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Résumé

William Beckford’s Vathek remains his chief claim to literary fame. The author himself
described it as ‘the only production of mine which I am not ashamed of, or with which I am not
disgusted’, and this work has been acknowledged not merely as his major achievement but also
a masterpiece of eighteenth-century English literature. No wonder his name is always associated
with this oriental romance, for like much else in Beckford’s creative accomplishments it symbol-
izes that in his personality which sought for expression in some artistic channel.

Fundamentally Vathek was a product of the author’s devotion to Orientalism. There is
plenty of evidence of his fervent zeal for the remote and exotic, especially the oriental. By
ranging extensively over material on the East and by assimilating a wealth of oriental knowl-
edge in the process, he succeeded in constructing a realm of fantasy which was more opulently
oriental than that of any of his contemporaries.

Yet this was not all Vathek was. What made it one of the gospels for the Romantics was its
dramatic reflection of the author’s inner life, attired in the formula of an exotic genre. Beckford
was a dreamer living in a world of illusions, but at the same time a detached and competent
writer who could merge reality and fantasy with dexterity. Approaching his own repressed
passions in a self-conscious and intellectual manner, he could alchemize his perfervid personal
experience into an allegory of self.

It is with the artistic projection of the author’s psyche onto the work of art that the present
essay is concerned. We will do well to remember that for Beckford writing was a sort of disguise
for his personality, a literary mask through which he mystifies more than he reveals. Our
objective is to articulate the inward reality of Vathek as Beckford’s own persona and to elucidate

his disguised truth, by illuminating the inner visions he wove into the tale.



