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he obsolete, indispensable. But obsolescence or 
obsoleteness? Obsolescence brings to mind a 
process associated with manufactured objects, as in 

“planned obsolescence”: things that have not worn out are 
rendered passé, outdated by technical or stylistic innova-
tion, whereas obsoleteness is the status that results. I 
address both. In Capital, Marx lays out the need for indus-
try to develop new machinery, to lower competitively the 
costs of labor embedded in the production process; this 
drives down the price of labor to a point at which it is 
cheaper to rely on human labor power than on new 
machinery, a process that in turn drives up the cost of 
labor, leading to a new cycle of obsolescence, as new 
machines are developed to increase productivity further. 
The corollaries of this process include the progressive 
deskilling and cyclical obsolescence of those employed.

The obsolescent plant is the harbinger of commercial 
decline. (It is the model of all we do.) In a consumer 
economy, this tricky obsolescence is a requirement of 
product as well as of production, driven by technological 
imperatives—and other causes. What is now called global-
ization is a factor signaling the reconfiguration of tastes 
and the discovery of needs and wants that move quickly 
through populations touched by the scale of modern 
telecommunications. Staying up to date with high-touch 
and high-tech goods is not only frequently associated with 
improved social standing but is also conflated with civic 
participation, citizenship, or nationalism. Obsolescence 
here bears a negative valence.

A platitude: Obsolescence afflicts us all, and so far there 
is no reversal. Such windy sentiments in lieu of metaphysi-
cal theology and the secular religion of progress animated 
much of twentieth-century art (and mine has been no 
exception). A version of the modernist paradigm has 
consistently translated the artist-bohemian’s occupation 
of the low-down (or down-market) corners of life into a 
search expedition, the well-recognized safari for the 
bourgeois patrons of the artistic endeavor. (We slum for 
you!) We artists have been expected to liven up patrons’ 
lives by dusting off the discarded, the overlooked, the 
obsolescent, translating these elements into treasures of 
taste and allegories of mortality. Exotic objects and 
moments function as fragments revalorizing the 
bourgeois course, a Nanook narrative for the modernizing 
middle class.

Along with the echoes of European surrealism, Beatniks 
taught me a sour postwar apocalypticism as a counterpoint 
to the fantastic proclamations of the conquest of time and 
space and desire by our civilization. Artist subcultures 
repetitively looked for a vantage point outside hegemonic 
discourses of modern, industrialized garrison societies, 
self-defined by forced regimentation, material comfort, 

and military might. This interest evolved away from what 
might be swept under the rubric of “driftwood,” the 
Abstract Expressionist’s longing for the remains of the 
“Real” and the natural, the return of the repressed that 
superseded the prewar preoccupation with the found 
(discarded, manufactured, low-level) object. But second 
nature having already effectively displaced nature in the 
“life world,” artists turned to the implacable gloss of 
consumer culture, whose handling by artists was inflected 
by the passé, by human imperfection. No more search for 
an outside on our part. (But some still define themselves as 
outside. Should we see contemporary extremist and insur-
gency movements as versions of that desire to wish it all 
away in an instant, to tear aside the curtain of invincibility 
that is smothering the aggrieved and disenfranchised?) I 
am stuck with the obsolete commercial object, the discard 
and its image, and the lowly linguistic cliché, an image or a 
phrase drained of complexity, reduced to a simple sign.

So here is a venerable cliché: the mannequin. That it is a 
thing, not just an image, has intrigued artists for about a 
century now. It inhabits space. The mannequin is the 
dilapidated cliché of capitalism’s fetishistic inversion, the 
automaton/commodity more real than the people who 
have made it, more vibrant than the world from which it 
springs. In it we contemplate our own inability to 
command the processes of production or to knit together 
the concomitant fragments of a life. If the mannequin is 
the prisoner of forced choice, we can recognize its 
neutered body as the one whose identity has been forfeited 
by its inability to purchase a life (a terrible category whose 
ranks are perpetually being replenished by all sorts of 
routine events). We jeer and we worship, honoring and 
despising the fetish, coveting its new clothes while mock-
ing its lack of agency. The shop window and its frozen 
inhabitants, that tableau mort, can only testify to our 
inability—even in our imagination—to transcend 
fragmentation and distortion, if not depersonalization. 
(And of course the mannequin stands in for the artist, as 
the clown face did for an earlier generation: we keep the 
commodities cycling at the cost of the lost dream of 
authenticity. When is the last time we heard something 
denounced as kitsch?)

The obsolete used to call to mind ruins, freighted with 
romantic longing (à la Rose Macaulay) for their initial 
plenitude and for the hubris of vanished civilizations; but 
also with Benjaminian archaeological meanings. Ruins 
suggest temporality; they function as memento mori. They 
also suggest a “timely” relic, something that has “taken 
place,” occupying space and time. Ruins remain, or are 
unearthed, bearing witness to history as failure. The 
specter of a past nation, a vanished people, hovers ghost-
like and attenuated. Its mystery and glory attract, its 

collapse passes for philosophy. In evoking citizens or 
subjects, ruins can be seen to justify the present national 
course, for the decay of the past testifies to the vigor of the 
present. At one time, civilization gained legitimacy by 
claiming continuity with the ancient past; at present we 
have a triumphalist relation to history: we, here, now, are 
better. (But the doubts are never completely repressed.)

Twentieth-century fashion and design often engineered 
a look evocative of the futuristic dreams of technological 
optimism. At present, even science-fiction epics bank on 
the medievalism of the late British Empire’s imaginary, a 
known mythic past in which, moreover, the Great Chain of 
Being reads us the script in advance—and fashion relent-
lessly courts the present with the look of the just-past, but 
not without irony (which in fashion as in art may pass for 
despair). Regarding the objects of style of everyday life, 
especially clothing, one friend, an African American man, 
suggests that—here in the United States at least, where the 
spin cycle of fashion’s obsolescence and rebirth is whirling 
faster than we have previously seen, where the obsolete 
returns with astonishing rapidity—the obsolescent is a way 
of reinstituting whiteness, returning us, I interpret, to the 
days of Farrah Fawcett hairdos or white buck shoes, before 
fashion emanated from the ’hood. (Hip-hop fashion itself 
began by appropriating the leisure style of the dead white 
preps, inserting black bodies into the casual style of 
unattainable privilege.) In this instance, obsolete elements 
of daily life assume a positive revalorization for those 
intent on rescuing the racial hierarchies of the recent past 
and the certainties that went with them. 

Is there a rupture in the house? A moment of resistance 
may (still) be offered by the cast-off commodity—when it 
first appears, intruding its repulsively worn-out presence 
into the present, not old enough to evoke nostalgia but 
only shame. This is not about the reinsertion of clothing 
styles into the fashion lexicon in imaginary bohemias but 
about the moment before. In the “United States of Amne-
sia” (whose phrase is that?), these objects, not remanufac-
tured but simply reappearing, evoke no positive memories. 
They are ridiculous. Worse, they point backward. But that 
constitutes their critical moment: The unease of the 
present is forced to the surface by reimagining our habita-
tion of these discards. They are our past. They reconfigure 
past personal experiences into a mise-en-scène that 
testifies loudly to a pathetic failure of taste. Their pure 
dysfunctionality equals trash—or necessity. Useless as 
stylish accoutrements, cast-off clothing and personal 
accessories vie with the sad exposure of a previously—or 
presently—felt need. As pariah objects, they have a stench. 
If they are not wearables, they still rebuke us with having 
once desired them despite their clunky overreach. They 
remind us of all despised things and people, those who live 

what used to be called the Third World, 
abroad or at home, of the arriviste taste our 
parents or relatives might have exhibited, 
old-country mentalities, loutishness. Need 
I continue?

Consider the garage sale. As a social form 
that is a well-entrenched element of the 
postwar, nonurban-household economy, it 
allows for several masquerades: home-
owner as recycler, as idiot, as predator, as 
business-wise householder, as neighbor, as 
parent of rapidly growing children, as 
empty nester simplifying the home. The 
buyer is not a sucker but a smart deal 
maker, a connoisseur with secret knowl-
edge, a neighbor helping out. At such sales, 
people may try to outwit each other, while 
at auctions, especially online auctions, the 
focus is on the competition and the contest 
increases the desirability of the prize. With 
the commodity at the center, the social 
situation mirrors the larger world of 
ordinary business dealings. In this context 
the obsolete object is reborn as a frozen 
moment of the past, pretending to speak of 
realities about which it is pressed to testify 

as witness (note the popular public-
broadcasting circus Antiques Road Show). 
When I staged various carefully orchestrated 
garage sales in the 1970s in art locales, they 
were received with head scratching or 
dismay by critical types (and with glee by my 
artist contemporaries), but their exemplary 
reframing carried its own weight. Now the 
broad audience is untroubled by doubts and 
thinks we are colluding in pretending that 
these museum events are more than an 
ordinary garage sale, despite the array of 
elements suggesting the contrary. Now that 
“shopping” is the theme of shows on several 
continents, as an apparent reading of the 
collective activity of public space, the artist 
must contemplate whether the critical power 
of these events has been strangled by their 
institutional embrace. The fin-de-siècle great 
leap forward by museums around the world 
into digital media represents the opposite 
pole of institutional reach, the commodity 
moment of a dematerialized future, still 
without horizon—utopic only in a reading of 
that word as simple placelessness, or 
abstract, generalized space.

So I come to my final cliché: speed as 
metaphor of social progress. The engine of 
history has been interpreted by many 
techno-optimists to be the steam engine and 
the railroads (I am leaving out water 
transport), including urban railways and 
subways, then motor vehicles and their 
gigantically transformative webs of roads, 
and then air travel. Here social progress is 
measured not simply by the movement of 
goods and people but by landscape transfor-
mations, the creation of that Lefebvrian 
abstract space. If I were not interested in 
entropy (to invoke, belatedly, a thermody-
namic metaphor that departs significantly 
from the humanist overtones of obsolescence 
and ruins)—as in the entropy of roads and 
subways—I would not be as vitally interested 
as I am in the drastic effort to banish its 
effects and to project a bubble world of 
absolute and impenetrable efficiency 
represented by the system of airports and air 
travel—a collective projection that we 
mournfully acknowledge is now in tatters.

Great buildings fall, bringing down with 
them an entire century’s self-understanding 

and questioning the solidity of a public 
sphere whose location in physical or virtual 
space remains unclear to us. Less cataclysmi-
cally, urban decay—requiring constant 
efforts at reconstruction—tugs insistently at 
our consciousness, by its inconvenience if 
not its visual offensiveness, reminding us 
that even the most manifestly solid (whether 
we are talking about the built environment or 
social systems) is fragile beyond our imagin-
ing. Obsolescence and the obsolete, making 
their millionth reappearance in this period 
without horizons (if not of dystopian fears), 
may represent the effort of the moment to 
break the hypnotic tranquility of silent assent 
to the internalized order of things. This is an 
order that is dictated by what passes for the 
seamless fabric of ordinary life, but which we 
intuitively understand is not what it seems. 
Buyer’s remorse means that these contradic-
tions, circling around the promise of remem-
bering and the disappointment of not being 
made whole, will constantly recur.

Originally published in the Spring 2002 volume of October, in 
response to an artist questionnaire on the uses of the “obsoles-
cent” or the “outmoded” as resources for artistic practice. The 
version printed here has been edited slightly for length.

Ruins suggest temporality; they function as memento mori. They also 
suggest something that has “taken place,” occupying space and time. Ruins 
remain, or are unearthed, bearing witness to history as failure.

The Museum and the MarketOLAV VELTHUIS

1. SACRED GOODS   |  In no society is everything for 
sale. All societies exclude some goods from commodifica-
tion, either by law or through shared moral values. 
Electoral votes cannot be bought or sold, at least not 
legally; neither can a verdict in court. The same is true of a 
nation’s cultural heritage. Iconic works of art in museum 
collections, for instance, are often legally protected. 
Michelangelo’s Pietà in Rome’s St. Peter’s Basilica, 
Picasso’s Guernica in Madrid’s Reina Sofia, Rembrandt’s 
Night Watch in Amsterdam’s Rijksmuseum—these can 
never be bought or sold. 

Or consider, in the West, the conceptual unease of 
joining person and commodity. The trade of human 
organs, for example, is heavily regulated if not prohibited; 

transplant surgeries rely on appeals to altruistic organ 
donors or bereaved families. Meanwhile, in some countries 
a rapacious black market has emerged, relying on indigent 
donors, often from low-income 
countries, to meet the demands of 
patients who can afford to pay.  

Intrusions of money and markets into parts of life where 
they are commonly deemed inappropriate are on the rise 
and increasingly pernicious. We can point to cities in 
California where prison-cell upgrades are available for as 
much as $127 per night. Or consider India’s commercial 
surrogacy clinics, often used by infertile American 
couples. In India surrogacy is legal and offered at a fraction 
of the price. 

But while widespread marketization is real, especially in 
societies where the government is retrenching, long-term 
trends reveal that the opposite is also true. In the West, the 

slave trade was outlawed in the 
nineteenth century. Dowries, which 
equate the bride with a sum of money, 

have fallen out of fashion in many, mostly industrially 
advanced, societies. Modernity has been accompanied by a 
sacralization—a removal from the market—of goods with 
strong human, cultural, or symbolic value.

Insofar as we deem some things too sacred to be 
assigned a monetary value, the Meta-Monumental Garage 
Sale might be a provocation. Among the items Martha 
Rosler has sold in the past, many are considered too 

NOT EVERYTHING IS FOR SALE.
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intimate for hawking to strangers—personal letters she had 
received from friends, for instance. We expect a letter to be 
written, sent, received, read, reread, and, after some time, 
stored away—in a box in the attic, for instance. If the letter 
writer attains fame and then dies, it is common for the letter 
to be transformed into a “collectible” and sold at auction. (In 
the case of national figures, it is assumed that public collec-
tions will obtain them as part of the nation’s cultural 
heritage.) But Rosler’s commodification of personal letters as 
early as 1973, while she was still a student at UC San Diego, 
might be frowned on as being in poor taste. Friendship should 
not wear a price tag.

The goods we buy and sell, use and throw away; the goods 
we cherish daily or neglect all together; the goods we inherit 
from our ancestors and pass on to our offspring; the goods 
about which we speak at length and those about which we 
keep silent—they all have a “social life,” in the words of 
anthropologist Arjun Appadurai. They travel, at various times 
and by various means, in and out of commodity status. Their 
meanings, and in turn their value, are transformed through 
the ways they are used.

2. MARKET PHASE  |  Sacralization isn’t the only means by 
which goods are removed from the market. In no society is 
any good consistently for sale. For some goods, such as gold 
bars, the movement on and off the market is frequent and fast. 
But for many of our personal possessions, no organized resale 
markets exist. Our possessions may retain their use value, yet 
when we no longer need or want them, we have little option 
but to discard them. Here, informal and secondhand markets 
of last resort—garage sales, flea markets, online businesses 
such as eBay—enable otherwise “terminal” commodities to 
reenter the market. Our used underwear and old diaphragms 
are not likely candidates for resale, and yet they sometimes do 
get bought, as Rosler’s previous sales have demonstrated.

Art is no exception. We may lament the commercialization   
and financialization of the art world, but most works will be 
sold only once (if at all). This is not necessarily of the buyer’s 
accord. Previously-owned modern or contemporary art is a 
hard sell, except for works belonging to a small group of 
internationally acclaimed artists that see new life on a second-
ary market dominated by auction houses, private collectors, 
and commercial galleries. For these acclaimed artists, works 
may be dispelled from the market forever when acquired for a 
museum’s permanent collection. Museums rarely resell or, in 
museum parlance, “deaccession” art, except in times of 
budgetary crisis, and the practice remains taboo. 

3. COMMODITY CONTEXT  |  In no society can goods be sold 
anywhere. The context must be appropriate to what is being 
sold: that is, the physical space in which the transaction takes 
place, but also the application of cultural technologies 
(counters, cash registers, show cases, price tags) and social 
norms (dress codes, interaction rituals, speech patterns), all of 
which are specific to time and place. In some African 
countries, gasoline stations are frequently nothing more than 
a collection of glass bottles filled with gas on wooden tables 
along the side of the road. In Europe or the United States, no 
one would consider buying gasoline in such a context. 
(Although the recent gas crisis in the New York area demon-
strates how quickly these norms can change and how disrup-
tive it feels when they do.) In pre-Modern times churches were 
appropriate locations for conducting business; nowadays that 
would be hard to imagine.

In the US, one of the dominant commodity contexts is the 
big-box retailer, often promoting “one-stop shopping.” These 
retail contexts are deeply bureaucratic, promoting efficiency, 
equality, anonymity, and predictability. They advertise that 
bringing a wide variety and selection of goods under one roof 
enables customers to economize on shopping time. Most of 
the goods are standardized and often prepackaged, with 
quality guaranteed by the brand on the label. They are sold for 
posted, nonnegotiable prices, reassuring customers that an 
item costs the same for everyone. Haggling with sales person-
nel is not tolerated. 

These stores are also antibureaucratic in their way, 
designed as they are to feed unconscious desire and seduce 
customers into making irrational purchases—things they had 
not wanted before and may not need afterward. This is in 
contrast to the garage sale, which are neither bureaucratic-
they are inefficient, offering goods of unpredictable quality 
and price—nor enchanting. Anonymity is also absent: the 
exchange between seller and buyer is more personal, and the 
“biography” of the item links both parties in ways more 
obvious than in a retail store. 

So what does it mean for Rosler to hold a garage sale inside 
the museum’s walls? Indeed, it is no ordinary garage sale. 
Historically, museums provide a context in which commodi-
ties do not circulate; rather it is where they come to rest. 
Museums have, traditionally, deemphasized the financial 
value of objects, foregrounding instead their cultural and 
historical significance. In entering a museum collection, an 
artwork is removed from circulation and rendered singular 
and inalienable. Museum catalogues never mention a work’s 
monetary worth, because to do so would be to violate an 
ethical principle: a work’s aesthetic or historical importance 
should not be conflated with its price tag. To hold a garage sale 

within a museum highlights opposing forces: those of the 
museum, where an object will never be sold again, its value 
having transcended money; and those of the garage sale, 
where objects with lapsed value are again introduced to the 
market. (About the gift shop, more below.) 

4. SYMBOLIC VALUE  |  If historically the museum’s exhibi-
tion halls were too hallowed for monetary exchange, they 
have nonetheless been essential to the production of 
economic value within the art world. The museum has long 
bestowed symbolic value on the works it exhibits, which 
extends to other works in an artist’s oeuvre. Art dealers can 
convert this symbolic value into economic value—that is, 
higher prices or higher volumes of sales. Without the 
tastemaking machinery of the art world, in which museums 
play a key role, the art market would collapse: What else, after 
all, makes a few hundred dollars worth of oil paint on canvas 
worth thousands or even millions of dollars?

The logic of symbolic value applies equally to Rosler’s 
Garage Sale. While performance art is not easily 
commodified—what is there to sell?—the Meta-Monumental 
Garage Sale, located as it is within the museum’s walls, 
becomes endowed with symbolic value that may increase the 
price of Rosler’s more tangible works. The performance will be 
discussed and written about within the art world precisely 
because it takes place in a museum. Symbolic value is 
translated into economic value.

The economy of symbolic goods operates in another way 
here too. After a long career in the art world, Rosler has 
acquired symbolic capital as an artist. Buying a tea kettle from 
Martha Rosler’s Garage Sale is not the same as buying a tea 
kettle from a neighbor’s front yard. The goods at Rosler’s sale 
are endowed with symbolic value—they are sold by an artist, 
and in a museum, no less. When, in 1973, Rosler offered her 
son’s baby shoes for sale, they were functional goods; today 
they are symbolic goods circulating in the art world.

5. THE SACRED AND THE PROFANE  |  Yet even as the 
Garage Sale exploits a key cultural opposition between an 
informal trade economy and the near-sacred, noncommercial 
space of the museum, it also points to the growing dissolution 
of that opposition. In the past decade, the museum has grown 
increasingly subject to the discipline of the market. The 
visible evidence lies, for instance, in museum gift shops that 
have expanded in size and scope and whose carefully consid-
ered locations often force visitors to walk through them after 
leaving an exhibition. (In the same way, boutiques resemble 
exhibition spaces more and more.) Museum galleries 
frequently display the corporate logos of sponsors, whereas at 
one time these logos would have been anathema in a museum 
space (unless they were part of an artwork). Designated free or 
reduced-fee entry days at museums are now common, as 
corporations subsidize the cost of escalating entrance fees. 
Take the retail giant Target, for instance, whose free events at 
New York museums have become a corporate signature 
—“Target First Saturdays” (i.e., the first Saturday night of 
each month) at the Brooklyn Museum; Target Third Saturdays 
at El Museo del Barrio; and of course the weekly Target Free 
Friday Night at the Museum of Modern Art. 

The sacred character of museums has also been affected by 
the extraordinary growth of the contemporary-art market in 
the last decade. Between 2002 and 2006, sales at 
contemporary-art auctions more than quadrupled. In 2007, 
sales of contemporary art at the auction house Christie’s 
amounted to $1.5 billion, 75 percent higher than the year 
before. At Sotheby’s, contemporary-art sales doubled in the 
same period to $1.3 billion, making contemporary art the 
largest auction category for the first time in the company’s 
history. And while sales slowed after the financial crisis of 
2008, today they have almost completely recovered. Earlier 
this month, Sotheby’s contemporary-art evening sale totaled 
$375 million, the highest for any evening sale in its history. 
This growing force of wealthy private collectors has tightened 
its grip on the careers of artists and the art world’s valuation 
regimes, while public collecting institutions have had their 
budgets frozen or slashed. Museum directors have long 
lamented that great works of contemporary art are difficult to 
obtain because public institutions are routinely outbid by 
private collectors, but now the situation has worsened. 

The wealthy, often nouveau-riche, private collectors 
responsible for the art-market boom have a tremendous 
surplus of economic capital but in many instances an equally 
large deficit of social and cultural capital, to use the terminol-
ogy of the late French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu. The quest 
for status leads some of these collectors to donate works from 
their private collections to public museums, an act that, in 
turn, transforms the collectors’ economic capital into social 
and cultural capital while raising the market value of the work 
of their favored artists. Buying contemporary art opens the 
gate to a prestigious, and previously inaccessible, social 
world—exhibition openings, gala events, exclusive parties, 
important artists and other collectors to call friends. 

Yet not only does symbolic capital accrue in the museum, 
economic value accumulates as well. Increasingly, museums 
are borrowing artworks from private collections. The 
situation is win-win: Museums show works otherwise inacces-
sible, while the value of the private collection is enhanced, 

having received the museum’s stamp of prestige. But this 
process, if too blatant, may attract negative publicity.

In 2009, the New Museum in New York exhibited the 
collection of the Greek Cypriot industrialist Dakis Joannou. 
Joannou also happens to be on the museum’s board of 
trustees and is one of its primary donors. The museum 
claimed that difficult economic times forced it to find 
“creative” models to fulfill its public mission. But apparent 
conflict of interest was conspicuous, raising eyebrows 
across the New York art world. The museum is a public 
trust, a government-supported nonprofit institution; it is 
supposed to act as an independent arbiter of art-historical 
value. Yet here it seemed to be offering special advantages 
to an important insider.

The debate over the New Museum show was hardly the first 
of its kind. A decade earlier, Sensation, an exhibition featuring 
supposedly scandalous works from the collection of the 
former British advertising mogul Charles Saatchi—many by a 
group of art school graduates informally known as the Young 
British Artists—occasioned similar ethical questions. The 
exhibition, which debuted in 1997 at London’s Royal 
Academy of Art, was sponsored by Christie’s auction house. In 
1998, it traveled to Berlin’s Hamburger Bahnhof, and the 
following year to the Brooklyn Museu  in New York City. In the 
two years between the London and New York exhibitions, 
Saatchi sold numerous works by artists featured in the 
show—at auction at Christie’s. 

In other words, the museum increasingly stands astride the 
world of the sacred and the world of the profane (to use the 
Durkheimian distinction). Where once art was an object 
whose value could not be measured, where once the only 
appropriate discourse would have been aesthetic or critical, 
where once plain commerce would have been considered 
taboo, the market has started to creep in. In other words, 
museum exhibitions and garage sales no longer relate to each 
other antithetically but reciprocally. This may be one reason 
why curators have continued to invite Rosler to hold the work 
in their institutions, calling attention to the means and 
methods of monetization of contemporary art and the circula-
tion of value within the museum’s walls.

by Gustave Flaubert, from Madame Bovary (1856), 
translated by Eleanor Marx-Aveling 

Paris, more vague than the ocean, glimmered 
before Emma’s eyes in an atmosphere of vermil-
ion. The many lives that stirred amid this tumult 
were, however, divided into parts, classed as 
distinct pictures. Emma perceived only two or 
three that hid from her all the rest, and in them-
selves represented all humanity. The world of 
ambassadors moved over polished floors in 
drawing rooms lined with mirrors, round oval 
tables covered with velvet and gold-fringed cloths. 
There were dresses with trains, deep mysteries, 
anguish hidden beneath smiles. Then came the 
society of the duchesses; all were pale; all got up at 
four o’clock; the women, poor angels, wore 
English point on their petticoats; and the men, 
unappreciated geniuses under a frivolous outward 
seeming, rode horses to death at pleasure parties, 
spent the summer season at Baden, and towards 
the forties married heiresses. In the private rooms 
of restaurants, where one sups after midnight by 
the light of wax candles, laughed the motley crowd 
of men of letters and actresses. They were prodigal 
as kings, full of ideal, ambitious, fantastic frenzy. 
This was an existence outside that of all others, 
between heaven and earth, in the midst of storms, 
having something of the sublime. For the rest of 
the world it was lost, with no particular place and 
as if nonexistent. The nearer things were, more-
over, the more her thoughts turned away from 
them. All her immediate surroundings, the weari-
some country, the middle-class imbeciles, the 
mediocrity of existence, seemed to her excep-
tional, a peculiar chance that had caught hold of 
her, while beyond stretched, as far as eye could 
see, an immense land of joys and passions. She 
confused in her desire the sensualities of luxury 
with the delights of the heart, elegance of manners 
with delicacy of sentiment. Did not love, like 
Indian plants, need a special soil, a particular 
temperature? Signs by moonlight, long embraces, 
tears flowing over yielded hands, all the fevers of 
the flesh and the languors of tenderness could not 
be separated from the balconies of great castles 
full of indolence, from boudoirs with silken 
curtains and thick carpets, well-filled flower-
stands, a bed on a raised dais, nor from the 
flashing of precious stones and the shoulder-knots 
of liveries.

FEVERS OF THE FLESH




