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    Georges Rodenbach grew up in Ghent, where he became friends with Émile Verhaeren (Belgian poet, 1855-1916). He studied law at university, where he became a part of Edmond Picard’s (Belgian lawyer and writer, 1836-1924) social circle, allowing him to mix with Belgium’s literary and intellectual elite. He also contributed to the literary and artistic revival led by La Jeune Belgique, a literary society and movement that published a literary review of the same name between 1880 and 1897 and which sought to challenge the conventions of the time.


    Rodenbach moved to Paris in 1888, and became a key figure in the city’s literary scene. In particular, he was a regular at the weekly meetings held by Stéphane Mallarmé (French poet, 1842-1898). While Rodenbach initially made a name for himself through his poetry (of which he published several collections, including Le Foyer et les Champs [“Home and the Fields”], 1877; Les Tristesses [“The Sadnesses”], 1879; and La Mer elegante [“The Elegant Sea”], 1881), his greatest success came in 1892 with the publication of his novel Bruges-la-Morte.
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    Bruges-la-Morte was first published as a serial in the French newspaper Le Figaro in 1892, before being published in book form later that year. The novel tells the story of a man’s inconsolable grief after the death of his wife, and centres on the town of Bruges, which plays the role of a protagonist in its own right. The first edition of the novel was also notable for being one of the first novels to include photographs, which in this case depicted the town.


    The novel met with tremendous success upon its publication, and it has come to be considered a masterpiece that is highly representative of Symbolism, a literary and artistic movement which aimed to go beyond realistic depictions of reality and create a spiritual conception of the world, using metaphors and analogies to produce highly abstract works.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    CHAPTER I


    Hugues Viane has been living alone in Bruges since his wife’s death five years earlier. He is still besotted with her, and lives his life according to a strict routine. He spends most of his time shut away in his own home, where he reads, smokes and worships his mementos of his late wife, including portraits, objects and, most importantly, her hair, which he keeps on top of the piano like a relic, “preferring […] to leave it displayed, visible, as the immortal part of his beloved!” Viane’s solitude is only interrupted by the presence of Barbe, a taciturn, pious, elderly servant.


    CHAPTERII


    At twilight, Viane leaves the house to go for one of his routine strolls through the streets of Bruges. He feels a certain kinship with the town’s inherent melancholy, which is why he decided to live out the final years of his life there, as a widower. The town constantly reminds him of his wife; in fact, he sees Bruges as Bruges-la-Morte (which translates to “Bruges-the-Dead”): “He needed a dead town to correspond to his dead wife”. When he leaves the church of Notre Dame, Viane sees a woman who bears a striking resemblance to his wife. He then tries to follow her, but soon loses sight of her.


    CHAPTERIII


    Viane’s brief encounter with this stranger dredges up his old memories of his wife. He crosses paths with this mysterious woman again a week later and follows her to the town theatre, where all of the town’s upper-class citizens have gathered for the evening. Bruges is a relatively small town where everyone knows everyone else, and in spite of his reclusiveness, Viane is no exception to this rule. It turns out that the mysterious young woman is a dancer and is one of the performers in that evening’s show, and the entire town is left shocked when this sight reduces Viane to inconsolable sobs.


    CHAPTER IV


    Viane discovers that the woman’s name is Jane Scott and that she is from Lille in France. Reasoning that “Dancers hardly have a reputation for being puritan”, he simply approaches her after a show and strikes up a conversation with her. He then begins courting her, although he does not tell her about his past sorrows, and starts seeing her regularly in the evenings: once Jane has finished her performance for the night, she comes to meet him in a hotel suite. In Viane’s mind, he is not being unfaithful to his wife, because he believes that the dancer is nothing more than a simulacrum of her: “so completely had he merged these two women into a single person”.


    CHAPTERSV-VI


    Viane sets Jane up with an apartment of her own, and frequently pays her visits there. However, he never mentions his wife or their uncanny resemblance, which means that Jane often finds it difficult to understand his demands and reactions, such as when he asks her to dye her hair in an attempt to ensure that this resemblance does not fade.


    Given that Bruges is a fairly rural town where every detail of everyone’s personal lives is common knowledge, news of Viane’s affair spreads like wildfire and attracts a great deal of censure. However, he does not pay any attention to the snide comments he receives. Furthermore, he no longer feels the same kinship with the town, as its grey bricks no longer seem like the mirror image of his own sorrow. When he is with Jane, his melancholy disappears and is replaced by a kind of joy that comes from being able to reconnect with his wife through her doppelganger: “What indefinable power there is in resemblance!”


    CHAPTERVII


    Viane’s relationship with Jane brings him great contentment because he believes that she completes his worship of his deceased wife. After meditating before all the relics he has gathered in her memory, Viane goes to visit Jane, whose resemblance to his wife seems to have reached perfection that day. However, he still wants to make that resemblance even more pronounced, so he asks Jane to wear one of his wife’s dresses.


    However, the illusion is abruptly shattered when the dancer – who is still utterly unaware of her suitor’s past and his intentions towards her – taints his wife’s memory by disparaging her clothes: “What an ugly style! […] Wherever did you manage to buy dresses like that?” As a result, “Hugues was more and more ill at ease. He had the feeling he was watching a distressing masquerade”.


    CHAPTERVIII


    Viane’s devout servant Barbe goes to a convent to pay a visit to one of her relatives, Sister Rosalie. While she is there, she discovers that the reason for her master’s frequent absences is his affair with another woman. This leaves her deeply troubled, as she is worried that his dishonourable actions will tarnish her own reputation. She therefore seeks the advice of her confessor, who tells her only to leave Viane’s service if he ever invites Jane into his own home. Barbe begins to feel that her own dream of eventually joining the convent is now under threat because of her master’s dalliance, as she needs the income from her position, but she knows that the zealous religious community she wants to join would view her continued service to a “libertine” as a disgrace.


    CHAPTERIX


    Viane is becoming increasingly aware of the differences between Jane and his wife, and this realisation dampens his spirits a great deal. Now that the initial thrill of his affair with the dancer has worn off and he is no longer distracted by it, the melancholy of Bruges-la-Morte is beginning to seep into his soul once again. Meanwhile, Jane’s frustration with her lover’s withdrawn attitude and her inability to understand him lead her to start avoiding him as much as possible.


    CHAPTERX


    Viane, who is now feeling guilty for letting himself get swept away by his desire to be reunited with his wife, is once again captivated by the grey, melancholic atmosphere of Bruges, especially because he is now convinced that his fascination with Jane was a kind of deal he made with the devil to bring the dead back from the grave. He is therefore also convinced that she might seek revenge: “He had tried to evade Death, to triumph over it and deride it by the specious artifice of a likeness. Death, perhaps, would have its revenge. But he could still escape, exorcise himself in time”.


    CHAPTERXI


    After wandering into a church and listening to a sermon, Viane is overcome by regret and is convinced that he has sinned, especially because he has committed adultery, which is one of the sins that the Church has always condemned most severely. Although Viane initially just saw Jane as a kind of illusion that helped him to remember his wife, his attraction to her has grown deeper: now that he has had another taste of life with a woman by his side, he no longer has the strength to “return to being alone”. He is torn between two opposing feelings: guilt and forbidden pleasure.


    CHAPTER XII


    Viane’s guilt is now weighing so heavily on him that he no longer dares to approach his shrine to his wife, as the discovery of the many differences between her and Jane has left him extremely ill at ease and created a kind of barrier between him and his memories of her. He also discovers that Jane is cheating on him, and begins to follow her and spy on her.


    At this point, he realises that he has feelings for Jane in her own right, and not just because she is his dead wife’s doppelganger – Jane has gradually bewitched him herself. Viane is also terrified of losing his lover, because he knows that having to go back to his solitary life in the town would be like being widowed a second time.


    CHAPTER XIII


    Jane, who has realised how lucrative her relationship with Viane could be, tries to soothe his fears and act like she is settling down. She wants to try and gauge just how wealthy her lover is, and uses the Procession of the Holy Blood (a festival during which the eponymous relic is paraded through the streets of Bruges on Ascension Day) as a pretext to come to his house and find out. Viane takes umbrage when she simply invites herself over, as he fears that her visit will draw criticism from the town’s more pious inhabitants, but his protests fall on deaf ears.


    CHAPTER XIV


    While Barbe is getting the house ready for the parade, her master tells her that he is going to have a guest over for dinner. The servant realises that the guest in question is his mistress, and hands in her resignation as her confessor had told her to do.


    CHAPTER XV


    Viane’s guilt over allowing another woman into his home leaves him feeling unhappy about Jane’s visit, and he does not want the neighbours to see her. However, Jane just mocks him, and defiantly starts fiddling with his mementos of his wife, although she is still unaware of the late woman’s existence. When Jane picks up the hair, Viane loses control and uses it to strangle her. “Thus in fact the whole house had perished: Barbe had gone, Jane was lying dead, his dead wife was even more dead…” After killing Jane, Viane is plunged into his memories of the first days that followed the death of his wife, and he becomes increasingly incapable of mentally distinguishing between the two dead women. He sits and listens as the bells toll to mark the Procession of the Holy Blood, and once again feels a deep kinship with the town, repeatedly whispering under his breath: “Bruges-la-Morte”.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    HUGUES VIANE


    Hugues Viane has been a widower for five years. He is from an upper-middle-class background and has inherited a considerable fortune. When his wife was still alive, the couple travelled frequently: “He had enjoyed love in the lap of luxury, the idyll constantly rekindled by leisure, travel, new countries”. After his wife’s death, Viane decides to settle down in Bruges, “the greatest of the Grey Towns”, as its melancholy atmosphere seems to match his emotional state perfectly:


    “His deep mourning demanded such a setting. […] He would leave the world elsewhere to its bustle and buzz, to its glittering balls, its welter of voices. He needed […] an existence that was so monotonous it almost failed to give him the sense of being alive.”


    His choice to settle in Bruges is a kind of attempt to keep his late wife alive, as the town’s dreary atmosphere matches his unrelenting grief perfectly, and the act of immersing himself in it allows him to constantly stir up his old memories, and even relive them through a series of rituals: every morning, Viane performs his “devotions” to the mementos of his late wife (locks of her hair, photographs, etc.) and wanders the streets of Bruges every day at dusk.


    However, in trying to bring his wife back from beyond the grave, Viane gradually loses his own grip on life, blurring the line that separates it from death. He simply goes through the motions of being alive, shunning anything that would bring renewed meaning
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