L’Esprit Décadant: Transgression and Loss in Nineteenth-Century France

Department of French

Professor: Holly Woodson Waddell

300 or 400 level course

Syllabus:

By the last third of the nineteenth century, France’s vision of the world has clearly changed.  A sentiment of pessimism, of loss of energy, of loss of power, and even of loss of life, prevails in artistic, literary, and philosophical texts.  With the growing attitude of negation comes a liberation of sorts, prompting dandyism, sexual experimentation, and even forays into “paradis artificiels.”  As consumerism thrives and as science replaces religion, artists and writers struggle to identify the role of the individual in modern culture.  For many, identity seems arbitrary, a function of the decline of Western Civilization, captured in such texts as Musset’s, Confessions d’un enfant du siècle and in the Picasso’s cubist works.  Yet while the indulgent negativity produces works of great beauty, the quintessential A Rebours and Gustave Moreau’s symbolist painting, for example, it also carries with it the naissant ideologies of the twentieth-century, the anti-Semitism and the refusal of democracy that fuel the first World War. 
In this course, we will strive to understand the Decadent movement in an intertextual environment that draws from art, philosophy, and culturally relevant texts such as Zola’s J’Accuse, even as it also focuses on literary works like Zola’s La Curée, Huysmann’s A Rebours, and Baudelaire’s poetry and prose.  Students will be encouraged to explore such issues as “la culte d’artifice,” “La mort de Dieu,” “l’amour vénale,” “l’ennui,” “l’éloge de la stérilité,” and “la haine de la femme.”  Students should be prepared not only to familiarize themselves with the course material, but also to ask difficult questions about the outcomes and meanings of Decadence in a pre-war environment.  The course will be conducted seminar-style in French.  
Class Requirements:
Class Participation: As this is a seminar class, participation and attendance are mandatory.  A working speaking and reading knowledge of French is necessary.  Please see the professor if you have questions about your level of French.  

Presentation: A fifteen-minute presentation will be required by all students.  You will be able to choose from a list of topics or select your own.  Following your presentation, there will be questions and a short discussion with the class. 

Mini-papers: Each student must prepare two brief papers on selections from the critical studied in class.  These essays should engage with the ideas in the text and then form an opinion based on your study of the subject at hand.  
Final paper:  In this paper, you will be asked to choose a topic that involves an in-depth reading of one or more texts from the class, engages in critical enquiry, and develops an original argument.  
Evaluation:

Class Participation and attendance………………………………………...15%


Presentation………………………………………………………………...15%


Mini-Papers………………………………………………………………...15%


Final Paper………………………………………………………………….55%
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Huysmans A Rebours 


Baudelaire: L’invitation au voyage (en prose) dans Petits Poemes en prose

Zola, La Curée


Nietzsche


Rachilde, Monsieur Vénus


Peladan, Vice Suprême = l’androgyne

Freud, on L’hysterie


Musset, Les Confessions d’un enfant de siècle1`

Michel Foucault: Les Mmots et les Choses

Wagner—le cas Wagner? 

Bataille: Sacré


Lytoard, La Condition Postmoderne


Delacroix, La Mort de Sardanapulus: esthétique de célébataire, refus de la 

Procréation, 

Courbet, L’origine du monde


La Sorcière, Michelet


Shopenhauer
(absurde, sans necessite, l’homme n’a pas de necessite)

Blanchot, l’ecriture comme salut


Flaubert, splendeur et misere des courtisanes


Gai savoir


Valery—l’espece ne se perpetuera pas

Une des formes du “non”

Gide, l’immoraliste

L’Eve future

Gustave Moreau—minerale

Barthes, l’empire de la signe

Marx: l’Economie-

Benjamin: Les Arcades


Blanchot—ecriture sur rien

Céline


Manet—Olympia—fait peur

Eradication de juif—pasteurise, l’anti-sematisme—fin de siecle, complexe de Pasteur, 


Metaphysique de la pureté, vaccin, rêve de la pureté—dangeureux—sans mélange—race pure—imaginaire pure, refus de l’autre Céline, authoritarianism
Racine du pessimiseme

Logique du pire, individu ne compte pas

Loss of energy

Temporality-death--suicide
L’hystérie, pathology--Charcot

La mort de Dieu

Consanguinité—dégeneration

Modernité

Paradis artificiels—les drougues
Fin du regard centralisateur, écriture du fragment: Orélia, Gerard de Nerval

Anti-héros

Stérilité, la haine de la femme, dangereuse
L’amour vénale, prostitute, Messalina
La douleur, l’ennui

L’artificialite

Androgyne

Salomné, castatrice, Judith

Darwin—on ne sait pas vers quoi ca va evauer

Dandisme—libertin

Huysman

Culte d’artifice (pour faire mieux que la nature) refus du réel

L’eloge de sterilite

Simulacra

Aesthetic-symbolism--cubism

