AESTHETICISM AND DECADENTISM 

IN ROMANIAN LITERATURE 

– A Summary –

In this work we propose to observe the modalities of configuration of the Decadentism and Aestheticism in Romanian Literature and to analyse the main directions and forms in which they are concretized. As a matter of fact, this is more than a simple analysis of authors and distinct chief works or about the literary patters that these authors determine sand for which, probably, some other minor representations could be found out. We don’t claim we can investigate all of them, but only those which enriched Romanian literature and, eventually, the decadent one.

Even if we are going to analyze the essential decadent achievements for very important writers, for example, Eminescu, we are also interested in the virtues, not only the materialization, especially if we take into account the general context in which this manifested itself: an absolute contemporaneous with the most important decadent writers with a particular romantic structure, but also with developments in the space of the primordial modernity. 

And as Decadentism is the first step in modernity (with which it develops an ambiguous and paradoxical relationship, a love-hate type) – especially if we agree with the fact that it begins, in fact, with Baudelaire, Gautier (that one from Madmoiselle de Maupin), Flaubert (that one from Salammbô and Trois contes) and Villiers de l’Isle-Adam (that one from Contes cruels)) –, marking a new paradigm not only of a literary or cultural origin, but also of sensibility, stating a self Weltanschauung, with roots in the last romanticism, but negating it in the same time, so the importance of the literary analysis is obvious (also) from this perspective. 
We expect that this panoramic synthesis will reconfirm the necessity of a more comprehensive look on some fields that seem somehow of a limit or minor – as the Aestheticism and Decadentism were considered a quite long period of time – and, in the same time, it will succeed in explaining the complexity which this phenomenon and the so-called decadent style have expressed themselves in our literature.
We have tried in the first chapter entitled Configuration of Concepts to define the Decadentism and Aestheticism and to bind the space in which these can become operable. We realized an elementary distinction, but absolutely necessarily between decadency, as a universal process and synonymous with “decadence” and Decadentism which represents an aesthetic reality, determining a decadent Weltanschauung and a “style of decadence”. Concerning the Aestheticism, we were interested in its conceptual definition and also in its relationship with Decadentism. For a better illustration of these concepts we needed a short incursion in the literatures which have developed a strong aesthetic and decadent current: French literature in which we found out the concept of Decadentism and in which the current itself is developed, Italian literature which, with the help of D’Annunzio, offers one of the non-canonical type of decadent literature and where a current closed to the French Decadentism appeared, entitled crepuscolari, and later the concept of Decadentism would gain an ampleness and a signification which alienated it from the initial type and, finally, English literature where a current named aestheticism was developed and which through Oscar Wilde, would impose a new type of anesthetizing decadency to the European literature
Concomitantly, the lack of theory in the Romanian space of the concepts and the multi-valent exegesis in the European literatures engaged somehow us in a more ample demarche, maybe, than necessary in some other situations, in an elucidation of the essential and conceptual aspects and historical aspects and also in a critic presentation of the major interpretative aspects.
Concerning the Romanian literature, even if we cannot speak about a Romanian “decadent current”, it develops especially through structural and individual chosen affinities, almost all the decadent European types and structures. More than that, through bizarre combination for the occidental literature, as we can find out the mixture of Balkan atmosphere and manners, and also in the de-conspiration of some different aboriginal reality, the aesthetic and decadent writings from the Romanian literature marks their originality. Because we cannot say about any Romanian writers that one of them could have taken an already-baked formula and would have marked some important traces using the made-before type. Even Mateiu I. Caragiale, maybe the most canonical decadent among the writers above-mentioned, we have highlighted whenever necessary the alien aspects to decadent aesthetic of his chief works.
In the chapter which refers to Mihai Eminescu, a writer who remains a romantic structurally speaking, we tumbled some decadent virtualities and aesthetic elements which entered his prose, sometime with a polemic sense. To better explain the apparition of the decadent elements in Eminescu’s work, we appealed to a comparative analysis of the relationship between Romanticism and Decadentism. Some of the critics deal with the idea that the Decadentism came out of an obscure part, pessimistic and degraded, of the Romanticism (Mario Praz), but some other critics, on the contrary, state that the Decadentism is a reaction to romanticism through the revolt against the nature and against all is natural (A.E. Carter). Both of these explanations are perfect valid, stated once more the dual and paradoxical nature of Decadentism. Then, our analysis tended especially to Eminescu’s prose and especially to the short story Faro’s Tlà Avatars in which some elements of décor and decadent atmosphere appear and also some specific profiles of this current such as the androgen, the fatal woman, the masked daemon etc., all organized in a occult society, of that type found in the well-known novel Là-bas by J.-K. Huysmans.
Concerning Macedonski, a writer with a romantic structure, in fact, the influence and adherence to the new currents are obvious. Undoubtedly, he is not a typical decadent writer, but in fact an intellectual passionate by new and originality. Yet, the influences are multiple in his case and the adherence to some certain forms of aestheticism is realized on the basis of some structural affinities, such as the exacerbate ego, the revolt against the society, the squint towards fantasy, the exotism, the aestheticism, and the artificiality. More than the suggestions which the poem contains, the novel Thalassa is essential from the perspective of the aestheticism and we discovered in it some elements which are connected to Macedonski poetry and some decadent affinities referring to instincts, heredity, nervous breakdown, the dream-reality dialectics etc. 
But Decadentism has the most delicate link with symbolism movement. For quite a long period of time these two currents were confound with each other and amalgamated, especially in the Romanian literature, where the confusion lasted until the second half of the 20th century. This fact owe to the way of understanding the Decadentism in the French point of view which accorded till nowadays a minor role to Decadentism, resorbing it into Symbolism. As Guy Michaud considered, Decadentism was not more than an initial phase, anarchic and unstructured, for the appearance of Symbolism which confiscated all its characteristics. The new critics highlighted the error of this position and gave back all its aura to Decadentism, demonstrated even its superiority in front of Symbolism, because Decadentism tends to exceeded the space of literature, even the domain of aesthetic, broadening to a real Weltanschauung.

But the type which gained over was Symbolism, that because the main Romanian manifestations are concomitant with the launch of this current in France, but also from structural reasons, Symbolism being a soft variant, less excessive than Decadentism which was considered radical. These are the reasons for which the current which develops is symbolist, in combination with romantic reminiscence. Unfortunately, the lack of a great symbolist writer – except Macedonski, more complex then formula itself – discredited somehow not only by the current itself, but also the aesthetic option for soft movements such as aestheticism and Decadentism. A separate chapter is Bacovia himself, symbolism in his case is only superficial. Before concentrating his attention on other poetics – innate, because we cannot talk about an explicit programme – Bacovia is influenced by the decadent atmosphere having common affinities, no matter that it is in an opposite sense with the dandy aestheticism. We delimitated here another type of aesthetic that is the art of degradation, because the degradation of the universe is the main axis of his poetics. 
Although we are not the adepts of sociologic critics and we don’t find a historical determinism in the phenomenology of literature, the context let a trace on the development of the aesthetic ideas. In the Romanian literature there is no opportunity for a decadent dialectic simply because a young nation with a building up modernity could not have this kind of problems. Obviously, the moral or political degradation is a permanent subject of history, but it has never produced a real decadent reaction. Not even the pessimism the critics talk about concerning the situation in France which was transformed from a strong Empire into a deplorable status, everything ending with the French-Prussian War (1870-1871), cannot be equivalent to any situation in Romania. When the French Decadentism crystallized its type, Romania gained its independence and became a Kingdom.
In such conditions it is obvious that the aesthetic and decadent nature of some writers cannot come in other form than individual, on the basis of some structural affinities or bookish after the frequentation of the occidental literature. The dominant type is the first one, especially concerning the great writers.
Such a case is obviously Mateiu I. Caragiale. There is nothing to announce his manifestation of aestheticism and the passion for rare preoccupations (genealogy, heraldic) came from a noble obsession rarely met in the Romanian culture, even if there had been some cases (Macedonski himself building his own illustrious ascendancy). We have tried to emphasize the main coordinates of his chief work highlighted by Decadentism, to understand the adherence to such a category and the spacing and “impurities” concerning the type itself. If in Aubrey de Vere we have a summa of decadent characteristics, in Craii de Curtea-Veche the elements are mixed and from here we mark the unusual allure of this writing.
Another case, as interesting as the first is that of the avant-gardist Ion Vinea. Representative and a promoter of constructivism, on the same side with Marcel Iancu or Stefan Roll, Ion Vinea administered the most important and longeval Romanian avant-garde magazine: Contimporanul. But his chief work which was published lately and in fragments, crude and a problem concerning many aspects, reveals an author who is in fact sentimental and ornamental, full of aestheticism and refined. His novel Lunatecii, he launched a character who combined the dandy manner with the Balkan sentimentalism and indecision. The sexual aspect of his writings is very important, writings which are populated with deviant individuals from hereditary causes or from social reasons. Paradisul suspinelor (The Paradise of Sighs) is the most interesting writing referring to this sense, being concentrated on a cvasi-oedipian relationship in which the instinct and heredity are the engines which generate the whole situation. What we considered that characterize the best the atmosphere of Ion Vinea’s writings is the twilight part which exceeds the simple nuance of a scenery or of a sentiment and it becomes even an inner structural agent.
In this case also we considered that a presentation of the report between Decadentism and avant-garde is useful and, we suppose, it better explains the presence of these strong aesthetic infiltrations and decadent in the work of an enthusiastic avant-garde writer. Decadentism and avant-garde share a sentiment of revolt against the society, but, when the decadents focus on the discovery of a tradition where they can feel comfortably – the last centuries of the Roman Empire or the gallant 18th century – the avant-garde writers refuse any traditions and celebrate “the spirit of those times”. Surprisingly or not some texts of the Decadentism such as A. Baju manifests are even closer to what it would become later the avant-garde rhetoric, proving also the dimension which is the precursor of Decadentism.
In the next chapter we dealt with the analysis of Radu Stanca’s poems. Even if he is in the distance reporting to the historical source, Radu Stanca has numerous affinities with aestheticism and Decadentism such as the artificial setting up, the passion for medieval, indecision between dream and reality through fantastic (self)projections etc. He also is the author of a real decadent manifest in his well-known poem Corydon. As we said in the right moment, Corydon is a small compendium of Decadentism in which all the characteristics are mixed up physical, moral, of attitude, of reception etc. – which a decadent character can add.
We can also talk about an aesthetic structure, more gravely, lacked of the histrionism of Radu Stanca, in the case of A.E. Baconsky. In his poems, of a more existentialism, we sense the slides of a refined aestheticism, but having the obsession of death which was promoted by decadents for the first time in modernism. The prose, in spite of some elements of a more decadent atmosphere than structural, was forced to be considered a decadent realization. Especially concerning the novel Biserica neagra (Black Church) in which the aesthetic manifestations deal with the parabolic task of the text.
Finally, it is quite difficult to talk about Decadentism and postmodernism, especially when the two currents seem to be on radical opposite position. Yet, we found some affinities which can be anear. More important is the presence of some themes, motifs and decadent elements in the post-bellum poetry, asked in a certain point, by postmodernism. These influences, fit with a strange space, are the fruits of some elective affinity. We highlighted, synthetically speaking, these directions in the works of some poets such as Leonid Dimov, Şerban Foarţă, Emil Brumaru and newly, Adrian Bodnaru.
The present work is, as we said, a synthesis of the most important moments in which the aesthetic and decadent poetry appeared, generating fruitful influences, even more, remarkable literary works. Certainly, this is a first step towards analysis, from a decadent perspective, of the Romanian literature. For each writer we can appeal a more detailed analysis, especially of a comparative structure, even if in some cases – Mateiu Caragiale, Macedonsky – it has already realized. We hope that in other circumstances we will be able to present new nuances and to detail our research regarding the concept of aestheticism and Decadentism and the literary reality which determines it.
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