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THE DECADENTS
France. At the end of the 19th century a group of French poets, including Rimbaud,
Verlaine and Mallarmé, formed a movement and called themselveb 'Les Décadents'.
They aspired to set literature and art free from the materialistic preoccupations of
industrialised society.They saw art as the highest expression of the human spirit,
stating that art and life are strictly linked. These poets rejected the traditional values of
society choosing instead an immoral and irregular lifestyle, free of any conventions or
rules.
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England. Oscar Wilde (1854-1900), the decadent, anti-conformist and dandy, who
introduced himself to America with the famous phrase 'I have nothing to declare except
my genius', is often linked to his French predecessors, however, he did not isolate
himself from the world, but instead craved popularity and fame. The epitome of the
dandy is the protagonist of his novel The Picture of Dorían Gray (even if he is represented
negatively).
Italy. 'Decadentismo' is an Italian artistic movement influenced by the French and
British Decadent Movement.Although differing in their approaches, like the other two
movements, it championed the irrational and the idiosyncratic against the advancing
tide of scientific rationalism and mass culture at the turn of the 20th century.
Gabriele D'Annunzio (1863-1938) is generally considered the main representative of the
Italian Decadentismo. He played a prominent role in Italian
literature from 1889 to 1910 and after that in political
life from 1914 to 1924. He was nicknamed Vate' (the
Poet) and 'il Profeta' (the Prophet).D'Annunzio's work
interplays closely with French Symbolism and British
Aestheticism.D'Annunzio's first novel II piacere was
published in 1889 and translated into English as
The Chíld of Pleasure. In it Andrea Sperelli, the main
character, embodies the refined and decadent trend of
European culture, characterised by the cult of art, by
the exaltation of the beautiful and the contempt for the
bourgeois world (Sperelli's aristocratic tastes and cult
of Beauty).

Wilde and D'Annunzio
Wilde and D'Annunzio are similar in that they
both worshipped beauty and saw art as the best
expression of life.They also shared the idea that art
must be sensationalist and melodrarnatic,
bizarre, exotic or artificial and they
both aimed to embody the ideai of
the dandy in their lifestyles.
Also the novels The Picture of Dorian
Gray (1891) and Il Piacere (1889) share
-nurrall
common features: the hero, for
example, a young, aristocratic, refined

Modernism
Modernism is a generai terrn that encompasses other movements whose various
elements together help to define what we mean by Modernism.These movements
or trends in literature (and other arts) include Naturalism, Symbolism, Imagism,
Futurism, Cubism, Vorticism, Expressionism and Surrealism.
The second decade of the 2oth century saw a new generation of writers emerging,
generally known as `modernists'. They moved away from the conventional literary form
and, as a result of the diffusion of Freud's ideas on psychoanalysis, the human mind
and the inner self, they aimed at giving a more complex vision of man and his world.
Reality and 'fife' were no longer perceived as something external and objective but, as
Virginia Woolf said in he. r essay 'Modemn Fiction', as 'a series of gig lamps symmetrically
arranged; life is a luminous halo, a semi-transparent envelope surrounding us from the
beginning of consciousness to the end'.
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The modernist novel •
Modernist writers were not interested in representing reality as it was, in a realistic or
natural way, as previous writers had done. The `new' writers saw their task as trying
to represent inner life as an uninterrupted flow of thoughts which they called the
stream of consciousness. To do this tbey used interior monologue as a form of
expression, resulting in a complex language which follows the flow of the psychic life
of their characters - the emphasis in these novels is on the thoughts of characters not
on their actions. The plots in these novels - 'plot' traditionally meaning a series of facts
in chronological order - were replaced by a succession of thoughts and feelings which
emphasised the psychological life of the characters rather than their external reality.
At the same time the narrator, who usually represents the link between text and
reader and was traditionally seen as essential for the understanding of a novel, more
often than not became indifferent or neutra!, or even invisible.The reader, therefore,
of a modernist novel often had no-one to directly guide him through the events and
influence his/her judgement.
The modernist novel was also different to its predecessors in its form. Serial publication,
that was so popular in the Victorian Age, was no longer necessary as there were more
readers,books were cheaper to produce and there was a generai interrogative spirit,
allowing writers to publish large, exploratory volumes.
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character who makes art his religion. The main themes are the urgency of time, a sense
of cultural saturation and degeneration and the theme of hedonism which implies
extracting pleasure from every moment of life.
In one thing, however, they were very different: D'Annunzio moved towards patriotic
ideals while Wilde certainly was not a patriot.

`Preface' to The Picture of Dorían Gray
The artist is the creator of beautiful things.To reveal art and conceal the
artist is the artist's aim.
The critic is he who can translate into another manner or a new material
his impression of beautiful things.
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Here are two extracts: the first from the novel The Picture of Dorian Grayby Oscar
Wilde, the second from 11 Piacere by Gabriele D'Annunzio.

Il Piacere
This extract refers to Andrea Sperelli and his father.
1

Il padre gli aveva dato, tra le altre, questa massima fondamentale: "Bisogna
fare la propria vita, come si fa un'opera d'arte. Bisogna che la vita d'un uomo •
di intelletto sia opera di lui. La superiorità è tutta qui".

OVER TO YOU
O Andrea Sperelli, the last of a noble Italian race, received an aesthetic education
under the guidance of his father who had certain inclination for romantasm.
What is the main precept given him by his father?
Clearly Gabriele D'Annunzio refers to Oscar Wilde's work. What does ha
emphasise here?

O

Which of the two passages do you find more difficult to understand?
Dorian Gray and Andrea Sperelli are both `dandies'.
Do dandies stili exist? Can you think of anyone famous who could be defined as a
dandy today?

