May 11 - 15, 2009
Writing Venice Around 1900

The amphibian position and transcultural complexity of Venice’s urban community has long fascinated artists and writers – but perhaps never more so than in the fin de siècle period, when the cult of decadence, combined with the desire for illicit morbid pleasures, found a richly stimulating field in the Venetian labyrinth. Precisely because the glorious period of the city was long past, suggesting to all visitors a sense of doom, decay and yearning, its cultural remains provided rich symbolic sites and iconographies for decadent aesthetics which cast their spell on many texts. In the fiction of Henry James, the city with its sense of constant crisis offers both a space of promise and deferred fulfilment as well as a torturous site for the self-conscious miseries, isolations and frustrations of the modern writer. This symbolic topography is taken up, as well as taken on, in the gendered narratives by Vernon Lee and, later, Thomas Mann, whose work continues to project pervading cultural anxieties and personal discontents onto a deeply mythologized Venetian screen. Writing Venice around 1900 thus explores the conditions of art and modernity through the literature of cultural fantasies and psychological transactions.
Methods: 
Group work, project research, oral presentations; seminar discussions, on-site explorations, urban excursions, media analysis and film work.

Readings:

- Henry James, The Aspern Papers
- Henry James, Wings of the Dove
- Vernon Lee, A Wicked Voice, Lady Tal
- Thomas Mann, Der Tod in Venedig
In addition:

- poetic responses to Venetian decadence (“Venice poetry night”); 
- cinematic adaptations of Death in Venice (by Luchino Visconti) and Wings of the Dove (by Iain Softly)
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