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			Joris-Karl Huysmans


			French writer


			

					Born in Paris in 1848.


					Died in Paris in 1907.


					
Notable works:
	
Against the Grain (1884), novel


	
En route (1895), novel


	
The Cathedral (1898), novel







			


			Joris-Karl Huysmans was a French writer. He was originally a naturalist, before he began to gradually move away from Émile Zola (French writer, 1840-1902), the leading figure of the movement. He broke away from Zola completely in 1884, the year when his most famous novel, Against the Grain, was published. Although this book is considered to be the model of a decadent novel, the author nonetheless did not become a decadent writer. On the contrary, he converted to Catholicism and told his religious story through his Durtal novels, which include four autobiographical works: Là-bas (“Down There”), which was published in 1891, is the first entry in the series, followed by En Route, The Cathedral and The Oblate (1903). 


		




		

			Là-bas


			A novel about spiritual evolution


			

					
Genre: novel


					
Reference edition: Huysmans, J. K. (2004) Là-bas. Trans. Wallace, K. CreateSpace Independent Publishing Platform.


					
1st edition: 1891


					
Themes: decadence, duality, God, good, evil, evolution


			


			Là-bas tells the story of Durtal, the literary representation of Huysmans when he was not sure which religion to convert to: Catholicism or Satanism. This hesitation is represented by the characters, who are the source of much of Huysmans’ lyricism. Durtal turns to his friends to try to find his spiritual path. 


			The novel charts the progression of Durtal’s spiritual evolution. As a result, there is very little action. Nevertheless, Huysmans adds several elements to his tale which make it more like a traditional novel, such as the love affair between Durtal and Hyacinthe Chantelouve, and the story within a story of Gilles de Rais (Marshal of France and a confessed serial killer of children who lived from around 1400 to 1440). There are a number of long passages which focus on the biography of Gilles de Rais that Durtal is writing. 


		




		

			Summary


			Chapter 1


			The novel begins in medias res with a dialogue between Durtal and Des Hermies, then moves on to several of Durtal’s reflections on naturalism. He suggests a new movement: spiritual naturalism. Durtal laments that money now has “mastery of souls”.


			Chapter 2


			The narrator presents Durtal and Des Hermies, who are both bachelors, like the majority of Huysmans’ characters. Durtal is a writer who no longer moves in literary circles. He is dissatisfied with the novel, and decides to write a biography of Gilles de Rais, nicknamed Bluebeard. The book will be a historical work, even though Durtal sees it as “the most infantile of deceptions”. 
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