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    This collection brings together two prose works by Aubrey Beardsley, a central figure of the 1890s whose literary experiments complement his celebrated graphic art. The volume is organized around the author’s most sustained narrative, The Story of Venus and Tannhäuser, and a shorter companion piece, Giulio Poldo Pezzolo. Its purpose is to present, in one place, Beardsley’s major ventures in imaginative prose, allowing readers to trace his themes and technique across different scales. While he is chiefly known as an illustrator, these texts show a writer attentive to cadence, atmosphere, and theatricality, and they reveal how his aesthetic principles took verbal as well as visual form.

The Story of Venus and Tannhäuser is an unfinished prose romance that reframes the medieval legend associated with the knight Tannhäuser and the realm of Venus. Portions of the work first appeared in the 1890s in a periodical context under the shorter title Under the Hill, indicating both the fragmentary state of the narrative and Beardsley’s playful approach to myth. The full title used here signals the author’s broader ambition for the tale. Giulio Poldo Pezzolo, by contrast, is a concise prose fiction from the same milieu, exemplifying Beardsley’s taste for stylized characterization and scene. Together they display his range within decadent prose.

The genres represented in this volume are prose romance and short fiction. The longer work fuses mythic material with the manners of fin-de-siècle society, while the shorter text distills similar concerns into a compact narrative portrait. Neither is organized as verse, essay, letter, or diary; instead, both embrace fiction’s latitude for invention and tone. Readers will encounter narrative tableaux, descriptive set pieces, and moments that shift from ceremonial gravity to sly comedy. The selection is intentionally focused, so the collection speaks to Beardsley’s literary imagination on its own terms without dispersing attention across disparate forms.

The premise of The Story of Venus and Tannhäuser is straightforward: a celebrated knight enters the domain of the goddess Venus, where worldly elegance and supernatural allure are held in deliberate, provocative balance. Beardsley uses this encounter to build a setting of opulent artifice and ritualized pleasure, treating the legend less as a moral exemplum than as a stage on which style, desire, and wit can play. Giulio Poldo Pezzolo introduces a named figure within a self-contained sketch, a premise that allows the author to concentrate on poise, taste, and social atmosphere without the encumbrance of elaborate plot mechanics.

Across both works, a unifying theme is the primacy of artifice. Beardsley values ornament, costume, and display as modes of meaning, foregrounding how taste is performed and codified. Desire is portrayed as theatrical and ceremonial, often mediated by objects and settings that transform the characters’ impulses into tableaux. Moral categories are present but refracted through pose and motif rather than overt sermonizing. The result is an exploration of beauty and conduct in which the ethical and the aesthetic continually test one another, and in which the spectacle of style becomes a form of argument about modernity’s relation to inherited myth.

Stylistically, the prose favors deliberate cadence, meticulous enumeration, and an eye for spatial composition that betrays the visual artist at work. Sentences move like brushstrokes, layering details until a room, costume, or gesture attains the density of a drawing. The comedy is dry and poised; hyperbole is trimmed by an ironic edge. Beardsley’s diction courts luxury, yet remains agile enough to undercut its own luxuriance. These hallmarks—ornament, parody, and compositional control—unify the long romance with the shorter sketch, and together they offer a recognizable Beardsley signature that is as audible in prose as it is visible in line.

The mythic material of Tannhäuser arrives in Beardsley’s hands already freighted with cultural history, including the broader nineteenth-century fascination with Wagnerian subjects. His treatment neither imitates the stage nor argues with it directly; instead, he turns the legend into a salon of attitudes, placing classical and medieval emblems in a modern decorative frame. The effect is to make myth feel both antique and newly minted, as if the past were a cabinet of curiosities to be arranged for contemporary delight. In the shorter fiction, the same curatorial impulse governs character and setting, rendered at a finer, miniature scale.

Beardsley’s place within the Aesthetic and Decadent movements helps explain the works’ enduring appeal. He treats the pursuit of beauty as a serious pastime and a serious joke, a paradox resolved through precision of style. The prose models the credo that attention—whether to fabric, phrase, or pose—is itself a moral stance, independent of utilitarian aims. At the same time, the texts cultivate a self-awareness that keeps them from solemnity. They unfold as rituals of taste that invite participation and scrutiny, asking the reader to register how surfaces, far from being superficial, are the stage on which meaning appears.

Humor is central to this achievement. The wit never collapses into farce; it decorates and punctures in the same motion. Chivalric dignity and sacred propriety are entertained, even admired, but also nudged askew by an emphasis on luxurious detail and conversational flourish. This doubleness lends the longer romance its buoyant momentum and gives the shorter fiction its sparkle, ensuring that neither text reduces its subjects to thesis or caricature. The reader is kept alert by tonal shifts that glide from mock-heroic elevation to drawing-room insouciance, an agility that marks Beardsley’s literary voice as distinct.

The lasting significance of these works lies in the way they translate a graphic sensibility into language. Beardsley’s famous interplay of line, silhouette, and blank space finds an analogue in pacing, emphasis, and omission. Descriptions act like vignettes; catalogues of objects function as borders and frames. Because The Story of Venus and Tannhäuser remains unfinished, it also enacts a modern condition: the fragment as a legitimate artistic form. Giulio Poldo Pezzolo, in its brevity, complements this by showing how much resonance can be achieved within limits, like a print set against a broad field of paper.

The present collection arranges the works to foreground this dialogue between amplitude and concision. The longer romance occupies the central space, inviting immersion in its elaborate setting and ceremonious moods. The shorter fiction follows as a concentrated afterimage, distilling the same concerns into a single facet. Readers thus encounter Beardsley’s prose as a spectrum rather than a single pitch, and they can appreciate how changes in scale recalibrate theme and tone. No additional apparatus is needed to enjoy the texts, but the pairing itself underscores their kinship and the coherence of the author’s literary aims.

Approached together, The Story of Venus and Tannhäuser and Giulio Poldo Pezzolo offer a rare view of Aubrey Beardsley as author: a maker of scenes whose sentences dress and undress ideas with theatrical finesse. They invite readers into spaces where myth meets fashion, and where the ceremony of looking becomes an art of reading. To enter these pages is to witness style thinking aloud—witty, exacting, and unabashedly ornamental. The result is a compact portrait of Beardsley’s imaginative world, one that stands beside his drawings and designs as a lasting testament to the pleasures and provocations of fin-de-siècle art.
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    Aubrey Beardsley (active in the 1890s) was a British illustrator and writer whose audacious black‑and‑white art became emblematic of the fin de siècle. A central figure in Aestheticism and the Decadent movement, he fused Art Nouveau ornament with satire, eroticism, and theatrical poise. Though his career was brief, he transformed book and magazine design, elevating illustration within literary culture. His stark contrasts, sinuous arabesques, and strategic use of negative space challenged Victorian decorum and helped shape a modern graphic sensibility. Working across illustration, posters, and prose, he left a concentrated body of work that continues to provoke, delight, and influence.

Beardsley’s formation combined self‑directed study with exposure to leading currents in London. Encouraged by the painter Edward Burne‑Jones, he absorbed Pre‑Raphaelite refinement while sharpening it into something more ironic and urbane. Japanese woodblock prints offered lessons in contour, flat planes, and asymmetry; Rococo ornament supplied a vocabulary of frills and arabesques. He refined a fastidious line that could convey elegance and grotesquerie in equal measure. Reading widely and studying exhibitions, he also learned typography and page layout, preparing for a professional life in illustration that would unfold with remarkable speed during the decade.

His breakthrough came with a commission to illustrate an English prose edition of Le Morte d’Arthur in the early 1890s. Across numerous plates, borders, and initials, he crafted a medieval world filtered through Symbolist restraint and Art Nouveau flourish. The project established his name with publishers and readers, demonstrating that black‑and‑white linear design could carry narrative weight and decorative splendor without recourse to color. It also revealed his interest in the book as an integrated object—type, image, and ornament in calculated harmony. From this moment, Beardsley became one of the most sought‑after illustrators in Britain’s lively publishing scene.

Beardsley soon became art editor and a principal visual voice of The Yellow Book, the periodical that helped define the 1890s avant‑garde. His drawings for Oscar Wilde’s Salome, issued around the same time, showcased an uncompromisingly stylized approach—masked faces, attenuated figures, and poised violence that scandalized some and captivated others. Public controversy surrounding Wilde in the mid‑1890s intensified scrutiny of Beardsley’s art and affiliations, and he left The Yellow Book shortly thereafter. The episode did little to slow his production; it clarified his appetite for venues willing to support ambitious, experimental, and sometimes provocative graphic work.

He became a leading contributor to The Savoy, collaborating with editor Arthur Symons and publisher Leonard Smithers. There he published audacious drawings and refined his idea of the total artwork—book, image, and text conceived together. During this period he produced illustrations for The Rape of the Lock, distilling mock‑heroic wit into crisp ornamental schemes. He also created a suite of explicit images for Aristophanes’ Lysistrata, privately printed because of their subject matter. Posters, title pages, vignettes, and tailpieces from these years show his command of rhythm and white space, sustaining narrative while pushing decorative abstraction to its brink.

Alongside illustration, Beardsley pursued prose. The Story of Venus and Tannhäuser—often known as Under the Hill—reimagined the Tannhäuser legend through a decadent lens, mingling antiquarian play, sensuous description, and urbane comedy. He drafted and revised the text in the mid‑1890s, pairing it with designs that mirror its elaborate tone. Portions appeared during his lifetime, and later versions circulated in altered or expurgated forms. Its unfinished state is part of the fascination: it reveals his method of amplification by ornament, in language as in line, and shows how his literary and visual imaginations operated as a single, deliberately artificial mode.

Beardsley’s health deteriorated toward the end of the decade, and he sought milder climates on the Continent while continuing to work as strength allowed. He died in his mid‑twenties, leaving a compact oeuvre that reshaped the possibilities of illustration and book design. His influence radiated through Art Nouveau, poster art, and twentieth‑century graphic design, inspiring artists who valued the expressive power of line, silhouette, and stylized ornament. Museums and publishers continue to revisit his images and writings, with The Story of Venus and Tannhäuser remaining central to assessments of his imagination. His legacy endures as a standard for daring, economical elegance.
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    Aubrey Beardsley’s career unfolded during the British fin de siècle, a period marked by Aestheticism and Decadence in the arts, rapid urban expansion, and anxieties about morality. Born in 1872 and dead by 1898, he produced an outsized body of work in a short span, becoming synonymous with the bold black‑and‑white line of the 1890s. The pieces gathered here, including The Story of Venus and Tannhäuser (commonly known as Under the Hill) and Giulio Poldo Pezzolo, arise from this milieu. They reflect an era fascinated by medieval and Renaissance revivals, by sensuous style for its own sake, and by ironic, learned play with the past amid the pressures of a modernizing print culture.

The 1890s London publishing world shaped Beardsley’s opportunities and constraints. As art editor of The Yellow Book (1894–1895), he was at the center of avant‑garde periodical culture until his dismissal following the scandal surrounding Oscar Wilde’s arrest in 1895, despite no legal implication. In 1896 he regrouped with publisher Leonard Smithers and poet Arthur Symons to launch The Savoy, which promoted Symbolist and Decadent work. The Savoy’s brief run and controversial contents—circulating outside the conservative circulating libraries—provided the venue for Beardsley to publish portions of his prose Venus and Tannhäuser, while navigating the watchful climate of moral guardianship and commercial risk.

The Story of Venus and Tannhäuser draws on a medieval German legend made famous in the nineteenth century by Richard Wagner’s opera Tannhäuser (premiered 1845, revised 1861). The tale of the minstrel lured to the Venusberg and struggling with penance fascinated late‑Victorian audiences attuned to the tug‑of‑war between sensuality and spiritual authority. Beardsley’s prose reimagines this legend through the Decadent lens, emphasizing artifice, ornament, and urbane irreverence rather than solemn redemption. His approach aligns with a broader literary turn—from Algernon Charles Swinburne to J.-K. Huysmans—toward medieval subjects refracted through modern aesthetic preoccupations, revealing how canonical myths were retooled for fin‑de‑siècle debates about culture and desire.

Technological change enabled Beardsley’s notoriety. Advances in photomechanical reproduction—line‑block and half‑tone processes—allowed his high‑contrast drawings to circulate widely in magazines and books. The period also saw a revival of the “book beautiful,” from fine presses to deluxe limited editions that made typography, paper, and binding part of the artwork. Beardsley planned Venus and Tannhäuser as a luxurious, illustrated book, a synthesis of image and text. Although the project remained incomplete, its conception reflects a late‑Victorian belief that the book could be a total artwork, uniting graphic design, narrative, and erotically charged ornament in ways that both courted collectors and courted controversy.

Religious culture framed the reception of tales like Tannhäuser. The legend’s focus on confession and absolution resonated in a Britain negotiating the place of ritual and authority amid Anglican‑Catholic tensions. Beardsley’s own conversion to Roman Catholicism in 1897, near the end of his life, is a documented biographical fact that complicates
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