


THE JUGGLER

Rachilde, Marguerite Eymery Vallette (1860-1953)

Dubbed “Mademoiselle Baudelaire” by Maurice Barres and called a distinguished pornographer by Jules
Barbey d’ Aurevilly, Rachilde is one of the most complex literary figures to emerge at the tipping point between
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Her most famous work includes the fictional novels Monsieur
Vénus/Monsieur Venus (1884) and La Jongleuse/The Juggler (1900, rev. 1925), and a nonfictional work called
“Pourquoi je ne suis pas féministe”/“Why I am not a feminist” (1928), in which she famously claims, “T always
regretted not being a man, not so much because I value more the other half of mankind but because, since I was
forced by duty or by taste to live like a man... it would have been preferable to have had at least the privileges
if not the appearances of [masculinity]” (qtd. in Lukacher 110). Scandalous in her youth, reviled by moralists as
well as early feminists, her work ignored or forgotten in the years after her death, Rachilde remains a sign of her
times. Balancing precariously between decadence and literary modernism, between virulent misogyny and a
deeply-held belief in her own feminine worth, she challenges readers to codify her work or reduce it to
manageable sound-bites.

Marguerite Eymery was born in February 1860, the only child of her parents’ largely unhappy marriage. A
voracious reader from a young age, a lack of parental supervision gave her the run of her grandfather’s library,
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Paris also allowed Rachilde, for the first time, to become part of a group of artists whose sensibilities matched
her own. Her first novel Monsieur de la Nouveauté was published in 1880 with an introduction by Arsene
Houssaye, followed shortly afterwards by the formation of a literary circle of decadents. From inside this circle,
Rachilde saw herself as a werewolf: iconoclastic, impatient of petty bourgeois concerns, and disdainful of the
crowd which to her was always against the individual, as she explains in her memoir, Face a la peur (1942; no
English trans.). In 1884, faced with penury, Rachilde wrote and published Monsieur Venus, the story of a cross-
dressing noblewoman who takes an impecunious flower-maker for her lover but slowly and surely turns his
masculine characteristics into feminine ones. The conclusion of the story, where both the gender divide and
distinctions between human and nonhuman become blurred, remains extremely disturbing to this day.

Rachilde was not unaware of the inflammatory nature of Monsieur Venus, and the subsequent court orders (two
years imprisonment for the author in absentia in Brussels; a seizure of all copies in Paris) bestowed her with a
notoriety that allowed her to publish further and also cross-dress and live the bohemian life. The next year she



met Alfred Vallette, a director of a small print works, and after an on-off courtship they married in 1889. Their
only child was born in the next year, and together the couple also established the Mercure de France, whose
first issue appeared on January 1, 1890. Central to Rachilde’s critical output for over thirty years, the journal
published the work of fellow decadents as well as experimental writers, among them the young André Gide,
Alfred Jarry, and Collette. During this time, despite her conventional roles as wife and mother, an air of scandal
hovered around Rachilde: although Oscar Wilde found her a little dowdy in a black woolen dress, others
describe her salon attire as “‘a fiery red blouse with amber necklaces and bracelets,” her hair cut like a boy’s
and ‘her eyelashes like long pen strokes in black ink,” usually ‘saying little and listening a lot” but merciless if
the visitor, thus encouraged, performed badly” (qtd. in Holmes 52).

The closing decades of the nineteenth century were the heyday of the decadents and also the period in which
Rachilde enjoyed her greatest literary and social successes. After her smash hit Monsieur Vénus in 1884, The
Juggler was first published in 1900, and proved popular enough to be revised and reprinted in 1925 with a set of
woodcut illustrations by Gustave Alaux. But although she continued writing prolifically between the two Wars,
producing twenty-three more novels, three short plays, her first volume of poetry and sundry writings, Rachilde
was no longer part of the literary avant-garde, as the decadent movement was displaced by even more radical,

modernist literary and artistic experiments, notably Dada and Surrealism. Rachilde died at the age of ninety-
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the sinister forces that would hgure so prominently in her
writing.’

Rachilde’s facher, the illegitimate son of an aristocrat, be-
came a career army officer, and her mother, a talented musi-
cian, was the daughter of a successful newspaper editor. She
remained their only child, a fact which was to have the greatest
significance on her development. Her father had desperately
wanted a son, and thus her early years, and arguably her entire
life, became an unending attempt to compensate her father for
this disappointment and gain his approval. Rachilde began
learning to ride when she was four, and later participated in
hunts, even though she sympathized more with the hunted
than with the hunters, all in an effort to please.
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TUAM, JUML BSUMS GIL GIGLIY . AUU GIC LYLIILE Up alu yuu
seem to be living in honor of . . . this pot?”

The young woman, her eyes half closed, clung more
tightly to the neck of the amphora. She pressed both arms
around the collar of the stone flesh, and leaned over the corolla
of the opening, kissing the void:

“No! No! You don't understand me at all . . . but I like
you enough to explain. I am truly in love with everything that
is beautiful, good, that seems absolute, the very definition of
pleasure. But pleasure is not the goal; it’s a way of being. Me,
I'm always . . . happy. 1 wanted to bring you here to show
you that I don't need a human caress to reach orgasm. . . .
It's enough for me to be . . .—don't squeeze my arm like
that—for I carry within myself the secret of all knowledge by
knowing simply how to love. I'm disgusted by union, which
destroys my strength, I find no delightful plenitude in it. For
my flesh to be roused and to conceive the infinity of pleasure,
I don't need to look for a sex organ in the object of my love! I
am humiliated because an intelligent man immediately thinks
of . . . sleeping with me. . . . Tomorrow you would love me
no longer . . . if you love me as little as that. Indeed, you
don't love me, sir. So what do you claim to be offering me?
What confidence can one have in this man who is just passing
through? You won't pass through my house . . . or you will
stay. A thrill? That is not much for someone who is one living
thrill! A flame? That is too little for someone who is a whole
furnace! Mv maladv? I admit it: I'm dving of love and. like







I can hear my coachman getting impatient in front of the gate.”

And as he didn't move . . . she quickly pressed a bell.

A servant entered, half asleep:

“Tell Jean to drive the gentleman home, it’s raining too
hard for me to let him leave on foot.”

Leon Reille was obliged to take his leave, in spite of
himself.

“The curtain falls!” he thought.




D EAR madam and . . . friend,

“Thank you for the very spiritual lesson you gave me,
exactly one week ago, and | am writing to apologize for not
having sent the customary bunch of flowers, or having at-
tempted the pious digestive visit, but that exquisite lesson has
led, for your humble servant, to such disagreable things that I
judge it more necessary to become completely . . . the lowest
of boors!

“Yes, dear madam, I feel so lirtle enthusiasm for ancient
vases in the form of a girl that I resolved, the very day after
my expedition to the impossible, to cure myself of their burn-
ing memory by a little trip to the land of vulgar reality. (Please
understand that [ have thrown myself, prostrate, into the most
dissolute debauchery!)

“I, madam, am playing, in the midst of the comedy of
life, the role of the poor, austere boy, bothered because austere,
barely going out except to hang around hospital rooms where
he probes every human filth capable of smothering the ideal,
which forces him to remain a very wretched materialist.

"I scarcely have the time to see a dream approach, before







	Slide 1: The Juggler
	Slide 2
	Slide 3
	Slide 4
	Slide 5
	Slide 6
	Slide 7
	Slide 8
	Slide 9
	Slide 10
	Slide 11
	Slide 12
	Slide 13
	Slide 14
	Slide 15
	Slide 16
	Slide 17
	Slide 18
	Slide 19
	Slide 20
	Slide 21

