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Live (love) now





LIVE (love) now: die sooner or later.


That, classically, is the purport of lyrical art. Aubrey Beardsley was above all a lyrical artist – but one who was pounded and buckled into an ironist by the pressure of knowing, which he did virtually from the outset, that for him death would be not later but sooner.


In his terrible, biological haste, he was first an infant prodigy and then a prodigious worker – though, in a delicate social gesture that would suit one of his masked pierrots, he disguised his hard work in evening dress and sophistication. He died of consumption in 1898, when he was twenty-five. He must be – as well as, simply, a very great artist – the most intensely and electrically erotic artist in the world. But he is an erotic artist for whom Cupid himself can prefigure death. In one (1) of the decorations Beardsley drew to his own sinister ‘Ballad of a Barber’, a sonsy, callipygian, wing-flirting amoretto comes flouncing along in profile silhouette, like a boy tart on the beat. This beat, however, is also a march to the scaffold and a road to Calvary. Beardsley’s Cupid is shouldering not quiver and arrows but gallows and noose.


Beardsley is lyrical by virtue of his gift of line, which resembles the gift of melodic invention. Sheerly, Beardsley’s lines, like great tunes, go up and down in beautiful places. It is true that they often, by the same stroke, represent objects: but never for purposes of reportage or narrative. Not a dot is put in for description’s sake. Beardsley inserts nothing on the grounds that it was or would be there. He attends only to what, by compulsion of the design, should be there.


Illustrator though he was by choice, and sometimes of his own literary fictions, and though he was also (which not all writers are) a devouring reader, Beardsley the draughtsman isn’t in the least ‘literary’. The tension that dominates all his compositions is entirely in the design and the medium. None of it is borrowed from the incidents, and still less the characters, of any story he may adopt. This makes it less strange than it superficially looks, in a personality so passionately literate, that Beardsley didn’t, after the Hamlet picture of his teens, much draw on or from Shakespeare. (Dickens, whom Beardsley as a schoolboy accurately diagnosed as a cockney Shakespeare, he stopped quarrying after he had, at the age of eleven, decorated a set of place mats with Dickensian characters.) Shakespeare was too literary for Beardsley’s requirements; the images too perfectly fused into their literary vehicles of character and action. Beardsley could make more of the literature in the music of Wagner.


What Beardsley plunders from literature are matters common to all the arts: pure style, pure image. Pope figures to him as the epitome of the rococo, Ben Jonson of the baroque. (In this sense, Shakespeare has no style.) Out of the given style Beardsley sets his virtuoso line to pluck a pure, self-sufficient image. His sequences of drawings establish series of related images or conduct a single image through metamorphic variations. A Beardsley sequence is like a sonnet sequence. Yet it is never the literary content of an image that concerns him. His portraits, including those of himself, are less portraits than icons. He is drawing not persons but personages; he is dramatizing not the relationships between personalities but the pure, geometric essence of relationship. He is out to capture sheer tension: tension contained within, and summed up by, his always ambivalent images.






OEBPS/logo_online.jpg
]

FABER & FARER





OEBPS/faber-branding-logo.png





OEBPS/9780571304653_cover_epub.jpg
Faber Finds

Brigid Brophy

Black and White

A Portrait of Aubrey Beardsley





