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I. Readings for Fin de Siecle Vienna

There is such an extraordinary embarrassment of riches on the topic of turn of the
century Vienna, that I thought it might be helpful to convey to you what for me have been
the most stimulating and important books that have brought new scholarship and
encouraged fresh thinking of this important topic. I venture to say "important topic,"
because I believe that if we can better understand the dynamics of turn of the century
Vienna we will be better positioned to understand the larger and more encompassing
topics of the dynamics of the emergence of modernity in art and society wherever this has
occurred, and to understand better the ways in which art engages with or refuses to
engage with the cross-currents of political and social change.

The very way in which I have framed the preceding paragraph is inevitably a
tribute to the single most influential book on our topic:

Carl Schorske, Fin-de-Siécle Vienna/ Politics and Culture. Random House, 1981.

Schorske's book is essential reading; in it he advances a thesis that the emergence
of fin-de-Siecle art and expression represents a withdrawal of the arts from
engagement with the social and political issues of the day, a reaction against the
optimism of the bourgeois Liberals that society could be re-formed along
progressive lines. Schorske's thesis of "the failure of Liberalism" has not been
without its critics, notably the collection of essays that grew out of a conference
covened to re-assess the issue:

Rethinking Vienna 1900, edited by Stephen Beller. Berghahn Books 2001.

Beller's anthology consists of essays focusing on social and intellectual history,
art history and ethnic and gender studies, each of which suggests ways in which
the Schorske thesis calls for continual rethinking.

Kirk Varnedoe, Vienna 1900/ Art, Architecture, Design. Museum of Modern Art, 1986.
This is the catalogue of the famous 1986 exhibition at MOMA which brought the
topic of Vienna 1900 to widespread public awareness.

And if you are contemplating embarking on a Fin-de-Siécle tour of Vienna, here is the
book you'd want to acquire or bring along with you:

Christian Nebehay, Vienna 1900/ Architecture and Painting. Verlag Christian
Brandstitter, 1984.
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I1. PARIS 1900

Paris became the city of our romantic imagination at the turn of the century. The
broad and open boulevards at its center, the product of Baron von Haussmann’s
ambitious modernization plan undertaken in the middle of the 19th century provided the
setting for theatres, concert halls, cafes, and a vibrant Belle Epoque street life. The
posters and paintings of Toulouse-Lautrec and other graphic artists, the representation of
modern life in the work of the great Impressionists and Post-Impressionists, and the
works of Symbolist poets and painters, created a new aesthetic experience for Parisians
and for rest of the world at well. The renowned series of Paris expositions culminating in
the World's Fairs of 1889 and 1900 showcased a world of European colonialism and a
globalized economy of technological innovations, such as electricity, that would
transform the coming new century.

In this session we'll begin with an overview of the history of France and Paris in
the 19th century, with a focus on the buildings and monuments that bear the stamp of that
history, and that look at various cross-currents in art and literature, beyond the familiar
story of French Impressionism, that puts the manifestations of the Paris of la Belle
Epoque (and the époque wasn't in fact all so "belle," when we look at some of the social
realities of ordinary life in Paris) in the broader contexts of European cultural and
historical developments of the fin-de-si¢cle surrounding the iconic calendar date of 1900.
We will trace these social and cultural changes as they were manifested in art and
architecture, salon exhibits, the fairs and expositions of Paris, and in dramatically
changing aspects of daily life, including the lives of women and of working class
Parisians.

We will explore the question of "how Paris became Paris," with a focus on the
modernization of the city's medieval infrastructure beginning in the 17th century under
Henry IV and Louis XV and culminating in the massive urban projects of Baron
Haussmann under emperor Napoleon III in the 1850's and 1860's. Following the crisis of
the 1870 Franco-Prussian war, the siege of Paris, and the violent repression of the Paris
Commune, we trace the dawn of the new era -- was it a fin-de-siecle, or a Belle Epoque ?
Does the figure of the flaneur -- the [male] detached walker in the city and keen observer
of the Parisian urban scene -- still serve as a helpful entrée into the spirit of the times? And
to what extent was the same experience of free access to the city, to its arcades and
boulevards, available to women as well in the later 19th century: in other words, should
we also be speaking of the figure of the fldneuae? Along with surveying the themes of
both Salon and Independent painters, we will look at the dramatic rise of I'art nouveau in
posters, decorative arts, public and private architecture.
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III. LONDON 1900

The British Empire was at its height in 1900, yet the signs of an imminent decline
can be seen in retrospect. The elegant architecture, residential squares, parks, and private
clubs of London reflect a world of complacent stability, but the docks and working-class
neighborhoods of the city already foreshadowed class conflicts and a new multicultural
reality. Earlier in the 19" century, John Ruskin, William Morris, Walter Pater, and the
Pre-Raphaelite painters tried to temper England’s headlong rush into industrial
technology with recollections of medieval and renaissance aesthetic sensibilities, but
modern life and modern subjects in both post-impressionist and naturalist styles were
cultivated by turn of the century artists such as Walter Sickert, Augustus John, and
Vanessa Bell.

Meanwhile, Aesthetes and Decadents such as Oscar Wilde and Aubrey Beardsley,
and social realists such as G. B. Shaw, each in their own way explored an aesthetic
distance from the traditional and earnest Victorian establishment, the widening industrial
world -- and from middle class morality, to which Alfred Doolittle offers a classic
rejoinder in Shaw's Pygmalion. When asked by Col. Pickering: "Have you NO morals,
man?", Doolittle immediately replies: "Nah. Nah, can't afford 'em, guv'nor. Neither could
you, if you was as poor as me."

In this session, we will look first at the broader picture of 19th century London,
tracing its transformation into a modernized Imperial capital. We will see how the series
of great industrial and colonial expositions, beginning with the famous crystal palace
exhibition of 1851 which served as showcase for the power and extent of Britain's
colonial enterprise, and at how the changing face of London, from sculptural monuments
to the monumental buildings of government and industry, and public spaces and parks,
gave expression to the values of empire. At the same time, we will see that there were
other voices, offering other perspectives on empire: women's voices, socialist and
working class voices, as well as the voices of Irish, Indian, and Afro-British
spokespersons in London, including the world's first Pan-African conference in 1900.

Meanwhile, popular culture in London gave expression to current events, such as
the Boer War, and to current fascinations, such as new technologies such as the
telephone, the bicycle, the automobile and the airplane, and to the world of newly
organized professional sports, in songs, melodramas and satires performed in London's
many music halls, productions which laid the groundwork for West End (and Broadway)
theater later in the century.
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