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Women, Morality, and Materiality:
Performing Transgression through Dress and Décor in Fin-de-Siecle Theatre

Barbara Bessac

Université Paris Nanterre and University of Warwick

C’est aux époques de décadence, telle la notre, que
la mode prend une trés grande importance, non
seulement dans le vétement, mais dans toutes les
manifestations de la vie sociale.
[It is in the periods of decadence, such as ours, that
fashion takes on a great importance, not only in
clothing, but in all manifestations of social life.]'
In his 1910 essay La Théitromanie | Theatremania), Léon Legavre established a direct link between the
decay of his time and the obsession with fashion, the presence of which was tangible in all aspects
of society. But, as the title of his essay suggests, he largely condemned the main entertainment of
the second half of the nineteenth century: the world of theatre. According to him, theatres were
spoilt spaces where the exhibition of fashionable dresses and hats in front of ‘des milliers d’yeux
attentifs’ [thousands of attentive eyes| perverted the audience with the vain pleasures of materialistic
bedazzlement and consumption.” Sporting those gaudy costumes, interacting with the modish
furniture on stage, female characters were at the very core of the spectacularization of consumption,
and the characters associated with this idea of excessive fashion were portrayed as indecent,
dishonest, self-interested, and immoral women. Blending with their material environment, heavily
ornamented and fashionable, women’s performance of debauchery was taken as a sign of a society
in decay.
There is a strong resemblance between the representations of women on stage and in
decadent literature. As Elaine Showalter argues in the opening of Daughters of Decadence:
in decadent writing, women are seen as bound to Nature and the material world because

they are more physical than men, more body than spirit, they appear as objects of value
only when they are aestheticized as corpses or phallicized as femmes fatales.’
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This connection to the material world was similarly emphasized on the late nineteenth-century stage,
where women were represented both as consumables and consumers. Morality and materiality were
thus intertwined around the performance of women embodying decadence.

While Legavre observed the entertainment world as a sign of his society’s disintegration,
the idea of decadence in theatre was not new at the turn of the twentieth century. As Pascale
Goetschel has shown, in France the discourse around the condition of contemporary theatre has
been dominated by the metaphor of decadence since the middle of the eighteenth century.*
Nevertheless, around 1900, the aspects of materialism and encouragement of overconsumption
were added to the causes of the decay of drama, often allocating the responsibility for this to women,
both as characters and actresses. The links between decadence and theatre can therefore be
examined beyond the literary. Artistic theatrical experiments, such as Oscar Wilde’s Salomzé (1891),
did depict decadent women expressing themselves through their pomp: the luxurious aspect of the
Palace of Herod, overloaded with clothes, cloaks, jewels, mirrors, gold and silver, emphasized the
theatrically decorative environment of the text.” However, in what follows I will be focusing on the
world of mainstream theatre and the representation of contemporary domestic interiors, in order to
argue that deviant women were embodying decadence prior to and then alongside the chief works
of decadent literature. Decadence is here understood through a broad definition as a degradation of
mores, morale and decency, and a general state of social decrepitude.

Taking the association of women, materiality, and morality as its focus, this article explores
the connections between theatrical plots involving immoral women, especially dewzi-mondaines and
courtesans, and the scenery crafted around them. From the divorcees and parvennes of Alexandre
Dumas fils’s Le Demi-monde (1855) to Marcel Prévost’s Les Demi-vierges (1894), particular attention is
paid to how aesthetic forms and decorative styles were chosen to depict deviant women, and were
used to demonstrate their lack of social legitimacy and debauched lifestyle. From the fussy and
disordered rvcaille of the neo-Louis XV style to the swirling and luxuriant modern style, lustful and

scheming women on stage merged with the materiality around them: they wore lavish dresses and
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performed on sets crowded with furniture, ornaments, and ostentatious objects.® According to the
contemporary taste for the staging of finely detailed and faithful material environments, the scenery
chosen to depict the demi-mondaines, the parvennes, the courtesans, or demi-vierges, aimed to be as
realistic as possible, all within a style as abundant as it was fashionable. Through examining
performances as created domestic environments, I argue that the break-up of the seemly decorum
of social gender roles was materialized through flashy interiors representing the latest excessive

fashion, while moral decadence was materialized in the degeneration of ornament.

Coding/decoding deviant women through scenery

If feminine transgression could take many forms, deviant women, unmarried or unfaithful, were
mostly portrayed as distancing themselves from marriage and therefore from the household.
Between the seemly moral woman and the femme fatale, a multitude of female characters flirted with
decadence by refusing social norms.” There was also an underlying implication about their sexuality,
used as a tool to deceive and manipulate men.® The characters of the adventuress, prostitute, or
fallen woman were depicting ‘immoral’ women not only as a menace to the stability of households
and to the established family, but as a social threat: deviant women representing a decadent
civilization. Consumer or consumable, the figures of the kleptomaniac and the prostitute were the
most common depictions of the deviant woman in fiction. Those two profiles embodied broader
anxieties about how unbridled economic growth and consumerism would disrupt social and gender
hierarchies.” But many women living outside of the traditional framework of marriage — single
mothers, divorcees, widows, or unmarried women — existed in a social void. Some lost their social
position, others made their way up from the lower classes. This constellation of categories was often
represented in French plays of the 1850s and 1860s, and inspired playwrights across the Channel,
including Wilde." For instance, the character of the parvenue, problematized in this article, combines
the excessive consumer and the prostitute: she seduces wealthy men in order to buy status. She

embodies many of the characteristics of a ‘decadent woman’ as described, for example, through the
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character of Léonora d’Este by Joséphin Péladan in his novel Le e supréme (1883): ‘Elle aime les
chastes pour les corrompre; les forts pour les asservir; les indépendants pour les avilir’ [She loves
chaste men to corrupt them; strong men to enslave them; the independents to degrade them]."" Her
affection for material things is inherent in the way she is represented. The fallen woman was, in fact,
often depicted as isolated from the material environment, lost in urban crowds, on the street, far
from the safe domestic world to which she was previously accustomed.”” But kept women or
courtesans were inseparable from their domestic interiors: these were the proof and condition of
their social success.

As early as Moliere’s Les Précieuses ridicules [The Pretentions Young Ladies] (1653), male
playwrights were exploring the comedic potential of women aspiring to exist beyond the social frame
to which they were assigned. Nineteenth-century comedies were fond of these liminal women and
often portrayed them as such — for example, by using the attribute ‘demf’, representing these ‘half’
women: demi-mondaines, ot demi-vierges. Dumas’ comedy Le Demi-monde was so successful that the term
entered common parlance. The demi-monde was ‘le monde équivoque’ [the equivocal world], as a
contemporary critic wrote, ‘c’est la société qui tient a la bonne compagnie par le luxe, a la mauvaise
par les meeurs’ [it is society judging social worth by luxuty, rather than behaviour]."” It was composed
of deviant women from various backgrounds: either they came from a lower social class and
ascended by immoral means — being kept by rich men — and wanted to show off their new
possessions, or they had descended from high society after a divorce or the death of their husband,
and were clinging on to the remaining items indicative of their previous social status. Representing
the demi-mondaines demonstrated their fight for legitimacy, and the social performance of presenting
as someone one is not: a classic theatrical wise en abime.

According to theatre director Adolphe Montigny, who revolutionized stage direction
through his use of furniture to regulate actors’ movements and interactions on stage, scenery and
accessories enabled an exaggerated lustre and splendour, and the materialization of a ‘peinture du

vice élégant’ [picture of elegant debauchety], as described by contemporary critic Edmond About."*
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As well as creating a realistic material environment for the characters, the excessive furniture
highlighted the depraved and spoilt behaviour of these women. As a more deviant form of the dem-
mondaine, the term demi-vierge appeared in the 1880s, referring to women who would openly seduce
men by pretending to be virgins in order to get married. Prévost’s novel Les Demi-vierges inspired two
theatrical adaptations, in 1895 and 1900. Like Le Demi-monde, Les Demi-vierges tells the story of self-
interested women trying to find a good match by marrying a rich and naive man. Such female
characters were recurrent in vaudeville and comedies, reaching a pinnacle in Décadence (1904), a
comedy by Albert Guinon depicting a ‘decadent’ couple, and encompassing both antisemitism and
misogyny. Censored in 1901, it received its first staging in 1904. The play depicts a Jewish man only
interested in money and social status, and his self-interested wife who marries him just so she can
live an extravagant life, while having an affair with an even richer marquis.

These women rely on material assets in order to fulfil themselves and access the social status
and acceptance they are otherwise largely denied. In these comedies, they are caricatured as
materialistic and heavy spenders. However, the need to acquire certain objects, and the art of
arranging them in an interior, was a concern not just for parvenues, but for all women. In order to
understand how parvenues could be identified through their belongings, it is necessary to acknowledge
how domestic interiors could be validated as fitting moral and social expectations. The ‘decadent
interior’ was therefore recognized in contrast to ‘suitable interiors’. Leora Auslander argues that for
bourgeois women, interior arrangements such as furnishing were ‘necessary for representing and
constituting the family’s social position’.”” The materiality around women was indeed highly
codified, especially through handbooks regulating decoration habits and the distribution of rooms
in the house depending on gender (husband or wife) and position (owners or employees). These
books, covering all aspects of so-called ‘domestic economy’ — recipes, furnishing, decoration,
maintenance, cleaning, childcare, and so on — tended to normalize gendered identities within
households.'® Furnishing the house had to be the preserve of women, as unlike men they were

spending most of their time indoors."” The fact that middle- and upper-class families were socially
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defined by their objects, furniture, and decor played a significant role in strengthening bourgeois
identity in Western Europe.'® Deviating from these spatial norms accentuated the impression of
unconventional behaviour. As the press evolved, private interiors became more and more public:
actors or writers progressively opened their doors to the press, and their material milieu was assumed
to reflect their true nature."”

The increasing association of persons with their interiors was even stronger for women, to
whom responsibility for the interior was primarily assigned. In Entartung |Degeneration] (1892), Max
Nordau portrays the ‘degenerate’ woman in detail, first through her outfits, then through her
domestic interior:

Daylight filters in through painted glass, where lean saints kneel in rapture. In the drawing-
room the walls are either hung with worm-eaten Gobelin tapestry, discoloured by the sun
of two centuries or covered with Morris draperies, on which strange birds flit amongst
crazily ramping branches, and blowzy flowers coquet with vain butterflies. Amongst
armchairs and padded seats, such as the cockered bodies of our contemporaries know and
expect, there are Renaissance stools, the heart or shell-shaped bottoms of which would
attract none but the toughened hide of a rough hero of the jousting lists.”
Deviant women were still defined by their domestic space, although instead of presenting it as a safe
and appropriate environment to raise a family, the parvenues exhibited it as a demonstration of their
wealth and possessions. For instance, the parvenu baroness of Le Demi-monde, Suzanne d’Ange, was
associated with her interior space by critics, who reported that when she appeared ‘dans un salon
tendu de damas jaune, elle a pris un titre assorti a son ameublement’ [in a living room covered with
yellow damask, she chose a title matching her furniture].”! On the other hand, Olivier de Jalin’s
domestic interior is wealthy but sober, fitting the norms of decorum, which is mocked by the den-
mondaines who compare it with their new fashionable apartments in the richest streets of Patis.”” The
widowed viscountess lives in a sumptuous apartment where [1]’or ruisselle sur les tables’ [gold flows
on the tables].”” Her living room is richly furnished in the style of Louis XV, and saturated with
decorative objects and flower arrangements. Objects on stage contribute to the acknowledgement

of a prestigious environment, but their abundance and nonconformity to the rules of interior

furnishing betray vulgarity and bad taste. Moreover, the dazzlingly overdressed women interact with
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the proliferating objects of their nouvean riche interiors, invading rooms that are not usually open to
them: living rooms, lounges, smoking rooms. Their social involvement was thereby spoofed,
caricatured, and reduced to a failed attempt to mimic the upper classes and the men who had rejected
them.

This idea of counterfeiting a social position was also revealed through their noticeable but
cheap ornaments. Nordau described the possessions displayed in the interiors he associated with
degeneration, emphasizing both the senseless heterogeneousness of the objects and the fact that
they were not authentic:

On all the tables and in all the cabinets is a display of antiquities or articles of vertu, big or

small, and for the most part warranted not genuine; a figure of Tanagra near a broken jade

snuff-box, a Limoges plate beside a long-necked Persian waterpot of brass, a bonbonniere
between a breviary bound in catved ivory, and snuffers of chiselled copper.*
As Christophe Genin argues, a material object may reveal a failed attempt by the bourgeois classes
to copy the aristocratic ceuvre. While original works of art reference the creative spirit of the artist,
the manufactured objects reference production, consumption, and are perishable products.”® The
artifice of these bourgeois interiors thus reflects the duplicity of the deviant women occupying them.

A ‘decadent scenery’ associated with deviant female characters often emphasized the idea
of excess, while most of the housekeeping books advised on a certain moderation in the practice of
decorating spaces, although the basic furniture they recommended was already significant. Women’s
duty, as household managers, was to find the right balance, oscillating between hosting dinners in
an interior not so empty as to suggest deficiency or a low social rank, yet restrained enough that the
dining rooms were not crowded with too many ostentatious ornaments which would indicate bad
taste and eccentricity. While many handbooks suggested that decorating one’s interior should not
solely be a privilege of the upper class, wealthier households were recommended not to display their
wealth.”* ‘Frugality and economy are home virtues’, Isabella Beeton wrote, ‘without which a
household cannot prosper’.”” The sobriety was often a byword for virtuousness and synonym for

good taste and restraint because it implied the idea that a virtuous woman was not a spendthrift.
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‘[L]e vrai bon gout’ [The real good taste], wrote Mme Pariset in the introduction to her book on
etiquette, ‘consiste a choisir les choses utiles, commodes, durables, qui surtout ont entre elles un
rapport bien établi’ [consists in choosing useful, convenient, lasting things, which have an
entrenched connection between them].” Etiquette books, newspaper illustrations, and advertising
images contribute to creating an iconographic memento of the ideal interior. The standardized ‘good
taste’ defined by those books is precisely the norm against which indecency, excess, and decadence
— what Nordau describes as ‘degeneration’ — can be judged. Interior decoration that displayed a
departure from these well-known reference points was therefore a sign of social deviation. However,
in addition to deviating from the norms, ‘decadent interiors’ could also be identified by their own
aesthetic characteristics, showing the association of a decadent lifestyle with certain types of

decoration.

From Rococo to Art Nouveau: staging the decadent interior

The identification of deviant women on stage was not only facilitated by the excessive quantity of
their belongings, but also by the immoderate use of certain fashionable styles of ornaments. In his
description of ‘degenerate interiors’, Nordau resorted to exhaustive references to the mixture of
ancient and foreign styles: ‘startling is the effect of a gilt-painted couch between buhl-work cabinets
and a puckered Chinese table, next an inlaid writing-table of graceful rococo’” Henry Havard wrote
in the 1890s, that ‘étudier les Styles, [...] c’est étudier la vie morale et intellectuelle des peuples’
[Studying styles, [...] is studying the moral and intellectual life of people].” The art histotian claimed
that the values and morals of a group of people could be discerned from the architectural and
decorative aesthetics they chose or invented. Therefore ‘rudes et austéres’ [harsh and austere]| styles
were inherent to people ‘vivant uniquement pour la guerre’ [living only for war]. More developed
and thorough styles were needed in civilised nations ‘ou régne une communication constante non
seulement des deux sexes mais de personnes de tous les états’ [where there is constant

communication between the sexes, between all kinds and manner of person].” In this more complex
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society, the artist, according to Havard, had to vary their creation depending on the social rank,
gender, age, and position of the persons for whom they catered.

The nineteenth century gave rise to many debates about identity and styles. Despite the
apparent decorative chaos and the recycling of styles from all eras and cultures into a motley
combination, a certain unity was advised in decoration, affiliating to each room a specific style and
era.”” However, on the theatrical stage, the parvennes and courtesans were often pictured amongst a
profusion of decoration in a neo-Louis XV style. In Havard’s analysis, the different styles between
the reign of Louis XIV and Louis XVI — Régence, rocaille, Pompadour — were all imbued with
femininity and pleasure. Havard describes these styles as the direct consequence of an economic,

23

political, and social crisis, revealing the ““passion de briller”” pour la nouvelle “classe riche’ [‘passion
to shine’ of the newly ‘rich class’], their ‘manifestation du désir et de la volonté de s’enrichir
[demonstration of a desire and will to get rich]. It was also the ornamental demonstration of a new
‘classe de femmes intelligentes, actives, remuantes et sans grands scrupules’ [class of clever women,
active, restless and without scruples].”” Havard also associates the idea of comfort with a concern
for luxury.™ Such a definition of the Louis XV style was not new in the 1890s: the expanding fashion
of rocaille in Parisian domestic interiors was condemned by contemporaries in the eighteenth century
for being a counterfeiting culture, an attempt of the #ers éfat to imitate the taste of the aristocracy.”
Such persisting stereotypes conveyed by the Louis XV style made it an obvious aesthetic out of
which to compose the material environment of a woman-ruled society where seduction led to
success.”

The ability of spectators to understand such stylistic differences can be explained by the
fact that ancient styles were class indicators for the bourgeoisie or the aristocrats. Amongst London’s
upper classes, the taste for furniture tended towards the styles of eighteenth-century France. But in
terms of wealth and ostentation, the Louis XV style strongly contrasted with the simplicity and

sobriety praised by the instruction manuals as examples of decorum. In a long history of scorn for

the rocaille ornaments associated with excess and lust, many etiquette books condemned the use of
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this style. In the cyclical conception of taste — going through three phases: primitive, classical,
decadent — authors placed the Louis XV style as a degeneration of more seemly past aesthetics. In
The Art of Decoration (1881), Mary Haweis celebrates Louis XIV style as the most elegant and
scientific, whereas she considers Louis XV as grotesque and vulgar.”” In 1883, Rococo style was
described by W. G. Collingwood as possessing these demeaning traits:
Out of the taste for grotesque [...] was developed Rococo, the ‘Rock-cockle’ style, I
suppose one might say, — ‘rocaille coguille” The object of this is picturesqueness, quaintness,
gaudiness, and glitter; it has no grace, but broken, crooked grotesque lines to catch the light;
and a crumpled surface to represent rock, or rather rockeries; which were fashionable then,
before anybody had heard about geology, though now tolerated only by the uneducated.”
The perception of the Rococo aesthetic in the nineteenth century was therefore quite
contradictory: it conjured up a lack of education and degenerative aesthetics, but at the time of Le
Demi-monde, it was a very fashionable style with the expanding bourgeoisie, as its revival was
populatized in France under the Second Empire, at the instigation of the Empress Eugénie.” The
aesthetic practice of re-using or reinterpreting eighteenth-century décor was frequent in the
imperial couple’s residences. Like Napoléon III and Eugénie seeking legitimacy and affiliation to
the royal tradition of France through the decoration of their interiors, resorting to references from
the Ancien Régime was, for the nouvean riche, a strategy of affiliation with the most noble parts of
society. In IL.e Demi-monde, in order to create the environment of the demi-mondaines,
contemporaries claimed that the stage directions of Adolphe Lemoine ( known as Montigny)
demanded intetiors entirely decorated with rocaille.*’ But, in trying to be as faithful as possible,
interiors on stage followed the fashions of interiors off-stage. When japonisme became the trending
taste, it proliferated in the theatres, and was naturally exaggerated when the performance involved
self-interested women with superficial tastes. Victorien Sardou’s Marquise! (1889) staged the story
of Lydie Garousse, a lower-class woman who gained access to the elite of society by being a
successful cantatrice, but who, despite her best efforts, could never be officially given the title of

marchioness and escape her status of nouvean riche. For her interior, decorator Amable created a

Japanese lobby crowded with ornaments including two-metre-high bronze vases, opening onto a
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garden with a large round window.* Each of her accessories was mote extravagant than the last,
from the pink gown made of Japanese fabric adorned with ostrich feathers, to her enormous
conspicuous diamond crown.

More than a feminine and ‘debilitating’ aesthetic, Rococo was also associated with foreign
lifestyles. On the fin-de-si¢cle London stage, plays based in France, and Paris in particular, made
perennial reference to Madame de Pompadour, Louis XV, and Rococo. The ability to recognize
‘national styles’ can be partly explained by the culture created by furnishing brands in the last
quarter of the nineteenth century. In London, department stores offered French sections, most
often composed of antiques and reproductions of Louis XIV, Louis XV, and Louis XVI styles.”
To represent a French interior, department store collections were exhibited on stage, as seen at
the Prince of Wales theatre’s pantomime L’Enfant prodigne [The Prodigal Son] (1891). This Pierrot
pantomime, imported from Paris, was performed with scenery quite different from its original
version. The plot involves an immoral and self-interested woman, Phrynette, who seduces Pierrot
to make him steal from his own parents so she can decorate her boudoir in a showy Louis XV
style. Unlike the French version, performed with very simple scenery, the British adaptation
insisted on decoration that would follow the progression of characters in the evolution of their
virtue. The second act, in Phrynette’s new boudoir, took place on a stage covered with precious
cloths and saturated with furniture and ornaments. It was entirely furnished by the Oetzmann &
Co. department store, and was advertised as such in the playbill. In the following act, as Pierrot
realizes he has been fooled, he returns to his parents to ask their forgiveness, and the scenery
changes into a very sober and modest interior, materializing the moral of the story into the scenery.

Towards the end of the century, on French stages, Louis XV interiors were replaced by
the more fashionable wodern style, designated by the press as originating from England, although
the term was invented in France.* In 1898, an article in I.e Temps observed that contemporary
fashion had ‘abandonné les meubles Louis XV et Louis X VI, le style Renaissance ou Empire |...]

pour adopter les meubles élégants et si confortables dont les Anglais furent les créateurs et que les
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amateurs ont baptisé modern style’ [abandoned Louis XV and Louis XVI furniture, Renaissance
or Empire style [...] to adopt the elegant and comfortable furniture that the English have created
and that connoisseurs called modern style].*” However, the terms used to describe and characterize
modern style were very similar to the attributes of rocaille: inspired by nature, flexible, whitling,
comfortable, pleasurable, but also unbalanced, corrupted, exaggerated, feminine, counterfeited
luxury, and a certain association with promiscuous life. The ‘formes tourmentées et tarabiscotées’
[tormented and convoluted shapes] of Louis XV style described as Havard are easily found in so
called modern style or Art Nouveau.” It was even described as an English version of the French
eighteenth-century style."’ As demzi-mondaines blended in with their Rococo décot, modern style was
used as an adjective to describe a material environment as well as a lifestyle or a personality.

In a review of La Princesse Bébé (1902) by Pierre Decourcelle and Georges Berr, a journalist
from the feminist newspaper La Fronde described the scene as ‘une garconniére vraiment moderne
style, rien n’y manque: telephone, fleurs apportées trop vite, maitresses diverses’ [a really modern
style bachelor flat, it is all there in full: telephone, flowers brought too fast, diverse mistresses].*
This shift in fashion could also be used to identify women from different generations. In Fabrice
Carré and Paul Bilhaud’s Ma Bru!, performed at the Odéon in 1899, stage designers played on the
contrast between the mother-in-law’s interior, in an austere eighteenth-century style with boule
furniture, and the daughter-in-law’s living room, entirely in zodern style. Following the tradition of
mid-century handbooks, the fashion press advised women to match their outfits to their interiors,
blending fabric like black or cream satin with the furniture in order to ‘habiter les salons moderne
style [inhabit the modern-style living-rooms].* While blending women and their clothing with the
interior around them, the modern style scenery also stresses the idea of deviant women being
obsessed with their appearance and the latest fashion.

The 1900 version of Les Demi-vierges opened on luxuriant nodern style interiors, furnished by
Maison Soubrier, a brand operating as both a retailer and a theatre scene designer. The play stages

the story of Maud, a young woman testing the limits of innocent flirting while waiting to marry
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well. She is surrounded by women behaving likewise, creating a type that Prévost encompassed in
the term demi-vierge. Choosing this style for the play was not insignificant; if mwodern style was
perceived as a liberated style from overseas, so were the demi-vierges themselves, considered as a
decadent import from the other side of the Channel. Just as the overloaded Rococo style was
associated with France on the English stage, the decadent modern style embodied the lack of decency
of foreign mores: ‘la demi-vierge est un type bien plus répandu a étranger qu’en France’ [the dewi-
vierge is a type more pervasive abroad than in France], Prévost wrote in the foreword of the 1894
edition of the novel, implying that flirting originated from overseas.”’ Later articles maintained the
association of demi-vierges with a foreign fad, explaining how French young women from the
bourgeoisie followed the example of their Anglo-Saxon counterparts as to how to live their life
before getting married.” Therefore, their association with such interiors was perceived by the
audience as one more indication of their rejection of tradition, showcasing their rich dresses
alongside ‘des meubles du dernier genre anglais’ [furniture of the latest English fashion].” The
association of Art Nouveau or modern style with the idea of a pervasive growth of decadence from
overseas was mutual on both sides of the Channel and, as Cyril Barde argues, it used the lexicon
of deformity, diseases and viruses.”

Another aspect of the scenery of Les Demi-vierges caught the attention of the contemporary
audience: the colours. Unfortunately, these cannot be experienced nowadays through
photographic representations of the play. The interiors were ‘implacablement bleus’ [implacably
blue], according to the critic of the Journal amusant, a colour associated with ‘un moderne et trés
libre style’ [a very modern and free style], and immaculate white lilies bedecked walls in friezes.
The white of the flowers matched the white of the dresses of the characters. Dressing the dewi-
vierges in white dresses sprinkled with lilies, in a blue interior, was inevitably understood as a
deliberate contrast to their virtue. It is as if ‘une pi¢ce vouée au bleu et au blanc, et pourtant...’
[the play was dedicated to blue and white, and yet...].”* The floral associations surrounding female

virginity were thus projected onto the scenery and costumes, materializing the heart of the play as
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a clear allegory, facilitated by the sinuous and blossomy aesthetics of Art Nouveau. The blue and
white association, evoking Chinese porcelain, was one of the hallmarks of Aestheticism; they were
two colours Oscar Wilde was very fond of, as Qi Chen argues.” Collecting blue and white porcelain
was very fashionable among the fin-de-siécle middle and upper classes. In addition, the colour
blue, and more specifically blue-green, was omnipresent in decadent literature, notably in
descriptions of interiors in the novels of Jean Lorrain, where decadent heroes are all bathed in a

56

blue-green light, as Phillip Winn remarks.

Conclusion

To conclude, the dichotomy between the material and the spiritual in the late nineteenth-century
imagination led to the notion that possessing objects for pleasure and not necessity indicated a
lack of virtue, and, towards the end of the century, was a true sign of decadence. Women, more
than men, were associated with the idea of impulsive buying, defenceless against commercial
strategies. From the eighteenth century onward, theories linking women to irrational consumption
began to circulate, and women’s interest in luxury goods was considered as an innate characteristic
of feminine psychology.” The role of the ornament and the practice of stage furnishing vaties in
plays involving immoral or deviant women at the turn of the twentieth century. Nevertheless, the
scenery always complemented the play. Its fashionable look emphasized the appearance of
modernity and it identified women with the materiality around them. The extravagant and garish
interiors of the corrupted demi-mondaines, demi-vierges, adulterous women or courtesans played a
major part in the entertainment provided by mainstream comedies. ‘Les soirées du demi-monde
ont un attrait irrésistible pour nous’ [The evenings of the demi-monde had an irresistible attraction
for us], a commentator wrote in Ia Patrie; the attraction is attributed to luxury and elegance, topped
with the zest of debauchery.” The character of the parvenue was pictured as an excessive consumer

living in overloaded interiors, but the fin-de-siécle audience was also eager for bedazzlement.
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Therein lies the main paradox of the representation of deviant women on stage: supposedly
repulsive and distasteful, immoral’ women were above all made appealing and desirable. This can
be explained by the evolution of the relationship between entertainment and consumption. Since
the middle of the nineteenth century, most plays staged in commercial theatres exploited the
material environment provided by scenery to seduce audiences fond of realism. In this context,
decadent female characters also played a major part in product placement. From the 1890s,
collaborations between theatres and commercial companies were widespread. By lending furniture
on deposit to theatres, shops took over the role of the property masters and their assistants. In
both London and Paris, commercial theatres, shops, and department stores were brought closer
together through urban development. This created an ideal opportunity for both institutions to
work together: theatres could solve their space problems by reducing their own stock and avoid
the expenses of building or buying disposable scenery for each performance; brands could benefit
from efficient advertisement, through mentions in playbills and reviews, taking advantage of the
high attendance levels at theatres at the end of the century and their influence on potential clients.
The role of actresses in this type of advertisement was fundamental.” Jules Claretie wrote in 1911,
that fashion, like theatre, is one of ‘des grosses préoccupations de la vie courante, I'actrice en
vedette devient tout aussitot comme I'arbitre du gott, la lanceuse attitrée des chapeaux et des
robes’ [the main preoccupations of the modern life, thereby the actress in the limelight immediately

% Actresses’ choices

becomes the arbiter of taste, the official trend launcher for hats and dresses].
in interior design interested the audience to the extent that books about their apartments were
published, such as Louis Germont’s Loges d’artistes (1889), listing actresses and describing their
possessions. The similarity between these interiors and those depicted on stage can most readily
be seen in a description of actress Rosa Bruck’s apartment:
Le salon est une merveille ou s’entassent les étoffes précieuses, les satins aux broderies d’or
fantastiques venant du Japon, les bibelots rares, les statues de marbre, les bronzes, les

ivoires [...]. Et toutes ces choses sont disposées, arrangées, pour la plus grande joie des
yeux, avec un gout parfait.
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The living-room is a marvel where precious cloth, fantastic gold-embroidered satin from

Japan, rare ornaments, marble statues, bronzes, ivories are piling up [...]. All those things

are arranged for the greatest joy of the eyes, with a perfect taste.”!

There is a thin line between the characters and the actresses playing them: the women
depicted on stage could also be a reflection of those sitting in the audience. The show was also
taking place on the other side of the proscenium. ‘La moitié du demi-monde de Paris assistait de
la galerie et du balcon a la représentation du Demi-Monde, qu’on jouait sur la scene’ [Half of the
demi-monde of Paris attended from the gallery to the upper balcony to the performance of the dewsi-
monde that was acted on stage], a critic reported.”” If emancipated women were watching their
kindred spirits on stage, the mirror metaphor could also be applied to the actors themselves.
‘Grande dame, synonymie de grande comedienne’ [Great lady, synonym for great actor|, Péladan
wrote in Le Vice supréme: the worlds of actresses and courtesans being deeply intertwined, some
actresses were performing in the same costumes they would wear outside the theatre and in
interiors mimicking their own.”> As Mary Louise Roberts argues, ‘the worlds of journalism and
theatre, which lay at the heart of commodity culture in this period, enabled these women literally
to act out the instability of gender identity, and thus to refashion themselves as women’.**

Albeit different, deviant or immoral, women flirting with decadence were linked to their
domestic interior and even blended into it. Exaggerated decoration, excess, and lack of harmony
operated as signifiers of the unavoidable fate of those outsiders, who despite their accumulation

of wealth, would never succeed in accessing the social acceptance they sought amongst ‘polite’

society.
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