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    JORIS-KARL HUYSMANS




    FRENCH WRITER AND ART CRITIC




    

      	Born in Paris in 1848.




      	Died in Paris in 1907.




      	

        Notable works:



        

          	
Parisian Sketches (1880), collection of prose writings




          	
Là-bas (1891), novel




          	
The Cathedral (1898), novel


        


      


    




    The writer and art critic Charles-Marie-Georges Huysmans, better known under his pseudonym Joris-Karl Huysmans, was born in 1848 to a Dutch father and a French mother. At the start of his career, he was an admirer of Émile Zola (French writer and journalist, 1840-1902) and subscribed to the naturalist movement that Zola led, before moving away from this literary school with the publication of Against Nature in 1884. Throughout his life, he was part of the artistic avant-garde and constantly pushed boundaries with his writing.




    In spite of his undeniable talent, Huysmans was a tormented individual who shunned society and politics and lived as an outcast. He was deeply misogynistic and the idea of reproduction repulsed him. His only real interests were art and religion: religion is a recurring theme in his work, and is central to the final third of his writing. For much of his life, he was agnostic and dabbled in mysticism and the occult, before seemingly finding the answers he was searching for with his conversion to Catholicism.


  




  

    AGAINST NATURE




    AN ANTINOVEL OF THE DECADENT MOVEMENT




    

      	
Genre: novel




      	
Reference edition: Huysmans, J-K. (2008) Against Nature. Trans. King, B. Sawtry: Dedalus.




      	
1st edition: 1884




      	
Themes: the Decadent Movement, boredom, loneliness, despair, idealism, art, literature


    




    À rebours, which is generally translated as Against Nature or Against the Grain in English and was first published in 1884, is unique among Huysmans’ works and marked a turning point in his literary career. Although its commercial success was initially limited, the author’s contemporaries immediately recognised its brilliance and it is now considered a key work of French literature.




    Huysmans’ reputation largely rests on this novel, which could more accurately be described as an antinovel as it has virtually no plot. It centres on the Duc des Esseintes, an apathetic, misanthropic, eccentric aristocrat with unusual tastes and habits. He hates and rejects all rules and deliberately isolates himself from society, which eventually results in him becoming unbearably neurotic.


  




  

    SUMMARY




    NOTICE




    The Notice provides an account of the youth of the novel’s protagonist, Duc Jean Floressas des Esseintes. This effeminate young man is the last descendent of an aristocratic family which has been declining for generations due to a series of consanguineous marriages. The narrator describes him as a sickly child who receives a “convivial and […] pleasant” education with the Jesuits before turning to debauchery as a young adult, which leaves him prematurely exhausted. In the course of his education, he develops an “untamed intelligence”, as well as an inclination to question and challenge the established order. When his parents die, they leave him a sizeable fortune, which he begins to squander as soon as he comes of age. After finishing school, he mixes with both young people of his own age and background and intellectuals, but soon finds himself disgusted with their pious obedience, meaningless debauchery, mundane conversations and greed. Before long, he is so tired of other people and feels so much contempt for humankind and society that he sells the family property and moves to “a secluded location with no neighbours”, taking care not to give his new address to anyone.




    CHAPTER I




    The narrator describes some of des Esseintes’ past eccentricities, such as the lavish meal he organised to celebrate becoming impotent: “A farewell dinner for a temporarily dead virility”. He has now fully rejected society and chosen to live a comfortable, solitary life away from Paris. He decorates his new home tastefully, taking care to use colours that will suit his nocturnal lifestyle and look good under artificial lighting, and meticulously selecting his furniture.




    CHAPTER II




    Des Esseintes makes arrangements so that his two servants, who also worked in the castle where he grew up, will disturb him as little as possible. For example, he sets fixed times and seasonal menus for his frugal meals. He has furnished his dining room to look like the cabin of a boat, which reflects the fact that he prefers to travel in his imagination rather than in real life: “In short, artifice seemed to des Esseintes to be the distinctive stamp of man’s genius”.
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