
 

 

 
 

INTERDISCIPLINARY JOURNAL OF DECADENCE STUDIES 
 

Volume 4, Issue 2 
 

Winter 2021 
 
 

 
Carnal Acts: Decadence in Theatre, Performance and Live Art 
 
Adam Alston 
 
 
 
ISSN: 2515-0073 
 
Date of Acceptance: 1 December 2021 
 
Date of Publication: 21 December 2021 

 
Citation: Adam Alston, ‘Carnal Acts: Decadence in Theatre, Performance and 
Live Art’, Volupté: Interdisciplinary Journal of Decadence Studies, 4.2 (2021), ii–xxiii. 
 
DOI: 10.25602/GOLD.v.v4i2.1598.g1712 
 
volupte.gold.ac.uk  
 
 
 

 
 

 
  

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-
ShareAlike 4.0 International License. 



 

VOLUPTÉ: INTERDISCIPLINARY JOURNAL OF DECADENCE STUDIES | 
 

ii 

Carnal Acts: Decadence in Theatre, Performance and Live Art1 
 

Adam Alston  
 

Goldsmiths, University of London 
 

 
Decadence is a promiscuous concept. For literature and film scholar David Weir, decadence  

is hard to make sense of because the concept is attached to so many different ideas, 
attitudes, orientations, movements, histories, arts, artists, and so on. […] Is it racial 
degeneration, historical decline, philosophical pessimism, personal immorality, physical 
entropy, artistic imperfection, artistic innovation, or all of the above? The fact that 
decadence has been studied using the analytical procedures of such disparate disciplines as 
eugenics, history, philosophy, psychology, physics, and aesthetics illustrates just how 
polyvalent the concept of decadence is.2 
 

One of the few things that unites the various connotations that circle around decadence – and one 

of the most overlooked – is the fact that decadence is performed, particularly if we understand the 

word ‘perform’ in an archaic sense as an ‘alteration’ (parfourmer). Decadence alters something by 

changing its character, composition, or directionality. This might involve: beginning at the end; 

corrupting conventional beauty by imbuing it with autumnal or crepuscular qualities; 

understanding sickness as the ground of a preferred sensibility; displacing or distorting supposedly 

timeless moral standards; inverting gender roles; channelling desire away from monogamous 

heteronormative relationships; turning à rebours, as J.-K. Huysmans put it in his famous decadent 

urtext (1884); absconding from or striving to reverse techno-scientific or industrial progress; and 

revelling in the undoing of that which ruins. As a concept, decadence is also performed because it 

is ‘brought forth’ (parfournir) and furnished with specific meanings in specific contexts (as Weir’s 

querying of the term goes some way toward illustrating). This makes decadence highly contingent 

on the contexts in which it is summoned as a concept, just as it makes it an excellent trope for 

examining the beliefs and prejudices of its interlocutors.  

But decadence is also more than a concept. Decadence can refer to different practices in a 

variety of time periods and continents, not least performance practices. For instance, Oscar Wilde’s 

play Salomé (1891), which theatre and literature scholar Sos Eltis describes as the ‘dramatic epitome 
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of fin-de-siècle Decadence’,3 has travelled across diverse performance forms, bodies, and stages that 

include the likes of Aurélien Lugné-Poe’s seminal production at the Théâtre de l’Œuvre in Paris 

in 1896, while Wilde was serving time in Reading Gaol for ‘gross indecency’; a 1902 staging starring 

Gertrud Eysoldt at Max Reinhardt’s ‘Schall und Rauch’ [Sound and Smoke] in Berlin;4 the dances 

of Maud Allan and her ‘Salomania’ kin; Richard Strauss’s opera Salome (1905); the New Negro Art 

Theater’s Salome (1928), which starred Hemsley Winfield (the first African American modern 

dancer) in the titular role when the lead actress was ill; Mario Montez’s (René Rivera) Dance of the 

Seven Veils (1966);5 Lindsay Kemp’s drag Salomé (1973), which drew liberally on a number of 

artworks and books associated with fin-de-siècle decadence; and Owen Parry’s audio and cosplay 

performance Salome baby! (Dance of the Infinite Veil) (2014). 

Salomé’s lines of flight have been well documented, but if we look beyond the staging or 

adaptation of a given play text, especially a canonical text like Wilde’s, then the extent to which 

decadence travels as a practice becomes yet more apparent. For instance, the very same Schall und 

Rauch that presented Salomé in 1902 hosted Anita Berber – ‘the high priestess of choreographic 

decadence’ – when the Weimar Republic was first finding its feet.6 Also, in the North American 

context (among theatre scholars, at least), a word like ‘decadence’ is more likely to evoke the 

riotous excesses of a company like the Play-House of the Ridiculous: perhaps a show like Jackie 

Curtis’ acid-inspired Heaven Grand in Amber Orbit (1969), in which the inimitable Penny Arcade 

(Susana Carmen Ventura) appears as a gold-painted Siamese triplet, and Ruby Lynn Reyner as 

Heaven Grand, ‘the “star” of the pleasure house managed by Lady Galaxy, who finally […] dies 

of syphilis’.7 In Japan, attention might be drawn instead to its various Schools of Decadence 

associated with authors and playwrights like Mishima Yukio, whereas in the Nigerian context the 

word ‘decadence’ is more likely to conjure associations with the redundancy of the British Empire.8 

Alternatively, if you ask a live artist or a cabaret or neo-burlesque fan what they think of when they 

hear the word ‘decadence’, you may find yourself regaled with stories of sweaty clubs in our own 

century featuring shows by the likes of David Hoyle – the self-confessed ‘patron saint of decadence 
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and nihilism’9 – or an offering from La Pocha Nostra somewhere near Mexico’s border with the 

United States, now home to a menagerie of ‘ethno-cyborgs’, ‘intelligent raves and art expos of 

Western apocalypse’.10 And all this is to say nothing of the darker side of decadence: the side that 

found the gay and trans Eldorado club in Berlin being turned into the Nazis’ district headquarters 

in 1933, ‘as if a desecrated Nordic temple had been thoroughly cleansed of polluted influences’, 

stamping out the last vestiges of the Weimar Republic’s ‘cultural decadence’ (as Hitler put it);11 or 

the side that found conservative commentators and politicians like Patrick Buchanan and Jesse 

Helms decrying ‘the death of the West’ and the saturation of American society with an 

‘unmistakable decadence’ at the cusp of the twenty-first century, credited, in part and among 

others, to the transgressive performances of Ron Athey, Bob Flanagan, and Sheree Rose;12 or the 

more sober (but nonetheless disarming) diagnosis of the 2020s as the dawn of a new societal 

decadence, as Ross Douthat advances in a recent critique of political sclerosis, economic 

stagnation, cultural exhaustion, and the fact that the West is not making enough babies (he is 

Catholic, after all).13   

Decadence has rhetorical utility as a concept, then, and this utility (a strange phenomenon 

given decadence’s resistance to the very idea of instrumentality) has been harnessed at various 

times to frame and make sense of decadent practices, be they social, literary, behavioural, or related 

to performance and the visual arts. Decadence slips through the hands of those who use it, 

whatever their political persuasion, just as it plays across the bodies of those who dance, act, 

embody, or write it. In each case, decadence is transmogrified. So, while decadence has been used 

to demean and ostracize marginalized demographics and cultural practices as being in some way 

corrupt or degenerate, decadence has also been reclaimed and reimagined as that which finds 

refuge in marginality, which might revel in transgression, or which occupies cultural fringes in ways 

that shine a light on the exclusionary parameters and contingencies of virtue, virtuosity, taste, and 

decency.  
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This special issue of Volupté asserts that decadence is a practice that can be performed and 

embodied, that this practice is of significant cultural, aesthetic, and political interest, and that 

decadent practices spill beyond the European fin de siècle. Framing decadence as a practice that 

can be performed accounts for why discussion of plays sits alongside considerations of 

choreography, scenography, aesthetics, and live art. When space is made for the discussion of 

plays, the focus lands on the work of playwrights who lived and worked outside the European fin 

de siècle. You will find examples in Amano Ikuho’s article on the Shōwa period playwright 

Mishima Yukio, Özen Nergis Dolcerocca’s essay on decadent drama in the late Ottoman Empire, 

and Stephen Cedars’s study of the queer theatre-maker and playwright Charles Ludlam, whose 

work spanned and helped to shape New York’s counter-cultural scene between 1967 and his death 

from AIDS-related illness in 1987. This issue also makes space for space, which is to say, the 

scenographic. Hence, in Barbara Bessac’s study of interior design and its impact on theatre-making 

in nineteenth-century London and Paris, the emphasis is not on text, but on decadence’s material 

environments on and off stage. A focus on performance also enables us to consider a wider range 

of contexts than a focus on dramatic literature would otherwise permit. This includes dance – 

which, alongside Katharina Herold-Zanker’s engagement with the work of Berber and Sebastian 

Droste (Willÿ Knobloch) in Weimar Berlin, includes Frankie Dytor’s analysis of the early 

twentieth-century Renaissance dances of Alexander Sacharoff – as well as late twentieth- and 

twenty-first-century performance and live art in my own piece on the work of Bob Flanagan, 

Sheree Rose and Martin O’Brien, Phoebe Patey-Ferguson’s review of Lucy McCormick’s Life: Live! 

(2019), and Owen Parry’s review of Jake Elwes’ The Zizi Show: A Deepfake Drag Cabaret (2020).  

This issue therefore aims to make several epistemological interventions, by taking an 

expansive approach to the study of decadent performance in ways that resist neatly bounded and 

exclusive taxonomies; looking beyond a European frame for examples of decadent performance; 

celebrating decadence as a form a ‘perennial decay’14 of persistent relevance to performance; and 

embracing an approach that cuts across literary studies (which has dominated the field to date), 
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and theatre and performance studies (which has largely occluded decadence from its lexicon and 

core conceptual frameworks). 

 

Decadence and performance 

The dominance of literary studies in considerations of decadence, and the relative lack of 

engagement with decadence in theatre and performance scholarship, means that this issue traverses 

material that will be familiar to some, but new to others – particularly those for whom the term 

‘decadent’ is not yet recognized as a critical concept or practice. Moreover, to borrow from 

performance theorist Diana Taylor, the challenge in drawing performance into dialogue with a 

field so deeply embedded in literary studies ‘is not to “translate” from an embodied expression 

into a linguistic one or vice versa but to recognize the strengths and limitations of each system’.15 

In other words, the challenge is to recognize the ways in which discourse and performance, text 

and practice, are intertwined.  

‘Decadence studies’ can be traced back to attempts to map decadent literature in the late-

nineteenth century, although literary-critical scholarship is generally understood to have begun 

with Richard Gilman’s Decadence: The Strange Life of an Epithet (1979). Interestingly enough, Gilman 

was a theatre critic, although theatre barely features in that particular book.16 Gilman’s account of 

the term’s promiscuity and multiple valences provided an impetus for subsequent, less dismissive 

scholarship, 17  and decadence studies now boasts a thriving community of scholars primarily 

grounded in literary studies. In the year running from July 2018 to July 2019 in England, there 

were no fewer than five international conferences addressing decadent literature in addition to 

specialist panels held at discipline-wide annual conferences, several events arranged by the AHRC-

funded Decadence and Translation Network, a one-day symposium on decadence and disease, 

and various lectures on decadence and the occult at venues like The Last Tuesday Society and 

Treadwell’s Books in London.18 The British Association of Decadence Studies, along with this 

very journal, was also launched at Goldsmiths in 2018. In the United States, the Aestheticism and 
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Decadence Caucus of the North American Victorian Studies Association was formed less than a 

year earlier, in autumn 2017, and New York University played host to a one-day symposium on 

‘Transnational Poetics, Aestheticism, and Decadence at the Fin de Siècle’, which included 

discussion about developing a transnational Aestheticism and Decadence Network. Decadence 

studies, in other words, is thriving. 

However, the significant majority of attendees at each of the events flagged above came 

from literary studies and presented research on European – and especially English and French – 

literature of the fin de siècle. This is not particularly surprising given the traction that decadence 

has gained in the discipline, but the field’s interdisciplinary ambitions are yet to reach their full 

potential. This picture is starting to change, with several edited collections making clear efforts to 

put literary studies into dialogue with other art forms, including theatre and performance.19 Volupté 

has also published two articles exploring decadence and the performing body, 20  and some 

compelling studies of dandyism and performativity have been undertaken,21 although generally 

theatre and performance – as opposed to the study of written play texts – tend to be marginalized 

in decadence studies. There is no shortage of dramatic criticism, but discussion of decadence in 

relation to live performance is limited, and tends to relate to a small handful of plays by playwrights 

of the European fin de siècle, especially Wilde’s Salomé and the ‘Salomania’ it produced.22 A 

historian of decadent verse dramas might put this down to their being ‘unactable’, but, as literature 

scholar Ana Parejo Vadillo reminds us, this is a rather dated perspective given the possibilities 

opened up by twenty-first-century stage production.23  

What, then, does performance have to offer to how we think about and engage with 

decadence? Firstly, a consideration of decadence and performance invites us to move beyond the 

prevalence of the ‘antitheatrical prejudice’ among self-professed decadents in the late nineteenth 

century, as well as intellectual assumptions about the cultural status of the performing body.24 The 

antitheatrical prejudice describes views that regard theatre and theatricality more generally as 

relating in some way to duplicity or untrustworthiness, as well as various forms of decline and 
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degeneracy, such as fears around the spreading of moral corruption. An example that comes most 

readily to mind is Ancient Rome’s first actor-emperor, Nero, who was roundly castigated by 

chroniclers who held fast to the antitheatrical prejudice avant la lettre.25 But in the context of fin-

de-siècle decadence, the antitheatrical prejudice refers to a belief that the materiality of theatre 

debases an otherwise pure verse form. For instance, Anatole Baju was among those decadents 

who regarded theatre as a dying genre, the demise of which could not come soon enough.26 But 

many decadent writers castigated the stage at the same time as they wrote for it, or fluctuated 

between condemnation of the dissimulation and egoism of performers and unabashed eulogizing 

of their charisma. For example, Octave Mirbeau viewed actors as being wrapped in a degenerative 

unreality, but he also wrote for the stage – albeit in a less decadent vein than his satirical novel Le 

Jardin des supplices [Torture Garden] (1899) – and paid hyperbolic tribute to the Divine Sarah 

Bernhardt (Henriette-Rosine Bernard).27 More famously, Maurice Maeterlinck spurned the flesh-

and-blood corporeality of the actor in favour of marionettes, although his plays were staged by 

Paul Fort with Maeterlinck’s blessing. As theatre historian Jonas Barish ponders, in spite of initial 

doubts, Maeterlinck  

nevertheless dreamed of creating, in the theater, the effects of charged silence and muted 
intensity to which his plays so palpably lend themselves. Perhaps he was ready to risk a 
measure of theatrical coarsening in order to arrive at a greater degree of theatrical 
delicacy.28  
 
As demonstrated by the photograph of the Théâtre d’Art’s own printed serial (fig. 1), Paul 

Verlaine, too, was actively supported by theatre makers, and also wrote works for the stage. While 

recognized primarily as a poet rather than a playwright, Verlaine both benefitted from and 

contributed to theatre-making of the Parisian fin de siècle. We even owe the term ‘fin de siècle’ to 

a ‘Schnitzleresque but badly crafted’ play by F. de Jouvenot and H. Micard titled Fin de Siècle: Pièce 

en Quatre Actes, which was first performed in Paris on 17 April 1888.29 Furthermore, among those 

writers who might be thought of as progenitors of decadence, we find a clear advocacy of 

theatricality. Charles Baudelaire built his corpus of poems around an inversion of the Platonic 
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critique of dissimulation, as does Huysmans’s Jean Floressas des Esseintes in À rebours. ‘The 

theatre’ might not be front and centre in these works, but theatricality haunts the decadent 

imagination – from vaunting the dandy’s feigned indifference, to waxing lyrical about makeup and 

artificial paradises. Several prominent aesthetes and decadents, such as Arthur Symons, also 

dedicated a substantive portion of their careers to the analysis not just of drama, but its realization 

in theatre and performance.30 

Performance also enables encounters with decadence in the flesh. Decadence feeds nicely 

into sensory studies, with many illuminating essays and an instructive introduction gathered 

together in Jane Desmarais and Alice Condé’s Decadence and the Senses (2017). However, while 

literary decadence in the nineteenth century is marked by an overriding concern with the sensual 

and corporeal, especially as the senses and the body pertain to rarefied or otherwise 

unconventional pleasures and pains, the medium of the page – however evocative the inscriptions, 

and however much, like Dorian Gray, we may find ourselves poisoned by a book – can only go so 

far in evoking the ‘fleshiness’ of a decadent sensibility.31 Similarly, putting to one side the satiation 

of deliciously unreachable desires and whims, what might it mean to be physically immersed in the 

‘pulsing landscape that is sensual, gendered, dangerous, contaminating, and contaminated by the 

self through immersion and embodiment’, as literature scholar Kostas Boyiopoulos so evocatively 

puts it?32 What new issues and opportunities might this present? To pose such questions is not to 

dismiss the fact that literature can arouse deeply felt physiological responses in the reader; rather, 

it is merely to ask what live performances in a shared space have to offer to this interest in the 

fleshiness of decadence. As the articles in this issue demonstrate, theatre and performance lend 

themselves to exploring the sensorial, corporeal, and sartorial aspects of decadence. This demands 

that we acknowledge how encounters with decadent literature relate to the body, but it also invites 

us to think both with and beyond the literary and conceptual, opening out to considerations of 

theatre and performance as live art forms that may bear very little connection to a written ‘text’.  
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Fig. 1: Théâtre d’art, printed serial [excerpt]. 20 March 1891.  
Bibliothèque nationale de France, département de la Réserve des livres rares. 

 
The text translates as: ‘Soon the theatre will give a benefit performance for the poet Paul Verlaine and the painter 
Paul Gauguin’, and the programme includes works by Maurice Maeterlinck (L’Intruse), Paul Verlaine (Les Uns et les 

Autres), and Charles Morice (Chérubin).  
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A focus on performance also invites us to reconsider how decadence relates to escapist 

individualism. This line of thought has been influenced by novelist and critic Paul Bourget’s essay 

‘The Example of Baudelaire’ (1881), which explores decadent literature in relation to the individual 

‘man of decadence’, a social organism that ‘succumbs to decadence’, and a ‘decadent style’ 

characterized by a breakdown of the whole into smaller and smaller parts.33 We can trace Bourget’s 

influence through the work of contemporaries like Havelock Ellis and Friedrich Nietzsche, just as 

we can find it in twenty-first century reflections on decadence in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries.34 However, much as the emphasis placed on individualism accords with the 

dominant narratives that derive, in part, from Bourget’s study, decadent writers and artists tended 

to move in the same circles. They supported one another through patronage and paeans to one 

another’s work, and formed direct and indirect communities of sense in what Matthew Potolsky 

has usefully described as an international and cosmopolitan ‘mode of reception’, or relationship to 

the culture and traditions that influenced them.35 Here we might think not only of writers but also 

of performers as cases in point, especially the international tours of Bernhardt and Eleonora Duse, 

which prompted a flurry of articles, poems, and communal gatherings honouring their divergently 

decadent sensibilities. We might also think of the salons that brought together like-minded artists 

and writers. Rachilde and Jean Lorrain helped to cement their ‘decadent’ reputations by dressing 

in eccentric garb at events such as these (Rachilde was known to have dressed as an eighteenth-

century marquise and a debonair man – which required a permit at the time – and Lorrain as a 

semi-nude wrestler).36 This suggests that performing as a decadent subject contributed to the 

formation of a decadent style, establishing modes of behaviour in the process which could go on 

to influence behaviours and styles elsewhere.  

Some of the most important writers associated with decadence were also avid supporters 

of theatre communities. For instance, Rachilde’s advocacy and encouragement helped to launch 

the career of her friend Alfred Jarry, as well as Paul Fort’s Théâtre d’Art (and to a lesser extent 

Lugné-Poe’s Théâtre de l’Œuvre). Several of Rachilde’s plays featured in the Théâtre d’Art’s 
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programmes from the outset, her reputation ensuring a crowd, and she also pushed for the 

inclusion of work by lesser-known writers when she became part of the theatre’s programming 

committee.37 Wilde, too, served as one of the Théâtre d’Art’s artistic advisors.38 In other words, 

key progenitors of decadent literature and drama might well be credited with influencing one of 

the most important periods in west-European modernist theatre, although Rachilde’s work as a 

playwright and impresario is largely ignored in favour of that of her male peers, which is especially 

frustrating given the clear overlap between decadence and what is more usually taxonomized under 

the rubric of Symbolism in undergraduate degrees and textbooks.39 

In displacing narratives that emphasize the solipsism of decadence, asking instead how it 

is formed in the context of specific communities of sense, this issue also invites its readers to 

consider who decadence is for. Is it the preserve of wealthy aristocrats and bohemian elites? How 

else might decadence be imagined, and what might this do to its supposedly apolitical or 

reactionary associations? These questions are especially pertinent to the articles in this issue that 

focus on the queering of decadence as a pejorative term, as explored in Cedars’s, Dytor’s, Parry’s, 

and my own contributions. Each raises a set of issues that are specific to the historical contexts 

addressed, but they also invite reflection on wider, more fundamental issues around what it means 

to engage with decadence in the twenty-first century, not least with regard to the baggage that 

decadence has accrued as both a concept and a practice, as the following section explores.     

 

Owning everything: on decadence and privilege 

When I first encountered the word ‘decadence’ in a research context, I assumed it would relate in 

some way to indulgence and orgiastic excess, such as one might find depicted in paintings like 

Thomas Couture’s Romains de la décadence (1847) or Lawrence Alma-Tadema’s The Roses of 

Heliogabalus (1888). These paintings present an empire’s swan song steeped in the aesthetics of 

opulence and luxury, and have a part to play in why decadence and subsidiary concepts are so 

frequently associated with the haves rather than the have-nots. The emphasis that is so often placed 
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on the value of uselessness in decadent art and literature – the belief that ‘the only things that are 

really beautiful are those which have no use’, as Théophile Gautier put it40 – suggests that the 

pleasures of decadence may be contingent on a sublimation (or in some cases a fetishization) of 

the labour required to produce those pleasures, which would seem to make decadence the preserve 

of those who do not need to labour (or labour much) themselves.41 How, then, might we think of 

decadence as something other than an aristocratic or elitist privilege?   

‘Progressiveness’ would be antithetical to Gautier’s valorisation of the beautiful, just as 

‘ethical sympathy’ was ‘an unpardonable mannerism of style’ for Wilde.42 You will struggle to find 

much ‘ethical sympathy’ in Huysmans’s À rebours or Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray (1891). What 

you will find, though – as Bessac explores in her study of interior design and its influence on 

theatre staging – is a perversion of the relative frugality that tends to characterize the inheritance 

of class. Opulence is indulged in Huysmans’s and Wilde’s novels in ways that connect taste to 

inherited power and privilege, sometimes in ways that bring a similarly privileged public to the 

table, such as in the extravagant ‘black feast’ scene that opens À rebours, in which Des Esseintes 

mourns the loss of his virility, or in ways that align more closely with what Weir describes as an 

‘uncommon sense’ that can be cultivated, expending the last of the aristocracy’s lavish resources 

on the refinement of exquisitely debauched pleasures.43 Associations such as these might tempt us 

to assume that decadence necessitates being high class and wealthy, but – aristocrats like Robert 

de Montesquiou aside – the bohemianism or aristocratic dandyism of these writers was more often 

the product of a carefully-crafted and consciously-performed stance expressed through sartorial 

and corporeal self-fashioning.44  

Gender non-conformity pertains to several of the articles in this issue, although Cedars’s, 

Dytor’s and Parry’s contributions especially invite reflection on the relationships between 

decadence, opulence, and privilege in the history of drag performance. The relationships between 

these themes are immortalized in Jennie Livingston’s landmark documentary Paris is Burning (1990), 

when Junior LaBeija encourages a congregation of disenfranchised black and Latinx drag 
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performers to be opulent, to ‘own everything’.45 An aesthetic predicated on ‘owning everything’, 

in this context, is not connected to disposable income or wealth so much as the fantasies and 

modes of representation that surround such disposability. It is also connected to the practising of 

these fantasies, and the fostering of countercultural communities of the disenfranchised and the 

dispossessed. Hence, for opulence to have meaning, it needs to be recognized as being ‘opulent’ 

either by virtue of an inherited understanding of what constitutes and entitles one to its enjoyment, 

or an understanding produced within a particular culture of sense-making at odds with this 

entitlement – perhaps by way of its being contaminated or sullied and enjoyed for that very reason, 

as Cedars explores in his study of Charles Ludlam and his work with the Ridiculous Theatrical 

Company.  

The issues at stake in this discussion of decadence, opulence, and privilege also pertain to 

race, as do the reactions of many who have been derogatorily accused of simulating the aesthetics 

of excess and luxury. For instance, in the words of the cultural theorist Stuart Hall, black diasporic 

subjects frequently turned to their body ‘as if it was, and it often was, the only cultural capital we 

had. We have worked on ourselves as the canvases of representation’.46 It is clear to see how this 

insight relates to the Harlem ballroom scene and The Zizi Show, but it also resonates with the kinds 

of black and Latinx cultural production studied by the curator and scholar Jillian Hernandez in her 

book Aesthetics of Excess: The Art and Politics of Black and Latina Embodiment (2020) where such 

‘cultural capital’ is prone to processes that consciously and deliberately augment the aesthetics and 

politics of excess. For Hernandez, the kinds of excess associated with the aesthetics of opulence 

in black and Latinx self-fashioning is akin to an embrace of abundance ‘where the political order 

would impose austerity upon the racialized poor and working class’.47 Equally, the sartorial and 

corporeal augmentation explored in Parry’s review of The Zizi Show invites us to reflect on who 

decadence is for – or who it could be for – in ways that intersect as much with class and inherited 

wealth as race, gender and sexuality.   



 

VOLUPTÉ: INTERDISCIPLINARY JOURNAL OF DECADENCE STUDIES | 
 

xv 

Along with the bohemian and the dandy, the femme fatale is another prominent character in 

nineteenth- and twentieth-century decadent literature and theatre. You will find her in the pages 

of Rachilde’s Monsieur Vénus (1884) and Catulle Mendès’ Mephistophela (1889), and in productions 

of Wilde’s Salomé (1891) and Murayama Tomoyoshi’s A Nero in Skirts (1927). Luxuriating in the 

demonization of women as femmes fatales might be seen as an attempt by men to deal with their 

own fears around the increasing access of ‘New Women’ to employment, education, and the public 

sphere, although prominent women writing decadence in their plays and novels make clear the 

extent to which the femme fatale was by no means limited to the male imagination.48 Also, while 

some of these authors opposed feminist activism, as in Rachilde’s case,49 decadence has also been 

reclaimed as a basis for critical frameworks that are explicitly feminist. Visual cultures scholar Julia 

Skelly’s Radical Decadence: Excess in Contemporary Feminist Textiles and Craft (2017) is an example, in 

which ‘radical’ decadence forms the basis of a feminist framework ‘that transgresses gendered 

norms in relation to not only behaviours but also art-historical ideologies’.50 In other words, 

although nineteenth-century decadence sometimes resulted in the production of misogynistic 

tropes, decadence is also ripe for reconsideration as a basis or point of departure for an explicitly 

feminist practice – be it literary or performance-based.  

Decadence has always been radical, but Skelly’s book invites us to consider the decadent 

femme fatale as an empowered subject who speaks to feminist cultural production in our own 

century, shifting the ‘centers of origin and gravity’ of decadence, as literature scholar Dennis 

Denisoff puts it, ‘such that one can delineate women’s decadence without naturalizing and 

reinscribing the familiar, canonical context’.51 Moreover, the fact that the femme fatale can speak to 

us not just from the safe distance of a page, but in a shared performance space designed and 

choreographed by women, would seem as good a place as any to start. We might think here of 

artists like Lucy McCormick, as Patey-Ferguson explores in her review of McCormick’s Life: 

LIVE!, Berber’s dances of vice, horror and ecstasy, as Herold-Zanker sets out in her contribution, 

or indeed the work of artists like Lauren Barri Holstein, Ann Liv Young, Kembra Pfahler, Ivy 
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Monteiro, and The Uhuruverse. All of these artists demonstrate how the monstrous feminine has 

been re-tooled in ways that speak to the cultures and histories of decadence.52 

The femme fatale also tended to figure in decadent literature and performance of the fin de 

siècle as an orientalised other appealing to the male gaze – an appeal that is much more evident, 

and pertinent, in performance contexts. Wilde’s Salomé is the most famous example, but we might 

look not to the play itself, but to a proliferation of dancing Salomes that graced the stages of 

cabarets and music halls across Europe and, later, North America in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries. Maud Allan, Gertrude Hoffman, Lotta Faust, La Sylphe (Edith Lambelle 

Langerfeld), La Petite Adelaide (Mary Adelaide Dickey), Aida Overton Walker, and Eva Tanguay, 

among countless others, all built their careers off the back of ‘Salomania’ (which owed a debt to 

Loïe Fuller’s dance-pantomime Salome, performed in full in 1895),53 but similarly all of them – from 

the clothes they wore to the gazes they solicited – subscribed to a fashion for orientalism. This 

fashion was in accordance with ‘the vast imperialist expansions of the latter part of the nineteenth 

century, and the concomitant fascination of all things Oriental’ in Europe, especially ‘those women 

perceived as living Salomes, the seductive, often veiled “danseuses du ventre” imported from the 

colonies’.54 It was also in accordance with what literature scholar Hema Chari insightfully describes 

as a ‘double articulation, revealing simultaneously the colonizer’s deep fascination with, and 

paranoid anxiety about, the other’, while at the same time exposing decadence and orientalism as 

‘interchangeable signifiers’55 – that is, interchangeable on European terms at the exclusion of 

engaging with decadent art and literature in East Asia beyond a problematic penchant for japonisme, 

and for ‘the oriental’ more broadly (as Li Xiaorong has persuasively demonstrated, decadent poetry 

in China predates orientalist decadence of the European fin de siècle by at least three centuries).56  

This issue of Volupté responds by presenting articles that address work composed by 

Japanese and late-Ottoman playwrights. For instance, as Amano points out in her article, 

Mishima’s Madame de Sade (1965) inverts the appropriative dyad by situating the Marquis de Sade 

(himself a progenitor of literary decadence)57 in the context of a Japanese theatrical tradition. 
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Dolcerocca’s consideration of work by Muallim Naci Heder and Recaizade Mahmut Ekrem also 

challenges us to think differently about an assumed logic of equivalence between a west-European 

decadent ‘centre’ and its so-called ‘peripheries’ in a context where there was no comparable 

bourgeoisie to shock. Countless other artists and performance makers across the twentieth and 

twenty-first centuries have also shown us how orientalism can be brought into sharp critical focus 

in ways that are deeply and evocatively ‘decadent’. I am thinking, for instance, of Morimura 

Yasumasa’s Futago [Portrait] (1988) and George Chakravarthi’s Olympia (2003), both of which 

subject Édouard Manet’s painting Olympia (1863) to a queerly appropriative détournement 

(appropriating Manet’s own art-historical interventions). 58  Works like these make clear that 

decadent aesthetics, like so many cultural histories, have frequently referenced, re-contextualized 

or evinced orientalism, but they also suggest how these histories might be reimagined by reclaiming 

that ‘one duty we owe to history’ lauded by Wilde: to rewrite it.59  

Alongside misogyny, orientalism, and various forms of inherited privilege, decadence has 

also been folded into nationalistic agendas. On the one hand, right-wing politicians and critics have 

made rhetorical use of decadence, sickness, and degeneracy in a number of attacks condemning 

queer art and performance, as I address in my own exploration of work by contemporary 

performance makers who embrace and stage queer sexual practices as a means of working through 

their own lived experience of chronic illness. On the other hand, a few authors and playwrights 

associated with decadence chose to align themselves with nationalism in various guises, ranging 

from the Italian playwright Gabriele d’Annunzio who went so far as to lead a rogue army in the 

invasion and occupation of Fiume (now Rijeka, in Croatia), to Mishima’s nationalistic 

grandstanding. However, a lesser-known example can be found in the Late Ottoman Empire. As 

Dolcerocca explains, the so-called ‘decadence controversy’ was initiated by the morally 

conservative author Ahmet Midhat’s article titled ‘Dekadanlar’ (1897), in which Midhat condemns 

‘over-westernized’ novelists and dramatists associated with the journal Servet-i Fünun [Wealth of 

Knowledge]. For Midhat, their work was merely imitating decadent authors in Paris, which he also 
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believed to be at odds with a more cautious approach to modernizing Ottoman-Islamic identity 

(Midhat was not against engagement with western culture; only the extent of its influence).60 There 

is also no shortage of disparaging references to decadence from the political Left, with twentieth-

century Marxism serving up some of the most prominent examples that pertain to processes of 

state formation, such as G. V. Plekhanov’s critique of ‘decadent tendencies’ in Russian art and 

literature, which he saw as a symptom of societal decline, and György Lukács’s scathing 

condemnation of ‘decadent bourgeois’ intelligentsia and artistic and literary elites.61 Anticolonial 

critiques of empire also targeted the ‘decadence’ of colonial power and its literary and artistic 

traditions as the basis for founding more politically and socially engaged cultural practices. 

Examples can be found in the work of Aimé Césaire, Derek Walcott, Chinua Achebe, and Wole 

Soyinka. For instance, in the stage directions set out in Scene 4 of his play Death and the King’s 

Horseman (1975), Soyinka describes the opulence of a British Residency in colonial Nigeria as being 

‘redolent of the tawdry decadence of a far-flung but key imperial frontier’, although, like Walcott, 

this did not stop him from appropriating ‘the masks of decadence and aestheticism to satirize 

postcolonial civil society’, as Robert Stilling points out.62  

Decadence is shadowed by associations such as those explored in this section: at times 

orientalist, at times misogynist, or bound up with various kinds of inherited privilege. However, as 

the articles in this issue go some way toward demonstrating, this only tells a part of the story – a 

part that risks detracting from a much more interesting staging of decadence as an alteration or 

inversion of character, composition or directionality. Decadence, like queerness, lends itself to 

reclamation, and often those who do the reclaiming do so in ways that are emphatically queer, not 

least because of how decadence is performed as a mode of alteration. Decadence is a process (just 

like decay or decline are processes), and theatre and performance – as art forms that unfold 

through time in a shared space – lend themselves to exploring decadence as a process.  

* 
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In addressing why it is worth turning to decadence as a critical concept and practice in the 2020s, 

particularly in the wake of the coronavirus pandemic, I am put in mind of debates about the value 

of the arts and humanities and the rationales put forward by governments in times of crisis to 

justify the erosion of support that would otherwise aid their continued viability. We can expect a 

familiar rhetoric to unfold, and familiar questions. Is funding for the arts – especially resource-

intensive art forms like theatre and performance – a luxury we can ill afford in times of economic 

crisis, or a form of ‘middle-class decadence’?63   

 The articles included in this issue invite us to acknowledge decadence as a complex notion, 

not least when realized in practice. But that very complexity is also what makes it such a valuable 

frame for exposing the prejudices of those who deploy its rhetorical bite, as well as those who 

embrace the aesthetics and politics of decadence as a tactic of choice – informed by an ‘uncommon 

sense’, perhaps, and the reduction of things, people, and practices to their instrumental value and 

capacity to contribute ‘productively’ to society. This is pertinent in those contexts that undermine 

the value of the arts and humanities, and that position arts funding as a form of profligacy or 

wasteful expenditure. However, it is also pertinent in a much wider range of contexts, including 

within the very communities that have a stake in the poetics and aesthetics of decadence.  

The conjunction of decadence and politics, or ethical sympathy, may well be ‘an 

unpardonable mannerism of style’ for some of its most important exponents, but that need not 

deter us from assessing what decadence reveals about the politics of its contexts, the policing of 

pleasure, the channelling of desire, the disciplining of the body and its draperies, and why utility 

and instrumentality seem so often to be drivers in the establishment of the worthwhile and the 

valuable. Decadent performance invites us to experience uncommon tastes and impulses and to 

catch a glimpse of where they might lead us: to decline, perhaps – perhaps the decline of that 

which ruins – or to a sensibility that recognizes desire as a wild thing that unsettles stultifying 

conventions, that is resistant to the forward march of techno-science and industry, and that 

recognizes the body as the ground of a transgressive or transformational sensibility. This is what 
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the articles that follow invite us to consider – subject, of course, to the disposition and taste of the 

reader.  
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