éloquent: themés et structures de ‘L’Eve future’ de Villiers de L'Isle-
Adam (Paris: Corti, 1975), p. 23.




Séid’. Here, there is a hostile image presented of a sombre and giant-like castle set on
the rocks of the Pyrenees, before which nature itself, in the form of a hurricane, retreats.
An atmosphere of death is created by carefully chosen imagery, such as that of the snow
as a shroud covering the edifice. The watchwords of the castle are silence, immobility,
and night: ‘sublime de silence et d’immobilité / [... il] gardait comme un vieillard son
silence et sa nuit’ (I, 64). Instead of a word of divine reassurance, there is an eerie void
‘ot parle le silence & ’homme qui frémit’ (I, 65). Even in its great strength, nature
seems weak when pitted against the austere and formidable castle. This contrasts

sharply with the picture painted of the wooded valleys, where

Les rayons du soleil doraient les verts feuillages;
Les hétres chevelus abritaient le pastour;
Et souvent y chantaient les colombes sauvages

Aux doux gémissements d’amour. (I, 64)

However, it is to be noted that the pastoral peace of this image is complete in its own
right: there is no sense that it points to a wider significance, that of the presence of God.
Nature for many Romantic poets was seen as beautiful in itself, even outside of its use
as a metaphor for the Divine, and this section of ‘Le Chéateau de Séid’ points to the fact
that Villiers himself was not unaware of this.

The ‘Death of God’ in nineteenth-century Europe therefore caused an inherent
change in the function of nature in the universe, as interpreted by mankind, and the loss
of this means of divine communication can be clearly seen in the Premiéres Poésies. If,
however, the natural world experienced loss in the curbing of its communicative
powers, then humanity itself, as recipient of these divine messages, must also in turn

have suffered.

* Vibert, L’Inquiéteur, p. 112.



1.1.2 Impact of the Death of God on Humanity

The loss of religious faith in Europe in the nineteenth century caused a change in
people’s philosophical and theosophical identities, and again, Villiers’s first collection
of poetry effectively demonstrates this. There were three main areas of change in
people’s thinking: their outlook towards God, their regard of other people and their
environment, and their self-consuming introspection.

The primary effect of the silence of the heavens reflecting the death of God was
that religious faith was replaced by a gnawing doubt. In the ‘Chant du Calvaire’,
Villiers bemoans his generation’s lack of belief, ‘car nous avons le Doute enfoncé dans
le cceur’ (1, 77). The capital ‘D’ emphasizes the enormity of the uncertainty that now
dominates human reasoning: the use of upper-case letters in Villiers’s writing often
distinguishes the meaning of words, and separates the common from that which is of
supreme significance.25 Human pride no longer allowed for a simple, unquestioning
faith, but demanded to understand as well as to know: ‘Hélas! 1’orgueil humain veut
comprendre pour croire’ (I, 78). A cloud of Doubt is even seen to pass by the Cross of
Calvary, and again the use of the upper case at the start of the word underlines the
weight of unbelief which the poet felt. Indeed, the voice of the despairing wordsmith
goes on to admire early Christian martyrs because of the assurance of their faith:
‘N’étiez-vous pas joyeux au milieu des tourments? / Il était prés de vous, ’ange de
I’espérance!’ (1, 95).

In ‘Hermosa’ too, Don Juan suffers from religious doubt: ‘Son ceil eut un éclair

funeste et surhumain: / Mais le Doute brisait le vol de son génie’ (1, 52). Indeed, he

» See Le Feuvre, Poétique/récitation, p. 34. Deborah Conyngham also talks of a ‘dédoublement
axiologique’ taking place through the typology, especially in the use of capital letters, in her Silence
éloquent, p. 42.



even rebukes God for causing this spiritual crisis: ‘Vous avez fait douter les fils de la
douleur’ (1, 52).

Mankind’s relationship with and outlook towards God had changed, and this is
reflected in Villiers’s first poems. This poetry also shows how the loss of the security of
religious belief affected people in their relations with others and in their view of the
world in which they lived. With the rise of individualism in the nineteenth century,
human beings began to feel a sense of separation from their fellows. A sentiment of
kinship and community was replaced by a growing sense of the solitude of the
individual contrasted with the mass of other people around them.

Villiers’s Premiéres Poésies also reflect this sense of the solitude of the
individual. In ‘Barcarolle’, the poet is alone listening to the ‘chants lointains’ of the
fishermen, which eventually fade away into the darkness of the night, perhaps itself
representing death (1, 5). Progressing further than a feeling of individualism, however,
people’s feelings towards each other can also degenerate into open hostility. In ‘A mon
ami Amédée le Menant’, the poet exclaims, ‘Il nous faut bien lutter contre I’homme et
I’espace!” (1, 70). He bemoans the fact that the weight of common miseries leads
mankind to conflict, instead of solidarity: ‘Au lieu de s’entraider, tous les humains, ces
fréres, / Se haissent entre eux’ (I, 70). Direct imagery of death also surrounds the
solitary fighter who remains. A sail for him is a shroud, while his skiff, the vessel in
which he travels through life, is a coffin: in the midst of life, there is death.”®

In relation to the way mankind perceived its environment, Villiers’s Premiéres
Poésies reflect the growing nineteenth-century sentiment that the lot of humanity had
never been worse, and that a final apocalypse was not far away. This pessimism came

to a head in the fin de siécle, when people wondered what the new century to come

% Villiers will again use the image of a coffin as an object of travel in L’Eve future, where the automaton
Hadaly will cross the Atlantic hidden in her own satin-lined oblong box.



would bring them. It can be seen in works like Wagner’s Gotterddmmerung, where the
world of the gods and the gods themselves are destroyed in the funeral pyre built by
Briinnhilde.

The problematic nature of the representation of religion in Villiers’s work stems
from the fact that despite his religious doubts and rebellion, the writer bore a great
hatred towards a century where belief in God and the ideal had disappeared. Villiers
was greatly influenced by Hegel’s concept that there was an ideal world in existence
beyond the visible one. Later, Mallarmé too would search for the ideal, though at times
fleeing before its unnerving proximity. It was perceptible, but always just out of reach:
‘Ou fuir dans la révolte inutile et perverse? / Je suis hanté. L’Azur! I’Azur! I’Azur!
I’Azur!”.”

Rather than a withdrawal from the ideal, however, the Premiéres Poésies
demonstrate a search for it, as' well as a lament that belief in God had disappeared: ‘Sa
position de base se trouve déja nettement affirmée dans les Premieres Poésies (1859),
ou il exhale sa détestation d’un “siécle immonde”, d’ou la croyance a Dieu et a I’idéal a
disparu.’28 In ‘Découragement’, Villiers’s ‘siécle immonde’ is contrasted against the
early times when religious belief came almost without human effort (I, 71), while in the
‘Chant du Calvaire’, the poet exclaims that ‘jamais on n’a souffert autant que de nos
jours’ (I, 78). He makes his opinion clear about the times in which he lives: ‘Ce siécle
est un pourceau qui laisse sur sa route / Baver son mufle en rut sur le fumier qu’il
broute!” (1, 78). The loss of faith, as Villiers represented it, meant that humanity’s
circumstances were becoming intolerable.

As with their outlook towards God and their conception of their environment,

people’s self-conceptions were also affected by the perceived death of the Divine. One

2 Stéphane Mallarmé, ‘L’ Azur’, Poésies, p. 21.
2 Raitt, VMS, p. 164.



of the principal resulting phenomena was the terrible feeling of boredom that gripped
those who were sensitive to it. In the ‘Chant du Calvaire’, the poet describes this feeling
as a ‘manteau de plomb’ (I, 94). It is also blamed for the general indifference of
mankind to wider issues of life outside its own well-being and comfort: ‘Il chante, il tue,
il boit. Quant a Dieu, qu’il s’arrange! / Ou donc est la raison pour cet état! — 'ennui!’
1, 94).

Another effect of the great nineteenth-century sense of boredom was an
intensified belief in the utter vanity of existence. This, coupled with the loss of religious
faith, brought about an attitude of indifference towards death, which again is manifest in
Villiers’s Premiéres Poésies. At the start of ‘Hermosa’, as part of his description of

Italy, the narrator expresses his desire to die there:

Je ne ferais cela par insouciance:
Rire, chanter, dormir; — c’est ennuyeux, la France!

Et I’homme qui s’ennuie est capable de tout. (I, 18)

The ‘non-sense’ of the universality of death, the fact that it ruthlessly cuts across
class and age barriers, is put across to the reader at the death of Hermosa’s father: ‘Au
fond, partout, la mort est & peu prés la méme, / Pour le héros et le bandit’ (1, 22).

The vanity of existence, and the fact that there seems to be little difference
between the misery of life and the misery of death, is used by the personified figure of
Sensuality as an argument presented to Hermosa to persuade her to follow the carnal
path: “Vivre ou mourir? — disait la voix — mais, Vieille Terre, / Qu’importe? n’es-tu pas
vanité sur misére?’ (I, 26).

Indeed, it seems that many of Villiers’s main characters are affected by this

disillusionment. Don Juan himself is keenly aware of the vanity of his life. He is



willing to reveal the secret of his heart to Hermosa, ‘Puisque, lassé de vivre en
méprisant la vie, / [Il] regarde la mort sans haine et sans envie’ (I, 34). After describing
the promises of power and honour that he sees as possible in life, he expresses his
concern that these positive qualities and achievements lack value when faced with the
certainty that the tomb will take them all away: ‘Voila les vanités de nos sorts
misérables: / Notre seul but est de mourir!” (I, 36). This is no simple depression, but
leads to a death-wish, not out of desire, but out of lassitude: ‘A quoi bon! C’est la loi de
notre destinée. / C’est tout simple de n’étre plus’ (I, 36). Even Hermosa herself is glad
to die young, while she is still beautiful.

Closely linked with, but seemingly contradictory to the sentiment of the vanity of
existence, is the desire for an ideal in life, or for immortality, which the realization of
the nearness of the grave produces. Patrick Coleman, in his study on Reparative
Realism, cites the twin of melancholy as being manic idealism.”’ He is speaking about
melancholia in French Romantic novels, but this concept is also reminiscent of a
principle established by Sigmund Freud. Freud noted that melancholia had a tendency
to turn into mania, labelling the ‘regular alternation of melancholic and manic phases’ as
‘circular insanity’.® Villiers too has surely shown himself in his writings as being
subject to this circular insanity: at one instant, he mocks and deplores the state of the
modern world, while in the next, he is striving to create the perfect illusion, using the
very same instruments of modernity which he had previously dismissed in scorn.
Indeed, Villiers’s philosophy of illusionism is in essence a system of manic idealism,
since it strives at all costs to create and to preserve the ideal illusion no matter what the

demands of reality may be.

% Patrick Coleman, Reparative Realism: Mourning and Modernity in the French Novel, 1730-1830
(Geneva: Droz, 1998), p. 18.

% Sigmund Freud, ‘Mourning and Melancholia’, trans. by Joan Riviére, in A General Selection from the
Works of Sigmund Freud, ed. by John Rickman (London: Hogarth Press, 1937), pp. 142-61 (p. 154).




Villiers’s illusionism grew from his understanding of Hegelian doctrine that the
universe has an essentially ideal structure. However, whereas Hegel believed this
ideality to be objective, Villiers posited it as being subjective. Thus, for Villiers, a
person could choose to render his or her own ideal ‘real’ by willing it to be so. For
example, in ‘Véra’ (Contes cruels), the comte d’ Athol maintains, for a time at least, the
illusion that his dead wife is still living, thereby causing her to be present in reality.
Similarly, in ‘Le Meilleur Amour’, the last work which Villiers published in his lifetime
(it appeared in Le Figaro on 10 August 1889), Guilhem Kerlis, a young Breton soldier
killed in action in Africa, dies truly happy under the illusion that his fiancée has
remained faithful to him. Indeed, the whole plot of L’Eve future also rests on Ewald’s
willingness to accept the illusion of Hadaly’s reality.”

The pursuit of the ideal is a fundamental aspect of Villiers’s work, and is very
much linked to the dream world and the imagination. This is seen in the Premiéres
Poésies. In ‘A son chevet’, it is when the poet is watching his loved one sleeping that
he imagines her picking flowers in ‘jardins idéals’ (I, 63). Here, a pun establishes a link
between eternal life and the pursuit of the ideal, in that the flowers the young lady is
collecting are ‘immortelles’ (I, 63). Her poet/lover sees this excursion into fantasy as
highly desirable, and urges her, ‘Oh! ne t’éveille pas!’ (I, 63). In ‘Hermosa’, Don Juan
describes himself as being thirsty for paradise, and later admits to seeking for something
of eternal significance and value, which he describes as ‘Cet idéal maudit, cet inconnu,
ce réve’ (1, 48). Illusionism, then, entailed precisely what is outlined here: a search for
the absolutely satisfying object that the human mind and being desires in its own

imagination, or own personal dream-world.

3! Villiers himself coined the term ‘illusionism’: at the start of his Nouveaux Contes cruels (1888), he lists
‘L’Illusionisme’ among other works ‘EN PREPARATION’ under the heading ‘EUVRES METAPHYSIQUES'.
See OC1, 1288.




Another result of the loss of religious faith as reflected in nineteenth-century
French literature is a sense of exile. This is again a literary theme that Villiers inherited
from the Romantics. It was Lamartine who described man as ‘un dieu tombé qui se
souvient des cieux’, thus representing him as an exile from heavenly places of peace and

32 Whether or not God was dead was in some sense of little importance: the

pleasure.
main point was that people believed him to be so. Yet there remained a nostalgic desire
for a faith that was no longer possible. This gave rise to a feeling of exile, a banishment,
perhaps self-imposed, from paradise. Don Juan in ‘Hermosa’ is subject to this sense of
exile, and echoes Lamartine’s cry as he reveals his inner agony: ‘Briilé comme Cain
d’une invisible flamme, / J’ai soif d’un paradis dont je suis exilé’ (1, 52).

The sentiment of exile was an all-pervading force, rather like boredom. In ‘A
son chevet’, the poet addresses his dreaming loved-one as ‘ma malade exilée’ (I, 63),
and in the ‘Chant du Calvaire’, Villiers infers that to live is ‘marcher dans un exil’
(1, 77). In the notes to the Pléiade edition of Villiers’s complete works, this is rightly
interpreted as a purely imaginary exile.> Indeed, exile as a symbol and result of man’s
understanding of the death of God has to be primarily spiritual. It can however be
reinforced though a geographical distancing. For example, in the poem ‘Exil’, the poet
is presented as ‘le fils de I’exil’, who has left his old loves, ‘la fille des plages’, and ‘une
fleur de ces molles Antilles’, symbols of nature untouched by man, to seek glory in Paris
(1, 8-9). The theme of exile is important throughout Villiers’s works since, as Bertrand
Vibert has pointed out, all his ‘personnages élus’ are figures of exile.*

Another outcome of the progress of humanity in the nineteenth century is man’s

inner hardening of his emotional and moral self. If God is dead, this then means the

32 Lamartine, ‘L’Homme’, in Euvres poétiques completes, pp. 4-11 (p. 6). This appeared in Lamartine’s
first Méditations poétiques, published in 1820. Villiers used it as a chapter epigraph in L’Eve future
(0C1, 985).

% Raitt/Castex, OC 1, 1027.

* Vibert, L’Inquiéteur, p. 77.



absence of a standard of morality that had served as a benchmark code of life and living
for centuries. This, and the fact that it was felt the circumstances of life were growing
more and more adverse, meant that there was little reason for people to guard moral
qualities which rendered them vulnerable to an emotional wounding. In ‘A mon ami
Amédée le Menant’, the poet describes a point when he experiences a loss of all

illusions of his own goodness and moral worth:

Enfin, pile, il saisit son cceur et le secoue...
Et toute illusion,
Espérance, amitié, charité, foi sublime,

Tombent autour de lui. (1, 70-71)

Hermosa also loses her innocence with the advent of Sensuality, which she chooses as
her emblem. As she agrees with Don Juan in a coquettish manner that she is indeed a
beautiful woman, the narrative notes almost as an aside that ‘I’innocence, en pleurant,
disparut a ce mot’ (1, 27).

This exchange of innocence for sensuality is symptomatic of what was taking
place overall in Villiers’s Premiéres Poésies as regarded mankind and the death of God:
one identity and code of values was being exchanged for another. However, there are
other general conclusions which can be drawn as regards the effects of the loss of
religious stability and how man coped with this intellectually.

There are several results of this recognized feeling of the loss of the knowledge
of the Divine demonstrated in the Premiéres Poésies. First of all, there is a recognition
that man’s intellect does not allow for the security of religious belief: ‘Le penseur,
aujourd’hui, n’admet aucun systéme’ (‘Chant du Calvaire’, 1, 78). Villiers himself

suffered from an intellectual stumbling-block over Christianity which caused emotional




and intellectual turmoil within him, as Sylvain Simon suggests: ‘Chez Villiers, le cceur
était chrétien mais I’intellect ne 1’était pas.”> However, hand in hand with this rejection
of a system of religious thought lies the recognition of a need for such a system. In
‘Hermosa’, the narrator begins by chastising the man who only eats and drinks, enjoying
carnal pleasures without pursuing the spiritual, and hence denying the existence of God.
He is dismissed as a ‘bélitre infame’ (1, 18).** After also rejecting cynical philosophy,
intellectual science, and sceptical love, the poet cries out, ‘Mais, il faut bien finir par se
faire un systéme, / Ou tout devient un gouffre ol notre ceil s’obscurcit’ (1, 19). These
contradictory feelings create a dramatic tension in Villiers’s work, as Bertrand Vibert
has noted: ‘A ce stade, on peut affirmer que I’ambiguité inhérente a I’ceuvre de Villiers
est une pensée qui soutient a la fois que Dieu est mort et que Dieu n’est pas mort.” In
this again, there seems to be a battle between the heart and the intellect.

Therefore, since people are in need of a system of religious thought, and since
they are no longer in touch with the Divine themselves, they create their own solutions
to fill the gap. First of all, they may turn to other powers and moral principles. In
‘Hermosa’, Virtue and Faith both offer themselves as tutelary companions to the female
protagonist, though she chooses Sensuality. Don Juan himself asserts mankind’s need
for faith, and a form of beauty which is immortal and absolute. The painter seeks this in
painting, he says, the poet in his dream, the conqueror in glory, and the priest in the law:
‘Y découvrant toujours des profondeurs nouvelles, / Ils ont un vague espoir de beautés
immortelles’ (1, 48). Don Juan then goes on to identify the cornerstone on which his

system is built:

3 Simon, Chrétien malgré lui p. 183.
% Cf. Mallarmé, who places even the most ill-fated poets above the ‘bétail ahuri des humains’ (‘Le
Guignon’, Poésies, p. 4).




Cet espoir, que les uns cherchent dans la science,
Les autres dans la foi, d’autres dans la puissance,

Moi, je I’ai cherché dans I’amour. (1, 48-49)

Villiers’s Don Juan is presented as a seeker after an absolute. Though he has
many lovers, he remains faithful to Hermosa when he finds her. Don Juan is not made
happy by the extravagant lifestyle he and Hermosa lead: driven by the dictates of what is
essentially a spiritual quest, he is now searching for something of a more lasting quality
than the transitory.

However, those of a more carnal nature pursue other pleasures to fill the gap
created by the death of God. In the ‘Chant du Calvaire’, Bacchus, the god of wine, is
described by the decadent Romans as the ‘dieu consolateur de la terre’ (I, 89), though
instead of bringing spiritual enlightenment, he rather draws a veil of forgetting over life:
‘Evohé Bacché! / Donne I’oubli, Dieu des Ivresses!’ (1, 89).

In mankind’s quest for a solution to the problem of the loss of a divine authority,
people find themselves placed in the role of God. This too is a product of Romanticism,
outlined by Luc Badesco. He speaks of man becoming the centre of an internal world of
his own construction, growing to take the place of God, while attempting to build on
Earth a human paradise, helped and encouraged by industrial progress: ‘I’homme
s’approprie la transcendance divine et devient lui-méme sa propre transcendance’.*®

The deification of humanity is seen in the words of the courtesan Sempronia to
the adolescent Lycénus in ‘Chant du Calvaire’. Even though the stars, which once were
seen to enunciate the speech of God, are shining in the night sky, the courtesan asks the
boy to become her universe, while she will become his night, that is, the vehicle through

which divine matters are communicated:

37 Vibert, L’Inquiéteur, p. 120.



Dieux immortels! La nuit, d’étoiles parsemée,
Entoure 1’univers d’une étreinte embaumée...

Oh! Sois mon univers, moi je serai ta nuit! (I, 82)

There is even a suggestion in Sempronia’s Latin name of one of the qualities of the
Divine: the eternal.

There is also a prime example of the deification of womankind in ‘Hermosa’.
The first time Hermosa appears in the text, she is presented in a goddess-like stance,
with people at her feet, rather like several of Flaubert’s still images of the heroine in his
novel Salammbé, or like Gustave Moreau’s representation of the troublesome daughter
of Leda and Zeus, Héléne sur les ramparts de Troie.® Like these two, Hermosa is
described as being ‘sidéralement belle’, and seems to be ‘I’ange nocturne des humains’
(1, 20-21). Like Sempronia replacing the night filled with stars, there is a ‘signe idéal’
found in ‘les reflets de ses cheveux d’ébéne’. This sign is ‘une étoile de diamants’
(1, 21). The artificial and man-made, as well as the human, are here replacing divine
channels of spiritual communication. Hermosa is as ‘un fantdome de la Vie’ (1, 21). She
now points to the ideal life behind the everyday.

Don Juan also becomes like a god to those who have succumbed to his charms.
He describes seeing in the Orient a dark nation gathered round an ivory idol, and likens
this to the attitude of his lovers around him: ‘Eh bien, je me trouvai semblable a cette
idole’ (1, 50).

Indeed, Villiers himself as a writer attempted to fill the gap created by the loss of
the validity of the word of God with his own work. His ‘parole’ was to ‘soutenir la

double gageure de suppléer le silence de Dieu, et de se démarquer du bruyant silence des

38 Badesco, Génération 1860, pp. 30-31.

3 Salammbé was first published in 1863; Héléne sur les ramparts de Troie was exhibited at the Parisian
Salon of 1880. The whereabouts of the original painting are unknown, but other versions of it can be
viewed at the Musée Gustave Moreau in Paris.
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paroles humaines’. In a world without God, language itself takes on supreme

importance as a tool of man, dominating and also moulding every facet of life:

Si Dieu est mort, tous les systtmes religieux mais aussi politiques,
économiques, sociaux, ne sont que des représentations qui n’ont pas d’autre lieu
que le langage. La société, la démocratie, la république sont moins des réalités

que des effets de discours.*!

Villiers’s Premiéres Poésies, therefore, contain a great deal of death-like
imagery relating to the loss of religious faith. Indeed, the ‘death of God’, the effects of
which are evident on the natural world and on mankind, is the issue which has made the
greatest impact on the writer of this collection, causing a great upheaval in the manner
in which he viewed life. However, this was not the only area of change and loss facing
the man or woman of the nineteenth century. A feeling of instability concerning the
affairs of the heart also led to much imagery concerning death appearing in the literature

of the time, and a strong echo of this can be detected in the Premi