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Abstracts and Biographies 
 

Thursday 18 July 2019 
 
 

KEYNOTE LECTURE 
 
Decadent Historicism 
Joseph Bristow (UCLA) 
 
In what respects might we consider decadence as a historical concept? And in what ways do literary writings 
associated with the fin-de-siècle Decadent Movement approach the question of history? In response to these two 
interrelated questions, “Decadent Historicism” discusses the manner in which writings and artworks identified as 
decadent reveal a preoccupation with the historical authority that four different gender-transitive icons from 
Classical Rome and a broadly conceived Renaissance exert upon late-Victorian sexual modernity. The first example 
is the young transgender Syrian emperor known posthumously as Elagabalus, whose sexual insubordination 
fascinated Simeon Solomon, Joris-Karl Huysmans, Lawrence Alma-Tadema, and Oscar Wilde. The second case 
study is the sexually ambiguous Elizabethan boy-actor “Mr. W.H.,” who emerges in the short homoerotic fiction 
that Oscar Wilde wove around him in 1889. The third section of the presentation shifts to Vernon Lee’s long-
standing interest in the legendary castrato Carol Boschi (Farinelli), in both her early story “A Culture Ghost; or, 
Winthrop’s Adventure” (1881) and its subsequent recasting as “Voix Maudite” (1887) and “A Wicked Voice” 
(1890). The final instance is the “fair girl-boy” pantomime dancer Pylades in Michael Field’s Roman Trilogy (1898-
1903), whose politically contentious performances reveal his power as a bearer of cultural and historical 
knowledge. In each case, these performers exist in perilous proximity to pain, punishment, and death. 
 
Biography 
Joseph Bristow is Distinguished Professor of English at the University of California, Los Angeles. His books 
include (with Rebecca N. Mitchell) Oscar Wilde’s Chatterton: Romanticism, Literary History, and the Art of Forgery (Yale 
University Press, 2015) and an edited collection, Oscar Wilde and the Cultures of Childhood (Palgrave Macmillan, 2017). 
He has just about completed Oscar Wilde on Trial: The Criminal Proceedings, from Arrest to Imprisonment—5 May 1895 
to 25 May 1895 for Yale University Press. His recent essays include a study of Margaret Sackville’s career in 
Decadence in an Age of Modernism, edited by Kate Hext and Alex Murray (Johns Hopkins University Press, 2019), a 
discussion of Sapphic boyhood and turn-of-the-century English and French lyric in Victorian Poetry (summer 2019), 
and an analysis of Michael Field’s Attilla, My Atttila! in the collection on Katharine Bradley and Edith Cooper’s 
co-authorship, which Ana Parejo Vadillo and Sarah Parker will publish with Ohio University Press in December 
this year. He is (with Rebecca N. Mitchell and Charlotte Ribeyrol) joint editor of Studies in Walter Pater and 
Aestheticism. 
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PANEL A: DECADENT ARCHIVING/DECADENT ARCHIVISTS 
 
Gladstone’s Decadent Archive 
James Diedrick (Agnes Scott College) 
 
Surveying the last two decades of William Gladstone’s long life, Roy Jenkins writes that “although his one central 
idea on Ireland was farsightedly right, he became rather out of touch with other aspects of the 1890s, whether 
they were the decadence of Beardsley’s Yellow Book, or . . . the ‘constructive radicalism’ of new semi-socialist 
Liberalism . . .” (Gladstone: A Biography, pp. 34-5). But while the succès de scandale of the Yellow Book may have escaped 
Gladstone’s wide-ranging notice, other manifestations of late-century decadence mesmerized him. Consider the 
journal of the Russian-born painter Marie Bashkirtseff, which Gladstone reviewed in 1889 for the Nineteenth 
Century and called “a book without parallel.” Like the prostitutes he earlier set out to “rescue,” he was 
simultaneously fascinated and disturbed by Bashkirtseff, a woman in open rebellion against the Victorian gender 
system who, in his words, “did not possess the finer graces which we signify by the epithet feminine” (“Journal 
de Marie Bashkirtseff,” p. 605). Nonetheless he read, annotated, and discussed in print both the original French 
edition of the Journal (1887) and Mathilde Blind’s 1890 English translation. He also recommended Blind’s “vivid 
and striking” two-part essay on the painter in the Woman’s World (then edited by Oscar Wilde), noting that it 
“furnishes much needful information for such as may desire to obtain it” (“Journal de Marie Bashkirtseff,” p. 
602). 

Gladstone’s own desire to probe the mysteries of Bashkirtseff’s autobiographical musings is extensively 
documented in the Gladstone Library, which contains his annotations of both the original French edition of the 
Journal as well as Blind’s presentation copy of her 1890 translation. Blind’s translation of the Journal generated 
heated debate in Great Britain about the relationship between the New Woman and decadence, and while 
Gladstone’s responses to the Journal may seem aligned with critics like Lionel Johnson, who described Bashkirtseff 
as a “diseased” soul “suffering the maladie de siècle” (Post Liminium, pp. 246, 250), the reality is more complicated. 
Gladstone’s use of the word “desire” in recommending Blind’s essay indicates an attraction to Bashkirtseff not 
unlike that which drew him to those other sexual noncomformists he comported with throughout much of his 
life. In contrast to the long-maintained fiction that his visits to and with London prostitutes were “rescue 
missions,” Gladstone convolutedly confided to his diary in 1854 that he had for five years engaged with 80-90 
women of whom “there is but one of whom I know that the miserable life has been abandoned and that I can 
fairly join that fact with influence of mine” (Diaries, IV, p. 319). As Jenkins writes, Gladstone came to regard some 
of these women “ not as poor, deprived and bedraggled creatures but as ethereal dreams” (Gladstone p. 104). 

In this conference paper I will argue that Gladstone’s responses to Bashkirtseff’s journals are an exemplary 
instance of his broader engagement with fin-de-siecle decadence, specifically the fascination with “the acquisition 
of forbidden knowledge and experience” that Christine Ferguson has identified as an ethos shared by both late-
century science and art (“Decadence as Scientific Fulfillment,” p. 470). Phyllis Welliver has documented the ways 
in which “aesthetic liberalism” was “embedded in Gladstone’s family life” (Mary Gladstone and the Victorian Salon, 
p. 6), but many of Gladstone’s writings, from specific diary entries to his books on (and changing views of) Homer 
to his translations of Horace’s odes and his interest in Bashkirtseff, suggest that his aestheticism often took 
transgressive forms. These writings constitute a “decadent archive,” one in which his aestheticist explorations of 
beauty, desire, sexuality, temporality, and history limn many fin-de-siecle preoccupations and concerns. 
 
Biography 
James Diedrick is Professor of English at Agnes Scott College in Atlanta, Georgia, where he teaches courses on 
Victorian Literature and Culture, Global Modernism, and Film. He received his Ph.D. at the University of 
Washington, and has taught at the University of Washington, Chapman University (California), Albion College 
(Michigan), and the Newberry Library (Chicago). He is the author of Mathilde Blind: Late-Victorian Culture and the 
Woman of Letters (University of Virginia Press, 2016); Understanding Martin Amis (University of South Carolina Press, 
1995; revised and expanded edition, 2004); and co-editor of Depth of Field: Stanley Kubrick, Film, and the Uses of History 
(University of Wisconsin Press, 2006). He has published journal articles and book chapters on Martin Amis, 
Mathilde Blind, Charlotte Bronte, Charles Dickens, George Eliot, Stanley Kubrick, Elizabeth Robins Pennell, Ring 
Lardner, John Ruskin and Upton Sinclair. He is currently working on a book project titled From Cosmopolitan 
Aestheticism to Naturalistic Decadence: Poetics and Politics in Late- Nineteenth Century Britain. 
 
***** 
 
 
 
 



 8 

 
Vernon Lee’s Corporeal Archives 
Nicole Fluhr (Southern Connecticut State) 
 
In both her fiction and her criticism, Vernon Lee asks what counts as an archive. Though the OED defines it as 
“a place in which public records or other important historic documents are kept,” Lee’s archives are rarely 
imagined in such orthodox terms. In Euphorion, she writes, “Italy was a vast storehouse… in which, while all other 
nations were blindly and fiercely working out their national existence, the inheritance of Antiquity and the produce 
of the earliest modern civilization had been peaceably garnered up.” Here, a particular place at a particular time 
becomes an archive. 

In Hauntings, the archive as a static site exists primarily to be displaced by individual characters, who are 
invested with its characteristic qualities of preserving and bearing witness to the past. Carolyn Steedman links the 
appearance of professional historians in the nineteenth century to the archive, and “Amour Dure”‘s historian 
protagonist Spiridion Trepka is acutely aware of the expectation that this is where his work lies, even as he dreams 
of different ways to encounter “the Past.” Arriving in Umbria, he notes, “I spent the greater part of the day in the 
Archives, and the greater part of my time there in being bored to extinction.” The story shows him gradually 
renouncing disciplinary conventions that seem “merely to keep me at work at something useless” in order to seek 
out a more authentic engagement with the past incarnated in Medea da Carpi, a Renaissance duchess who may or 
may not be haunting him. The tale leaves ambiguous whether Trepka loses his mind or encounters her in the flesh, 
but it decisively displaces the official Urbanian archive with this woman’s body. 

“Dionea” makes a different kind of body the repository of the past. The story’s urbane doctor narrator is 
mocked for vainly seeking traces of the pagan gods’ fate in a Christian world even as the eponymous Dionea 
(unambiguously presented as the incarnation of Venus) grows up before his eyes. Listening to her story of the 
golden apple, which recasts the goddesses Paris judges as nameless “fairies,” he asks, “Who told thee that 
fable?” Her answer—”Who knows?”—constitutes an inside joke, as the reader considers that Dionea doesn’t need 
anyone to tell her her own history. In effect, she is the archive here, the embodied source of the historical 
information that the narrator vainly seeks elsewhere. 

Investing these divine and ghostly bodies with the qualities of the archive, Lee anticipates recent accounts 
of the ways its space is infiltrated by desire. Carol Mavor argues that “though [scholars] go to great pains to cover 
up our desire… to dismiss our own bodies, we flirt…with the past,” while Steedman describes how historians-in-
training “are warned about the seductions of the archive, the ‘entrancing stories’ that they contain, which do the 
work of the seducer.” No longer a sacrosanct space—secure, predictable, dull—Lee’s embodied archives redefine 
what it might mean to do historical research even as her stories and essays enact the kind of revisionary writing 
they advocate. 

 
Biography 
Nicole Fluhr is Professor of English at Southern Connecticut State University, where she teaches courses in 
Victorian literature, history of the novel, and literary analysis. Her current project explores the way Swinburne, 
Beardsley, and Lee imagine the aftermath of Christianity’s displacement of paganism and the experience of 
deposed pagan gods living on into a Christian era. She has published on Swinburne in Nineteenth Century 
Prose and Victorians Institute Journal and on Lee in Victorian Studies. Other essays have appeared in Victorian Poetry, 
English Literature in Transition, Tulsa Studies in Women’s Literature, Victorian Literature and Culture, and Texas Studies in 
Literature and Language. 
 
***** 
 
Letters to Lionel Johnson: An Archive of Friendship? 
Sarah Green (University of Oxford) 
 
This paper will reflect on a recent archival find of significance to late nineteenth century literary studies, as well as 
to Aestheticism and Decadence studies. The items in question are two copies of 1890s poet and critic Lionel 
Johnson’s two books of poems, Poems (1895) and Ireland, and Other Poems (1897). Johnson dedicated almost all of 
the poems in these books to friends, including many important literary figures of the 1890s. These copies have 
been rebound with interleaved letters from many of the dedicatees, with 77 separate correspondents in total. All 
of these letters are previously unpublished. The correspondents include W.B. Yeats, Ernest Dowson, Arthur 
Symons, Richard Le Gallienne, Thomas Hardy, Ernest Rhys, and Alfred Douglas. 
Johnson is generally considered (following Yeats’s characterisation of him in his Autobiographies) to have been aloof 
and isolated, spurning the common man and living in a ‘twilight world’. Throughout the twentieth century, this 
image of Johnson was used by critics such as Ian Fletcher, Frank Kermode and Barbara Charlesworth to symbolise 
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a Decadence that was equally unconcerned with the reality of other people. These books reinforce a recent turn 
in Decadence Studies by presenting a very different picture of Aesthetic sociability. They not only represent a 
varied and far-reaching social network, but also indicate the extent to which Decadence intersected with other late 
nineteenth-century movements by highlighting unexpected corners of Johnson’s career, such as his involvement 
in Christian Socialism. 

The paper will use these books, and especially the experience of reading Johnson’s poems together with 
the letters bound next to them, to think about the importance of friendship and connectivity in Johnson’s writing. 
I will also, however, consider the treacherous or ambivalent nature of archives, their ability to tantalise while 
withholding vital information, and therefore to breed multiple and contradictory meanings. It is not known who 
created these books, and why: it is unlikely that it was Johnson himself. If it wasn’t, then the volumes are a curious 
act of life writing, a material tribute to and acting out of the sociability that Johnson himself idealised and craved. 

I will outline some of the evident choices made in selecting these letters, and the effect these choices have 
had on the image of Johnson that emerges from their reading in this form. I will also reflect on the gaps that the 
volumes inevitably leave in our knowledge of their making: whether, for instance, a letter was deliberately chosen 
from a batch of more interesting or scandalous letters, or whether it was the only letter that Johnson received or 
kept. I will emphasise throughout that the volumes are the product of collaboration between their maker and 
Johnson himself, who limited their possibilities with his original dedications and with his habits of preserving (or 
discarding) letters. But they also, I will argue, invite us to become collaborators, as their very ambiguities lead us 
to make inferences and draw conclusions, as well as encouraging us to certain forms of affect that may influence 
these conclusions. 
 
Biography 
Sarah Green is a postdoctoral researcher on the ERC-funded project ‘Diseases of Modern Life: Nineteenth 
Century Perspectives’ (PI Sally Shuttleworth) at the University of Oxford. She is currently writing a monograph 
on sexual continence in late nineteenth-century Decadent writing, with a focus on Walter Pater, Lionel Johnson, 
Vernon Lee, and George Moore. 

 
 

 
 
 

PANEL B: DECADENT STYLE, TIME, AND THE ARCHIVE 
 
A Decadent Archive of Feelings 
Jens Lohfert Jørgensen (Aalborg) 
 
This paper deals with Decadence from the point of view of the history of emotions. I propose that one can 
perceive of Decadent literature as “an archive of feelings” that presents its readers with a specific entrance to the 
complexities of fin-de-siècle culture around 1900. 

My specific interest is Danish Decadent literature, which has been subject to such scarce scholarly 
attention that one might wonder whether it exists at all. It does, I will claim, but crosswise more established period 
designations such as naturalism, symbolism and vitalism. Furthermore, Danish Decadence takes on another form 
than in France, the Germanic countries and Great Britain by being less anti-Naturalist and l’art pour l’art oriented, 
and by being more tied to the present and tuned in on social problems. 
Danish Decadent literature is, I will claim, identifiable primarily as a constellation of often mutually contradictory 
emotions that are recognisable im European Decadent works such as ennui, nostalgia, shamelessness, self-
indulgence and otherness. Relevant to the identification of these emotions is not merely their representation in 
decadent literature, but the stylistic means through which they are expressed, and the effects they cause in 
contemporary, as well as present-day readers. Following Quentin Skinner, an important value of this archive of 
feelings is its historical strangeness from a present-day point of view, as a testimony to the ways in which we do 
not feel today. 

In The Limits of Critique, Rita Felski reminds us that “[e]motions are not mere icing on the cake […] Rather, 
affective engagement is the very means by which literary works are able to reach, reorient, and even reconfigure 
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their readers.” This point is perhaps particularly pertinent to decadent literature, which has from its outset, been 
identified by its sensibility. In his seminal essay “Baudelaire and the Decadent Movement”, Paul Bourget reflects 
on the relationship between the decadents and society: 
 

If citizens in a time of decadence are inferior as toilers for the grandeur of the country, are they not also 
superior as artists delving into the depth of their own souls? […] If they cannot produce the generations of 
the future, is it not because the abundance of their refined sensations and exquisite feelings has turned them 
into sterile yet refined virtuosi of voluptuousness and sufferings? 

 
The aim of this paper is to start mapping out a decadent archive of feelings. To that end, I will focus on exemplary 
works such as the Danish author Herman Bang’s Hopeless Generations (1880), J.-K. Huysmans’ À rebours (1884), 
Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890) and Thomas Mann’s Der Tod in Venedig (1912). 
 
Biography 
Dr Jens Lohfert Jørgensen, b. 1968, is lecturer in Danish literature at Aalborg University, Denmark. He is the 
author of the monograph Signs of Disease (2014), and of approximately fifty articles in Danish and international 
journals on historiography, “bacteriological modernism”, and on the field of literature and medicine, focusing on 
19th century literature in particular. He is the founder of the research network Nordic Literary History Now. 
 
***** 
 
Decadent antiquarianism: Oscar Wilde’s The Sphinx as archive of lyric form 
Timothy Chandler (Pennsylvania) 
 
It is no surprise that the collection is considered one of the canonical topoi of literary Decadence, for it is in the 
collection that the classic Decadent characteristics of excessive erudition, focus on the part at the expense of the 
whole, and the cultivation of exotic tastes are given concrete form. While the central role of collecting in texts 
such as À rebours and The Picture of Dorian Gray has long been recognized, sustained attention has only recently 
been given to the archaeological poetics of Oscar Wilde’s dramatic monologue The Sphinx (Boyiopoulos 2015, 
Ross 2013). Since its first publication in 1894 as an edition de luxe illustrated by Charles Ricketts, readers of The 
Sphinx have consistently noted its relentless allusiveness, its “jeweled” style, and its turbulent eroticism; and yet 
critics have not considered how these elements combine to inform the poem’s conception of lyric subjectivity. 
My paper addresses the relationship between The Sphinx as collection of literary fragments and The Sphinx as lyric 
poem. If the collection is, in Susan Stewart’s well-known definition, a form of the objectification of desire, then 
The Sphinx translates this into literary form. It does so, I argue, in two ways. Firstly, through the formal elements 
of the poem, specifically its adaptation of the In Memoriam stanza and its outlandish rhymes (such as the notorious 
“catafalque” and “Amenalk”), The Sphinx produces a lyric subject that is dispersed across a decadently glittering 
surface that nevertheless only barely obscures its generic and historical formation in love elegy. Secondly, by 
figuring the pursuit of erotic desire as the collection and organization of fragments and, so, a desire that can never 
be satisfied, The Sphinx not only exposes to view the libidinal economy of archaeology and makes a mockery of 
the museum’s claim to knowledge production, but also illustrates the strange experience of reading the poem itself. 
The Sphinx thus theorizes its own museology: it generates an aesthetic atmosphere of mysterious ancientness 
through an excess of accumulation and juxtaposition, the symptom of erotic frustration, which threatens, in the 
poem’s more extreme rhymes, to fragment and disperse not only poetic form but language and the lyric subject 
itself. My reading of The Sphinx theorizes a form of collection and relation to the past that I call “Decadent 
antiquarianism.” This is an aesthetic collection of historical artefacts that produces the lyric subject as an archive 
– selective and fragmentary, full of secrets, demanding reconstruction, frustrating desire – but an archive that is, 
despite its basis in and love of the historical, not only anti-classicist (no perfect form, appropriation instead of 
imitation) but also anti-historicist (lyric rather than historic truth, generating atmosphere instead of knowledge). 
The analysis of Decadent antiquarianism accordingly extends our understanding of how Decadence saw itself in 
relation to the past, beyond the pathologizing and problematic narratives of degeneration and decline. 
 
Biography 
Timothy Chandler is a PhD candidate in comparative literature at the University of Pennsylvania. His dissertation, 
“Victorian Counter-Historiography: Other Historicisms in Nineteenth-Century Aesthetics,” will be defended in 
June and examines moments in the work of Ruskin, Eliot, Morris, Pater and Wilde in which the epistemic 
historicism typically associated with Victorian intellectual culture is called into question. His article “Feeling 
Gothic: Affect and Aesthetics in The Stones of Venice” will be published this year. 
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***** 
 
‘The Pleasure That Abideth for a Moment’: Time and Language in Anglophone Literary Decadence 
Jeremiah Mercurio (Columbia University) 
 
Scholars often describe time in Decadent texts as a function of Decadence’s more general preoccupation with 
exhaustion and etiolation, notions contained in these texts’ thematic evocations of fallen civilizations, cultural or 
sexual onanism, and end-of-empire anxiety. Yet the definitions of Decadence implied by such critical framings 
not only adopt conservative critiques of Decadence, but also assume a relatively clear and fixed definition of 
Decadence that belies its contested usage among scholars. As Richard Gilman described, attempting to grasp the 
term’s meaning, Decadence is a ‘slippery customer, a chameleon changing color while you stare at it’ (Decadence 9). 
More than many scholars, Linda Dowling in her seminal book Language and Decadence in the Victorian Fin de Siècle 
(1989) shifted our understanding of Decadence away from thematic concerns toward the philological 
underpinnings of Decadent literature. Dowling argues that Decadent authors are centrally concerned with a view 
of language as artificial, as an autonomous and arbitrary set of signs—an understanding that these authors translate 
into an aesthetic of linguistic and literary free-play. Decadence as an aesthetic deployment of a linguistic argument 
is a characterisation implicit in earlier definitions of Decadence, such as those proposed by Paul Bourget and 
Havelock Ellis, as a literary style in which the ‘whole is subordinated to the parts’, particularly in which the 
independence of the page, sentence, and word subverts the unity of the book. Both Dowling’s and earlier critics’ 
definitions suggest that Decadent temporality manifests itself in texts that disrupt narrative linearity and diagetic 
time, privileging a dialogical structuring of atomised narrative ‘moments’ that are not discrete chronological 
divisions, but rather trans-historical and ahistorical encapsulations of an expansive moment. As Oscar Wilde 
asserts, ‘to the poet all times and places are one; [. . .] for him there is but one time, the artistic moment’ (‘The 
English Renaissance of Art’). 

Embodying this philosophy that rests upon notions of linguistic autonomy, Decadent texts contravene 
linear and progressive chronologies, revealing ‘natural’ representations of time as constructed and mutable. This 
talk will explore notable examples of Anglophone Decadent texts that exhibit such temporalities in their language, 
narrative structures, figurations of ‘Decadent readers’ and reading practices (both diagetic and implied), and 
compositional strategies. The talk will focus especially on Oscar Wilde’s prose poem ‘The Artist’, Charles Ricketts’s 
later illustration of that same prose poem, Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray, and Vernon Lee’s ‘Prince Alberic and 
the Snake Lady’. Each of these texts is synchronic and fugitive, disrupting linearity through pastiche, 
performativity, orality, and dense allusivity. 
 
Biography 
Jeremiah Romano Mercurio is Head of History and Humanities at the Columbia University Libraries. He 
previously served at Fairfield University (Connecticut) as an adjunct English professor and senior reference 
librarian, and at Haverford College as a research librarian and visiting professor. He received his Ph.D. from the 
University of St Andrews, Scotland, for a thesis titled Fantasy as a Mode in British and Irish Literary Decadence, 1885-
1925, which explores the role of fantasy and language in Anglophone Decadent literature. His research and 
teaching interests include fin-de-siècle literature and illustration, book and textual studies, literary doodling, and 
critical information literacy. With Daniel Gabelman, he is currently completing a monograph on literary doodling 
in the long nineteenth century, focusing on the relationship between doodles and linguistic text in the manuscripts, 
notebooks, and libraries of such authors as William Makepeace Thackeray, Oscar Wilde, Max Beerbohm, and 
G.K. Chesterton. 
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PANEL C: DECADENCE, HISTORY, AND ART 
 
Decadence and Realism 
Matthew Potolsky (University of Utah) 
 
The practice of literary historicism arose alongside literary realism in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and 
both forms tend to share a faith in the mimetic relationship between work and world. The task of the novelist, 
like the task of the historically minded critic, is to capture the concrete, lived realities of the lives they describe 
against an impersonally unfolding historical background. In this essay, I argue that the decadents’ anti-mimetic 
critique of literary realism also entails a critique of philosophical historicism. I find this critique at work in the 
decadents’ scattered efforts to imagine the history of art and literature on a counter-realist model. History here 
appears as an archive of contingent examples rather than an unfolding process; and historical change, whether 
progressive or decadent, arrives as the result of a secular miracle rather than as the product of impersonal forces 
like economics or politics. My chief example is Walter Pater’s series of essays on the history of Greek sculpture, 
published between 1880 and 1894—the most sustained effort in the fin de siècle to compose a decadent history 
of art. The essays focus almost entirely on archaic works, few examples of which have survived to the present, so 
Pater relies on the evidence of later imitations and on written descriptions by figures like Pausanias and Pliny. He 
treats the paucity of evidence as a gain rather than a loss, however, for it presents the history of sculpture as 
essentially fragmentary. Reading against the grain of his German scholarly sources, which see this history as a story 
of progress, he stresses the extent to which Greek sculpture exists in bits and parts, never as a single, unfolding 
totality. There are changes and innovations, but they are not teleological. Indeed, the essays foreground the 
uncanny influence of lost works on later productions; history moves backwards, from copy to absent original, 
putting a mysterious blank where traditional historicism seeks some hint of the real and the totality. Pater’s critique 
of “realist” history and “historicist” realism comes across in two recurrent themes. First, Pater pays surprisingly 
close attention to artistic innovations in fastening and assembling metals. These innovations comprise a running 
metaphor for Pater’s own task: like Greek sculptors, historians, too, work by fastening various pieces of the past 
to create a coherent, manifestly artificial, whole. This whole is the aesthetic product of the historian’s labor, not a 
belated scholarly reconstruction of an independent process that has already taken place. Second, Pater appeals 
throughout the essays to an archaic Greek notion of realism, which, unlike modern realism, foregrounds the 
uncanny power of art to deceive its viewers. Rather than mirroring life and real historical processes, sculpture 
miraculously mimes, disrupts, or replaces life, as in the famous stories of Daedalus, Zeuxis, Myron’s Cow, and 
Pygmalion’s ivory statue. Pater offers ancient realism as a strange corrective to modern realism, a model of the 
artwork that matches his decadent theory of history as archive. 

 
Biography 
Matthew Potolsky is Professor of English at the University of Utah, and author of The Decadent Republic of Letters: 
Taste, Politics, and Cosmopolitan Community from Baudelaire to Beardsley (2013), and co-editor of Perennial Decay: On the 
Aesthetics and Politics of Decadence (1999). 
 
***** 
 
Archives and Utopias: Herbert Horne, Laurence Binyon, and Botticelli 
William Parker (Courtauld Institute) 
 
In the work of English art historians Herbert Horne (1864-1916) and Laurence Binyon (1869-1943), the themes 
of Decadent connoisseurship, Aestheticist utopia, imaginative criticism, and archival research intersect in unusual 
and revealing ways. Both writers published important monographs on Sandro Botticelli in the early years of the 
twentieth century, which in both cases owed substantial debts to Pater’s Studies in the History of the Renaissance (1873). 
Moreover, Horne and Binyon knew each other well, inhabiting the same semi-bohemian London milieu in the 
1890s, and Binyon’s The Art of Botticelli of 1913 could not have been written without the pioneering research that 
Horne conducted for his 1908 study of the Florentine artist. 

Despite these points of similarity, Horne and Binyon adopted contrasting approaches to the same subject. 
Horne was a notable connoisseur, and also inhabited an overtly Decadent London milieu in the late nineteenth 
century. Along with Arthur Symons, Horne was a regular at the music-hall settings of Leicester Square that Symons 
evokes in his essays and poetry. Symons’s later evocation of Horne in his memoirs makes him appear as sinister 
and morbidly exacting as Proust’s and J.-K. Huysmans’s more famous treatments of the aristocratic dandy Robert 
de Montesquiou in their fiction. 
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Horne, then, emerges in this period as the Decadent par excellence. However, in his later years he moved 
to Florence and devoted himself to exacting archival research of Botticelli, resulting in an impressively detailed 
text to which scholars still refer today. Horne’s archival research is often associated with the burgeoning emphasis 
on scientific connoisseurship in the work of Warburg and Berenson. Yet this overlooks the fact that Horne’s 
intellectual formation took place against the backdrop of French Decadence typified by Huysmans, whose detailed 
evocation of obsessive connoisseurship in À rebours (1884) provides a revealing fictional parallel to the 
development of Horne’s real-life interest in Botticelli – an artist who was already central to this context thanks in 
part to Pater’s essay in the Renaissance. 

As well as being underpinned by Horne’s research, Binyon’s later study of Botticelli takes great pains to 
situate his ideas in relation to Pater’s and includes sections of ekphrastic writing that reveal a clear emulation of 
Pater’s prose style. Unlike Horne, however, Binyon was devoted to a vision of Aestheticist utopia that contrasted 
with Horne’s more hermetic connoisseurship. This stems from the fact that Binyon was employed at the British 
Museum, and published many studies of European and East Asian art that were always informed by his educative 
concern that the beautiful artworks that he described were often trapped amongst Blakeian ‘streets that desolate 
eye and heart’. This utopian understanding of Aestheticism underlies Binyon’s interest in Botticelli to the same 
extent as Horne’s work was characterised at least in part by Decadence. I will argue that a comparative analysis of 
both writers leads to a renewed understanding of the importance of the twin themes of Aestheticism and 
Decadence to the art-historical writing of the early 1900s. 
 
Biography 
William Parker has recently submitted his AHRC-funded PhD at The Courtauld Institute of Art, University of 
London. His research focuses principally on works of aesthetic criticism by English art scholar and poet Laurence 
Binyon (1869-1943). In particular, his research addresses the manner in which Binyon’s Edwardian writings on 
the visual arts were informed by nineteenth-century art criticism, despite Binyon’s documented acquaintance with, 
and influence on, London-based modernists such as Ezra Pound and Wyndham Lewis. In this way, his research 
addresses the relationship between literature and the visual arts more generally, as well as the specific relationship 
between Aestheticism and Modernism. He has previously taught at The Courtauld, and his research has been 
published in the peer-reviewed journals English Literature in Transition, 1880-1920 and Volupté. 
 
***** 
 
Recovering the Archive: G. F. Watts and The Victorians’ Futurity At Manchester Art Gallery, 1913 
Gursimran Oberoi (University of Surrey and Watts Gallery) 
 
One of the ultimate challenges facing art historians is to demonstrate art’s influence. This quandary is of particular 
concern when one considers the living relationship between artistic and social development. The hidden history 
of G. F. Watts and other celebrity Victorian artists (including the aesthetes Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Edward Burne-
Jones, Arthur Hacker, and J. M. Strudwick) at Manchester Art Gallery in 1913 departs from an examination into 
the historicism of late Victorian art and its Classical influences. It considers the futurity of the Victorians in 
twentieth century activism. The controversial protest against artworks by eleven Victorian artists in the campaign 
for women’s enfranchisement marks the first iconoclastic attack against art in suffrage history. Yet its record, 
history and influence has been largely underexamined in scholarship. This paper will investigate the orchestrated 
attack carried out by the Women’s Social and Political Union (UK) and reveal how the Women’s Christian 
Temperance Union (USA) influenced British suffrage tactics against Victorian art. By recovering archival material 
in museums, libraries and digital collections, this paper illuminates how important G. F. Watts is to discussions of 
twentieth century activism. While his paintings She Shall Be Called Woman (1875-92), Joan of Arc (1867) and Faith 
(1890-96) may belong to the nineteenth century and coincide with their wider forms of social enquiry and political 
engagement surrounding feminism, their universalist qualities continue to resonate with the social and political 
ideologies of future centuries. The importance of this study lies in the assessment of how the Suffrage Campaign 
accessed and appropriated Watts’s art, and took advantage of its global circulation to further their cause. 
Furthermore, this research contributes to the theorisation of the transnational structures and currents which 
support the engagement of Watts’s art in a global narrative to highlight how essential mobility studies are to 
discussions of the Victorian Celebrity, Legacy and the archive. 
 
Biography 
Gursimran Oberoi is an AHRC, TECHNE and NPIF funded PhD student at the University of Surrey and the 
Watts Gallery where she studies under the direction of Dr Constance Bantman, Dr Cicely Robinson and Prof 
Patricia Pulham. Her research project entitled ‘Global Watts: Allegories for All (1880-1980)’ will provide a 
comprehensive assessment of the international importance and influence of British artist George Frederic Watts 
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(1817-1904). Gursimran has completed research into Watts and his artistic networks at the Getty Research 
Institute examining the in/visible connections and transnational networks which promoted Watts as 
Victorian Celebrity to a global audience. She is the Assistant Director of the Centre for Victorian Studies at Royal 
Holloway, University of London. 
 

 

 
 
 

PANEL D: QUEERING THE DECADENT ARCHIVE 
 
East European Beardsleyana: From Art Nouveau to Avant-Garde 
Sasha Dovzhyk (Birkbeck) 
 
The artist Aubrey Beardsley (1872–1898) has long been regarded as an emblem of British Decadence and, at the 
same time, one of the pioneering fin-de-siècle artists who enjoyed an immediate international recognition. Exploiting 
the cheap, accurate, and speedy method of photomechanical reproduction, Beardsley’s black-and-white designs 
spread his vision of modernity and stylistic inventions worldwide. In the essay ‘Aubrey Beardsley’ commissioned 
by Sergei Diaghilev in 1898 for the early-modernist journal Mir iskusstva, the Scottish painter and critic D. S. 
MacColl observed: ‘It may well be that amateurs of fine arts in Russia on the look-out for new talent became aware 
of him almost simultaneously with his vogue in his own country’. While Beardsley’s ‘vogue’ in Britain had by the 
end of the nineteenth century begun to fade, the ‘Beardsley craze’ in Eastern Europe truly commenced after the 
artist’s death. Characterised by temporal as well as geographical shifts, Beardsley’s afterlives in early twentieth-
century Kyiv, St Petersburg, and Moscow embrace rich creative responses from across the arts which I propose 
to explore in my paper. 

I will begin by discussing the East European magazines and almanacs which reproduced Beardsley’s 
designs at the turn of the century, including Mir iskusstva (St Petersburg), Vesy (Moscow), and V mire iskusstva 
(Kyiv) as well as some of the well-known West-European publications such as Joventut (Barcelona), Kunst und 
Künstler (Berlin), Der Amethyst (Vienna). From the means of transnational circulation of Beardsley’s work, I will 
move to the ways it shaped the adoption of the Beardsleyesque aesthetics in Eastern Europe during the first two 
decades of the twentieth century, beginning with monochrome paintings by Leon Bakst and Vsevolod 
Maksymovych. Finally, I will show how the understandable fascination with Beardsley’s line and imagery during 
the Art Nouveau era evolved into the overlooked thread of early-Soviet Beardsleyism which can be traced through 
the works of avant-garde artists like Kazimir Malevich, Vasyl Ermilov, Aleksandr Rodchenko, and Varvara 
Stepanova. 
 
Biography 
Sasha Dovzhyk is a Wellcome Trust Postdoctoral Fellow at Birkbeck researching disease as a trope in the cultures 
of Decadence. Her PhD thesis explored The Afterlives of Aubrey Beardsley in Russia (c. 1899–1929). She has 
organised La Maladie Fin de Siècle: Decadence and Disease (26 June 2019), The Eve of St Aubrey: Recollecting 
Beardsley (20 March 2018) and, with Leire Barrera Medrano, Forgotten Geographies in the Fin de Siecle (8-9 July 
2016). 
 
***** 
 
Back to the Decadent Future: Revisiting Queer Time in the Archives of Oscar Wilde 
Colton Valentine (University of Oxford) 
 
Disparate in many ways, theories of queer time tend to share a deep skepticism of the future. In the wake of Lee 
Edelman’s challenge to ‘reproductive futurism,’ Judith Halberstam has classified time as queer when once leaves 
the ‘temporal frames of bourgeois reproduction and family, longevity, risk/safety, and inheritance,’ while Heather 
Love suggests it involves embracing ‘the history of marginalization and abjection.’ Returning to Eve Sedgwick’s 
notion of the ‘queer moment,’ Stephen Barber and David Clark offer a more presentist account as, ‘at once 
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indefinite and virtual but also forceful, resilient, and undeniable.’ Exceptions, like José Muñoz’s rallying call that 
‘the future is queerness’s domain,’ seem compatible with only certain cases. If the archive’s repositories turn us 
naturally toward the past, its decadent form, be it sybaritic, scholarly or both, strikes as further dismissive of the 
future. 

In this paper, I flip this logic on its head to argue that the decadent archive can both commemorate and 
inspire a futuric form of queer time. To do so, I take up the case of The Robert Ross Memorial Collection, an 
archive established by Walter Ledger devoted to the high prince of queer decadence: Oscar Wilde. After glossing 
the collection’s history, I discuss several unusual structural qualities: the inclusion of forgeries, spoofs, and other 
works of questionable authorship; the comprehensive bibliography of Wilde translations in over a dozen 
languages; and the considerable attention devoted to the letters and stories of Wilde disciplines. Each feature, I 
argue, recasts the archive as a commemoration of and tool for extending Wilde’s future. Indeed, it reveals how his 
decadent legacy is built less from stone-sealed past deeds and instead from the transnational network formed by 
disparate readers in his wake. 

Though the futuric orientation of the Robert Ross Memorial Collection might strike as an archive-specific 
peculiarity, I argue that this alternative temporality is itself embedded in Wilde’s writing. To make this case, I turn 
to ‘The Portrait of Mr. W.H.,’ a short story proposing a set of queer readings of Shakespeare’s sonnets. I focus 
my analysis on the revisions made between the story’s 1889 and 1921 variants, which extended the hypothesis into 
a full-fledged genealogy of queer desire running from Plato through the Renaissance to Wilde’s contemporaries 
like Arthur Symonds and Walter Pater. ‘The Portrait of Mr. W.H.’ thus archives a queer(ed) legacy of Shakespeare, 
just as the Robert Ross Memorial Collection does for the legacy of Wilde. In both cases, the gaps that come with 
spurious authorship and interpretive lacunae become the resources for disciples to interpolate texts and stories—
from which the scholar will form a decadent archive. These archives offer a model for futuric queer time that 
neither returns to a system of bourgeois family values nor ignores the history of abjection. Instead, they show how 
the past’s resources have been creatively misread to establish an alternative present—and they open spaces for 
subsequent generations to keep forging new futures. 
 
Biography 
Colton Valentine is an Ertegun Scholar in the English Faculty at the University of Oxford. He graduated from 
Harvard’s Comparative Literature department in 2016, after which he pursued a master’s in Theory of Literature 
at the École Normale Supérieure on the William-Lodge Fellowship. His research focuses on nineteenth-century 
cosmopolitanisms and the reception of French literature in the Victorian period, with a focus on decadence and 
aestheticism. Beyond his academic work, Colton has served as an executive member for The Harvard Club of 
France and written for The Harvard Advocate and Crimson, The Huffington Post, and the LA Review of Books. 
 
***** 
 
The Other Swinburne 
Ellis Hanson (Cornell) 
 
A. C. Swinburne’s manuscript collection of poems The Flogging-Block, long sequestered in the archive of the British 
Library, has proved something of a block for criticism. The manuscript, a vast and lovingly curated series of poems 
evoking highly dramatic and sensual scenarios for the birching of schoolboys by their masters, looms suggestively 
in the background of the poet’s reputation, and yet for many years it was scarcely accessible -- even now few seem 
to have read it. How does its status as a manuscript, as an archival oddity, shape the history of its reception, slight 
as that reception has been? In what sense is it even erotica, as it is often called? In what sense might we think of 
it as importantly Decadent and queer? This manuscript, a long “heroic poem” and series of “eclogues” as the 
subtitle presents them, poses challenges for conventional readings of Swinburne’s often ironic use of much older 
poetic conventions, his aestheticization of discipline, his sexuality, his place in the canon of gay poetry and 
Decadent poetry, and his ambivalent engagement with Sade and an earlier libertine tradition. I would like to focus 
mainly on the stranger formal elements of the manuscript in relation to Decadence, in particular the formal 
elements peculiar to its status as a sequestered manuscript: the illustrations by Simeon Solomon, the polished 
script, the accretive structure and binding, the ban on its publication -- all indicative of a preciously private objet 
d’art that seems to monumentalize an obsession for himself and a small coterie with a form of address that is very 
different from his published work on erotic suffering, in particular the deeply philosophical, metrically 
sophisticated, and dramatically complex poems about cruel mistresses for which he is much better known. 
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Biography 
Ellis Hanson is Professor of English at Cornell University and the author of Decadence and Catholicism, as well as 
several essays on Pater, Wilde, James, Firbank, and other aesthetes. He is also the editor of Out Takes: Essays on 
Queer Theory and Film and Digital Desire, a recent special issue of SAQ. 
 
***** 
 
The Hidden Meaning in Henry James’s Queer Archives 
Kathy Lawrence (Georgetown University) 
 
Working on both the Complete Letters of Henry James (University of Nebraska Press) and the Complete Fiction of Henry 
James (Cambridge University Press) affords one a window into James’s hidden queer archive. Previously 
unpublished manuscripts line up alongside James’s fiction and private library to uncover a continuous loop of 
submerged significance tied to decadence, aestheticism, time and identity. Taken together, letters, notebooks, 
collected library volumes and published tales point towards a key moment in James’s affective and creative life 
that proved a paradigm shift in his self-image and art, a temporal fulcrum that would oscillate backwards and 
forwards in his oeuvre. The moment was 1884 and the catalyst was John Addington Symonds. Linked together are 
previously unpublished letters expressing James’s hero-worship of Symonds, notebook entries disclosing his fear 
for the safety of Symonds’ books and his body, his tale ‘The Author of Beltraffio’, and his complete set of Symonds’ 
published works embedded as its own archive within his Lamb House library. The year 1884 would prove to be, 
not the beginning of self-understanding, but rather the beginning of James’s decision to search more actively for 
a modus vivendi in life and art that would liberate his queer desire and agency. 

Read in the context of a triangle of previously unpublished letters between Symonds, Henry James, and 
their mutual friend Thomas Sergeant Perry, ‘The Author of Beltraffio’ (1884) proves to be not only a roman à clef 
(1884) about decadent Symonds and his puritanical wife Janet North, but also a phantasy of wish-fulfillment for 
James’s thwarted affair with Symonds. Letters from Symonds to Perry, from Perry to James, and from James to 
Symonds show the two queer writers exchanging a sympathetic look behind Perry’s back, as he functions as the 
straight go-between. Symonds had originally invited James to Clifton in 1877, an opportunity missed due to 
Symonds’ bad lungs. James went on to re-inscribe his desire for Symonds and the trauma of their missed liaison 
in ‘The Lesson of the Master’ (1888), ‘The Pupil’ (1891), ‘The Middle Years’ (1893), ‘The Death of the Lion’ 
(1894), ‘The Real Right Thing’ (1899), and, on the subject more broadly of physical passion, ‘The Figure in the 
Carpet’ (1896). These tales comprise a sub-genre within James’s stories of aestheticism and erotic male bonding. 

A further mystery is revealed, however, by the appearance, queer in both of its Victorian usages, within 
James’s Lamb House library of twenty-three volumes by and about John Addington Symonds, including his 
poems, histories, travelogues, translations, and biographies. Written on the fly-leaf of many of these volumes in 
James’s hand is yet another key date ‘1890’. As these works, in particular Symonds’ series on the Italian 
Renaissance, were published between 1881—1892, it is improbable that James’s ‘1890’ refers either to his purchase 
of the volumes or his reading of them. Rather, my conjecture is related to the main element of James’s epistolary 
exchange with Symonds: Venice, the decadent city and metonymic marker of their queer attachment. It was in 
1890 that James spent a fortnight in Venice at the Palazzo Barbaro with the Curtises and then, incredibly, asked 
their permission to return there alone while they traveled in Switzerland and Germany. I suggest that it was during 
this summer that James met Symonds or his gondolier Fusato in Venice, thus consummating a delayed relationship 
and changing the course of his life and work. 

 
Biography 
Kathy Lawrence serves as a volume editor of the Cambridge Complete Fiction of Henry James and penned the 
introduction to the forthcoming Complete Letters of Henry James, 1883—84. Her numerous articles on Henry James 
have appeared in the Henry James Review, Atneo Veneto, Henry James: Heritage and Transfer, and Reading James in the 21st 
Century—both publications of the European Henry James Society—among many others. She is an Associate 
Professor affiliated with Georgetown University. 
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PANEL E: ROMAN DECADENCE, BIBLICAL DECADENCE 
 
Oscar Wilde’s Salome: Biblical History, Religious Truth and the Question of Belief 
Michelle McLaughlin (Queen’s University Belfast) 
 
Oscar Wilde’s tragedy Salome (1891) is a work of Decadent literature which evidently engages with the past; its 
titular character is the daughter of Herod II and Herodias, and as such, it is concerned with Biblical history, playing 
out the events of the New Testament where Salome demanded the head of John the Baptist, figured in Wilde’s 
play as the Prophet Iokanaan. The play’s tragic conclusion, in which Iokanaan is killed and Salome’s own death is 
then ordered by Herod, signals the fulfilment of a decadent model of history, wherein Salome succumbs to her 
own decline, a fate set in motion from the play’s beginning when the Page of Herodias describes Salome’s 
appearance as similar to that of ‘a woman rising from a tomb. She is like a dead woman.’ However, Wilde’s 
engagement with history in the play goes beyond its fulfilment of such a model of decline. We must consider the 
motivation for the act which seals Salome’s fate, why Herod is vengeful towards her: because he believes in the 
prophecy that Iokanaan’s death will lead to great misfortune befalling another. And it is with the concept of ‘belief’ 
that this paper takes its concern. 

Many critics writing on Wilde’s Salome often focus on these final climactic moments of the play, for 
example the Dance of the Seven Veils which Salome performs for Herod has produced feminist readings centred 
on the male gaze (e.g. Dierkes-Thrun), while readings of the play which explore its religious concerns often argue 
that its mystical and pagan imagery points to Wilde’s construction of a Catholic mythological religious history in 
response to a more Rationalist interpretation of religious events (e.g. Killeen). However this paper will argue that 
the play’s concern is not to construct a religious history, but to investigate the process which underlies such a 
construction. To do this I will explore the concept of ‘belief’ in the play alongside the Higher Criticism debate in 
Biblical criticism in the nineteenth century. That is, I will consider how the critical concern of figures such as 
George Mivart and Charles Gore to challenge the supernatural elements of the Old and New Testaments, namely 
through the debates about the validity of miracles and Jesus as the divine incarnation, illuminates our 
understanding of the play’s conceptualisation of history. For by demonstrating how Wilde engages with these 
theories that ask us to question what constitutes a valid basis for our beliefs – scientific fact acquired through 
observation, or religious faith – this paper will argue that ‘belief’ in the play is not simply used to create a mystical 
Catholic history, rather, ‘belief’ becomes a way of ultimately redefining religious truth as a concept which lies 
beyond the remit of conventional scientific methods of historical investigation. Instead, religious truth is to be 
found outside the limits of natural experience, as a character laments early in the play: ‘No man can tell how God 
worketh. His ways are very dark…There is no knowledge of anything…We can but bow our heads to His will.’ 
 
Biography 
Michelle McLaughlin is a PhD candidate at Queen’s University, Belfast. Her dissertation explores history and 
historiography in the works of Oscar Wilde. 
 
***** 
 
Lucan’s Pharsalia and the fragmentation of history 
Isobel Hurst (Goldsmiths) 
 
Images of ancient Roman decadence are often drawn from the Julio-Claudian era, associating Rome’s decline with 
the corruption of the Empire and highlighting the depravity of emperors such as Caligula and Nero. Neronian 
authors are significant for the decadent reception of antiquity, prefiguring the celebration of artificiality and the 
grotesque, the morbid fascination with dismemberment and death. G. H. Lewes in his 1842 essay ‘The Roman 
Empire and its Poets’, considers the ‘puny poets’ from a corrupt and crumbling empire to be derivative, over-
decorated and not representative of Rome’s greatness, ‘tawdry, florid, and wearisome’, distinctly inferior to their 
Augustan predecessors. The influence of Silver Latin poets is evident in texts such as Salammbô (1862), in which 
Flaubert drew on Lucan’s Pharsalia (also known as The Civil War), delighting in Lucan’s portrayal of carnage. In 
Huysmans’ À rebours (1884), Des Esseintes deliberately builds up a library of neglected Latin writers, disdaining 
the authors who remained prominent in the nineteenth-century reception of ancient Rome such as Horace, Cicero, 
Virgil, and Caesar, and acclaiming Petronius and Lucan. Huysmans’ praise of the ‘fine craftsmanship of Lucan’s 
enamelled and jewelled verse’ (2003: p. 27) is part of a counter-cultural determination to reclaim the poets of the 
Latin Silver Age. 

In The Civil War, the glorification of the Roman Republic explicitly rejects the pro-imperial grand narrative 
of Rome’s destiny in Virgil’s Aeneid, opposing the teleology of Virgil’s poem through inversion and opposition. 
The world represented in the poem is chaotic, fragmentary and meaningless. The fragmentation and mutilation of 
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the human body stand for larger failures of moral and political order. Lucan depicts war with a bloodthirsty relish 
which sets his decadent poetics apart from epic predecessors such as Homer and Virgil. The epic celebrates the 
losers of Rome’s civil war and represents Julius Caesar as an anti-hero whose rise is a catastrophe for Rome, a 
horror perpetuated by the continuation of the Julio-Claudian dynasty. Although he praised Nero in the early years 
of his reign, Lucan was later involved in a conspiracy to assassinate the emperor. In The Civil War, Lucan’s poem 
depicts ‘a world out of joint, a history that cannot be organized by imperial apologists into the plot of destiny’ 
(Quint, 1993: p. 147). A sense of belatedness, a feeling that the greatness of the past is gone forever, connects the 
Silver Age and the late nineteenth century, inspiring a pessimistic world view but also a freedom from the artistic 
and linguistic restrictiveness of a self-consciously great era. Similarly, a critical revival of interest in Lucan at the 
end of the twentieth century identified The Civil War with a fin-de-siècle sensibility, a ‘sense that there is no one 
out there; spinning in a void and staring at the past which precludes a future; hyperbole which insists on its 
inadequacy to meaning; violent tearing at the protocols of traditional discourse; estranged irony that knows its 
decadence’ (Henderson, 1998: p. 168). 
 
Biography 
Isobel Hurst is Lecturer in English at Goldsmiths, University of London. She is the author of Victorian Women 
Writers and the Classics: The Feminine of Homer (OUP, 2006) and has recently contributed essays on Victorian poetry 
and classical reception to The Oxford Handbook of Victorian Poetry, ed. Matthew Bevis (OUP, 2013) and The Oxford 
History of Classical Reception in English Literature, vol. IV, ed. Jennifer Wallace and Norman Vance (OUP, 2015). 
 
***** 
 
Decadent Pain, Painful History: The Cry of Marsyas and Traumatic Reception 
Alexie Cash (University of Georgia) 
 
Where Greek literature was founded on belief, Yeats once claimed, the literature of Rome was built only “upon 
documents.” Thus it is no surprise that the English Decadents, with their mania for the archive, would turn to the 
declining, falling Rome of Gibbon and Byron for inspiration. For these late Victorians, Roman antiquity was 
bound up in images of horror and suffering: Nero’s torches, Faustina’s circus, Heliogabalus’ roses. Such scenes 
recur throughout Decadent literature; in them we see a complex play of projective identification. To rewrite Rome 
in Victorian England (a former colony of Rome, and later heir to the Roman imperial project) is to empathize 
with both emperor and martyr, dying gladiator and cheering spectator. A result of this identification is a Decadent 
way of writing ancient pain, where the tortured figure, observing their own dismemberment as if it were happening 
to someone else, speaks— not the incoherent screams of Greek tragedy, or the “language-shattering” cries Elaine 
Scarry describes, but excessive, overabundant speech. (The dramatic monologues of Michael Field and A.C. 
Swinburne, speeches by a half-eaten Zagreus and dissolving Sappho, are only two examples.) This topos of 
Decadent pain pervades classically-inflected literature, such that when Oscar Wilde writes from prison of the 
flaying of Marsyas, he imagines violent death culminating not in silence but in unending song: “I hear in much 
modern Art the cry of Marsyas.” The disjecta membra continue to speak for eternity. 

Using Wilde’s “cry of Marsyas” to define this theory of pain, this presentation seeks to trace a traumatic 
strain in late Victorian classical reception, one built on Victorian Britain’s memory of Roman Britain, and the 
Decadent movement’s identification with Roman decline. We will recall Adam Parry’s New Critical adage: poetry’s 
ability to translate personal suffering into universalized aesthetic representation is “the imperium of art.” In this 
presentation, I propose a revision: to aestheticize suffering is, on the contrary, the “art of imperium.” 
 
Biography 
Alexie Cash is a swinburnienne from the University of Georgia, where she studies classical reception in Victorian 
literature. In her dissertation, under the direction of Tricia Lootens, Alexie reads Victorian experiments in the 
genre of classical tragedy through the frame of Lord Byron’s ‘Colosseum at night.’ She argues that “staging” the 
dramatic poems of Arnold, Swinburne, and Wilde in this illusionary amphitheater reveals a narrative of trauma 
woven into Victorian classicism: England’s architectural memory of Roman imperial violence. 
 
***** 
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The Museological Gaze and Time in Walter Pater’s Marius the Epicurean 
Jordan Kistler (Keele University) 
 
Walter Pater’s only novel, Marius the Epicurean (1885), is itself an archive, of the classical works translated and 
inserted into the narrative of the novel. More than the archive, however, I argue that it is the 19th-century museum 
which structures Pater’s novel and its relationship to time. This paper will suggest that the unusual temporality of 
Marius should be read in the light of the construction, and reconstruction, of history in the 19th-century museum. 
After the mid-century, museums like the British Museum began displaying their collections chronologically, 
reorganizing history into a progressive continuum which not only invited, but demanded, comparison between 
epochs. This ‘historical perspective’ (Ermarth, 1997) is recreated in Marius in Pater’s ‘museological gaze’, which 
moves not just between the late 19th century and 3rd-century Rome, but also all times and places in between. The 
reader is never ‘at home’ in Marius’ Rome, but constantly reminded of his or her temporal distance from the 
events of the novel, and explicitly invited to compare Rome to the present day, and also to the centuries which 
stretch between. 

Museum studies scholars commonly suggest that the universal survey museum of the 19th century 
developed a form of progressive history which positioned contemporary Western culture as the evolutionary peak 
of humanity. However, in practice, the comparisons between times and cultures invited by the museum just as 
often suggested decline, particularly within an art history which privileged the works of the classical world over 
everything that followed. As Pater writes, the perfection of culture is always ‘the eve of decline’ (Marius, 114). It is 
the long view of history inherent in the musicological gaze of the novel which allows Pater to explore Rome at its 
height, but also presage its coming decline—not through portents apparent to the characters, but through time 
jumps to future eras. 

The frequent references to decadence in nineteenth-century discussions of the artistic and archeological 
displays in the British Museum have often been overlooked by museum studies scholars, but helpfully elucidate 
Pater’s interest in and privileging of origins over later developments, which manifests in Marius as a celebration of 
the purity of the early Christian faith. I will suggest that Pater’s museological conception of time helps to synthesize 
a number of his disparate theories and philosophies, often considered inconsistent by previous scholars. 
 
Biography 
Jordan Kistler is a lecturer in nineteenth-century literature at Keele University. She has published on Pre-
Raphaelite poetry and Gothic literature of the 1890s, and is currently writing a cultural history of the nineteenth-
century British Museum. 
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PANEL F: DISCOVERING NEW ARCHIVES, REVISING THE CANON 
 
Discovering Decadence, Inventing the Archive 
David Weir (Cooper Union) 
 
There are two ways to expand the study of decadence—by varying the scholarly or theoretical approach to the 
cultural material on hand or by finding additional cultural material to analyze; that is, one can think about the 
decadent canon in new ways or add to that canon by making new discoveries. These two methods are not mutually 
exclusive (new discoveries can also be subjected to new intellectual approaches); in fact, they are interdependent—
because the disciplinary optic determines what counts as new. For example, two areas where decadence has seen 
the most growth in recent years are in the study of female writers and LBGTQ+ figures. One can always argue 
about the reasons for the focus on male figures in older studies of decadence, but it is hard to argue about the 
reasons for the more recent inclusion of female and LBGTQ+ figures: the institutionalization of women’s studies 
and gay studies in the modern academy. The degree to which new disciplines invent the archive their professional 
apologists are then obligated to analyze is something else that can be debated, but there can be no doubt that 
academic disciplines include inherent biases and attitudes that confer legitimacy on some subjects and render 
others questionable. Recently, some fin-de-siècle figures have been described as ‘progressive’. Are they progressive 
in fact or is the description the result of some institutional or disciplinary imperative proceeding from an 
overwhelmingly liberal academic context? The idea of the socially progressive decadent is a disciplinary 
determination, a product of the profession that cannot coexist with the idea of decadence as an aesthetic effect of 
reactionary ideology. But then the second formulation is also a disciplinary determination, the discipline in the 
latter case being not literature but political science. The decadent archive keeps changing as various notions of 
decadence acquire different disciplinary foundations. For example, it is one thing to root around fin de siècle little 
magazines looking for a sonnet by Arthur Symons’s cousin (if he had one), and something else again to reflect 
back on Émile Durkheim as a sociologist of decadence given an expanded and not entirely literary conception of 
decadence. Future disciplinary alignments determine the archive of the past. Less grandly, the decadent archive 
depends on the disciplinary approach, with perhaps the best non-literary example being philosophy, wherein 
Schopenhauer, Hartman, Nietzsche, Adorno and others (Lou-Andreas Salomé?) become aligned with the culture 
of decadence. Less grandly still, and more personally, I would ask why some of my discoveries (such as Ben Hecht 
and, to lesser degree, the illustrator Wallace Smith) have evidently entered the decadent archive to the point that 
other scholars of decadence recognize them as being part of the cultural field, while certain other such discoveries 
have not (Henry Blake Fuller, for instance). Finally, I offer the rather old-fashioned case of Robert W. Chambers 
(1865–1933) to demonstrate how archives in particular cultural fields emerge. Chambers’ The King in Yellow (1895) 
is today regarded as an example of fantasy fiction of the ‘weird tale’ sort because the fantasist H. P. Lovecraft 
understood the book—or part of it—in that way. Contemporary editions of The King in Yellow omit those stories 
that are not sufficiently ‘weird’—like the last, ‘Rue Barrée’. The story opens with a poem from Theodore 
Wratislaw’s Orchids (1896; the poem originally appeared in the February 1895 volume of The Chap Book), published 
by Leonard Smithers, that is nothing if not decadent (‘the languid-headed lilies tire’). The story itself concerns art 
students in Paris, including the gentle rivalry of two friends over a grisette they call ‘Rue Barrée’ after the name of 
the street where she lives. This and other stories in the collection may not be fully decadent, but they are not 
‘fantastical’ at all. Chambers can serve as a kind of test case to show the tension between discovery and invention 
in the ever-expanding archive of decadence. 
 
Biography 
David Weir is Professor Emeritus of Comparative Literature at the Cooper Union in New York City, where he 
taught literature, linguistics, and cinema for thirty years. He has published books on Jean Vigo, James Joyce, 
William Blake, orientalism, anarchism, and decadence, including Decadence and the Making of Modernism (1995), 
Decadent Culture in the United States (2008), Decadence: A Very Short Introduction (2018), and, most recently, Decadence 
and Literature (2019), a volume in the Cambridge Critical Concepts series edited with Jane Desmarais. His current 
project, also with Jane Desmarais, is The Oxford Handbook of Decadence. 
 
***** 
 
Revisiting ‘Art and Morality’: for an enlarged archive of the controversy over The Picture of Dorian Gray 
Bénédicte Coste (University of Burgundy) 
 
Journalistic controversies shape literary debates and literary history. A neglected part of literary studies, they are 
important in collecting various memories (issues, names of participants and media involved); in conveying 
information to the reading public in their time and after they are long past. Literary history should therefore be 
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envisaged as structured by debates and controversies while controversies are to be understood as powerful means 
of contesting traditional values, names, works, and genres, and as necessary tools for re-writing literary history to 
make it more comprehensive. 

My proposal takes as an example the heated journalistic debate that flared up when Oscar Wilde published 
The Picture of Dorian Gray in July 1890 in Lippincott’s Magazine. Several reviewers objected, linking Wilde’s novella 
with French Decadence and denouncing its apparent lack of morality. Wilde responded by a series of open letters 
in the press to defend his aesthetic and ethical position. The debate was re-ignited in 1891 when the enlarged 
version of the novel was published by Ward, Lock and Co before being submerged by Wilde’s 1895 trials and 
subsequent jailing. In 1908, Stuart Mason (Christopher Millard) published Art and Morality to vindicate Wilde’s 
position, a collection of reviews and 8 open letters by Oscar Wilde which came to function as an archive of the 
early nineties’ controversy. 

I want to concentrate on the 1890/1 controversy, its archive and its development, and re-ignition. My 
contention is that we need to enlarge the archive of the initial controversy over Wilde’s novella by including articles 
not mentioned or not answered to by Wilde, that we need to establish an accurate timeline of publications, provide 
an enlarged picture of the controversy, firstly by using digital archives. Wilde’s case allows scholars to explore how 
controversies create archives, sometimes tapped, sometimes obscured, how they deploy a particular time thanks 
to complex, tangled publications and republications. 

When more fully explored, the controversy over The Picture of Dorian Gray shows the existence of various 
responses that were integrated or neglected by Stuart Mason and functions as a case study of the effect of 
controversies in shaping literary histories. Bent on vindicating Wilde, Mason neglected some responses in the 
debate, exceeding Wilde’s novella, on the old question of art and morality, ethics and aesthetics. 
I therefore approach the 1890-1907 controversy as an outgrowth of a longer controversy repeatedly triggered and 
developed anew. The 1890 controversial episode functions as an event embedded within a series of early nineties 
journalistic debates themselves embedded within the larger controversy over art and morality. 
 
Biography 
Bénédicte Coste teaches Victorian studies at the University of Burgundy (France) and mainly works on British 
Aestheticism and Decadence. She is especially interested in Anglo-French exchanges. 
 
***** 
 
‘Rather a delicate subject’ Verlaine and the Reception of Decadence 
Matthew Creasy (University of Glasgow) 
 
Periodicals played a crucial role in the last decades of the nineteenth century in mediating between European 
Decadent writers and British audiences. The digitisation of periodicals has revolutionised our understanding of 
this: projects like The Yellow Nineties Online have made publications such as the Yellow Book, the Pagan Review and 
Evergreen widely available to scholars and readers across the globe. Databases including Proquest’s British Periodicals 
and the British Newspaper Archive have also allowed scholars to broaden the scope of research across regional and 
local publications. In this way archival research using the tools provided by these resources complicates and 
extends our understanding of Decadence and its reception. Where previous studies have concentrated upon a 
relatively small number of elite publications, such as The Savoy and the Yellow Book and a relatively narrow range 
of writers, these tools allow us to build better pictures of how these figures and their writings were received and 
perceived across Britain at the end of the nineteenth century. 

This paper unpacks the results of conducting a digital search within Proquest’s British Periodicals database 
and the British Library’s British Newspaper Archive for references to the French poet, Paul Verlaine. In this way I 
explore the dispersal of Decadent ideas and works in the British imagination from mainstream periodicals, such 
as the Fortnightly Review to regional publications, such as the Belfast Newsletter and the Dundee Advertiser. Careful 
about the nature and limitations of the databases exploited, I shall move from the broad picture suggested by the 
data into closer readings of individual articles and periodical publications. My search for material on Verlaine 
creates vantage point from which two different networks of circulation can be observed. Firstly, a relatively narrow 
network of reviews and reviewers commenting on each other’s work, mostly in and around London; but secondly, 
a network that extends well beyond London, consisting of reprinted articles and review material within local 
newspapers. Using Verlaine as a case study, the range and variety of items uncovered by such digital searches in 
the archive reveals how transnational, cosmopolitan literary values were not exclusive to the metropolis. 
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Biography 
Matthew Creasy is a Lecturer in English Literature at the University of Glasgow. His critical edition of Arthur 
Symons’ The Symbolist Movement in Literature was published by Fyfield-Carcanet in 2014 and he is currently working 
on an edition of George Moore’s Confessions of a Young Man for the Jewelled Tortoise imprint of the MHRA. 
 
***** 
 
Decadent music: Locating, arranging, and playing a forgotten legacy 
Michael Craske (Queen Mary, University of London) 
 
One of the most neglected areas of Decadent studies is the interaction of music with literature. While at the start 
of the nineteenth century, England had been a country where – to quote one of the leading Victorian Wagnerians, 
Francis Hueffer (1845-1889) – classical music and song – in the German-inspired lieder tradition – was, except to 
the ‘higher classes’, an ‘all but unknown quantity’, by the 1880s musical performance had become the era’s most 
popular art-form. With burgeoning audiences, a growth in performance spaces, and the artistic and economic 
expectations that came with these, English music required ready-made lyrics to meet demand. The poetry of 
Tennyson, Browning and Swinburne was recast into musical song for mass public consumption, but for a number 
of composers working on the borders of the musical world (many of them women), the work of decadent poets 
offered the creation of new, fresh, and perhaps strange and alluring musical possibilities 
While various interactions between Victorian music and literature have been the subject of critical discussion, the 
underlying artistic trends and influences have often been neglected. The reasons for this are manifold: music and 
literature are usually researched within different critical disciplines, while late-Victorian song prior to the so-called 
twentieth-century English Renaissance of song (led by male composers such as Elgar, Vaughan Williams, etc.), 
tends to be looked at as a curiosity. Moreover, many late-Victorian song composers often wear their economic 
aspirations openly, and their productions are often dismissed as low art in contrast to those of composers working 
in the subsidised, elite spaces of the recognised music colleges. There has, therefore, been little appreciation of the 
extraordinary cross-fertilization of content and style in music and literature of the 1890s, and little exploration of 
how potential readers of decadent poetry often first encountered this work as music. 

My own interest was generated while tracking down adaptations of Swinburne’s poetry (which in itself, 
boomed as music during the 1890s). In this paper, I will describe both the historic context of this music and 
analyse examples, but I will also describe the challenges of finding music and poetry material (and related resources, 
such as letters) within archives, and the ever-present problem of how to ‘hear’ it. While poetry is accessible to all 
who can read, ‘songs’ need reviving, playing, and performing. I will describe some of the efforts to bring this 
material back to life, both as public performances and on my own website which aims to make such music playable 
through the use of digital technology and to re-distribute fresh copies of the scores of these forgotten works. 
 
Biography 
Michael Craske is a PhD student researching Swinburne and Wagner at Queen Mary, University of London. His 
article, ‘Swinburne, Wagner, T. S. Eliot: The Musical Legacy of Poems and Ballads’ was published by the Journal of 
Victorian Culture last year. His wider work on musical settings poetry has also become part of the ‘Sounding 
Victorian’ consortium – a research group that includes St Louis University, Trinity Laban Conservatoire of Music 
and Dance, and Indiana University East. The consortium investigates the inter-relations of music and literature in 
Victorian society. Before returning to academia, he worked in the diplomatic world. 
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PANEL G: CULTURAL POLITICS AND THE DECADENT ARCHIVE 
 
Decadent Experience 
Alex Murray (Queen’s University Belfast) 
 
In the ‘Conclusion’ to Studies in the History of the Renaissance (1873) Pater famously declared ’Not the fruit of 
experience, but experience itself, is the end.’ Living ‘for that moment only’ must come at the expense of the 
knowledge derived from accumulated experiences. To restrict knowledge to cultural authority, handed down from 
generation-to-generation was to risk ossifying into predetermined pattern, which was, of course, anathema to 
Pater, for ‘our failure is to form habits’. Seemingly many Decadent writers embraced Pater’s celebration of ’that 
moment only’, whether that be Arthur Symons’s urban impressionism, George Egerton’s psychological stories of 
sensation, or Oscar Wilde’s attack on sentiment and conformism. Yet, as this paper will argue, just as many 
Decadent writers were more concerned with ’the fruit of experience’, and with the ways in which the past offered 
up myriad models for making sense of the experience of modernity. I will map out the ways in which three 
Decadent conservatives used the past as a way of ’tribunalizing the present’, to use Simon During’s formulation 
from Against Democracy. The first case study will be Arthur Machen’s hatred of Liberalism and progress and his 
valorisation of folk tradition; the second will be Frederick Rolfe’s medievalism, and third Michael Field’s jingoistic 
nationalism during the Boer War. The essaythen argues, ultimately, for greater recognition of the anti-modern, 
conservative tendency within Decadence, the neglect of which has produced a Decadence which neglects the 
central role of tradition within the movement. 
 
Biography 
Alex Murray is Senior Lecturer in Modern Literature at the Queen’s University, Belfast. His most recent 
monograph is Landscapes of Decadence: Literature and Place at the Fin de Siècle (Cambridge University Press, 2016) and 
he has two edited collections forthcoming: with Kate Hext, Decadence in the Age of Modernism (Johns Hopkins 
University Press, Spring 2019), and Decadence: A Literary History for Cambridge University Press in 2020. 
 
***** 
 
Re-calibrating Decadence: Steampunk as Counter-Cultural Archive 
Helena Esser (Birkbeck) 

 
Is there such a thing as decadent steampunk? We certainly find decadent elements among steampunk’s retro-
speculative, hyper-Victorian, and often irreverent, counter-fictional collage: in steampunk worlds, Algernon 
Swinburne may become a detective and team up with Richard Burton, Oscar Wilde may come to meet Dorian 
Gray, and Count Stenbock may become a vampire - or else dandy vampires may turn out to be famous generals 
from the ancient world. Perhaps, however, we had better ask: In what ways is steampunk decadent? The parallels, 
I want to suggest, are remarkable. Steampunk re-adapts a historical aesthetic and distorts temporalities through a 
creative double exposure, thereby mobilising perceived parallels between past and present in order to challenge 
teleologies and negotiate a sense of alienation in the face of modernity - here, digital technologies. As Bruce 
Sterling posits: ‘Steampunk’s key lessons are not about the past. They are about the instability and obsolescence 
of our own times. A host of objects and services that we see each day all around us are not sustainable. […] Once 
they’re gone, they’ll seem every bit as weird and archaic as top hats, crinolines, magic lanterns, clockwork 
automatons, absinthe, walking-sticks and paper-scrolled player pianos.’ As Sterling’s position illustrates, 
steampunk, in its hyper-Victorian collaging, may also function as a catalogue of objects now perceived as obscure 
and picturesque. As remnants of an industrial paradigm, a Victorian aesthetic becomes the source of resistance 
and renewal as steampunk makers turn towards ‘Victorian’ tangibility and ornament in order to ‘rediscover the 
inherent dignity of created objects’. Thus, steampunk also adapts Aestheticist ideals pioneered by John Ruskin or 
William Morris in order to challenge the dominant (consumer) culture of their present. In light of these parallels, 
I want to investigate how steampunk revives and re-purposes Aestheticist and Decadent approaches to temporality 
and collaging for its own, counter-cultural project, while also re-adapting fin-de-siècle figures and fictions 
themselves into its texture. I want to argue that steampunk’s fantastic collage may itself function as a form of 
popular culture archive, sourced from and feeding into a collectively shared knowledge about the Victorian world. 
My paper will consider a variety of steampunk narratives and objects in order to illustrate how Aesthetic and 
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Decadent tropes continue to operate at the heart of steampunk, while they themselves simultaneously become the 
aesthetic through which resistance to mainstream culture is enacted. 
 
Biography 
Helena Esser is a PhD student at Birkbeck College, London. Her research examines how steampunk fiction re-
purposes a shared urban imaginary of Victorian London. She has published articles on steampunk London, 
steampunk cyborgs, cyber-cities in steampunk, and on re-presenting the East End in the TV series Ripper Street. 
While her primary research focuses on steampunk culture and fiction, she also enjoys researching fin-de-siècle 
culture and pondering in which ways steampunk may be considered decadent. 
 
***** 
 
Following a Different Time[s]line: Wilde’s Vera; or, The Nihilists 
Rita Dirks (Ambrose University) 
 
Oscar Wilde, in his first play Vera; or, The Nihilists (published in 1880; scheduled for performance at the Adelphi 
Theatre in 1881, but withdrawn; performed in New York in 1883, for one week) delineated from the classical 
(Western) cultural heritage and went Eastward for inspiration, to the then current events in Russia. Unlike 
Huysmans, for example, who looks to classical Decadence and contemporary French authors in his À Rebours, 
Wilde consults British newspapers and journals for the often sensational reports from Russia, and, inadvertently, 
appropriates Russia’s nihilism and suspicion of progress in his first play. 

The end of the nineteenth century, approaching Russia’s fin de siècle, is often referred to as the “times of 
trouble”—a period of unrest and crises, both political and personal. Russian intelligentsia perhaps was the first to 
lose faith in the Enlightenment ideal of progress after the emancipation of the serfs in 1861 did not produce 
significant changes in the lives of common folk. Progress in terms of justice for all of society had not materialized, 
and the ensuing acts of anarchism and terrorism were justified as a viable path to liberty and equality for all. British 
newspapers reported extensively on Russia’s rise of political terrorism and the terrorist trials of 1877-78. Vera 
Zasulich in January 1878 shot and wounded General Trepov, the governor general of St. Petersburg, and in 
February 1878 The Times reported the event. Vera Sabouroff, Wilde’s female revolutionary protagonist of Vera; or, 
The Nihilists, was inspired by Vera Zasulich and his readings of nineteenth-century Russian authors, in particular 
Turgenev. Wilde most likely read Turgenev’s nihilistic novel Fathers and Sons (1862); Wilde’s reviews of Turgenev, 
Tolstoy, and Dostoevsky appear in the Pall Mall Gazette (1884) and later he refers to Turgenev and Dostoevsky in 
his “The Decay of Lying” (1891). Turgenev portrays a new type of hero for “our times,” the apostle of nihilism, 
through his protagonist Bazarov. Turgenev’s nihilism, different from Schopenhauer’s nihilistic pessimism (also in 
À Rebours), repudiates customary social institutions not out of ennui or exhaustion, but, his Bazarov emerges as 
someone who comes to the realization that progress is an illusion. 

Wilde’s Vera is not preoccupied with the Ancients, with the documentation of decay and decline. His 
sympathetic treatment of the serious Vera who is as “solemn as a priest” and her fellow-nihilists offers yet another 
way of viewing Decadent notions of chronicling temporality. In my paper, I re-evaluate Wilde’s Russian-inspired 
play (that was first declared to be a gigantic flop) in view of his consideration of contemporary Russia’s “times of 
trouble” and, specifically, Wilde’s creating a new type of Decadent protagonist after Turgenev. 
 
Biography 
Rita Dirks is Associate Professor of English at Ambrose University, Calgary. Her PhD dissertation “The Symbolist 
Novel as Secular Scripture: Huysmans, Wilde, and Bely” explored the idea of French, English, and Russian 
Modernism and Decadence in relation to religious thought of the fin-du-siècle. Her research and publishing interests 
in Decadence and Modernism continue into the present, with recent and forthcoming publications on Bliss 
Carman, Arthur Symons, and Oscar Wilde. She is co-editor of Peter Svarich, Memoirs, 1877-1904 (1999). Currently 
she is working on a manuscript on the novels of Canadian author Miriam Toews. 
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Rewriting a New Literary History through Poetry: Temporality and the Hidden Histories and Figures 
of Webster’s and Levy’s Female Speakers 
Paula Alexandra Guimarães (University of Minho) 
 
In their genuine interest and preoccupation with time and history, as well with how certain important concepts 
and figures can be revived and transformed through artistic practise or else fall into oblivious decline, Augusta 
Webster (1837-1894) and Amy Levy (1861-1889) not only seem to anticipate but also closely identify with the 
majority of the aesthete and decadent writers of the period. While Webster’s later openly aesthetic poetry, in her 
mature collections Portraits (1870), A Book of Rhyme (1881) and Mother and Daughter (1895), points towards a more 
progressive or constructive notion of temporality, Levy’s markedly decadent poetical works, like A Minor Poet 
(1884) and A London Plane Tree (1889), seem to fully confirm the fin-de-siècle (and queer) sense of exhaustion and 
pessimism. In spite of their differences, these women poets furthermore attempt to create an alternative literary 
history, not just by contributing to relevant literary or scholarly journals themselves (as reviewers), and by writing 
female biographies, but also by disinterring hidden female figures that, through their dramatic discourses, try to 
inscribe their unwritten, marginal voices in the partial male historical records. 

In deliberately looking back to the ancient classical and medieval worlds, Webster and Levy bring to the 
full modern light, of the later Victorian period, the forgotten and dusty images of charismatic figures, such as 
those of the would-be-scholar Xantippe (the infamous wife of Socrates), the formidable filicide Medea, the biblical 
prostitute Mary Magdalen, the medieval warrior-saint Joan of Arc, and the mythical enchantress Circe. By literally 
collecting, carefully dusting, and imaginatively reviving this catalogue of somewhat problematic or transgressive 
historical women, Webster and Levy try to demonstrate that through artistic practise, i.e. through poetry, certain 
preconceptions can be, or should be, changed or transformed. Their respective lives (and deaths), furthermore, 
enhance the notion that time is a particularly important concept for women, not only intrinsically connected with 
their biological rhythms that either perpetuate or interrupt the courses of life, but also with their innate capacity 
for remembering and recollecting. In fact, each one of their major speakers deals with a specific time-related 
dilemma – Xantippe bitterly documents a whole life of servitude to Socrates, Medea is unwilling to let time efface 
her revengeful feelings for Jason, a dying Magdalen refuses a pious redemptive afterlife while a condemned Joan 
wants desperately to secure hers, and the lonely Circe faces the torture of a perpetual waiting. 

Another complementary purpose of the paper is to temporally locate these women poets’ writings, as 
Webster’s and Levy’s works in general present the additional challenge of classification and periodization to 
scholars of Aestheticism and Decadence. As poets of two different generations (Levy was twenty years younger 
than Webster), they may respectively illustrate the specific development of women’s writing in the English fin-de-
siècle (from Realism to Symbolism and Aestheticism to Decadence) and, thus, also help situate other women poets 
of the period. 
 
Biography 
Paula Alexandra Guimarães is Assistant Professor of Arts and Humanities (English Studies) at University of 
Minho (Braga, Portugal) and a senior member of CEHUM Research Centre. Her areas of interest are: Intercultural 
Poetics, Romantic and Victorian Studies, Women’s Poetry and the connections between Literature and History / 
the Sciences. She has lectured and published widely, on these and other subjects, namely in Comparative Critical 
Studies, Nineteenth-Century Gender Studies, Diacrítica, Miscelânea, Journal of Anglo-Portuguese Studies, Cambridge Scholars 
and LIT Verlag. She supervises four PhD theses and, among other projects, she coordinated a national Research 
Group (IntCultPoet, 2012-16), and has a forthcoming book on Literary Representations of the Foreign Other. She was 
also a member of the Brontë Society and is a member of BAVS. 
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PANEL H: RACE, NATIONALITY, AND ARCHIVES OF DECADENCE 
 
‘White Memories’: Rider Haggard’s She and the Racialization of the Decadent Archive 
Peter A. A. Bailey (University of the Bahamas) 
 
“Time after time have...rich and strong nations, learned in the arts, been and passed away to be forgotten, so that 
no memory of them remains.” Rider Haggard’s She is typically classed as an imperial gothic or romance. Yet, as 
the quotation above suggests, if She lacks Decadent style and form, it is still a novel of decadence, anxious about 
the death of nations and the impermanence of national accomplishments. The narrative is set in the ruins of 
African empire of Kôr whose citizens were an advanced white race, “who conquered till none were left to 
conquer,” and then dwelt in luxury until they were decimated by pestilence and overrun by “barbarians”, who 
miscegenated with them. Consequently, “Kôr the Imperial is no more;” it has been supplanted by its “bastard 
brood.” 

Although “Time eats up the works of man,” by delving a necropolis under the mountains, the race of 
Kôr had secreted at least part of their civilization from the hungry forces of decay. The catacombs function as an 
archive, housing not only many historical inscriptions about Kôr’s people, but their wondrously embalmed bodies, 
“perfect as on the day of death.” While the writing of Kôr ‘s people cannot be read directly by She’s narrator, 
Holly, the novel frequently stages a scene in which he is able to understand and visualize the histories of decadent 
Kôr ‘s dead, through a necrophilic appreciation of their corpses as text. For example, moved to tears by the 
sublimity of a mother and child, Holly calls them “white memories...speaking more eloquently to the heart than 
could any written record of their lives,” and finds himself transported “across the dim gulf of the ages to some 
happy home...where this winsome lady…had lived and died.” Yet his affective understanding does not extend to 
all of Kôr’s dead. The plague that killed the imperial race darkened their skin; they “turned black and died” in such 
numbers that they could not be perfectly preserved by the traditional mortuary rites, but underwent a natural 
mummification in the catacombs’ dry air. Holly, viewing these black dead en masse as horrific “caricatures of 
humanity” cannot individualize them or recreate their existences. The blackness and whiteness of bodies that 
Haggard so obsessively talks about must be understood not as flatly descriptive or coincidentally metaphorical but 
intensely racialized. This paper will use Haggard’s novel to consider the racialization of decadence, the ways in 
which our abilities to recognize, identify with and appreciate decadent art, decadent history and decadent archives 
may be conditioned or limited by racism and white supremacy. As the study of Decadence continues to extend 
beyond Europe and beyond the nineteenth century, it is vital that critics consider how the racial attitudes of fin de 
siècle Europeans have informed and may still inform the ways we investigate Decadence. 
 
Biography 
Peter A. A. Bailey is Assistant Professor in the School of English Studies at the University of the Bahamas where 
he specializes in feminist, gender and sexuality studies and Victorian literature. He is currently working on the 
manuscript called Aestheticism ad the Erotics of Pedagogy and considering Decadence in relation to Caribbean literature 
 
***** 
 
Corrupting Texts: Decadence, Fundamentalism, and Kureishi’s The Black Album 
Robert Stilling (Florida State University) 
 
In Hanif Kureishi’s 1995 novel The Black Album, a young British-South Asian Muslim struggles to choose between 
a life of sex, drugs, literature, and pop music and the increasingly violent demands of his “fundamentalist” Muslim 
peers. Kureishi wrote The Black Album in response to the controversy over Salman Rushdie’s 1988 novel The Satanic 
Verses. While writing The Black Album, however, Kureishi was also at work on a never-produced screenplay of 
Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray, the manuscript of which remains unpublished. While Kureishi’s novel has 
been discussed as a defense of Rushdie in the face of mass protests and book burnings, as well as the Ayatollah 
Khomeini’s fatwa and death sentence, critics have missed how deeply indebted Kureishi’s novel is to Wilde’s. In 
this paper, I argue that Kureishi’s The Black Album illustrates how “decadence” has been employed and interpreted 
in three disparate but entangled discourses that inform contemporary diasporic writing in Britain: an Anglo-
European literary-artistic discourse with antecedents in fin-de-siècle literature; a fundamentalist Islamic discourse 
concerned with moral and spiritual decline, heresy, and the absence of religiosity in the West; and a secular 
humanist discourse in which the accusation of “decadence” itself is dismissed as a bogeyman threatening free 
expression. Central to each of these discourses is the power and freedom of literature to revise, alter, or corrupt 
the historical archive, including, most urgently in Rushdie’s case, the scriptural archive of Islam. If, within 
fundamentalist interpretations, the Koran is sacred and inalterable, and any corruption in the process of 
transmission, such as those at stake in the interpolated “Satanic” verses of Rushdie’s novel, leads to moral and 
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spiritual decline, then Kureishi, I argue, reinterprets and embraces such corrupted processes of textual 
transmission within a decadent framework. That is, Kureishi employs what Matthew Potolsky calls a decadent 
mode of reception, and what Derrida refers to as anarchivalism, to position The Satanic Verses, and the Koran itself, 
as a poisonous books within a newly reconfigured decadent canon. The overlooked relation between The Black 
Album and The Picture of Dorian Gray, I argue, demonstrates decadent literature’s continuing relevance within 
contemporary Black British literature as a mode of cultural translation between Islam and the West and across the 
seemingly irreconcilable discourses of fundamentalism and secular humanism. 
 
Biography 
Robert Stilling is Assistant Professor of English at Florida State University, where he teaches courses in post-1900 
British, Irish, and postcolonial literature. His book, Beginning at the End: Decadence, Modernism, and Postcolonial Poetry, 
was published by Harvard University Press in 2018. 
 
***** 
 
The Journal as Archive: Vesy and the Russian Reader’s Encounter With Decadence 
Jon Stone (Franklin and Marshall College) 
 
The journal Vesy (Libra), published in Moscow between 1904 and 1909, offered a markedly new venue for the 
waves of modernist authors and theorists emerging in early twentieth-century Russia. It incorporated numerous 
nods to European literary trends (including regular contributions from Remy de Gourmont, frequent articles on 
Oscar Wilde, reproductions of artwork by Odilon Redon and Aubrey Beardsley, and a steady stream of reviews 
of new books in French, English, German, and Italian) while also publishing new works by the most prominent 
Russian Symbolists and Decadents. Vesy’s aesthetic stance was abundantly clear to its readers, prompting a hostile 
critic to label it “the Koran of the Moscow Decadents.” That offhanded dismissal of the journal contains a 
surprising degree of insight. The journal billed itself as a “bibliographical monthly” that sought to combine Russian 
and western, new and old, original and translation. True to the journal’s bibliographical identity, the hodgepodge 
of materials included in the seventy-two issues of Vesy did indeed read like another breviary of Decadence that 
collected the foundational tenets of the new art, accumulated over several decades in all corners of Europe, into 
a single space of publication. 

My talk examines the structural principles that governed Vesy’s mixture of poetry, prose, criticism, and 
reviews. I show how Vesy was designed to educate a Russian audience about Decadence and nurture a coterie of 
readers versed in its underpinning aesthetics. This didactic element of publishing Decadence emerges when aspects 
of reception theory are applied to our reading of its print culture. My talk focuses on presenting and analyzing the 
inaugural issue of Vesy. Its opening article, Valerii Briusov’s “Keys to the Mysteries,” was immediately followed 
by Konstantin Balmont’s extended discussion of the life and poetry of Oscar Wilde. The posthumous and 
historical stance of Balmont’s appraisal of Wilde complements the generative and novel quality of Briusov’s 
aesthetic manifesto. By capitalizing on the belatedness of Decadence’s introduction in Russia, the journal 
functioned as an instrument that archived the many fruits of European Decadence while also fostering the creation 
of new Decadent works in Russian. Through this combination of its retrospective and future-oriented functions, 
Vesy helps explain how readers first experienced Decadence and came to understand, and even emulate, it in the 
aftermath of that encounter. 
 
Biography 
Jonathan Stone is Associate Professor of Russian and Russian Studies and Chair of Comparative Literary Studies 
at Franklin & Marshall College (USA). He studies early Russian modernism, European Decadence, and the print 
and material culture of the fin de siècle. He is the author of The Historical Dictionary of Russian Literature (Scarecrow 
Press, 2013) and The Institutions of Russian Modernism: Conceptualizing, Publishing, and Reading Symbolism (Northwestern 
University Press, 2017). He has published articles on Russian Symbolism, Decadence, the history of the book, and 
Mikhail Bakhtin in the PMLA, Russian Review, Modernism/Modernity, and SEEJ. His forthcoming book Decadence 
and Modernism in Fin-de-siècle Literature and Culture: Aesthetics and Anxiety in the 1890s is forthcoming from Palgrave 
Macmillan. 
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PANEL I: QUEER TEMPORALITIES AND DECADENCE 
 
Queer Temporalities? Past and Present in Pater 
Laurel Brake (Birkbeck) 
 
Walter Pater’s ‘The Poems of William Morris’ is one of his rare full-length critical articles on contemporary 
literature. It appears anonymously, early in his career, and is followed sporadically with only four others—Rossetti, 
15 years later; and one could consider including his reviews of Robert Elsmere and of The Picture of Dorian Gray (1888 
and 1891), and his late piece on ‘Prosper Merimee’ (d.1870) to this short list. After the risky Morris piece, Pater 
turned resolutely to the Renaissance portraits that make up Studies, on which he builds his early reputation. It is 
not an exaggeration to claim that WHP eschewed writing about the present, and was driven, strategically to the 
past, by a homophobic cultural environment that routinely allocated to the past opportunity to ruminate on gay 
narratives, temperaments, and themes with least risk of notice. (Tennyson’s In Memoriam and Wilde’s The Picture of 
Dorian Gray are notable (and rare) exceptions to this counsel.) Pater was able to deploy the past politically to 
delineate its potential as a gay archive. In this paper I want to consider how the topic of Morris’s poems worked 
for Pater, rooted as they were in a Gothic past and a contemporary poetic sensibility and language; and how its 
‘conclusion’, stripped of its ‘date stamp’ and even its affiliation with Morris’s work, was able to animate the pasts 
of the mobile ‘Renaissance’, which moves in Studies between the 14C and the 18th, and link them by implication 
with the immanent resonance of a (timeless) present moment. Pater’s strategic need to avoid the present also 
underpins his frequent deployment of the various pasts of his fiction’s settings as resonant in the present of his 
readers, if not narratives on occasion recognised as alarmingly contemporary. 
 
Biography 
Laurel Brake is Professor Emerita, Birkbeck, University of London. Author of Walter Pater, Print in Transition and 
Subjugated Knowledges, she writes on Walter Pater and his work, including ‘Walter Pater and the New Media’ (2018) 
in Testing New Opinions (ed. by Gillard Estrada, Lambert-Charbonnier, and Ribeyrol). Co-founder and co-editor 
with Billie Inman of the Pater Newsletter. Recent work in SWPA and ELT. Currently writing Ink Work on Walter 
and Clara Pater, and editing an edition of Walter Pater’s journalism. 
 
***** 
 
Henry James’s Archive of the Underside 
Elizabeth McLean (University of Melbourne) 
 
Decadence in literature signifies a disintegration of the textual whole, the increasing autonomy of the parts, and in the end a generalized 
synecdoche. The decadent style is inherently ornamental. Decadence is a pathology of the detail: either metastasis or hypertrophy or both. 
 
—Naomi Schor, Reading in Detail: Aesthetics and the Feminine (1987) 
 
In his 1908 preface to the New York Edition of The Portrait of a Lady (1881), Henry James recalls the long period 
of the novel’s initial production and details his misspent weeks in Venice during the year 1880. The author restages 
his truancy and recasts himself in the somewhat clichéd role of the naïve young artist seduced by “the waterside 
life, the wonderous lagoon” of the Riva degli Shiavoni. Despite the fact that Venice is never featured in the novel’s 
diegesis, James observes the city’s insidious, lingering presence on its pages, as he notes: 

 
The Venetian footfall and the Venetian cry—all talk there, wherever uttered, having the pitch of a call 
across the water—come in once more at the window, renewing one’s old impression of the delighted 
senses and the divided, frustrated mind. […] Strangely fertilising in the long run, does a wasted effort of 
attention prove. It all depends on how the attention has been cheated, has been squandered. (pp. 3-4) 
 

In this preface, and in his extensive revisions for the novel, James engenders his 1881 text—regularly recognised 
as a masterwork of realism—with a fragmented topography and an anachronistic temporality. Moreover, he 
iterates and amplifies a critical engagement with Decadence—particularly its championing of idleness and waste, 
and its gestures of embellishment and generalisation—that, as I argue, is already extant in the 1881 text. 

This paper examines Henry James’s strenuous mediation of Decadence that he cultivates within and 
indeed through the confines of realism over the course of his career. I take The Portrait of a Lady as my primary 
example for the problematisation of ekphrasis that is invoked by the novel’s title. I propose that we read James’s 
“portrait” as itself a critique of the totalising impulse (the congruent reduction and exaggeration) inherent to both 
visual and literary portraiture, as we see this impulse instantiated through the characters’ fatal misreadings of one 
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another. I also suggest that in James’s employment of the “portrait” category, he situates the novel as aesthetic 
artefact, and that this conceptualisation is further consolidated by the addition of the Prefaces. Through this 
reading, I take up Eve Kosofsky Sedgewick’s reading of the queer performativity in James’s prefaces, and 
particularly her formulation of the eroticised “distance (temporal, figured as intersubjective, figured in turn as 
spatial),” between the present speaking self and the inner self-figurations (“Shame and Performativity,” Henry 
James’s New York Edition p. 216). I read the immersive anachronism of the prefaces as a carefully constructed “ob-
scene,” (to borrow Litvak’s term), to the scenes of the novels, that is, a version of the artist’s mark, the object’s 
underside, which we see regularly fetishized by James’s fictional aesthetes (Joseph Litvak, Strange Gourmets p. 100). 

 
Biography 
Elizabeth McLean recently completed her PhD thesis, “The Topographical Parenthesis: Articulations of Space in 
the Novels of Henry James.” She will be conferred in December 2019 and is a sessional tutor and lecturer at the 
University of Melbourne. 
 
***** 
 
“Lasting restraint of the bestial”: Clemence Housman’s queer vision of liminality 
Marisa Mercurio (Michigan State University) 
 
With Clemence Housman’s The Were-Wolf (1896) –a novella centered on two brothers whose relationship is 
disrupted by a female werewolf–as my principal object of inquiry, I will endeavor to place her text within a queer 
vision of temporal and gender liminality. Borrowing from Decadent notions of time and gender, Housman 
deconstructs traditional Victorian perceptions of linear progression and gender binaries through animalistic 
bodies. White Fell, the novella’s werewolf figure and antagonist, in particular traffics in queer eco-paganism 
through which the monstrous transformation unsettles structures between human and animal, female and non-
binary, consequently negotiating new possibilities of what it means to be not only human, but inherently gendered. 
Due to this liminal status, White Fell furthermore troubles Victorian conceptions of linear progress and regressive 
degeneration. Consequently, I am primarily concerned with the portrayal of (trans)gender monstrosities whose 
polymorphic transformative states are in constant flux. Housman’s biography and works, however, resist absolute 
affiliation with specific literary, aesthetic, and political movements, thereby offering insight into the boundaries 
she and her work traverses. Although Housman interacts with the Decadent movement’s politics at the fin-de-
siècle, she also juxtaposes its investments in eco-paganism with Christian moralities. While scholarly attention to 
the neo-pagan movement’s interrogation of fin-de-siècle gender politics has lately increased, largely through 
Dennis Denisoff who argues women’s literature challenged patriarchal systems of power through paganism, The 
Were-Wolf remains unexamined within this context, as well as in its relationship to temporality and progress. 
Indeed, Housman’s role as a radical woman writer with feminist and queer commitments positions her work to 
contest normative ideologies in the period. I argue she braids together Christian devotion with Decadent 
conceptions of time and gender in order to negotiate the politics of gender-queer dissidents at the fin-de-siècle. I 
will illuminate how Housman’s text explores notions of liminal states of cis-hetero/linear unbecoming represented 
through the animalistic body and proffers libratory dissolutions of Victorian ideological hegemony in her Christian 
morality tale. 
 
Biography 
Marisa Mercurio is a doctoral student in the English Department at Michigan State University where she studies 
intersections of gender, sexuality, and empire in nineteenth century British literature. She received her MA in 
English from University of Toledo and her BA in creative writing from DePaul University. 
 
***** 
 
Vernon Lee and Queer Archival Space 
Sally Blackburn-Daniels (University of Liverpool) 
 
Vernon Lee’s (Violet Paget 1856-1935) narratives often foreground an interplay between temporal spaces where 
historic past encroaches upon the present moment to create textual anachronisms. This is especially apparent in 
Lee’s decadent representations of archival spaces, which serve as a site for sexual desires and expression. 

The archive of the Marchesina Viscardi in Lee’s Louis Norbert (1914) is a codice for the extramarital affairs 
of Norbert and Abbess Artemeisia; the library of Prince L. in Ottilie (1895) serves as a metaphor for Eden—before 
and after the fall—in which an incestual tension derails a normative marriage. Likewise, in Hauntings (1890); 
Spiridion Trepka’s archival research in ‘Amore Dure’ incites a masochistic (and almost suicidal) passion for the 
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complex and violent Medea di Carpi, and Doctor Alessandro De Rosis’s projects a pagan sexuality—derived from 
his study of the classics—onto the shipwrecked child Dionea. Significantly, these non-normative representations 
of desire, sexuality and sex are safely bound in a distant past: time sanitises these complex relationships and 
destructive desires. 
 
Within Lee scholarship, her own relationships are often subject to scrutiny. As a woman who presented herself 
(textually, and to some extent, sartorially) as masculine, and who engaged in same-sex relationships (with Agnes 
Mary F. Robinson, Clementina ‘Kit’ Anstruther Thompson, as well as intense friendships with Amy Levy, Bella 
Duffy), Lee’s textual representations of sexuality refused to engage with her own complex same-sex desires. Yet 
this paper will argue, despite a refusal to engage with homosexual desires, these works are inherently queered by 
archival spaces and the passing of time. This in some way echoes Lee’s own archival space: her library of books, 
once kept at the Villa il Palmerino, now held at the British Institute in Florence. Lee’s reading, particularly that 
concerned with taxonomizing sexuality and gender, I would argue, is counter to that of Lee’s own, and literary 
experiences. 

Focusing on Lee’s personal, literary, and intellectual engagement with desire, this paper will situate the 
archive as an intersect, through which she clarifies and renders non-normative sexual expression. It will draw on 
Lee’s literary texts, correspondence, and works and marginalia from Lee’s personal library. 
 
Biography 
Sally Blackburn-Daniels has recently completed her PhD on Vernon Lee (Violet Paget, 1856-1935) at the 
University of Liverpool. She is a co-organizer of Vernon Lee 2019: An Anniversary Conference’ (Florence, May 
2019) and is a Researcher and Production Assistant for The Ballet of the Nations (May and Sept 2019). Sally’s 
essay ‘Vernon Lee: Excavating The Spirit of Rome’ is included in Excavating Modernity: Physical, Temporal and 
Psychological Strata in Literature, 1900-1930 (Routledge, July 2018). 
 

 

 
 
 

PANEL J: 20th/21st CENTURY TEXTUAL ARCHIVES OF DECADENCE 
 
History as a Decadent Pas-time: Michael Moorcock’s The Dancers at the End of Time 
Kostas Boyiopoulos (Durham University) 
 
A prolific science fiction and fantasy author, Michael Moorcock (b. 1939) is known for his iconoclastic politics 
and multihued, erudite prose. He revolutionised genre fiction as he shifted attention to style. Moorcock is credited 
as leading the Science Fiction New Wave movement when he replaced John Carnell at the editorial helm of New 
Worlds magazine from 1964 to 1971, accommodating the work of J. G. Ballard, Thomas Disch, M. John Harrison, 
Brian Aldiss and others. The New Wave disregarded optimistic, hard SF and opted for a questioning, soft SF 
epitomised by formal experimentation. The preoccupation of nineteenth-century French and British Decadent 
writers with fin-de-siècle/fin-du-globe sensibilities and stylistic excess provided a fertile ground for the New Wave 
movement, and for Moorcock particularly. 

In An Alien Heat (1972), The Hollow Lands (1974), and The End of All Songs (1976), a trilogy of highly 
inventive romantic SF comedies, collected under the title The Dancers at the End of Time (1981), Moorcock pays 
homage to the British Fin de siècle and explicitly the Decadent 1890s. As he confesses in his address to the reader, 
he was inspired by the writers that clustered around The Savoy and The Yellow Book. Aesthetic time and Decadent 
history form the very foundation of The Dancers at the End of Time. This is a text that bristles with distinctive Wildean 
paradox and aesthetic flourish. It fuses Wilde’s ideas about artificiality, amorality and beauty with the trope of time 
travel as it was first advanced by H. G. Wells in The Time Machine (1895). The plot focuses on the dandified Jherek 
Carnelian and his romantic adventures in late Victorian England. The End of Time marks the final phase of human 
history, with total destruction of the world being imminent. Yet, nothing is off limits and everything is possible. 
Morality appears to be a dead concept. Humanity has technologically evolved to such an extent that the pleasure-
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seeking denizens of the End of Time are immortal, devoting their energies to entertain each other with elaborate 
spectacles of the past. 

Under the veneer of comedic lightness lies a work of seriousness and philosophical complexity about the 
nature of temporality through the prism of Decadence. Against a backdrop of Edward Gibbon and Oswald 
Spengler’s ideas about the death of civilisations, my aim in this paper is to shed light on the ways by which 
Moorcock in Dancers elaborates on the trope of ‘l’Empire à la fin de la Décadence’, as is famously expressed by 
Paul Verlaine. Time has become a spatialised continuum that facilitates archival accumulation. History, then, 
through artistic-technological recreation and time travel has become an indulgent, aesthetic pastime. And yet, the 
materialisation and aesthetic treatment of history is itself encased in a Decadent narrative of entropy (a key SF 
New Wave concept) as well as cyclicality. By creating a dialogue with the 1890s, both conceptually and within the 
plot of the trilogy, Moorcock forces us to confront the relationship between Decadence and temporality afresh. 
 
Biography 
Kostas Boyiopoulos is a Teaching Associate in English Studies at Durham University. He has published essays on 
Wilde, Arthur Machen and others. He is the author of The Decadent Image: The Poetry of Wilde, Symons, and Dowson 
(EUP, 2015), partly funded by the Friends of Princeton University Library. He has co-edited the essay collection 
Decadent Romanticism: 1780–1914 (Ashgate, 2015) and The Decadent Short Story: An Annotated Anthology (EUP, 2014). 
His co-edited volumes Aphoristic Modernity: 1880 to the Present (Brill/Rodopi) and Literary and Cultural Alternatives to 
Modernism (Routledge) are forthcoming in 2019. 
 
***** 
 
Oscar Wilde, The Decadent Archive, and the Curation of Historical Context 
Frederick D. King (Dalhousie University) and Alison Lee (University of Western Ontario) 
 
Drawing on the anti-linear approaches to history employed in decadence, postmodernism, and contemporary 
archival theory, our paper will demonstrate how decadence, and particularly, postmodernism’s re-evaluation of 
decadence, changes our understanding of the archive, not only as a repository of primary documents, but as a 
creative notion of collecting that defies typical approaches to literary history and periodization. Following Gregory 
Betts’ concept of postmodernism as an “attack” on “the linear progressive model of literary development as an 
archaic and problematic teleological narrativization of history” (155), we will reread decadence and its changing 
character through the archive of its work found in postmodern literature. Specifically, we will look at the example 
of Oscar Wilde as a historical figure and as a creator of decadent literature as a product of archival practice and 
decadent approaches to history. 

Decadents, according to Matthew Potolsky, “incessantly drew lines of affiliation back in time and across 
national borders declaring their (permanent or provisional) allegiance to the movement by asserting a family 
resemblance with admired contemporaries or figures from the past” (5). In other words, the decadents were 
archivists, creating eclectic collections of art and literature including classical, renaissance, enlightenment, and 
contemporary works of a cosmopolitan range that “shifted often, even for the same writer at different moments 
in his or her career” (Potolsky 5). Archival theory today has taken a similarly eclectic approach to history. 
Borrowing from postmodern theory of the late-twentieth century, Terry Cook argues that the archival turn is a 
transition “from product to process, from structure to function,” or from the archives content to the archive’s 
form and the archivists choices as active mediators of history (4). Like decadents before them, archivists are not 
just collecting works, but paying self-conscious attention to why they form the archive as it is, willing to change 
and complicate both contents and organizational structures based on the role that history plays at the moment the 
archive is formed. 

Using the example of Wilde’s De Profundis, we will examine how Wilde sought to influence historical 
memory by creating an archival document to counter press coverage of his trial and the ruin of his reputation 
post-imprisonment. We will then consider how Peter Ackroyd’s novel, The Last Testament of Oscar Wilde adds to 
and changes our understanding of Wilde’s archival efforts by creating fictional contributions that mirror and 
satirize Wilde’s fictional creation of the self. Drawing on archive theory from critics such as Terry Cook, David 
Greetham, Marlene Manoff and Carolyn Steedman, we will argue for a restructuring of literary history’s archive in 
order to draw attention to its instability. Our goal is to show that decadent literature combined with postmodern 
reconstructions of decadence form an archive of self-conscious historical uncertainty that destabilizes literary 
history. Arlette Farge argues, indeed, that the point of archives is to “bring forward details that disabuse, derail, 
and straightforwardly break any hope of linearity or positivism” (42). With the example of Wilde’s historical record, 
we will see that archival theory, and historiographic metafiction of the postmodern era, has its foundations in the 
historical eclecticism of fin-de-siècle decadence. 
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Biographies 
Frederick D. King is an Assistant Professor of Business Communication at Dalhousie University. Frederick’s work 
with Alison Lee is a comparative study of nineteenth-century Decadence and twentieth-century postmodernism 
as critical methodologies for reading contemporary neoliberal discourses. Their articles have also appeared in 
Victorians: A Journal of Culture and Literature, Cahiers victoriens et édouardiens, and Contemporary Literature. 
 
Alison Lee is an Associate Professor with the Department of English and Writing Studies and the Department of 
Women’s Studies and Feminist Research at the University of Western Ontario. Alison’s work with Frederick D. 
King is a comparative study of nineteenth-century Decadence and twentieth-century postmodernism as critical 
methodologies for reading contemporary neoliberal discourses. Their articles have also appeared in Victorians: A 
Journal of Culture and Literature, Cahiers victoriens et édouardiens, and Contemporary Literature. 
 
***** 
 
“[A] palimpsest of dimly familiar signatures and arabesques”: Art, Time, and the Artist in Neo-Decadent 
Fiction 
Patricia Pulham (University of Surrey) 
 
In recent years, the publishing house ‘Snuggly Books’ has launched a number of novels and anthologies relating 
to Decadence. It its catalogue one may find Jean Lorrain, Octave Mirbeau, Arthur Machen, and Joris-Karl 
Huysmans, as well as contemporary works by Quentin S. Crisp and Brendan Connell, two of the contributors to 
Drowning in Beauty: The Neo-Decadent Anthology (2018), edited by Justin Isis and Daniel Corrick. What binds the 
writers of the past to the contemporary authors featured in this collection is an interest in art, aestheticism, and 
excess. The volume is primarily Anglo-American, though at least two of the twelve writers included have strong 
associations with Japan. 

his introduction to Drowning in Beauty, Corrick states that he and his fellow contributors have been ‘flying 
the Neo-Decadent flag for a number of years’ and goes on to define what he means by ‘Neo-Decadence’. To 
begin with Corrick explains Neo-Decadent literature by saying what it does not do; it does not set out to imitate 
‘the prose and setting of an historical writer, Wilde, say, or Huysmans’ (2018, p. 5). In doing so, Corrick is perhaps 
distancing Neo-Decadent writing from popular examples of Neo-Victorian fiction that trade on intertextual 
references to, or rewritings of, works produced by notable Victorian writers such as Dickens. 
For Corrick, Neo-Decadence looks ‘backward and forward: forward to where life in the 21st Century is moving 
and backwards over the decades[‘] post-Sexual Revolution which shaped modernity’, to find ‘Ecstasy in extremes, 
art about art and the artist, [and] hidden beauty’ (2018, p. 9). His short introduction is followed by two manifestos 
of Neo-Decadence: one by Brendan Connell; the other by Justin Isis. Both to some extent attack commercial 
publishing and the academy’s production line of creative writing graduates. Connell states that ‘Neo-Decadent 
writers will honour the fragmented, the contorted, the unfinished, the unpublished’, while Isis proclaims that 
writing ‘can be neither sincere nor authentic’; that these are ‘the clichés of the ranks of the dead’; and that ‘Style is 
a mute scream in symbols’ (2018, pp. 16-20). 

Positioning itself in dialogue with the past, and against the ‘New Sincerity’ of contemporary fiction, Neo-
Decadent literature, as expressed in this collection, necessarily engages in temporal shifts and dynamics that ask 
us to question the meaning and significance of ‘Aesthetic Time’. This paper intends to explore ‘Aesthetic Time’ 
in two of the short stories in Drowning in Beauty: Daniel Corrick’s ‘Chameleon is to Peacock as Salamander is to 
Phoenix’ and Quentin S. Crisp’s ‘Amen’, both of which deal – albeit very differently - with art, aesthetics, and the 
figure of the artist. I argue that, while no Decadent writer is explicitly mentioned in either text, each resonates with 
works by Decadent antecedents, transcending time through strangeness and beauty. 
 
Biography 
Patricia Pulham is Professor of Victorian Literature at the University of Surrey. She has published widely on 
Decadence and Aestheticism in the works of writers such as A.C. Swinburne, Vernon Lee, Oscar Wilde, Olive 
Custance, and Robert Hichens. She is currently completing a monograph, The Sculptural Body in Victorian Literature: 
Encrypted Sexualities, to be published by Edinburgh University Press. 
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PANEL K: DECADENT INTERMEDIALITY AND INTERTEXTUALITY 
 
Slapstick Salome and Wilde Onscreen in the 1910s 
Kate Hext (University of Exeter) 
 
In 1918 Roscoe ‘Fatty’ Arbuckle wrote and starred in The Cook, alongside his friend Buster Keaton. Although it 
was rediscovered in 1998, the movie has remained all but forgotten today. This paper makes a case – an unlikely 
case – that it opens some interesting avenues for scholars of Decadence and its evolution after Wilde’s death. For 
The Cook features an extended 7 minute sequence parodying Theda Bara’s Dance of the Seven Veils in Wilde’s 
Salome (1918). In it, Arbuckle himself becomes Salome, dancing around the kitchen in his frying-pan-made 
costume and picking up a string of sausages as a make-shift veil before attempting to kiss the Head of John the 
Baptist: an iceberg lettuce on a silver platter. 

If The Cook has so far eluded scholars writing on Wilde’s Salome and its afterlife, perhaps it’s because it 
looks like a bit of fun. But it’s not only a bit of fun. It brings into focus a number of issues regarding Wilde’s 
afterlife on the silent screen between 1915 and 1925. First, and most obviously, it highlights how familiar the 
movie-going public were with Salome in 1918. Arbuckle is exploiting the profile of Maud Allen’s stage Salome which 
had heavily influenced The Rug Maker’s Daughter (1915, starring Allen herself) and Bara’s now-lost film. Second, it 
serves as an example of how the silents flirted with the same-sex eroticism of Wilde years before Alla Nazimova’s 
infamous Salome (1922). In 1918 the delicious air of scandal associated with Wilde’s play via the Pemberton Billing 
Trial, which began five months before The Cook’s release. Situating the Arbuckle sequence into the broader context 
of Wilde adaptations in the US, we can trace how filmmakers carefully titillated their audiences with a nod and a 
wink in the direction of the homoerotic in Wilde’s texts and biography, and in doing so prepared the ground for 
Nazimova’s Salome. The sequence creates a dialogue between Wilde’s sexual innuendoes and those – including 
cross-dressing -- that Arbuckle had made part of his own screen persona. Thirdly, at a time when Wilde’s 
epigrammatic dialogue was absent from the screen and his comedies, when they were filmed, were rewritten into 
moral dramas, Arbuckle finds a way to reinstate Wilde’s glorious irreverence without words, using physical 
comedy. 

The discussion of Arbuckle’s Salome and its context in US cinema of the 1910s will be framed by attention 
to questions of how Arbuckle and his contemporaries were subversively looking back to the 1890s and how, today, 
archival investigation beyond the written text can reshape our understanding of decadence. 
 
Biography 
Kate Hext is a senior lecturer in English at the University of Exeter. Her publications include Walter Pater: 
Individualism and Aesthetic Philosophy (Edinburgh UP, 2013), ‘Rethinking the Origins of Camp in the Queer 
Correspondence of Carl Van Vechten and Ronald Firbank’ (Modernism/modernity, 2019), ‘Ben Hecht’s Hard-Boiled 
Decadence: The Flaneur as Reporter’ (Modernist Cultures, 2018), and, as editor with Alex Murray, Decadence in the 
Age of Modernism (Johns Hopkins UP, 2019). She regularly reviews books on decadence in the TLS. 
 
***** 
 
“Hitherto Unpublished”: Re-forging the Beardsley Archive 
Gregory Mackie (University of British Columbia) 
 
In 1920, the New York publisher H. S. Nichols released a large-format book entitled Fifty Drawings by Aubrey 
Beardsley. Its title recalls two 1890s collections of Beardsley’s pen-and-ink work published by Nichols’s sometime 
business partner in London, Leonard Smithers. Indeed, the contents of this sumptuously produced tome would 
appear to revivify late-Victorian Decadence’s iconic artist for a new generation. But unlike the collections that 
Smithers published, Nichols’s Beardsleys were quickly denounced as forgeries. In faking Beardsley, Nichols was 
not only trading on nostalgia for an earlier era that Osbert Burdett would label “the Beardsley period” in 1925. 
He was also reinventing the late-Victorian past – re-forging its archive, if you will – by embroidering the afterlife 
of two of its most definitive figures. 

Leonard Smithers had brought out multiple books by Aubrey Beardsley and Oscar Wilde in the late 1890s. 
By 1920, however, these fin de siècle figures were all conveniently dead: Nichols had outlived them all. This paper 
will draw particular attention to one of Nichols’s “fifty drawings”: the “Portrait of Oscar Wilde.” This ingenious 
forgery depicts the Irish writer in a long black coat, gazing thoughtfully at the viewer. Beardsley had caricatured 
Wilde many times, most memorably in his illustrations for the English version of Wilde’s Decadent play Salome 
(1894), so it is not entirely implausible that a “hitherto unpublished” image uniting the Decadent artist and the 
Decadent writer should turn up. And yet unlike those unflattering images, Nichols’s “Portrait” is not a caricature; 
it can be better comprehended as a kind of archive. Synthesizing familiar graphic elements from Beardsley’s 
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repertoire with references to Wilde’s literary fame, the portrait’s careful arrangement of disparate components 
visualizes surprising continuities between modernist-era cultural production and the recent past, which 
phenomenon Kristin Mahoney has identified as “post-Victorian Decadence.” In exploiting the cultural memory 
of Wilde and Beardsley for a twentieth-century audience, Nichols markets a future for the late-Victorian era by 
conjuring a past for it that never existed. 
 
Biography 
Gregory Mackie is Associate Professor in the Department of English at the University of British Columbia, 
Vancouver. He specializes in Victorian and Modernist Literature, drama, and book history. His monograph about 
the lost archive of Oscar Wilde forgeries that flooded the rare book market in the 1920s, “Beautiful Untrue Things”: 
Forging Oscar Wilde’s Extraordinary Afterlife, was published by University of Toronto Press in June. 
 
***** 
 
Lire, Relire, Délire: Des Esseintes’s Library at Fontenay and Intertextual Masculinity in Huysmans’s À 
Rebours (1884) 
Mathew Rickard (Queen’s University Belfast) 
 
À Rebours is a novel full of intertextual references which could provide the basis of an entire study alone. However, 
the illumination of some pertinent examples will highlight the use of certain intertextual references to codify a 
poetics of masculinity, specifically non-normative masculinity. In her study of the intersection between 
architecture and the ‘catalogue novels’ of both Huysmans and Goncourt, Zimm notes that ‘intertextual references 
and accounts of the library’ provide both ‘an element of the outside world’ and insert ‘a critical discourse’ into the 
novel (‘Writers-in-residence: Goncourt and Huysmans at home without a plot’, The Journal of Architecture, 2004). 
Indeed, the very nature of intertextuality can be considered to impart a particular message or ideology based on 
its deliberate inclusion, with LaGuardia elaborating that intertextual masculinity in particular is predicated on the 
recognition of ‘men’s activity as readers and writers of texts about being a man, written for the benefit and 
instruction of other men’ (Intertextual Masculinity in French Renaissance Literature, 2008). By tracing Huysmans’s 
literary explorations from late Latin authors through to contemporaneous French (and often Catholic) authors I 
will demonstrate how Des Esseintes’s library juxtaposes late Latin decadence and the subsequent fall of Rome 
with late nineteenth-century French ennui. In this way, I will argue that Huysmans simultaneously highlights and 
reclaims non-normative masculinity both through his engagement with sexually transgressive historical texts and 
their implied literary successors – notably Baudelaire, Barbey d’Aurevilly, and Flaubert. A focus on textuality and 
the gendering of language and intellect will demonstrate how Huysmans’s intertextual interpolations throughout 
the novel draw attention to the conception of masculinity itself as intertextual. Des Esseintes effectively sets out 
a manifesto for non-normative masculinity – a trope that returns again and again in decadent literature – through 
his creation of a catalogue of references and tastes that are à rebours to the accepted masculine palate. I will thus 
argue that À Rebours therefore demonstrates the inevitable and inherent compatibility and interdependence of a 
web of (textual) masculinities which – however positively or negatively – require each other to define and refine 
themselves constantly. I will therefore argue that it provides apotheosis for des Esseintes’s alternative masculinity, 
inspiring other Decadent authors to follow his example. 
 
Biography 
Mathew Rickard is a PhD candidate in his final year in the French department at Queen’s University, Belfast in 
Northern Ireland. His thesis is entitled ‘Against the Grain: The Poetics of Non-Normative Masculinity in 
Decadent French Literature’ and is concerned with the intersection of French decadent poetics and the emergence 
of non-normative masculine identities and behaviours at the end of the nineteenth century, interrogating to what 
extent masculinity is ‘performed’ in decadent texts. His aim is to focus on the ways in which masculinity is 
negotiated through narrative representation, and the ways in which it is renegotiated and reinscribed as an effect 
of intertextuality. He has recently presented his work at the Society for French Studies’ conferences (2017, 2018), 
the British Association of Decadence Studies’ ‘Decadence, Magic(k), and the Occult’ conference (2018), as well as 
the Society of Dix-Neuviémistes’ conferences (2018, 2019). His broader research interests include book culture, 
intertextuality, transgression and gender studies, with a particular focus on masculinities and queer theory. 
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PANEL L: DECADENT LIFE-WRITING AS ARCHIVE 
 
Still alive inside the amber: Arthur Symons’ Personal Archive and Self-Memorialization 
Nick Freeman (Loughborough University) 

 
What other men forget, I still remember: 
The flies are still alive inside the amber. 

Clive James, ‘The Hypertension Kid’ (1974) 
 

Arthur Symons spent twenty years living in the Paterian moment and thirty more trapped in the past. When he 
began to return to literary life in 1910 after a calamitous breakdown eighteen months earlier, he appeared almost 
oblivious to changes in literary fashion and made no attempt to adapt to them. If anything, he retreated to a period 
before his illness, situating himself in an alternative version of the mid-1890s in which the Wilde scandal and the 
backlash against decadent art which followed it had never occurred. Here, Pater, Whistler, Wagner, and Verlaine 
reigned supreme, the political rivalries propelling Europe towards catastrophe were irrelevant, and evenings could 
be spent in the stalls of the Alhambra theatre, entranced by the shimmering dances of the ballet girls and the subtle 
scent of peau d’espagne. In this world at least, Arthur Symons was still a man of influence and renown. 

Symons’ reconfiguration of himself and his time was not, of course, as conscious and deliberate as this 
suggests. Nevertheless, it is broadly true to say that once he returned to public life, Symons was obsessed with the 
world of his heyday and the writers, actresses, artists and musicians who had populated it. For the rest of his life 
he would recall it obsessively in essay and article, poem and memoir, as if these successive reiterations might allow 
not simply its preservation but its continued existence. This was no simple case of melancholic nostalgia. Instead, 
Symons configured the 1890s as the epicentre of modernity and continued to do so, even as electricity replaced 
gaslight and motor cars the hansom cab. 

This paper looks at Symons’ idiosyncratic processes of self-assertion through temporal realignment in the 
essays and autobiographical writings he produced from 1910 onwards. It pays particular attention to his habit of 
reworking earlier published pieces, a tendency which is usually dismissed as a symptom of his continued illness, 
but which is actually a much more complex relationship with his past. Symons undoubtedly brooded on this, 
keeping photographs of a former lover for half a century after their final meeting, but unlike Yeats in his 
Autobiographies, he seemed unwilling (or unable) to periodise and ‘fix’ bygone days. For Symons, the past was not 
past but eternally present. To dwell in it was not an act of escapism but an assertion of his continued importance. 

In considering Symons’ relationship with his past and what Jane Desmarais and Chris Baldick call his 
‘grand self-memorializing projects of the 1920s,’ the paper examines his archiving practices and their practical 
implications for the production of new work, especially in terms of his tendency to recycle older material. Without 
making overstated claims for the worth of Symons’ essays of that period, I hope to suggest that he was rather 
more than simply a stopped clock or a scratched 78 forever replaying the same fragment of an overly familiar 
tune. 
 
Biography 
Nick Freeman is Reader in Late Victorian Literature at Loughborough University. He has published widely on the 
literature and culture of the fin de siècle and has a particular interest in Arthur Symons. He edited Symons’ Spiritual 
Adventures (MHRA, 2017) and is currently writing a biography of him, Arthur Symons: A Life of Sensations. 
 
***** 
 
Frederick Rolfe’s scrapbook as Decadent Archive of the Self 
Katharina Herold (University of Oxford) 
 
Associated with late nineteenth-century literary Decadence, Frederick Rolfe compiled an impressive 110-page 
scrapbook from 1880 until 1890. From 1890 onwards, now better known under his nom de plume ‘Baron Corvo’, 
Rolfe’s scrapbook could be considered an archive documenting the search for his Decadent self. My talk will 
discuss the scrapbook as a form of Decadent archive that challenges notions of temporal coherence and historicity 
of the self. I argue that Rolfe, casting himself as ‘bibliophilic dandy’, created in his scrapbook his own Decadent 
autobiography. It furthermore provided a self-perpetuating model of collecting and archiving practices, which 
seems to define our definitions of Decadent image-making until today: namely the eclectic blend of fiction with 
life-writing and vice versa. Rolfe’s scrapbook contains a plethora of ephemeral material from newspaper clippings, 
illustrations, programmes, to name-cards and manuscript ephemera. Known as an eccentric writer of fiction, poet, 
journalist, photographer and painter, and homosexual with a past as a failed Catholic priest, Rolfe transformed his 
collection of everyday material into an artistic archive of his life events. Rolfe even took up the idea of Decadent 
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scrapbooking as a piecing together of character/self in his own writing. The opening pages of his fictional 
autobiography Hadrian the Seventh (1904) illustrate how Rolfe implemented his private scrapbooking practice into 
his own Decadent literary work. His main character Arthur Rose keeps a scrapbook of newspaper clippings, 
fictionally reiterating Rolfe’s own scrapbooking activities. 

Rolfe’s incorporation of the scrapbooking process into his literary work anticipates Modernist tendencies 
that James Joyce, Alfred Döblin and the Dadaists would later perfect in their narrative collage techniques. These 
tendencies adapted notions of the Decadent Archive, which championed a history and temporality ‘pieced 
together’ while side-lining teleological concerns. 

In a speech on experimental biography delivered to London’s City Literary Institute in 1928, A.J.A. 
Symons, Rolfe’s own biographer, appealed to modern biographers: They must ‘privilege hidden histories and seek 
out those incongruous quirks of personality that structure the most interesting, even infamous lives’ (p. 352). 
Symons followed his own advice in his biography of Frederick Rolfe, entitled The Quest for Corvo, by bringing 
together ‘incongruous quirks of personality’ from interviews, letters and ephemeral miscellanea relating to Rolfe. 
In the 1950 it was to become the landmark text for practitioners of Corvinism, a cult of collecting ‘Corviana’, 
anything to do with Rolfe, his life and his work. This collecting cult reflects Rolfe’s own collection of ephemera 
gathered in his scrapbook, bringing a chain of connected processes of nineteenth-century Decadent reading, 
collecting and archiving habits full circle and into the twentieth century. 
 
Biography 
Dr Katharina Herold is Stipendiary Lecturer in English at Brasenose College, Oxford. Her research focuses on 
the ways in which Orientalism shaped English and German Decadent writing between 1880-1920. She is a member 
of the international research network ‘Writing 1900’ led by Prof. Gesa Stedman and Dr Stefano Evangelista. Her 
book chapter ‘Dancing the Image – Sensoriality and kinaesthetics in the poetry of Stéphane Mallarmé and Arthur 
Symons’ appeared in Decadence and the Senses (Legenda, 2017). More recently, she contributed a chapter on Arthur 
Symons and the Gypsy Lore to Arthur Symons: Poet, Critic, Vagabond (Legenda, 2018). 
 
***** 
 
Thirty-Six Views of Renée Vivien 
Melanie Hawthorne (Texas A&M University) 
 
Decadent literature often privileges accumulation over narrative progress, amassing objects, taking inventories, or 
compiling catalogues. Such dilation can expand the present at the expense of such teleological projects as telling 
a story or getting to a point, as befits decadent skepticism about progress. But how can the decadent biographer 
respect this avoidance of narrative purpose while doing justice to the need to account for the shape of a life lived 
in time? 
 
In “Thirty-Six Views of Renée Vivien,” I answer that question by exploring the use of the modern genre of the 
list as a way of organizing the life of the fin-de-siècle Anglo-French writer Renée Vivien (Pauline Tarn, 1877-
1909). As inspiration, I draw on Thirty-Six Views of the Eiffel Tower by French artist Henri Rivière (1864-1951), of 
decadent “Chat Noir” fame. This series of fine art prints depicting various glimpses of the Eiffel Tower (in snow, 
under construction), collected into a book in 1902, itself references the even more famous “Thirty-Six Views of 
Mount Fuji” by Japanese woodblock artist Utagawa Hiroshige (1797-1858) that includes the iconic “Great Wave” 
image and that played such a central role in European fin-de-siècle japonisme. Vivien herself collected Asian art, 
incorporated Asian themes in her work, and traveled to Asia, so Rivière’s filtering of the Japanese print through a 
Parisian lens is a fitting perspective for her life. 

By evoking the life of Renée Vivien through a series of non-hierarchically organized images (“thirty-six 
views”), I present biography in the form of a list. Lists have not always been acceptable as an organizing principle, 
but the flattening of high culture/low culture distinctions on social media has favored such democratizing forms. 
There’s even a word for it in publishing: a listicle, a portmanteau word combining “list” and “article” that is now 
recognized by inclusion in the OED. 

People haven’t always known what to do with books that look like lists. When artist Ed Ruscha sent a 
copy of his now famous photography book Twentysix Gas Stations (1963) to the Library of Congress, they mistook 
it for a mere catalog and declined it. But the list is now understood as a genre of narrative. Whether that story 
produced is one of hierarchy -- 1 is best, 2 is second best, 3 is third best, and so on -- or whether it offers a non-
hierarchical arrangement of “family resemblances” (to borrow Wittgenstein’s term) in which a resembles b, b 
resembles c, and c resembles d even though d looks nothing like a, the list is now understood as conveying more 
than a simple inventory, but it remains a form that echoes the decadent preoccupation with an accumulation of 
moments. 
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If you can tell “The History of the World in 100 Objects” as Neil MacGregor has recently done to acclaim 
(1910), why not tell the life of a japanisme-influenced writer in 36 views? This illustrated presentation describes the 
biographical project of writing the life of René Vivien, showing some of the visual illustrations, giving examples 
of content, and highlighting some of the problems encountered along the way. 
 
Biography 
Melanie Hawthorne is Professor of French at Texas A&M University, in the United States. She is best known for 
her work on Rachilde, in particular the critical biography Rachilde and French Women’s Authorship: From 
Decadence to Modernism (Nebraska, 2001) and the MLA edition of Monsieur Vénus. Hawthorne specializes in 
the decadent period and women writers. In 2013 she published The Woman Who Didn’t Exist: The Curious Life 
of Gisèle d’Estoc, a biographical project that attempts to demystify and defend humanities research in addition to 
recovering a lost figure of the decadent period. Hawthorne’s current writing projects focus on the fin-de-siècle 
writer Renée Vivien (Pauline Tarn, 1877-1909). 
 
***** 
 
The Saint’s Life as Decadent Historiography 
Joseph Thorne (Liverpool John Moores University) 
 
The decadent hagiography provides a distinctive conceptual framework to refashion the past. It gives decadent 
writers a means to take control of their own histories and to challenge the narrative of degeneration popularised 
by writers like Max Nordau. Replacing history with the saint’s life allows decadent writers to present themselves 
as Christ-like figures, but also to implicitly sanctify the practices of decadence which society condemned. Decadent 
writers reject models of the past based on historical veracity in favour of an ecstatic, transformative genre which, 
they suggest, transcends the purely factual. 

As a secondary plot to the main narrative, J. K. Huysmans’ 1891 novel La Bàs features a biography of the 
medieval serial killer and sorcerer Gilles de Rais. This narrative is not presented as a straightforward history 
because suspicion of histories lies at the heart of Là-Bas. Durtal calls for depictions of Clio, the Muse of History, 
which show her with ‘a sphinx’s head, flapping mutton-chop whiskers and a padded bonnet.’ The muse is no 
longer something august, but a ridiculous spectacle. The connotations of the ‘sphinx’s head’ imply that there is 
something inherently untrustworthy in history as a genre. Durtal, Huysmans’ protagonist, wants to transform 
realism, the realism of history, into a literary form which can have a spiritual, almost occult effect, on its reader. 
To achieve this, Huysmans presents de Rais’ life as a blasphemous version of hagiography—the ideal mode of 
decadent life-writing. He suggests that history is subordinate to the saint’s life; it is inadequate because it merely 
records events while the imaginative act of writing a saint’s life constitutes a genuine act of transcendence. 

This strategy for representing history is not, however, confined to the French decadent tradition and can 
also be found in the writings of Oscar Wilde. Throughout his work, Wilde draws on religious and saintly language 
to frame his ideals and personal history, but his self-identification with Christ puts him at odds with the 
mechanisms of church authority and organised religion. The founding principle of his brand of Christianity is 
resistance to authority and he makes it a cornerstone of his understanding of Christian historiography. Jesus is an 
icon of resistance for Wilde, and the suffering Christ is a recurring image in ‘The Soul of Man under Socialism.’ 
In his words, ‘the medieval Christ is the real Christ.’ The true avatar of Christianity is the human figure nailed to 
the cross as a criminal, the criminal murdered for challenging Roman law. His negotiation of selfhood and 
sainthood reaches its climax in his autobiographical prison piece De Profundis. Here, Wilde reinforces the 
association he has created between himself and Christ, suggesting that in writing an account of his personal history 
he has been writing his own saint’s life. Imaginative self-reinterpretation is preferable to accumulated historical 
fact for the decadents Thus, when Wilde writes a record of his own life, he transforms himself by framing history 
as hagiography. 
 
Biography 
Joseph Thorne, having studied for his undergraduate degree at Corpus Christi College, Oxford, and his Masters 
at Cardiff University, has recently completed his PhD at Liverpool John Moores University. His work looks at the 
material interactions of decadent social networks at the Fin de Siècle. In 2016, he worked as a research assistant 
for the Liverpool Central Library exhibition Richard Le Gallienne: Liverpool’s Wild(e) Poet, curated by Professor 
Margaret Stetz and Mark Samuels Lasner (University of Delaware). Last year, he co-organised an international 
conference, Neo-Victorian Decadences, held at St Johns’ College, Durham. 
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PANEL M: AESTHETIC TIME 
 
“Breaking the Sequence”: The Times of Description in The Mill on the Floss 
Kayla Grant 
 
This paper explores the temporality of description in George Eliot’s The Mill on the Floss, focusing on the novel’s 
virtuosic first chapter. Against theories of description that label it static or eternal—likening descriptive passages 
to spatial objects—I argue that Mill’s opening mobilizes description to affirm time’s multiplicity. Nearly every 
character in this novel is deeply invested in inflexible sequences; yet time and again, these linear approaches to 
time exact enormous sacrifices of happiness and humanity. I read description as a counterweight to these 
chronological sequences, privileging what Eliot identifies in “Notes on Form in Art” as emotional sequence; 
governed by memory and association, description insists on the many past and future moments encapsulated in 
the present. 

As I will show, these breaks with traditional narrative sequence have surprising consequences for our 
understanding of Eliot’s realism. Eliot wrote The Lifted Veil during a brief hiatus from The Mill on the Floss, and 
after finishing it revised Mill’s first chapter into its current form. I use the close relationship between these two 
texts—both explicitly interested in the temporal disturbances that memory and prediction involve—to motivate 
a second claim, that Eliot’s descriptive temporality is associated with aestheticism. Eliot marks The Lifted Veil’s 
main character as an aesthete; I read his prescient double-consciousness of time as an analogue to the double-
consciousness that aestheticism demands: a combination of direct sensory perception and aestheticizing distance. 

Although British aestheticism and realism are almost always invoked as a contrast rather than a 
comparison, both movements used elaborate descriptive techniques to rethink the relationship between art and 
reality. I invoke John Ruskin’s descriptive writing as an early form of aestheticism that, like Eliot’s, associates 
aesthetic perception with a multiplied temporal consciousness that provides the fullest possible representation of 
reality. In his autobiographical Praeterita Ruskin offers us a lesson in seeing the real more as we see aesthetic 
objects—attentively and with a wide frame of reference to other times, places, and objects, as well as a willingness 
to perceive the beauty and connectedness latent in all things: aestheticism shades into realism. This project finds 
a fictional analogue in the gorgeous descriptions that unfurl in The Mill on the Floss. In digressions like the one that 
begins the novel, Eliot’s narrator revels in the heightened awareness of reality’s “loveliness” and complexity that 
description offers, and that her protagonists never quite achieve—ultimately suggesting that, if we’re not 
aestheticizing, we’re missing something. 
 
Biography 
Kayla Grant is a PhD candidate in literature at the University of Michigan. Her research emphasizes the 
intersections of British realism and aestheticism, with a particular focus on novelistic form. Her dissertation 
investigates the purpose of extended description in late-Victorian novels, exploring how this mode registers the 
influence of aestheticist thinking on art and mimesis. 
 
***** 
 
Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s Search for Lost Time 
Fergus McGhee (University of Oxford) 
 
The art critic Robert Hughes suggested that the significance of Pre-Raphaelite painting lay in what it revealed 
‘about the possibilities of refracting the past into the present’. Few artists explored those possibilities with such 
subtlety and persistence as Dante Gabriel Rossetti, in poetry no less than in painting. I want to propose that the 
phenomenon of déjà vu, first being theorized in the late nineteenth century, offers an especially acute, and 
potentially rich, way of thinking about Rossetti’s poetics in particular and late Victorian notions of temporality 
more broadly. In poems such as ‘Sudden Light’, Rossetti interrogates the sometimes uneasy, sometimes thrilling 
feeling that ‘I have been here before, / But when or how I cannot tell’, and his poetry was even cited as evidence 
by leading Victorian researchers in psychology such as Sir James Crichton-Browne. In the laboratory of his poems, 
which were to have such a vital influence on the wider Aesthetic movement, Rossetti experiments with what 
happens when the temporal dynamics of experience are bent out of shape. For Crichton-Browne, déjà vu was a 
malady to which creative artists were especially prone, and he valued their insight accordingly. This association 
between temporal disorientation and the workings of the literary imagination is convincing, because as Athena 
Vrettos has written, déjà vu involves ‘locating present feelings in the past or future, distancing the present from 
itself by making it representational’. I argue that, as well as describing ‘metacognitive’ states like déjà vu with great 
sensitivity, Rossetti’s poetry itself aspires to the sense of time lost and found which these experiences typify. 
Contemporaries such as Thomas Gordon Hake testified to such an effect when he wrote in a review of Rossetti’s 
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Poems (1870), ‘Surely poetry must be a progressive art in which discoveries may be made as in other branches of 
knowledge; yet one ever seems to have experienced its fresh revelations beforehand’. Rossetti’s own famously 
revisionary practice embodies this dynamic, for as he wrote to William Allingham, ‘My sonnets are not generally 
finished till I see them again after forgetting them.’ Against the ‘summoning art’ of memory, Rossetti pits the eerie 
surprise of this special form of involuntary recognition, which blurs the boundaries between past, present, and 
future, the strange and the familiar, representation and reality. Challenging the prevailing view of Rossetti as a poet 
who yearned to transcend or abolish time, I suggest that recovering his fascination with déjà vu offers to reinscribe 
time as a complicating, and motivating, force in his poetry. By situating the poems within a network of discourses 
about déjà vu, from Victorian psychology and the occult to Bergson and modern scientific research, I hope to 
show how they suggest new ways of thinking about history and temporality within the wider currents of 
Aestheticism and Decadence. 
 
Biography 
I am a doctoral student at Magdalen College, Oxford, writing on ‘Forms of Unknowing in Victorian Poetry’. My 
project explores how five poets – Robert Browning, A. H. Clough, D. G. Rossetti, Alice Meynell, and Thomas 
Hardy – contended against the Victorian vice of ‘knowingness’, and how each found distinctive ways of resisting 
or estranging certain ways of knowing. I read Theology as an undergraduate at Cambridge and spent a couple of 
years working in London before winning a scholarship to read for a second BA in English at Oxford. I 
subsequently returned to Cambridge to complete an MPhil in Modern and Contemporary Literature, writing a 
dissertation on Browning and Ruskin. 
 
***** 
 
Aesthetic Fads 
Rebecca N. Mitchell (University of Birmingham)  
 
“Fad” is, appropriately, a word without a history, a Victorian term adopted by the Victorians to describe 
consumerist and cultural crazes made possible by uniquely Victorian industries. Even the definitive repository 
of the English language offers only the scantest insight into the term’s provenance or usage. “Etymology 
unknown,” the OED reports; “widely current in dialects (chiefly midland) and thence recently adopted in general 
use.” The OED definition seems surprisingly wrongheaded: “A crotchety rule of action; a peculiar notion as the 
right way of doing something; a pet project, esp. of social or political reform, to which exaggerated importance is 
attributed; in a wider sense, a crotchet, hobby, ‘craze’.” 

The peculiarity or crotchety-ness of the notion is emphasized here—a definition which has not changed 
since it was first included in the dictionary—yet as early as the 1870s, the term had lost this connotation in favour 
of a focus on the viral, if narrow, popularity of objects or ideas. The ephemerality of the fad is captured only in 
the final word of the entry—”craze”—yet this meaning quickly predominated its usage, and by the early 1880s, 
the frequent mentions of “fads” in the popular press used the term to mean a passing fashion or behaviour, often 
falling outside of accepted norms, and often adopted seemingly by whim as opposed to ardent belief. 

Given this timing, it is no wonder that some of the earliest applications of the word were to the trappings 
of aestheticism. Fin-de-siècle newspaper reports on “Aesthetic fads” mentioned objects (sunflowers, peacocks), 
actions (drinking from a lily, wearing knee breeches), and people (Aubrey Beardsley, Oscar Wilde), to name just a 
few examples. Some of these fads can be tracked historically or geographically, instantiating as they do the revival 
of a fashion from an earlier time (e.g. the knee breeches) or an exotic place (e.g. the peacock feathers), as opposed 
to a sui generis eruption. But I wonder if by insisting on there being intention, motivation, and precedent behind 
some of these markers of Aestheticism, we might miss the brio of invention, the baselessness of some of the 
choices. 

To explore this question, I will turn to that most familiar send-up of Aesthetic foibles as a case study: 
Gilbert and Sullivan’s Patience (1881). I do this not only because it skewers the objects of Aestheticism at its most 
faddish, but also because it harnesses another, non-Aesthetic, ahistoric fad in the same process. Patience wears a 
Dolly Varden dress. The garment has a history of fitful popularity, beginning in 1770s France, revived (without 
ensuing fad) in the 1840s in Dickens’s Barnaby Rudge, and resurfacing again (with ensuing fad) in the decade after 
Dickens’s death, by which point all of its historical accretions simply ceased to signify. For contemporary 
audiences, the Patience’s garb would have seemed as faddish as that of the Aesthetic lovesick maidens, only of a 
slightly less recent vintage. The fad—that Victorian invention—is a gleefully presentist phenomenon. 
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Biography 
Rebecca N. Mitchell is Reader of Victorian Literature and Culture and Director of the Nineteenth-Century Centre 
at the University of Birmingham. She has published widely on Oscar Wilde, Victorian realism, print culture, and 
fashion. Her recent books include Drawing on the Victorians: The Palimpsest of Victorian and Neo-Victorian Graphic 
Texts (co-edited with Anna Maria Jones) and Oscar Wilde’s Chatterton: Literary History, Romanticism, and the Art of 
Forgery (co-authored with Joseph Bristow). She is currently co-editing Wilde’s Unpublished, Incomplete, and 
Miscellaneous Works for the Oxford English Text edition of the Complete Works of Oscar Wilde, and thinking about 
the transatlantic legacies of the Pre-Raphaelite & Aesthetic movements. 
 
***** 
 
Aesthetic time and retrospective criticism: the case of Théophile Gautier 
Claire Bitoun (University of Oxford) 
 
Aestheticism and Decadence are preoccupied with time, with distant eras of imagined glory. The revival of interest 
for the Classical Age in the works of Pater, or the Shakespearean period for Wilde in The Portrait of Mr. W. H. 
(1889), and The Goncourt Brothers’ love for the eighteenth century are but a few examples of a widespread 
phenomenon in France and Great Britain among artists to look towards an idealized past. This characteristic is 
enhanced by the fact that these past eras are envisaged through the scope of art: it is not ancient Greece as depicted 
in history books, it is ancient Greece extracted and re-imagined from Greek sculpture. As a result, time is often 
problematic in aesthetic or decadent works: time stretches, stops, and is distorted. Literary time is challenged by 
artistic time, which stretches the literary work towards decoration. This paper explores this peculiar temporal 
distortion through art in literature in the works of the French writer Théophile Gautier who can be considered to 
be the first Aesthete. In works such as Le Pied de Momie (1840), Arria Marcella (1852), and Le Roman de la 
Momie (1858) Gautier skillfully revives and evokes past periods through art. The ekphrastic description of an 
aesthetic object creates a temporal breach allowing the narrator to go back in time and experience an imaginary 
aesthetic past. The exceptional number of artistic references in Gautier’s work means that these temporal 
distortions are omnipresent, and that the short stories and the novels can be seen as Gautier’s literary museum. 
Consequently, his work is slow, repetitive, almost incantatory, and arabesque-like in its constant self-reflective 
movement towards art and towards itself as art: it is art on art as much as it is art for art. 

This led some critics and writers to portray Gautier as a nostalgic, reactionary writer incapable of 
appreciating modernity. Paul Bénichou (1992), for example, considers Gautier a conservative writer. The 
scholarship on Gautier during the twentieth century has led to a deformation of him and his work which, 
ultimately, has led to his corpus and his importance during and after the nineteenth century being under-valued. I 
will investigate the impact of Gautier’s devotion for an aesthetic time on the scholarship written on him and will 
examine the extent to which the same negative press can be attributed to other Aesthetes and Decadents. After 
World War Two, Aesthetes and Decadents who look inside (within their artistic domain towards literature or 
other artistic media) and towards the past rather than outside (towards the realms of society or politics) and 
towards the future are seen as superficial and, to some extent, immoral in the ways in which they turn away from 
the sufferings of so many. I will analyse the ways in which Aestheticism and Decadence have been discussed 
during the twentieth century by theoreticians and writers such as Proust, Sartre and Adorno in negative terms and 
how this negativity has been reflected in the scholarship on these two movements. 
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