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Introduction

In a letter to a friend, J.-K. Huysmans once explained that what sparked
his interest in the occult and supernatural was a wish to find “some
compensation for the horror of daily life, the squalor of existence,
the excremental filthiness of the loathsome age we live in.”' Horrified
by the trend toward secularism and money worship, he had seen the
crooked streets of Paris made straight, robbed of their charm, the city’s
beauty destroyed by Baron Haussmann’s geometric urban grids. Human
interaction, with its complexity and richness, had given way to busi-
ness dealings with their emphasis on profit. Even the sacraments had
been profaned by tradespeople and merchants, who diluted Commu-
nion wine by adding alcohol and alum and who substituted oat flour
and potato starch for Eucharistic wheat. It was Huysmans’s ambition to
use his art to mask the vulgarity of life that explains in part his fasci-
nation with the aesthetics of Satanism. It is also what motivated him to
uncover the clandestine practice of devil worship in turn-of-the-century
Paris, what fueled his research into the monstrous crimes of medieval
Satanist Gilles de Rais.

Born in Paris in 1848, Huysmans was baptized in the Latin Quarter
at Saint-Séverin, a church that would figure prominently in his later
religious writings. Huysmans's early work gave little foreshadowing of
his eventual turn toward supernaturalism. Instead, books like Sac au dos
(Knapsack 1878), which fictionalized his service in the Mobile Guard
during the Franco-Prussian War, his rollicking account of working-class
life and romance in Les Soeurs Vatard (The Vatard Sisters 1879), situated
the fledgling novelist squarely in the emergent naturalist camp. How-
ever, Huysmans’s association with Emile Zola and his inclusion in the
Médan group proved short-lived as he soon judged naturalism as pre-
senting an incomplete picture of human life. Huysmans’s metaphysical
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ruminations, his plumbing of the unconscious are already evident in
his gaudy masterpiece, A rebours (Against the Grain 1884), and in the
labyrinthine dream narratives woven into the country novel En Rade
(Becalmed 1887). Huysmans'’s growing interest in religion and the occult
was in part motivated by a need to explain the mystery of suffering.
In the years following the publication of En Rade, the health of his long-
time mistress, Anna Meunier, worsened dramatically. Literary colleagues
and close friends like Barbey d'Aurevilly and Villiers de I'Isle-Adam died
in quick succession, the latter after a painful, protracted illness. Suffer-
ing to Huysmans could not be a matter of accident or circumstance, and
instead presupposed a supernatural causality that gave it purpose and
meaning.

At the same time, Huysmans’s impatience with the aridity of natural-
ist aesthetics moved him to investigate the domains of the diabolical
and sublime. However, his immersion in esotericism was inspired by
more than disillusionment with the triumph of materialism in fin-
de-siécle France. Unable to find in Catholic teaching an explanation
for the apparent cruelty of God, impervious to human suffering and
slow in returning to save the downtrodden, Huysmans evolved a per-
sonal belief system grounded in mystical eschatology, whose adherents
formed an aristocracy of self-sacrifice and genius. The problematic deity
found by Huysmans and his fictional heroes in Catholic orthodoxy
was the heartless, detached, impassive figure mentioned in A rebours.
Like des Esseintes, Huysmans had been scandalized by the doctrine
of original sin, revolted by the apotheosis of the scoundrel and the
oppression of the innocent. He thus agreed with Schopenhauer, who
had famously observed: “If a God did make this world, I should not
like to be this God, for the misery of the world would break my
heart.”?

By following Huysmans's evolution as an esotericist and man of faith,
one finds that — more than any other public figure - his career followed
the trajectory of fin-de-siécle occultism. He stands out as the author
of the most notorious Satanic novel of the era, The Damned (La-bas
1891); he interacted with virtually all of the leading hermeticists of the
day; he engaged in necromantic warfare with his diabolical adversaries,
warding off their spells with magic apotropaion and exotic, mystic rit-
uals. Huysmans later became conversant with the apocalyptic doctrine
of Eugéne Vintras, adopting from the heretical cultist a belief in the
coming Third Age of the Paraclete. Following his conversion and appar-
ent return to traditional church dogma, Huysmans evolved a personal
view of Catholicism as a religion of martyrdom and miracles, in which
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supernatural wonders fought eternally with monstrous evil, striving for
dominion in the daily lives of ordinary people.

A denizen of the French capital, Huysmans spent much of his life as a
functionary at the Ministry of the Interior. This unremarkable career as
a government employee contrasts with his colorful and turbulent role
in the world of fin-de-siécle mysticism and art. First a full-throated par-
tisan of Emile Zola and the naturalist cause, Huysmans proclaimed that
the artist’s place was in the raucous confusion of the world, among real
people whose coarseness was grist for naturalist depictions. Naturalism,
in Zola's view, was a democratizing force, a scientific instrument used to
diagnose social evils and prescribe remedies. While Huysmans dismissed
the theory in Zola’'s Le Roman experimental (The Experimental Novel 1880),
he had welcomed naturalism'’s interest in the lives of common people,
had embraced the goal of examining the plight of the poor and dispos-
sessed. Defending Zola, whose L’Assommoir had been characterized as
pornographic, Huysmans argues that a writer should escape the prison
of Romantic subjectivity: “we go into the street that teems with life; we
try to plant on their feet beings of flesh and bone, beings that speak the
language that was taught them, beings that throb with life.”?

From 1879 to 1880, Huysmans, increasingly involved in art criticism,
had taken to championing the innovative works of the Impressionists,
writing laudatory essays on Gustave Moreau and Odilon Redon, pub-
lishing a collection of his reviews in L’Art moderne (Modern Art) in 1883.
Huysmans’s own subjectivist aesthetic placed him at odds with Zola,
his erstwhile mentor. Yet his disaffection with naturalism had more to
do with its scientific apparatus, its diagnostic methods, and utopian
pretentions.

In La-bas (The Damned 1891) Huysmans's protagonist, the novelist
Durtal, denounces naturalism’s emphasis on appetites and instincts, on
insanity and sex. It had degenerated, as Durtal argues, into a “senti-
mental surgical support, a spiritual truss.”* While naturalism had taken
Huysmans outside, into the streets, his Decadent masterpiece, A rebours,
barricades him in a cloistered world of artificiality. For the hero, Jean
Floressas des Esseintes, art’s realm is an aestheticizing consciousness. Vis-
itors are forbidden in his retreat at Fontenay. Soundless servants wearing
slippers are consigned to the mansion’s upper floor. Surviving on a diet
of rare perfumes, flowers, and poetry, des Esseintes admits no mistresses,
etherealizing women into memories.

But with elimination of the outside world came a craving for unreality,
as des Esseintes furnishes his bedroom with the austerity of an anchorite,
collecting religious bibelots, consecrated custodials, and chasubles — and
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intuiting that beyond literature lies the domain of the transcendental.
Sharing the authot’s skepticism, des Esseintes had scoffed at the “psy-
chology of mysticism,” yet had toyed with the idea of worshipping
a divinity a rebours, summoning God by invoking Satan, following a
liturgy of sacrilege. Fantasies had come to him of “shameful and impure
abuses of the holy water and the holy oil.” He had imagined God’s
antagonist, “a rival full of vigor, the Devil, [...] cabbalistic excesses,
black masses, witches’ Sabbaths, thoughts of exorcism, all these came
into play.”®

Foreshadowed by des Esseintes’s dilettantish interest in diabolism,
Huysmans’s own path toward conversion had led him to an investi-
gation of the Satanic, both in medieval history and in the reality of
contemporary Paris. In Huysmans’s blockbuster novel on the mysteries
of devil worship, he presents a picture of the occult world in fin-de-
siecle France. There, as Richard D. E. Burton claims, Huysmans’s “reader
gains access to a curious and disturbing (anti)religious underworld, part
real, part inverted, in which spiritualism, sexual perversion, and mad-
ness intersect, populated by men and women who, thirsting for some
kind of absolute gratification but despairing of or hostile to orthodox
Christianity, turn to Satanism as a way out of the ‘materialist prison
house’ of late nineteenth-century France.”¢

Biographer Robert Baldick questions whether Huysmans ever wit-
nessed a Black Mass of the kind he describes in a memorable chapter
of his novel. However, Baldick’s commentary underscores the ambigu-
ous status of Huysmans’s book, as well as the complex reaction it elicited
from the public. Part novel, part documentary on contemporary Parisian
mores, part archeological reconstruction of medieval Satanic practices,
Huysmans’s text became popular by appealing to audiences’ love of sen-
sationalist invention as well as to serious readers’ concerns with the
religious problem of good and evil.

In his book, pederast choirboys with powdered cheeks and carmined
lips attend a priest presiding over a ritual enveloped in the smoke of
toxic incense. In a later scene, Huysmans's hero is taken to a squalid
chophouse, to an upstairs bedroom whose filthy mattress is strewn with
desecrated Hosts. Huysmans'’s hero had been sickened by the ignominy
of contemporary devil worship, and while Satanism as it was practiced
in the distant Middle Ages had been haloed with the sulfurous mystery
of conjecture, the Black Mass Durtal witnesses enacts only the banality
of evil.

By 1887, Huysmans’s research into the occult had put him into con-
tact with the foremost magicians of the day. Stanislas de Guaita, with
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his vast knowledge and personal wealth, had established himself as the
Eminence Grise of the esoteric movement and would publish in 1890 Au
Seuil du mystere (On the Threshold of Mystery), an encyclopedic overview
of Occidental occultism. Gérard Encausse, whose pseudenym, Papus,
was taken from the works of Apollonius of Tyana, had authored popu-
larized analyses of the Kabbalah and the Tarot, and, in 1888, together
with Guaita, he had founded L'Ordre de la Rose-Croix, intending to
reawaken the traditions of Rosicrucianism and alchemy in turn-of-the-
century France. Most important was the acquaintance Huysmans made
with the visionary Jules Bois, author of Le Satanisme et la magie (Satanism
and Magic 1895), for which Huysmans contributed an important intro-
duction. There Huysmans chronicles the spread of nineteenth-century
Luciferianism, warns of the malignancy of Palladism, a Satanic cult
linked to the Freemasons and which was later exposed as an imposture
perpetrated by master hoaxer Léo Taxil.

However, it was not until Huysmans made contact with the notorious
Joseph-Antoine Boullan, whose expertise in Satanism Huysmans viewed
as essential in documenting his novel, that the author finally pene-
trated into the dark heart of fin-de-siécle necromancy. One of the fin
de siecle’s most colorful figures, Boullan had been the target of criminal
prosecution and the object of church sanction on numerous occasions
before Huysmans began corresponding with him in 1890. Co-founder
in 1859 of the Society for the Reparation of Souls, Boullan had become
infamous for his sorties into supernaturalism and sacrilege. Accused
of ceremonial child-murder, of authorizing orgiastic rituals, Boullan
was allegedly an accomplished exorcist conversant with an array of
occult practices. Aware of Boullan’s spotted reputation, yet wishing to
be accurate in his writing, Huysmans had set aside his reservations
and had written directly to the controversial cleric. Huysmans’s hope
had been to disprove materialism’s impoverishing principles, to demon-
strate that the devil did exist, to “show Zola, Charcot, the spiritualists,
and the rest that nothing of the mysteries which surround us has been
explained.”’

After an extended exchange of correspondence between the cleric
and the writer, Boullan, in 1890, sent his housekeeper, the eccentric
oracle Julie Thibault, to inquire about Huysmans’s intentions in an
interview conducted face to face. Not long after Julie had delivered a
positive report to her employer, Huysmans had been inundated with
information about the secrets of black magic: incubism, succubism,
bewitchments, and counter-spells, ceremonies for warding off attack by
deadly larval beings.
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Huysmans's indebtedness to Boullan as his initiator into occult mat-
ters had led him to take sides in the ensuing conflict between initiates.
Years before, Guaita’s ally, fellow occultist Oswald Wirth, had infiltrated
Boullan’s sect with the goal of exposing its sacrilegious practices, rit-
uals devolving into adultery and incest. Having found Boullan guilty
and passed a death sentence against him, Guaita dispatched against the
priest a host of invisible assailants. Warned by ornithomantic messages
and astrological charts, Boullan had protected himself by conducting
the Sacrifice to the Glory of Melchidedek. Huysmans had been chal-
lenged to a duel, Guaita and Bois had exchanged pistol shots, and
Boullan had died mysteriously in 1893, “done to death by magic,” as
Huysmans would steadfastly maintain.®

When La-bas first appeared in February 1891, it became an instanta-
neous bestseller catapulting the author into fame. While some readers
of L'Echo de Paris, in which the book appeared in serial form, were
sufficiently scandalized to cancel their subscription to the paper, the
novel’s reception was generally favorable, and the controversy surround-
ing Huysmans’s work resulted in impressive sales. Several prominent
occultists disputed the authenticity of Huysmans’s research, as Péladan
dismissed the book as fraudulent invention, and Papus claimed that
Huysmans’s sources had largely been encyclopedias on Satanism. Yet
even these acrimonious denunciations had generated publicity, and
Huysmans'’s star continued rising as his novel flew off the shelves. “And
when, on its publication in book form in April, the Bibliothéque des
Chemins de Fer banned the novel from its railway stalls, its success was
assured,” as Baldick adds by way of summary.’

Yet Huysmans’s association with Boullan and his visionary
handmaiden, Julie Thibault, continued to direct the author’s spiri-
tual evolution long after his anatomy of Satanism was published.
Huysmans’s disgust for reality and its enshrinement in naturalist art
had prompted him to seek escape into the otherworldly and supernatu-
ral, “anywhere out of the world,” as Baudelaire described it. And while
Huysmans's misanthropic temperament had made the truth of Satanism
seem more plausible, once the writer had explored the netherworld, he
had turned his eyes heavenward, la-haut (up there).

Little by little, Boullan had instructed Huysmans in the doctrine of
the notorious heretic and prophet Eugéne Vintras, whose controversial
teachings on sexuality and suffering had continued to affect disciples
long after Vintras’s death. The so-called “Prophet of Tilly,” relentlessly
persecuted by the church, Vintras had advanced a powerful message
on the imminence of the apocalypse, attracting important members to
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his messianic cult. Boullan shared Vintras's unorthodox views on adul-
tery and redemption and professed the same mystical expectation of
the forthcoming world’s end, and, following Vintras’s death in 1875,
Boullan had successfully positioned himself as his successor.

It was from Vintras that Boullan drew his views on expiatory suf-
fering on behalf of others. And so, when Huysmans’s mistress, Anna
Meunier, had declined into insanity and had been interned in the asy-
lum of Saint-Anne in 1893, he likely recalled Boullan’s explanation of
the doctrine of Mystic Substitution. Boullan’s theory was that Anna’s
ordeal had been divinely ordained, and that those whom Christ loves
best are those he allows to suffer most. As Baldick remarks, it was from
Boullan and from his coreligionist Léon Bloy - “those two apostles of
pain”!® - that Huysmans was initiated into the mysteries of Dolorism,
the belief that suffering was a privilege, a mark of election - that the
torments of a few purchased the redemption of the many.

Huysmans’s meditation on the expiatory plight of Anna Meunier —
his admiration for the pilgrim/prophetess julie Thibaut — had soft-
ened the antipathy for women he had exhibited for so long. Initially,
Huysmans had been infected by Schopenhauerian misogyny, believ-
ing that the female animal was what imprisoned man in a world of
instinctual automatism. Like many of his Decadent contemporaries,
Huysmans had despised woman “in her pure carnal existence.” He had
come to believe that sexual passion could be experienced only “on the
level of culpability,” that it could be understood only as “a privileged
expression of Satanism, a fundamental impulse toward self-debasement
that constitutes true perversity.”!! However, in the teachings of Vintras,
Huysmans had found an image of women as avatars of the Mater
Dolorosa, intercessors whose bodily suffering secured a deliverance of
the spirit.

When, in 1891, Huysmans’s spiritual quest first put him in contact
with Abbé Arthur Mugnier, the priest who would guide him toward
his eventual conversion, the novelist was still torn by his warring
images of women: as the Beast of Revelation, the Maenad or the Harlot,
a Schopenhauerian instrument of man’s utter degradation, or as the
embodiment of compassion who mourned her son beneath the Cross.
During his visits to Mugnier’s residence, Huysmans confessed to his
sexual obsession with a prostitute, Fernande, transposed in his unpub-
lished novel, La-haut, as the boyish sex worker, Florence, “who with her
tomboy’s open face goes about with her nose up in the air.”?

The drama that played out in much of fin-de-siécle fiction ~ in
the works of Léon Bloy as well as in the pre-conversion books by
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Huysmans - describes male authors as helpless pawns of Satanic Lust
Goddesses or as grateful beneficiaries of the expiatory trials of female
martyrs. In Bloy, these roles are often played by an identical female
figure: the prostitute rescued from the street who undergoes a spec-
tacular awakening, becoming a saint whose tears wash the author's
sins away. Transformation of man's pruritus into a glorious salvation -
effected by a woman who suffers unspeakable torments on his behalf —
suggests that Dolorism is supported by an unconscious sadism, as
women are made to suffer to redeem the men whose perdition they
had caused. Huysmans’s ambivalence toward woman takes the form
of a Manichean drama: “Lust and the Church, however implausible it
seemed, worked together to share him equally. Wishing to possess him,
they raised themselves up and resolutely joined in the struggle.”'

Vintras's alleged institution of the ritual of the ladder of life, where
women use their sexuality as the instrument of the Fall, in order to
raise the sinner up and ensure his spiritual redemption, illustrates what,
for Huysmans and other fin-de-siécle mystic writers, would define Eve’s
relationship to Mary.

Huysmans’s conversion and retreat at the Trappist monastery of
Notre-Dame d’Igny (begun on July 12, 1892), a sojourn recounted in
detail in his autobiographical novel En Route (1895), marks a disappear-
ance of the she-devils who formerly had tortured him and whose evil
majesty he had heralded in his essay on Félicien Rops (Certains 1889).
These give way to gentle soul-guides like Durtal’s housekeeper, Madame
Bavoil, or to Warriors of the Lord, the mystic Sin-eaters, the gluttons for
pain, who were propitiatory victims transmuting guilt into forgiveness.

Already in La-haut, Huysmans had contemplated undertaking a white
book, a counterweight to the biography of the medieval child-murderer,
Gilles de Rais: “he jumped at once from one extreme to another, and
after digging into medieval Satanism in his study of the Maréchal de
Rais, he had found nothing interesting left to probe than the life of a
saint. It was then that a few discoveries made in Gorrés’s Mystique Divine
had launched him on the trail of the Blessed Lydwine, in search of new
documents.”'*

From the brothel to the church, from Fernande to the Virgin,
Huysmans moves from the black book of the devil to a hagiography
of suffering immaculacy. Published in 1902, Sainte Lydwine de Schiedam
describes not only the end of Huysmans’s journey from misogyny to
hyperdulia. It also marks the humbling of the foremost Decadent super-
naturalist, whose name and narrative presence are eclipsed by the glory
of his subject.



Introduction 9

Huysmans's remarkable reconstruction of the life of the fifteenth-
century Dutch visionary is both a clinical record of religion as
psychopathology and a study of the operation of a soteriological
economy — of suffering as it redresses the balance of good and evil in
the universe. [t also illustrates a dialectic at work in fin-de-siécle super-
naturalism, between elitism and fraternalism, isolation and the gift of
self. A generation of artists who had started with a sense of solidar-
ity, resolved to go into the streets and tell the stories of those they
saw there, had become an aristocratic coterie of occultists and Magi,
inaccessible in their fortresses of esoteric wisdom. Huysmans’' charac-
ter, Durtal, had climbed into the bell-tower of Saint-Sulpice where, with
his initiate-acquaintances, he had discussed the odiousness of life, the
oafishness of common people, and the dawning of the Third Age of the
Paraclete.

Huysmans’s apparent confusion, manifested during the writing of
La-bas, between exorcists and necromancers, Satanists and their adver-
saries, might be expressive of an underlying ambivalence toward the
devil — not as the champion of the rich, not as the vassal of the banker,
but as the spokesman for the ostracized, as Huysmans'’s friend Jules Bois
describes him. In certain centuries, as Bois says, humanity sometimes
falls so low, humanity dishonors itself so much that it calls on Satan, not
on God. Herein lies the devil’s power: “he suffers” as Bois concludes.?

Indeed, suffering is the leitmotif in the mystical writings of the fin de
siécle. Although it ts endured alone and thus defines an aristocracy of
chosen victims, it is welcomed and undergone on behalf of an anony-
mous collectivity of sinners. From Vintras and Boullan, Huysmans had
received the message of apocalypticism, and in the opening of Sainte
Lydwine, he describes the harrowing of fifteenth-century Europe, the
ascendancy of despots, perverts, and blasphemers whose transgressions
must be counterbalanced by the agonies of saints. The turn of the nine-
teenth century, like the conclusion of Lydwine’s era, saw the weight of
evil grow so great that God would soon unleash his vengeance.

Included in La-haut, with the account of Huysmans’s 1891 pilgrim-
age to La Salette, is the text of Mélanie’s secret, the message delivered by
the Virgin to the unlettered cowherd Mélanie Calvat at the time of the
Apparition on September 19, 1846. Warning of dire events to come -
famine, pestilence, church turmoil - if the clergy did not reform itself
and the faithful failed to observe the Sabbath, the Virgin’s message rein-
forced the millenarianism of numerous fin-de-si¢cle Catholics. Among
these were Huysmans and his nemesis, Léon Bloy, both of whom seemed
to long for a detergent Armageddon.



10 Satanism, Magic and Mysticism in Fin-de-siécle France

The era of the Holy Spirit, as envisaged by Vintras, is explained in a
discussion among intellectuals and occultists in La-bas. With the conclu-
sion of the Second Age of the crucified Redeemer, the need for expiatory
suffering would similarly end. No longer would man be the slave of
his sexual desires and, in accordance with a mystical eugenics, only
the elect would reproduce. Having served as redemptive martyrs or as
instruments of Satan, women would usher in the Paraclete at the same
time that their roles became obsolete. Yet in professing Vintrasian doc-
trine, Huysmans had not moved beyond his original misanthropy, his
loathing for the insolent triumphalism of the “fetid bourgeoisie,” “the
apotheosis of crooked politicians and financiers.”'¢

It was only in the aftermath of his conversion that Huysmans left
his novels’ center stage, that the voice of the aesthete grew less clam-
orous and shrill. Huysmans had resembled his occult brethren for whom
magic was an insignia of distinction, for whom Gnosis or privileged wis-
dom permitted membership in a new elite. Yet in the writings of his
contemporaries, there had been a willingness to go down among the
people. Guaita had referred to the need to descend the ladder of secret
knowledge. Papus had assumed the role of popularizer of arcane doc-
trine. And Joséphin Peladan, the most overweening of the hermeticists,
had seen the need to mentor neophytes in writing Comment on devient
mage (How One becomes a Magus 1892).

When Huysmans next had heard the devil speak, it was after his
taking of Communion, when a disputatious voice had denied the
authenticity of the sacrament. Whereas, in A rebours, des Esseintes is
locked in his soliloquizing consciousness, pleased to pursue a dialogue
exclusively with himself, Durtal in En Route hears his own voice as the
devil’s, and so prays for inner silence so that he can hear the word
of God.

The decentering of Huysmans’s character is traced by his positional
relocation. In his historical analysis of the architectural symbolism of
Chartres (The Cathedral 1898), the narrator does not expand to fill a
sumptuous Thebaid but is dwarfed by the magnificence of an edifice
built by a mystic collectivity. In 1889, Huysmans became an oblate at the
Benedictine Abbey of Saint-Martin in Ligugé, living outside the cloister,
adjacent to, but not belonging to, the Order - moving toward it (ob), as is
etymologically suggested by his title, remaining marginalized by choice
in the practice of his faith. And finally, in Les Foules de Lourdes (The
Crowds of Lourdes 1906}, the last novel of Huysmans’s life, his narrative
alter-ego, the self-analyzing Durtal, finally disappears so that the writer's
subjectivity ceases to be his sole material.



