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Abstraet

By examining the process of production and reception of the works of Walter

Pater and Oscar Wilde. this thesis explores the ways in whicb bath conceptions of

audience and actual audiences sbaped these works. As proponents of "aestbeticism."

a philosophy which required the development of a mghly speciaIised mode of

perception and critical awareness, Pater and Wilde wrote wim a fairly select audience

in mind. Confronted,. however, with actual readers who did not a1ways meet the

"aesthetic" criteria (even if they were supponen), they were forced to rethink tbeir

conceptions of audience. Pater'5 and Wilde'5 developing understandings of audience

can be traeed in their works,. as mey experiment with style and genre in an attempt to

communicate effectively with their readen. Although at base Pater and Wilde

advocated a similar "aesthetic" philosophy, tbeir distinct conceptions of audience

played a significant role in detennining. the nature of their particular venions of

aestheticism.
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Abrégé

En examinant les procédés dialectiques de production et reception des oeuvres

de Walter Pater et Oscar Wilde. cette thèse explore la façon dont leur conception de

('auditoire, de même que l'auditoire réel, ont influencé leun oeuvres. En tant que

panisants de "('esthéticisme." une philosophie requérant le developpement d'une

mode de perception hautement spécialisée et un sens critique, Pater et Wilde ont krit

en ayant pour cible un auditoire choisi. Confrontés à des lecteurs n'étant pas

nécessairement à l'hauteur de "('estbéticisme," même dans le cas de panïsans, ils

furent contraints de reconsidérer leur conception de l'auditoire.. On peut déceler la

trace d'une compœbension croissante de ('auditoire chez Pater et Wilde, alors qu'ils

expérimentent avec le style et le genre dans le but de communiquer efficacement avec

leurs lecteurs. Quoiqu'au départ, Pater et Wilde prônaient une philosophie esthétique

similaire, leur conception distincte de l'auditoire joua un rôle important dans la

detennination de la nature de leurs venions paniculières d'estbéticisme.
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Introduction

"Diversity of opinion about a worlc of an shows mat the work is new, complex, and
vital." (Oscar Wilde, "Preface," lM PietllTt! ofDorian Gray 17)

Wilde's comment about the significance of divergent critical interpretations of

a work anticipates one of the primary claims of modem-day teœption theorists like

Hans Robert Jauss. In his delineation of an "aesthetic of reception" Jauss stresses the

imponance to Iiterary history of works which challenge a given "horizon of

expectations. "1 Jauss cbaracterises the degree to wbicb a work "satisties. surpasses.,

disappoints, or refutes" expectations in terms of "aestbetic distance" (A~sthdic of
Reception 25). A work wbich demands no borizonal change on the part of the

audience is "culinary or entertainment an," because it satisfies preconceived norms

(Âesthmc ofR«~tio" 25). A work which is aesthetically distant, however, "opposes

the expectations of its first audience, If resulting in eitber a "pleasing or alienating new

perspective" (Anth«ic of R«eptio1l 25). Occasionally, audience re&etion is split

between thase who are pleased al the cbaUenge and aœept it, and those who feel

alienated and reject the new perspective.2 Such was the case in the reception of two

of the major works of British Aestbeticism: Walter Pater' s critical work, Studin in

1 A term used by Jauss to designate the presuppositions and shared assumptions
of readers in a given historical period which are based on tbeir "pre-understanding of the
genre, from the fonn and themes of already familiar works, and from the opposition
between poetic and practical language" (AttStItetic of R«~ptio" 22). In a later essay, .
Jauss expands tbis definition to include a social as weil as literary horizon of
expectations, because

[b)ebaviour towards the text . • . is bath receptive and active al the same
time. The reader cao make the text 'speak to him' ... only to the extent
that he introduces bis own pre-understanding of the lived world inta the
framework of textual ex~tationsand those of the implied reader. Thal
is,. he cao concretize the poœntial meanïng of a texte His pre
understanding iocludes his concrete expectations arising from the horizon
of bis interesu, desires,. needs, and experiences. ("Theses on Transition"
141)

2 ln his discussion of this pbenomenon, Jauss describes the teœption of
Baudelaire's "Spleen n."
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the History of Th~ RentlÎssance9 and Oscar WildeYs novel, TM Pieture ofDorian

Gray, both of wbich generated a split critical reception. demonstrating the degree to

which "diversity of opinion about a work of an shows tbat the work is newy complex.

and vital."

Under the guiding assumption tbat "[t]he work does DOt exist without its

effect; its effect presupposes reception, and in turn the audience's judgment conditions

the authorYs production" (Jau55. "Theses" 138).3 1 will examine the dialectical

process of production and reception of some of the key works of Pater and Wilde in

an attempt to demonstrate the imponance of audience in sbaping the works of these

writers. 80th Pater and Wilde wrote with a preconceived understanding of their

audience. In Pater's case, this conception consisted of ideal leaders.· or "aestbetic

entics." while in Wilde'59 it included bath tbese and an implied audience of detraeting

readers. Faced with the conditions of their actual reœption by a bistorically

differentiated audience which did DOt always meet their expectations, Pater and Wilde

altered the nature of their understanding of and communication with their audiences.

An examination of the works of Pater and Wilde in terms of a dialectical

process of production and reception is panicularly useful because. in being sensitive

to the historical context within which their work was produœd, it avoids the pitfalls .

of historical objectivism.' Studies of Aestheticism and Decadence and the figures

3 ln a similar articulation of this concept Jauss defines the "history of literature"
as a "process of aesthetic reœption and production tbat takes place in the realization of
literary texts on the part of the receptive reader, the reflective critic, and the author in
his continuing productivity" (AestMtic of R«eption 21).

• 1 have chosen to use Gerald Prince's ferm "idea1 reader" over Jauss's term
"implied reader" (which he borrows from 15er) rather arbitrarily because 1 wish to
emphasise the perfect comprehension these readen exhibit and "ideal" seems to express
this more clearly than the tenn "implied."

S Jauss sees much of this kind of analysis u faulty because it often relies on "an
organization of 'lirerary facts' tbat is establisbed post jestlllfl. Il wbereas his method
focuses on the "preceding experience of the literary work by its readers" (Aesth«ic of
Reception 20).
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associated with these movements (particularly Wilde) bave been dominated by "spirit

of the age" histories with catch-ail phrases ("the 90's," "the yellow 90's," "the tragic

generation, ft' "art-for-an's sake") that conjure up a Bomber of stereotypical images

and inœrpretations. EquaJly reductive are those inœrpretations which tend to read

these artists' (particularly the Decadents') works through tbeir lives. This practice

has been Most damaging in the case of Wilde, because much of the eritical work on

him, whether favourable or derogatory, bas, ontil quite recently, been largely

concemed with the sensational aspects of bis life-his downfall and the homosexual

practices tbat led to his imprisonment.7

6 William Butler Yeats used this term to describe the Decadents in his
Autobiographia, a \Vork wbich bas been responsible for the perPetuation of many myths
about the Decadents.

1 The misrepresentalÏon or mythologisation of Wilde began early on with a
number of unreliable biographies of Wilde's friends and foes, including thase of Roben
Harborough Sberard, Frank Harris and Lord Alfred Douglas. The perspectives 00

Wilde's lite and an offered io tbese works have coloured critical interpretations by
encouraging moralistic analyses and/or by diminishing the imponance of his literary
contribution. In an instance of the latter, George Woodcock is led to the conclusion that
"Wilde was a gœater personality than a writer" (236). In his survey of Wilde eritieism,
lan Small suggesu mat these ioœrpretations were a result of erities' inabilities "to
reconcile literary approbation with the (al times) indignant moral disapproval auaehing
to certain aspects of the lite" (Wilde RevalII«Il74). Though this tendency diminished
in the 60's and 70'5, Wllde's work was still olten read psychologically. Renee Philip
Cohen's assertion, in 71Ie Moral Vision of OSCtU Wilde, tbat Wilde's work is indicative
of a moral suuggle between sin and salvation as a result of the guilt and anxiety over bis
sister' s deatb. Most reœndy, in ber book Oscar WiIM: If Long and Lov~ly SlIicide
(1994), MeUsa Knox offers another psychobiographic study in which site reads Wilde
in light of "bis childhood experiences and the lifelong inner confliets tbat resulted from
them" (xv). AnoIher notable example of this type of criticism is Christopher Nassar's
[nlO the Demon Uniwne in which he characterises Wilde's post-l886 work (the year in
whicb Wilde purponedly tint engaged in homosexual activities) as evidence of "a new
beginning, for he detinitely regarded homosexual contact as evil and DOW wrote of a
dernonic impulse within himself" (xiii).

The critical tendency to moralise with respect to, or apologise for, Wilde's
homosexuality bas diminisbed considerably since the 1970's. Instead, theR have been
sorne excellent analyses of Wilde's homosexuality recently in the area of gay studies.
See, for example, Ed Cohen's Ttlik on lM Wild~ Side which addresses the "social and
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While tbese biases are generally avoided in studies of Pater, bis critical

reputation did suffer in the early twentieth century as a result of anacks by New

Humanists such as Irving Babbitt, P. E. More, and perbaps most damagingly, T. S.

EIio~ (Seiler 40). These men supponed tbeir assenion mat Pater was a self

indulgent, inaccurate, and irresponsible critie by pointing to his influence on young

Oxford men. Thus, More writes: "if we consider the fruit of bis œaching in such

men as Oscar Wilde, [we cannat] admit tbat bis teaehing was altogether without

offence. His error was DOt tbat he ioculeated the an of life at ail seasons. but tbat his

sense of values was finally wrong" (qtd. in Seiler 423). Although Pater's less than

dramatic lifestyle bas made his reputation somewhat easier to restore than Wilde's,

the stereotype of Pater as an irœsponsible teaeber devalues bis work~ as weil as the

wodes of men such as Wilde who were int1uenced by bim.

Concurrent with mis stereotype are otbers whieb have to do with Wilde's

relation to Pater. If Pater is teaeber, tben Wilde is cast either as the

misunderstanding disciple or the plagiariser of bis master's works. In bis introduction

to Aesthetes and Dtcod~lttS. Karl Beckson adopt bath tbese views al the same time:

"Wilde oever grasped (Pater's sense of hedonism], nor did he attempt to, for in the

isolation of bis own genius, he wu concemed with the expansion of bis public

personality. His originality . . . lay in his clever manipulation of other ments ideas

rather than in bis personal vision and voice" (xxxii-xxxiii). How Wilde could at once

sexual dynamics" of Wilde's trial that were left unaddressed by Montgomery Hyde in
The Trials ofOscar Wild~ (2). Cohen argues tbat the issues that were raised during the
Wilde trials were -central to how contemporary male sexualities have been (re)produœd
and (re)presenteci tbroughout the century sioce bis conviction" (3). Similarly, Alan
Sinfield's TM Wilik Ce"",,,: ElfmU1I/ICY, Oscar MIM, and the Qwer MOfMIII,
examines the correlation between bomosexuality and effeminacy tbat occurred after
Wilde's trials, tbough his study also addresses these issues in Wilde's texts.

1 Eliot contributed to the early-twentieth œntury denigration of Pater and his
disciples by claiming that Pater was responsible for some "untidy lives" and by stanng:
"1 do not believe mat Pater, in this book [The RentlissQnce), bas influenced a single first
rate minci of a later generation" ("Arnold and Pater," S~I«:t«lEssays 392).
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oot understand and yet "cleverly manipulate" is DOt immediately apparent, but these

kinds of brœd generalisations appear frequendy in scholarly studies. One of the aims

of this thesis, in addition to its brœder concem with Pater' 5 and Wilde's engagement

with audience, is to supersede such categories by providing a substantial evaluation of

Wilde as an aaual historically differentiated œader of Pater who becomes in tum a

significant produœr of aestbeticism. In 50 doing, 1 deny Beckson's claim that Wilde

"never grasped" Pater's ideas, while agreeing with bis suggestion tbat Wilde is largely

"concemed wilh the expansion of bis public personality." It is tbis-Wilde's

understanding of himself in relation to bis audience-tbat determines the major

distinction between the two men's presentations of aestheticism.

Despite the fact tbat Wilde presents his aestheticism quite differendy from

Pater, bis initial conception of it is remarkably sunilar. For bodl Pater and Wilde,

aestbeticism begins IlOt 50 much as a promotion of art-for-an' s sake" or an assenion

that art is superior to life, but ratber, as its root meaning indicates, as a mode of

perception, and it is in this sense tbat 1 tirst wish 10 define the terme This view of

aestheticism bas been adopted most recendy by CarolYQ Williams in her study of

Pater, Transjigllr«J World: Walter PtJter's Âesthetic Historidsm (1989),9 and by

Jonathan Freedman in his cbapter on Aestheticism in Professions of Taste: Henry

James, British Aestheticism, and Commodity Cllltllre (1990). Freedman believes that

the aestheticism of Pater and Wilde, foUowing tbat of Aleunder Baumganen, focuses

on the "perfection of the let of perception ... wrougbl Most frequendy, but DOt

exclusively" by a wode of an" (10). [n Pater's case this involves "know[ing] one"s

impression as it really is . . . discriminat[ing] it, [and] œalis[ing] it distincdy, "

("Preface," R~naisslUlCexix), while in Wilde il amounts ta "see[ing] the abject as in

itself il really is not" ("eritie as Amst," Complet~ WonU 1030). As these quotations

illustrate. the aestbetic attitude" or aestheticism, is a mode of awareness wbicb is IlOt

9 Williams writes: ..Aestbeticism, as the suffix implies, proposes itself as a
systematic attitude of self~nsciousness,a coherent SIaDCe or perspective on things" a
metbod of attention" (26).
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only sensual, but also, as Pater's statement maltes clear, a mentally perceptive and

critical stale which these men's works attempt to impan to dleir readers.

While aestheticism begins as an attempt to develop an affective stare of mind

in a projected ideal audience of "aestbetic crities," it does admittedly take on the more

popular connotations referred to above (an-for-an·s sake. an over life) as it comes up

against an unaccepting audience. As it begins to resist tbis detraeting audience (most

particularly in the case of Wilde), aesthetieism becomes a rather determined resistal1Ce

against what tbis audience represents-the "Vietorian values of utility, rationality,

scientific factuality. and technological progressIf (Gagnier 3).10 While Gagnier

reaches this view of aestbeticism through a consideration of Wilde's audiences. her

study is quite different from. tbough DOt incompatible wim my own. Gagnier rejects

reception theory in favour of a cultural materialist approach and as 50ch she is more

concemed with the "ideologies" of Wilde's middle.class and "homosexual" audiences,

and the extent 10 which bis "texts are embedded in other historical discourse" (4).

My apprœch. on the other band. will demonsttate the degree to which aestbetieism is

10 Gagnier suggests that there were two views of aestheticism in the 1890's: the
first was related 10 the aesthere' s desire ta treat Iife in the spirit of an, and the second
was a mode of "beightened perception through the senses" (139). Gagnier sees bath
these types of aestbeticism as reactions against Vietorian materialism. In addition.
Gagnier assens a connection between aestheticism and bomosexuality by suggesting that
the "artificial and anti-utilitarïan emphases of the an-for-an's-SIke movement were
embedded in what one might call a sex-for-sex's-saJœ movement-a movement that
opposed itself to 'naturar sexuality and purposive reproduction" (5). While this aspect
of aestbetieism is onIy a pan of Gagnier's argument, there are many other studies of the
connections between aestheticism and sexuality. Richard DeUamora's book MascldiM
Desi,.~: TM Se%IIIIl PoUlies ofViClorian Authetidsm. for example. explores the treatment
of homosexuality or "desire between men" in the works of nineteenth-eentury wten.
Pater, wbo figures largely in Dellamora's study, is seen as a major proponent of male
male desire, a position he does IlOt relinquisb even in the wake of the negative reeeption
of the scandalous "Conclusion" 10 TM R~NlÎsstlllC~. While Dellamora suggests that
Pater's work is often -directly coded 50 as to 'miss' some of Pater's üsœners while
reaching men sympathetic to expressions of desire between men" (58), bis interests lie
not 50 mueh in audience and reception as in the formation of sexual-aesthetie discourses
and anti-homophobie critique in an environment increasingly hostile toWards male-male
desire.



•

•

K. Macleod 1 7

shaped in the ongoing process of production and reception (or, altemately, statement

reaction--counter-reaction), as Pater and Wilde respond to specific audiences (as

opposed to Gagnier's "ideologies") in their expressions of an aesthetic philosophy.

ln Chapter One, 1 examine Pater' s engagement with audience in his critical

writings, beginning with his projection of an ideal audience of "aesthetic critics" in

The Renaissance. Focusing primarily on the "Preface" and "Conclusion," 1

demonstrate that Pater's interest in perception reflects his interest in developing bis

audience's aestbetic sensibility. In tuming to the reception of TM RenaisSllllC~, 1

consider the reactions of a portion of his actual audience who bave split into

detraetors and disciples, bath of whom interpret Pater' s philosophy in a manner that

he does DOt anticipate. As a result, Pater is lcd to re-examine, liot 50 much his

philosophy, as his ideas about audience, a claim which is supponed by Pater's

increasing demands upon and caution regarding bis audience in subsequent WOrD. [n

addition, Pater reconsiders the nature of bis communication with his audience, a

subject 1 take up in the second section of the chapter. In this section, 1 consider how

Pater's disciples and detraetors might have been 100 to their interpretations as a result

of Pater's style. Pater' s alteration of style after 17Ie R~Missa1lC~ indicates a concem

with audience and reception, retlecting bis desire for a more effective communication

of his philosophy.

ln the second chapter, 1 backtrack somewhat in orcier to consider Pater' s initial

response to the reœption of 'l'M R~NJisstlll€~, wbicb accurs, not in the realm of

criticism, but in the realm of fiction, in bis novel, Mariu lM Ep;cllrean. Though

fictional, MarillS constitutes a subsrantial reformulation and clarification of Pater's

critical ideas and aestbetic philosophy, largely motivated by the misunderstandings of

his detraetors and disciples. At the level of style, plot, and character, Pater addresses

the objections to and misinterpretations of bis previous work in a way tbat indieates a

substantially differeot conception of audience. Pater's defensive stanee in MtUius

gives way to the more resigned stance of lmaginary Po1'l1Ylits, a work 1 examine in

the second part of Chapter Two. Though it is less direcdy concerned with audience
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than any of Pater's othee works, InuJgilllUY Portrtlits represents the mature produet of

his reflection on the nature of interpretation and communication as a result of bis

experiences with audience. Finally, in the third section of the chapter, 1 examine the

reception of these two works by three members of Pater's actual audience of disciples

(George Moore, Anhur Symons, and Oscar Wilde) in an attempt to gauge the degree

to which they understood Pater's recommunication of his philosophy. In addition, 1

briefly compare the concems of tbeir works in the 80's with those of Pater. 1end

this chapter by suggesring tbat Wilde, who bas long been considered a misiDterpreter

of Pater. actually had a sttong grasp of Pater's pbilosophy, and that it wu this SttODg

understanding that enabled him 10 manipulate it 50 well in bis own works, a daim that

1 substantiate in the next two cbapœrs of the tbesis.

ln addition to discussing Wilde's projection of and engagement with audience

in his criticism, the chapters on Wilde are also concemed with bis reading of Pater.

and the way that bis brœder conception of audience affects his development of

aestheticism. Wilde begins witb a more sophisticated underscanding of audience than

Pater because. in addition to projecting an ideal audience of "aesthetic critics" (whom

he will cali the "cultivated"), he also anticipates deuactors (whom he will eventually

refer to as the "corrupt"). As in my cbapter on Pater's criticism, 1 have divided

Chapter Three into two sections, the tint being an attempt to detennine, through an

examination of his critical wrilings (panicularly bis dialogues "The Critie as Anist"

and "The Decay of Lying"), the nature of Wilde's ideal "aesthetic enlie." Althougb

Wilde's ideal is essentially the same as Pater's, Wilde presents bis ideas with a far

more radical rhetoric, defining bis aestbetic critie negatively. through opposition to an

anticipated audience of detraetors-the "public" or the "corrupt." In the second half

of the chapter, 1 eumine bow Wilde's style alters the nature of aestheticism and

affects the communication of his philosopby 10 bis anticipated audiences of "corruptn

and "cultivated" reaclers.

ln the final cbapter, 1 tom to Wilde' s fictional engagement with audience in

three different genres (fairy tale, novel, and drama) as he attempts to create works

which appeal to the public and yet are properly "aesthetie" in order that bis cultivated
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audience might enjoy them also. Beginning with an early work. The Happy Prince

and Other Tales, 1 illustrate that although the fairy tales do dOt explicidy cefer to

Wilde's "corrupt" and "cultivated" audiences, theyare designed to bear inrerpretation

at two levels for general and more sophisticated audiences. For those who eue to

read more deeply, there are implicit treatments of aspects of aestheticism and the

relation of the anist to his audience in these tales. Wilde continues his consideration

of aestheticism in~ Pietllre ofDorian Gray, a work that was aIso aimed at a broad

audience, but which failed, despite Wilde's sophistieated conception of audience, in

its attempt at universal appeal. The much discussed outery apiost Dorian Gray

forms the startiog point for my consideration of bow Wilde's style was largely

responsible for the misinterpretations of many members of his "corrupt" audience. In

addition, 1 suggest how the "cultivated" might have been expected to perceive the

novel, based on Wilde's aesthetic philosophy as oudined in his criticism. In TM

Imponance ofBeing &l17It!st, the final work 1 consider, Wilde demonstrates that be

bas been attentive 10 the public reception of bis previous works by creating a popuIar

and "aesthetic" success that addresses "the public's" objections to his previous works

without compromising his philosophy. In my examination of the play, 1 demonstrate

how Wilde's style, in this insaance, forces "the public" to react "aesthetically" to the

play, though DOt to the extent that it retlects the critical aestheticism of the ideal

"cultivated" audience.

By examiniDg the question of audience from the perspectives of bath

production and reception, 1 distinguish between Pater's and Wilde's expectations

regarding the reœption of their philosophies and the actual reception by their various

audiences. This distinction is important given tbat the anticipated and real receptions

did not a1ways correspond. Such a discrepancy begs an analysis of the stylistic and

generic aspects of mese works that contributed to such divergent understandings of the

nature of aestheticism. In undertaking this anaIysis, 1 hope to illustrate the significant

role tbat projected and actual audiences played in shaping bod1 the works of these two

writers and the concept of aestbeticism more generally.
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Chapterl

Aesthetic Perceptions: Ideal and Aetual Audiences of Pater's Criticism

Although his experience with the negative reception of The Rentlissance would

greatly alter his understanding of his readersbip, Walter Pater initially bad a fairly

limited conception of audience, anticipating "a eomparatively smalt section of

readers" (Letters WP 10) whom he imagined to be scholarly types much like himself.

As such, Pater assumed that the expression of his impressions would be reœived in

the manner in whicb he intended. Because of his faim in the receptive powers of bis

audience, Pater is not ovenly didactic in The. RDIOissan€e. Nonetheless, his continuai

emphasis OD a distinct form of perception, which he oudines in the "Preface" and

"Conclusion" and provides concrete demonstratioDs of in the critical essays, indieates

a desire to fasbion an audience tbat bas the ability to achieve this mode of awareness

aesthetie perception. 1 While The ReNlissance is DOt specitically concemed with

issues of audience and reception, it does reveal, in its theoretical content and style, a

great deal of information about Pater's ideal reader-the "aesthetic perceiver" or

"aesthetic critiC."2 This ideal, however, was 500n destroyed by the misinterpretation

of the work by scholarly readers such as the dons and students at Oxford-those who

seemed most likely to embody Pater' s ideal. As a result, the development of Pater's

thought after The ReMissance is largely detennined by his greater awareness of the

1 Although "aesthetic perception" is DOt a tenn used by Pater, it is an appropriate
term for the mode of vision he calls for. Jauss uses the term to indicate a heightened
perception, in a description that bears an anaIogy with Pater's theory: "For as is weil
known, the pletic text as aestbetic abject makes possible, in contrast to everyday
perception tbat degenerates into a noon, a mode of perœption al once more complex and
meaningful, which as aesthetie pleasure is able to rejuvenate cognitive vision or visual
recognition" ("The Poetic Text within the Change of Horizons of Reading: The Example
of Baudelaire's 'Spleen Ir t" Towards tin AmMtic of R«eption 139).

2 Pater uses the term "aesthetic eritic" in the "Preface," but bas no eoncrete tenn
for the perceiving subject of the "Conclusion." 1 bave offered "aesthetie perceiver"
because 1see this subject as distinct from the "aesthetic eritie." l'be perception described
in the "Conclusion" is a necessary but preliminary step in becoming the aesthetically
critical subject of the "Preface."
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lirnits of bis aetIIOl audience. In subsequent tbeoretical essays and criticism, such as

the essay on "Style" in Appreciations and "The Doctrine of Plato" from P/mo and

Platonism, Pater reconsiders the relationship between artist and audience. In addition,

he examines and substantially alters, DOt his ideas, but his style-the means by which

his ideas are cornmunicated-in an attempt to transfonn his aetuaI audience into the

ideal "aesthetic crities" he projecœd in The Renaissance.

1

Considered chronologically, Pater' s first sustained treatment of the kind of

perception necessary for his projected ideal audience of aestbetic crities was the

"Conclusion" to The Renaissance, which formed the final section of bis 1868 essay

"Aesthetic Poetry," an essay on William Morris which appeared in the Westminster

Review. In the "Conclusion," Pater addresses the issue of Perception very generally,

ooly suggesting its connection to the arts in the final section of the essay. Pater

begins the essay by identifying a problem-modem thought-which affects the way

individuals Perœive. The tirst two paragraphs outline the Perspectives of two forms

of knowledge-scientifie and philosophical3-wbich, despite the fact tbat they bath aim

al seeing the abject of study more closely, actually undermine the notion that we cao

"see the object as in itself it really is" ("Preface," Re1lllissance xix). 80th forms of

analysis result DOt in heightened awareness, but in a conceptual dissolution of the

objects under study, an effect wbieh is disconcening ta the Perceiving $Object. Thus,

scientific thought leads us to the realisation that wbat we see is merely an illusion of

our own making: "That clear, Perpetuai outline of face and Iimb is but an image of

ours ... a design in a web, the aetua1 threads of which pass out beyond it" (18&-87).

3 Billie Andrew Inman suggests this way of reading the tint two paragraphs: "The
first half of the "Conclusion" ... is IlOt a continuous argument. It is two discourses,
each with its beginning and end, the tint derived from contemporary science and the
second from sceptical philosophy. Anyone who apprœcbes [them] as if they were one
argument and begins a close anaIysis of its lagie will soon discem a central
inconsistency" ("Intellectual Context" 13).
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Likewise~ modem sceptical philosophy results in an equally unsettling discovery:

those impressions of the iodividual minci to which, for each one of us,

experience dwindles down., are in perpetuai flight; that each of them is

limited by time~ and tbat as time is infinitely divisible, each of them is

divisible aIso; ail that is actual in it being a single moment, gone while

we try to apprebend il, of which it may ever be more truly said that it

bas ceased to be tban tbat it is. . .. ft is with this movement, with the

passage and dissolution of impressiODs~ images, and sensations, tbat

anaIysis leaves off-tbat continuai vanisbing away, that strange,

perpetuai weaving and unweaving of ourselves.4 (188)

[n these opening paragraphs, Pater suggests that these l'NO fOnDS of "modem" thought

have a detrimental effect on the human psyche because althougb they claim to advance

knowledge, they also demonstrate the subjectivity of knowledge, and subsequendy the

relative nature of truth.

Ironica1ly, Pater's solution for the subject who is perpetuaily "weaving and

unweaving" involves an acceptanee of the claims of modem thought. As Carolyn

Williams suggests, "his aestbetic method of representing knowledge of an abject is

modeled as a cross between the methods offered by skeptical scientific empiricism and

epistemological philœcphy" (Transjig",«l World 32). Pater acœpts the subjectivity

of knowledge and the relativity of truth and makes a vinue of them in his aesthetic

philosophy. Aesthetic perception is the answer to the question: "How shall we pass

most swiftly from point to point, and be present always al the focus where the

greatest number of vital forces unite in their potest energy?" (188). [n passing from

"point to point" the aesthetic perceiver avoids the tendency towards dissolution that is

4 In the original 1868 version, tbis last sentence was s1ightly different, presenting
an even more apocalyptic image: "washed out beyond the bar in a sea al ebb, losing even
bis personality, as the elements of wbicb he is composed pus into new combinations.
Struggling, as he must, to save bimself, it is bimself tbat he loses al every moment."
This passage was omitted by Pater, but it originally followed the second paragraphe It
has been reprinted in Donald Hill'sedition of The Rcnajwocc (Berkeley: U of
California P, 1980) 273.
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the result of modem thought by arresting objects at the point of sharpest focus~ 50 tbat

"[e]very moment some form grows perfect in band or face; some tone on the bills or

the sea is choicer man the rest; sorne mood of passion or intellectual excitement is

irresistibly reaI and attractive ta us,-for tbat moment only" (188). In this passage,

Pater's use of the image "band or face" echoes the earlier one of "face and Iimb"

from the paragraph concemed with the negative effects of scientific tbought. But

while under scientific analysis "face and Iimb" were "but an image of ours" tbat

would ultimately dissolve and vanish away, DOW anthetic perception enables the

perceiver to focus on moments of clarity or heigbtenect awareness (even if they are

only moments). Thus, ideal aestbetic perceivers do DOt lose themselves in the search

for ab50lute truth because they accept the relative or "possible" ttuths of the moment.

While aesthetic perœption accepts the claims of scientific and pbilosophical

modem thought~ it does DOt replicate the types of vision proposed by those schools.

Instead, it models itself on the mode of awareness derived from "great passions"

which Ilgive us this quickened sense of life, ecstasy and sorrow of love~ the various

forms of enthusiastic activity,S disinterested or otherwise~ which come naturally to

many of us" (190); and for Pater, the greatest of the "great passions" is an, because

it "cornes to you proposing franIdy to give nothing but the highest quality to your

moments as they pass~ and simply for those moments' sake" (190). This sudden tom

to art might seem suange after such a focus on aets of general perception~ but for

Pater, art and perception are inextricably linked because "[alrt ... is ... always

striving ... to become a maner of pure perception" ("The School of Giorgione, "6

S ln the 1873 venion, Pater specifically distinguisbed "the various forms of
enthusiastic aetivity" as "political or religious, or the ~enthusiasmof humanity'" (qtd. in
Hill 274).

6 Although "Giorgione" was DOt published uotiI 1877 (in the Fortnightly Rniew)
and was only iocluded in the third edition of TM R~1I/IÎsstulC~, Lawrence Evans believes
that the similarity of the content of "Giorgione" and the "Preface" suggesu tbat il was
written for the tint edition. He suppons this claim by pointing to a letter in which Pater
asks for an essay to be retumed to him in order that he might "embody pans of il in the
~Preface'. Il Evans assumes tbat this essay wu "Giorgione. Il See Utters WP 8nl.
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Renaissance 108). The best art recreates that point of beightened awareness by taking

an ordinary abject and imbuing it with significanœ. Thus, the anists of the schoal of

Giorgione present the viewer with

a Mere gesture, a look, a smile, perbaps-some brief and wholly

concrete moment-into whicb, bowever, ail the motives, ail the interests

and effects of a long bistory, bave condensed tbemselves, and which

seem to absorb past and future in an intense consciousness of the

present. . . . Sucb ideal instants the school of Giorgione selects . . .

exquisite pauses in time, in wbicb wc seem to be spectators of all the

fulness of existence, and which are lite SOlDe consummate extraet or

quintessence of life.7 (RenaÎsstJ1lCe 118)

The aim, then., of Pater's aesthetie perœiver, is to recreate the type of vision enacted

in great an works. Developing sucb a mode of perception is the first step in the

process of becoming Pater's ideal "aestbetie eritie," who is a more refined ideal

perceiver.

In the "Preface" to The RellllÎssance, written five years after the "Conclusion,"

Pater indicaœs how the aestbetie perspective becomes a critical rather than merely

sensual mode of perception, and thus, bow the ideal aesthetie perœiver becomes an

aesthetic eritic. The aesthetie eritie is endowed wim "imaginative reason, ". a faculty

whieh combines "sense" (the sense-perception of the ideal perceiver) and "intellect"

7 Another instance of Pater's eomparison of an 10 an intensified fonn of
perception occurs in the final lines of "Joecbim Du Bellay," in whicb he compares the
effects of the poetty of the Pleiad to distinct visual images: "A sudden ligbt transfigures
sorne trivial thîng, a weatber-vane, a wind-mill., a winnowing-fan, the dust in the barn
daor. A moment-and the tbing bas vanisbed, because it wu pure effect; but it leaves
a relish behind it, a longing mat the accident may bappen agaïn" (ReNlissanc~40).

8 The term "imaginative reason" wu used tint by Arnold in bis 1864 essay,
"Pagan and Medieval Religious Sentiment." Pater uses the phrase in "Giorgione" and
again in "Wordswonb" and PlDto tUId Plotonism. He uses a similar term, "imaginative
intellect," which is bis own., in "Winckelmann." For details coDCeming Pater's use of
these tenns see Hill's critical edition of The RenaisstIM~, 385-86.
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(the intellect of the "eritie") in the perception of objects ("Giorgione," R~naissQIICe

102). Thus, after receiving the initial sense-impression the aestbetie eritic evaluates

the moment of heightened awareness by asking the following types of question: "What

is this song or picture, mis engaging personality presented in life or in a book, to me?

What effect does it reaIly produœ on me'? Does it give me pleasure'? and if so, wbat

sort or degree of pleasure'? How is my nature modified by its presence and under its

influence'?" (R~naissanc~ xix-xx). These questions differentiare the "aesthetie eritie"

from the "aesthetic perœiver" of the "Conclusion," for they constitute tlIItIlysis, a

feature of bath objective scientific pursuits and subjective episœmological pbilosophy

wbieh, in that essay, led to dissolution. Wbat is significant about the questions,

however, is tbeir double focus on bath the abject and the subject's perception of the

objecte The eombination of objective and subjective analysis effected by the

"imaginative reason" a1lows al least for "provisional objectivity" (Williams,

Transjigured WorkJ 26),9 or a relative truth whieh, according to Pater, is in itself a

fonn of knowledge. To deny the Arnoldian aim of "seeing the abject as in itself it

rea11y is" ("Prefaœ," Renaissance xix) is DOt to despair of truly knowing anything.

For Pater and his projected ideal readers, the ability to "know one 7 s impression [of

the object] as il really is" ("Preface, Il R~1U1issQIIC~xix) is valid because, in a world in

whieh absolute trutb seems unauainable, this ability constitutes a significant fonn of

knowledge.

In the eritical essays of Th~ R~1IiIissQIICe, Pater, in his Mediation between

objective and subjective data in his anaIysis of artist figures, demonstrates the results

of this form of "subjective" knowledge. His essays, tben, serve as models for the

type of perception and critical anaIysis required of his audience of aesthetically eritical

readers. In addition, Pater frequently uses the artists he is studying as models for bis

9 Wolfgang lser aIso describes Pater's mediation between objective and subjective
knowledge. lser says that Pater's use of the term "impression" is important in this
respect. The "impression" provides an alternative mode of knowledge byeombining
Ifsubjective perception witb objective perceptibility" (36).
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ideal aesthetic critic. IO Thus. with referenœ to Botticelli's critical vision. he writes:

But the genius of which Botticelli is the type, usurps the data befote it

as the exponent of ideas. moods. visions of its own; in this interest it

plays fast and loose with those data, rejecting some and isolating

others. and a1ways combining them anew. To him .•. the scene. the

coloue. the outward image or gesture, comes with ail its incisive and

imponunate reality; but awakes in him, moreover. by some subde law

of bis own structure, a mood whicb it awakes in no one etse . . . .

(R~1IQÏssQ1lCe 42)

The latter half of this passage (beginniDg with "To him") describes Botticelli as the

ideaJ perceiver as outlined in the "Conclusion": one who achieves a distinctive

impression through the Mediation of objective and subjective data. The former balf,

however. demonstrates a feature of perception that distinguisbes the reflective

"aesthetie critic" from the merely sensual "aesthetic perceiver." For Botticelli does

not merely absorb visual data; radier, he "usurps." "plays fast and loose." "rejects,"

"isolates," and "combines" them in a critical way that amounts to more titan just

Mediation. These activities alter the original object through the imposition of

subjective impressions, helping to create a new fonn of knowledge or "insight" which

takes the form of the "aesthetic object" created through this process. ll

Although The R~1'Itlissance is not specifically concerned with issues of audience

10 That Pater' s aestbetic crities are bath appreciators of an and anists may help
ta explain why Pater's aesthetic objects include both the real-the subject of the anist
(hence, "the face of one's friend, " a "tone on the hills or sea," Renaissance 189, 188)
and the artistic-the subject of the crilie (a "song or picture," Renaissance xix).

Il Parer suggests tbat the barmony achieved by Botticelli is DOt as easily managed
by Leonardo. Leonardo's mediation is compromised by the "struggle between the reason
and its ideas, and the senses" wbich is caused by the conflicting aims of his "curiosity"
and "the desire for beauty." These disparate aims (as Pater cbaracterises them) "tended
to make [Leonardo] go too far below that outside of things in which an really begins and
ends." Hence, Leonardo's "problem was the transmutation of ideas into images"
(Renaissance 88).
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reception, the entire volume projects an ideal audience who will develop the aestbetic

mode of awareness described. But in his naivete about audience, Pater overlooked

the potentially negative consequences of giving validity to an individual's subjective

impressions. Pater was, however, forced to face these consequences as his projected

audience of like-minded souls, whom he believed would naturally understand the

expression of his impressions, turned out, in actuality, to bave tbeir own very

different subjective impressions of what Pater's intentions were. Thus, despite the

fact that The Renaissance was largely concemed with the subjec:tivity of perception,

Pater did not anticipate the kind of reception he received from sorne of the very

people to whom it was addressed-his colleagues and students at Oxford.

While tbeir reactions to what they perceived to be Pater's message were

different (his colleagues generally expressing outrage, white the students were in a

state of reverent awe), the (mis)interpretations of these two groups amounted to the

same thing. 80th believed tbat Pater's dietum, "[n]01 the fruit of experience, but

experience itself is the end" ("Conclusion," Renaissance 188), was an appeal for

physical, sensual experience, when for Pater it was for a mental experience. Thus, in

a reproachfulletter, John Wordswonh, Pater's colleague, offered the following

interpretation of the "Conclusion" to The Rel'ltlissance: "[the] pbilosophy is an

assertion, that no fixed principles either of religion or morality can be regarded as

cenain, that the only thing worth living for is momentary enjoyment ..." (qtd. in

Leners WP 13). Interestingly enough, Wordswonh did not object 50 much to Pater's

holding such a philosophy as he did to Pater's very public expression of it.

Wordswonh lmew and did IlOt mind that Pater had already publisbed the

"Conclusion" as part of bis essay on William Morris. In tbat instance, however, as

Wordsworth pointed out, the "article was anonymous. whereas this appears under

your own narne as a Fellow of Brasenose and as the mature result of your studies in

an important period in history" (qtd. in Lmers WP 13). Wordswonh felt that Pater's

primary fauIt was bis lack of consideration for bis position with respect to bis

audience of young men and peers: "Could you ... have known the dangers into
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which you were likely to lead mincis weaker than your o~. you would. 1 believe.

have paused. Could you have known the grief your words would be ta many of your

Oxford contemporaries you might even have found no ignoble pleasure in refraining

from uttering them" (qtd. in Lerters WP 13-14).

The reactions of bis Oxford coUeagues and the young men with "weak minds"

who were led to adopt a dangerous philosophy disturbed Pater because they came

from the scholars whom he projected as bis ideal readers. As a result. Pater took

Wordswonh's disapprobation to heart and removed the offending "Conclusion" for

the second edition of Th~ R~noissance{1877}, acknowledging that he had perhaps

neglected to consider the impact of his words on his audience. Although he restored

the "Conclusion" in 1888, he did 50 ooly beause he feh he had claritied his meaning

in the intervening years:

This brief "Conclusion" was omitted in the second edition of mis book,

as 1 CODœived it might possibly mislead some of those young men ioto

whose bands it might fall. On the whole. 1 have thougbt it best to

reprint it bere, with some slight changes which bring it closer to my

original meaning. 1 have dealt more fully in Marius th~ Epic",ean with

the thoughts suggested by it. (R~1IQÎssanc~ 18601)

Pater's restoration of the offending "Conclusion" after the publication of Manu

demonstrates tbat while be recognised his part in contributing to bis audience' 5

misinterpretation, he nonetbeless stood by bis earlier philosophy, whicb he bad been

at pains to clarify in Marius and through the "slight changes" to the "Conclusion" for

the third edition. Pater's reference to the "changes" indicates his feeling that to some

extent the misinterpretation occurœd as a result of his style-a subject which he treats

more fully and with careful consideration of his audience in the introduetory essay of

his next volume of criticism, Appl'«itltions, as weil as in his essay "The Doctrine of

Plato" from PlaiD and Platonism. 12

12 The introductory essay ofAppreciations, "Style," was initially published in the
Fortnightly Review in 1888, fifteen years after the tirst edition, and in the same year as
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Pater's focus in "Style" on a specific type of "aestbetic eritic"-the "literary

anist" -represents a certain degree of refiection on bis experience with the reception

of The ReflllissQllCe. In his delineation of the function of literary anists (and bere be

includes writers DOt normally eonsidered artists, such as, critics, historians, essayists,

and pbilosophers), Pater describes a process of mediation similar to that undenaken

by the aesthetic eritie. Literary anists Mediate between objective and subjective

criteria because they are engaged in "the transcribing, DOt of the world, DOt of Mere

fact, but of [their] sense of it" (Âpprw:iations 6). In 50 doing, Iiterary artists, like

aesthetic erities, arrive at a fonn of "truth" or knowledge, wbich altbough "divened

somewhat from men's ordinary sense of it," is "truth" in its "absolute accordance of

expression to idea [i.e. of the writer's persona! sense of fila]" (Appreciations 32). In

giving fonn to tbeir impressions, bowever, literary artists are involved in a

communicative Kt with an audience, and as such, the expression of tbeir impressions

should reflect an awareness of tbis fact: "In bis self-eriticism, he [the writer] supposes

always the son of reader wbo will [read] (full of eyes) warily, considerately"

(Appreciations 8).

ln this admission of a certain degree of accountability on the pan of the anist

towards his audience, Pater addresses his detraetors' concems that be consider the

effect of bis writing on a susceptible audience. Pater, bowever, is unwilling to place

the full burden of responsibility on the anist, and therefore, he delineates a wrÏter

reader contraCt in "Style" whicb demands certain tbings of the reader as weil:

His [the writer's] appeal ••• is ta the scholar, who bas great

experience in literature . . .. Renee a contention, a sense of self

resttaint and renunciation, having for the susceptible reader the effect

the third edition (with the restored "Conclusion") of TM ReNlÏssilllCe. It was published
the following year (1889) in Appr«iations. Pl4to and Plt'ltonism was publisbed in 1893.
Given the length of time between The RenaiSSllllCe and tbese works, they cao bardly be
said to be a direct response ta the scandal provoked by The ReNlissance. However, they
do demonstrate that Pater was led, in the interim, to consider issues of audience and
reception.
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of a challenge for minute consideration; the attention of the writer~ in

every minutest detail, being a pledge that it is wonh the reader's wbile

to be attentive roo, that the writer is dealing scrupulously witb bis

instrument, and therefore, indirectly with the reader himself also . . .

(10)

Pater expects his audience to be as aesmetically critical as the Uterary anists he

discusses, and as sueh, he antieipates "scholarly" (13) readers with "intelligence" (13)

and "great experience in Iiterature" (10), who are "sensitive," (28) "wary" (8), and

"attentive" (10).13 Because these readers acœpt the modem condition that suggests

that knowledge is subjective and truth is relative~ they maintain a state of receptivity

and open-mindedness, as Pater establisbes in "The Doctrine of Plata:" "Sueh

condition of suspended judgment indeed ... is but the expectatioD, the receptivity, of

the faithfuI scholar, determined DOt to foreclose what is still a question-the

'philosophie temper,' in shon, for whieb a SUlVival of query will be still the salt of

truth, even in the MOst ascertained knowledge" (Pltlto 196).

Despite his disappoinnnent with the reception of TM R~naissanc~by two of

his most important audiences, Pater's eXPeCtations of audience still appear somewhat

ideaJistic. Nonetheless, bis specifie delineation of criteria for the ideal reader means

that he does not make the same kinds of assumptions about audience as he did in

writing The RnraissQllCe. Wbere Pater previously antieipated a certain type of

audience, he DOW attempts to fashion that audience-to tom his aetual readers ioto the

Il In addition, Pater' s ideal readers are~ most likely, men. In writing of the
literary artist Pater speaks of the neœssity of having a "male conscience." It is this type
of reader who reads "(full of eyes), warily, considerately," as opposed to the "female
conscience" which "traverses ... lightly [and] amiably" (8) over maœrial. Pater,
however, does qualify his gender-biased stance by pointing out that the system of
education is such that "real scholarsbip" is Iimited to men (8). As such, 1 will suppose
that, given a $Officient degree of scholarship, Pater's ideaI reader could be a woman.
In fact, Pater did have women friends and regarded at least one of them (Mn. Mark
Panison) highJyenough 10 change the tide of The R~1IIIÏsstUlC~from studi~sin th~History
of the Re1UJissanc~ to Th~ Renoissance: Studïes in An and Poetry based on her comment
that the tide was misleading. For her review of The R~noissa1lCe see Seiler 71-73.
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ideal ones he al first envisioned. In "Style" and "The Doctrine of Plato." Pater

clearly delineares the duties and characteristics of his projected ideal audience panly

in order to encourage the young men who may have been misled by his earlier work:

to read more closely9 and panly to defend himself from the accusations of bis

detraetors. Having fulfilled his.end of the contraet by exercising "self-restraint and

renunciation" (Appredations 10) in the expression of bis ideas. Pater expects his

readers ta bear some of the burden of responsibility for their interpretatioDS.

Because of bis experience with his disciples' and detraetors'

(mis)interpretations of his philosophy, Pater is led to acknowledge the negative

consequences of bis own phiIosopby, whicb admits to the relative nature of truth and

encourages subjective analysis on the part of the perœiver. Thus, in "The Doctrine

of Plata" he wrïtes: "trutb ... because it resembles sorne high kind of relationship of

persons to persons, depends a goad deaI on the receiver; and must be. in mat degree,

elusive. provisional, contingent, a matter of various approximation•... il is panly a

subjective attitude of minci" (P1Jlto 187). A1though an anist mayexpect that his

audience's impressions of his work bear an "approximate" resemblance ta his own,

complete control is DOt possible:

The receiver may add the falsities of his own nature to the truth he

reœives. T'be proposition wbich embodies it very imperfectly. may DOt

look to him, in those dark chambers of his individuality, of himself,

iota which none but he can ever get, to test the matter, wbat it looks

liIœ ta me 9 or 10 you. . .. Misuse... is of course possible in a

method which admits of no objective sanctioo or standard.

(Plato 189-90)

Despite such potentially negative consequences9 Pater does DOt feel tbat one sbould

give up trying to commUDÏeate. Ratber9 he suggests that one must continue to

communicate "with a view to the central oeed of a select few, those 'men of finer

thread' who bave formed and maintain the literary ideal ..." (Appreciations 14-15).

in the hope that the work will put at least the "select few" ioto a "duly receptive

attitude towards such possible truth .. discovery, or revelation [as is presented by the
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writerJ" (Plato 188).

Pater's sense, then, of the possibility of acquiring an audience of intimates

endowed with the temperament of the aesthetie critie did DOt substantially change

between the writing of Th~ R~flQ/ssanc~and bis later works, despite the

disappointment be must bave felt at the misinterpretation of bis philosophy by bath bis

peers and disciples. What did change as a resuIt of this disappointment, however,

was his attitude towards this audience. No longer assuming a perfect affinity between

himself and an ideal audience, Pater carefully anieuJates what is required of that

audience. As we bave seen in the discussion of bis later essays "Style" and "The

Doctrine of Plato," Pater began to make clearer demands on bis audience than be did

in his more subtly suggestive essays in TM R~lUlisSQll€~,demands that carried over

_into his fictional work, MarilLf tM Epic"T~an, as welle

At the same time as he was demanding the scrupulous attention of bis

audiences in tbeir interpretations of his wode, however, he himself was taking

panicuJar cale in the communication of his ideas. Tbese ideas did DOt substantially

change between the 1873 publication of~R~Missanc~and bis deatb in 1894:

rather, his expression of them did, as a resuIt of bis increased awareness of the nature

of his audience. Followiog The R6ItlÏssanc~, Pater DOt only clarified his expectations

of audience, be a150 experimented wim style as pan of an attempt to correct the

misunderstandings of bath bis detraeton, such as John Wordswonh, and, more

imponantly, bis disciples, the "young men" who stood to carry bis ideas ioto the

nineries. 14

14 Pater's sense of responsibility 10 those of his peers who objected to TM
Renaissan€e is perhaps retlected in MatilLf th~ EpiclI'~anwben Marius develops a sense
that he is pan of a community. This realisatioo demands of Marius,

not 50 mucb a change of pTtlCtic~, as of sympathy-a new depanure, an
expansion of sympathy. It involved certainly some curtailment of bis
liberty, in conœssion to the aetuaI manner, the distinctions, the
enactments of that great crowd of admirable spirits, who bave elected 50,
and DOt otberwise, in their conduct of life, and are DOt bere 10 give one,
50 10 il, an 'indulgence'. But men, under the supposition of their
disapproval, no roses would ever seem worth pluckiog again. (emphasis
added-IS6)
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Il

ln examining the degree to which Pater's style of WlÏtiog may have intluenced

his audience's misinterpretation of TIu! Renaissance, 1 will begin with a consideration

of Pater' s use of the essay form as a medium of expression.1
$ Pater's use of this

form has direct implications for his relationship with his audience, and he himself

commented upon the aptness of the essay for the expression of his ideas in "The

Doctrine of Plato." His choice of the essay, one of the more flexible of written

forms, is IlOt surprising given his desire 10 mediate between objective and subjective

forms of knowledge. After ail, the essay form is suited equally weil to the

presentation of factual information and persona! impressions. But Pater' s panicular

combination of the factual and the personal in lM Renaissance constituted a

dissolution of generic boundaries that "disturbed his Vietorian audience, who

distinguished between the historical essay and the personal essay according to a strict

generic contraet that theyexpected 10 be straightforwardly filled ROt subvened in this

complex and subde way" (Williams, TrtJnsjigur«J World 147).16 Mrs. Pattison's

opinion is a prime example of the confusion that arose as a result of Pater's blending

If Marius' s feelings are 80y indications of Pater' s own, Pater did take heed of
Wordswonh's appeal ta Pater 10 consider the effeets ofhis ideas. In 50 doing, Pater, like
Marius, changed DOt 50 much bis practiœ, as his sympathy. in bis consideration of bis
projected audiences of bath peers and disciples.

1$ This might seem a moot point, in that Pater's ideas seem logically suited to the
essay fonn, but Pater's swiu:h, after the poor reœption of~ Renoissance, to the DOvel
and imaginative portrait, in which he puts fonb the same ideas, suggests that the cboice
is DOt as obvious as it might at tint seem.

16 lan Aeu:her also comments on Pater·s mixture of forms. He writes: "His work
seems to lie in a twilight of categories between art and literary criticism, belles lettres,
c1assical scholarsbip, the journal intiIM and the philosophical novel" (5). Fletcher,
howevert does DOt comment on the discomfort this might bave provoked in Victorian
readers. Rather, he suggests that this combination mates the modem critic
uncomfortable, white Williams believes tbat the modem reader "may be more
appreciative of . . . the play of genres" (TTtJIIS/igured World 147). There is, of course,
a thirty year gap separating tbese two comments wbich may explain the shift in critical
perspective.
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of genres. Although she praised Pater'5 personal style and bis ability to convey

sentiments-"[pater'5 choice of words) is often 50 brilliantly accurate that they gleam

upon the page with the radiance of jewels" (qui. in Seiler 72)-his subjective treatment

of history struck her as inappropriate: "Mr. Pater writes of the Renaissance as if it

were a kind of sentimental revolution having no relation to the conditions of the actual

world" (qtd. in Seiler 72). Pater's subjective style, wbicb bad as its aim the depiction

of ft relative truths," undennined the "truth" tbat Victorian readers expected from

historical studies.

ln Plato and Pltuonism, however, Pater regards the essayas the perfect

vehicle for the "relative or 'modem' spirit" (174-15)17 who wishes to explore

possible truths rather than discover absolute truth: "[the essay is] the titerary fonn

necessary to a mind for wbich truth itself is but a possibility, realisable oot as a

general conclusion.. but rather as the elusive effect of a panicular personal

experience" (Ploto 175). True to its etymological origin.. the essay, in Pater's hands,

is an "attempt": or, as Williams suggests, "a principle of investigation and suspended

judgment, designed to fulfil the needs of the modemist discipline ... [whereby

Pater's) words, in their sensuous succession, embody the process of speculation, the

movement of interpenetrating image and idea, DOt the attainment of positive

formulation" ("Pater in the 1880's" 41-2). The essay, then, by tbis definition,

retlects Pater's concept of aestbetic perception because its dialectic form, the

interpenetration of "question and answer" in the search for "possible truth" (Plato

188), resembles the process of aesthetic Perception in wbich objective and subjective

data are mediated, leadiog eventually to a moment of beightened awareness.

Because of the elusive and provisionaJ quality of the "possible truths" tbat are

17 This phrase is repeated from Pater's essay.. "Coleridge," in Appr«iations. In
that essay he defines the "relative spirit" in the following way:

Modem tbought is distinguisbed from ancient by its cultivation of the
.. relative' spirit in place of the 'absolute". Ancient pbilosophy sought to
arrest every abject in an etemal oudine, to fix tbougbt in a neœssary
formula . .. Ta the modem spirit nodling is, or cao be rightly known,
except relatively and under conditions. (65)



•

•

K. MacLeod /25

revealed in moments of heightened awareness they may seem unsatisfactory goals for

the aesthetic critic. Pater9 however9 sees this state of continuai reflection and

uncertainty as the ultimate gœl9 and his style of writing retlects his desire to recreate

the dialectic process wbich leads to sucb an end in the minds of his audience-in otber

words to put his readers into "a duly receptive attitude" (P/oto 168). Pater9 s initial

conception9 in~ Reussance9 of criticism as a means of involving bis audience in a

process of aesthetic perception9 led to the creation of a unique personal style that

distinguisbed bim from the two foremost critics of bis time-John Ruskin and Matthew

Arnold. Although Pater differecl significandy from these critics9 they did9 to a certain

extent, prepare the way for the tbemes and form of Pater' s criticism. Lite Amold9

Pater "felt tbat it wu necessary to redress the balance in Christianity away from the

Hebraic 9 moralistic emphasis towards the Hellenic IdealS of beauty, order, clarity,"

although their ideas about HeUenism were quite different (Fraser 220).II His debt to

Ruskin9 on the other band, consisted of his bighly subjective style of criticism and his

belief tbat an, in its "combination of emotion, intellect, and imagination [represented]

the expression of the noblest buman spirit" (Fraser 186).

Where Pater differed from these two men was in bis ideas about the social

function of an witb respect to morality. The criticism of Arnold and Ruskin

demonstrated their belief tbat an bas a profound moral influence on culture. While

by no means immoral, Pater was unwilling to "forgo any area of buman experience

through the necessary limitations incurred under an absolute moral system" (Fraser

187).19 In addition, Pater seems to bave lacked an inherent faith in the idea of

II See David DeLaura's Hebrew and Hellene in Viaorian England for a thorougb
account of the bumanistic visions of Arnold and Pater as descendants of Newman.
DeLaura focuses mainly on the similarities between Pater and Arnold in an effort to
demonstrate the development of aestheticism as a response to the problems posed by
religious scepticisme

19 Pater endorsed a morality tbat was aligned witb sympatby, and thus be says of
Botticelli, "His morality is ail sympathy" (RellQÎSSQ1JCe 43). While less evident in TM
Renaissance, Pater's "morality" becomes clearer in Marias the Epicllrean. Pater's
unonbodox morality meant tbat he was against the anachronistic imposition of nineteenth-



•

•

K. Macleod 1 26

cultural refonnation, a trait which distinguishes him ftom bath Ruskin and Arnold.

Commenting on the differenœ between Pater and Arnold in this respect, DeLaura

writes:

Pater . . . despair«l of changing society as the mature Arnold Dever

did. . .. For Arnold's disinterestedness envisaged nothing less than

the reshaping and elevating of the Victorian mind, whereas Pater's

renunciation and indifference seek to retain an inherited fullness of

'experience,' in detaehment from the wlgar actualities of Victorian Iife,

for a small band of elire 'Oxonïan' souls. (229-30)

The differing views that Arnold and Pater beld regardiDg society had a great effect on

the way in which they conceived of, and communicated with, theif respective

audiences. Arnold' s ultimare faith in society as a whole implies a conception, on bis

part, of a fairly large readership, white Pater's lack of such faitb retlects his sense of

a select audience.

Arnold's frequent use of "1," in contrast with the glaring absence of tbis

personal pronoun in Pater, might lead one to think that Arnold is a more intimate and

persona! wrïter than Pater. Take, for example, the openings of two of bis essays in

Essays in Critidsm: "1 read the omer day in the Dublin Review . . ." ("Pagan and

Medieval Religious Sentiment" 194); and "1 will DOl presume to say that 1 DOW know

the French language well ..." ("Maurice de Guérin" 80). In these two examples,

the "1" functions to creare a conversational and familiar tone, but it also bas an

assertive force behind it that indicates a certain confidence. This confidence is

maintained throughout Arnold's essays, which are DOt, as in the case of Pater,

processes of inquiry, but rather assertions of a man wbo, as a critie of culture, sets

himself the rask of improving Victorian society. As sucb, the familiarity of the "["

century Victorian moral codes on the past, because such an act limited one's ability to
appreciaœ past cultures. Leonardo's inability to live up to the moral standards of the
Victorian gentleman, for example, sbould IlOt detraet from the greatDess of bis art.
Ruskin, however, did impose such moral judgments on the past, and this led him to
discount the "pestilent an of the Renaissance" in StOMS of Vtnic~ (Genius ISO).
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soon gives way to the creation of a distinction between Arnold and the reader-the

"t" as writer and discourser, as opposed 10 "you," reader and pupil.

The inequality of the relationship between writer and reader is even more

pronounced in Ruskin, wbose rhetoric, says Harold Bloom, is "full, prophetic," and

"overwbelming" ("Introduction" 8), demonstrating the authoritative stance tbat Ruskin

takes towards bis readers. By CODtrast, Pater's rbetoric, writes Bloom, is "partial,

hesitanl," and "insinuating" ("Introduction" 8). Pater's more reticent stance occurs

because Pater dœs DOt conceive of himself as a master in a dogmatic sense. His

qualities of voice are representative of the dialectical style of bis essays. His is the

voice of inquiry, of question and answer, DOt merely answer. Pater shows his reader

how one might view art, IlOt, as do Arnold and Ruskin, how one 1I'UI.St view il.

ln order to see how Pater's quality of voice, despite his avoidanœ of the tint

person, creates an intimacy tbat distinguishes his criticism from tbat of Ruskin and

Arnold, consider the following passage on Botticelli's Madonnas from The

Renaissance:

Perbaps you bave sometimes wondered why those peevish-looking

Madonnas, conformed ta DO acknowledged or obvious type of beauty,

attraet you more and more, and often come back to you when the

Sistine Madonna and the Virgins of Fra Angelico are forgotten. At

tint, contrasting them with those, you may bave thought that there was

something in them mean or abject even, for the abstraet Hnes of the

face bave Iittle nobleness, and the colour is wan. For with Botticelli

sile too, thoup sile holds in her bands the ' Desire of ail nations,' is

one of those who are neither for Jebovah DOr for His enemies: and ber

choice is on ber faœ. . o. Her trouble is in the very caress of the

mysterious cbild, wbose gaze is always far from her, and who bas

already that sweet look of devotion whicb men bave Dever been able

altogether to love, and which still makes the barn saint an abject a1most
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of suspicion to his earthly brethren.20 (44)

Pater involves his audience intimately in his process of thougbt by attributing his own

thoughts to "you," the reader. Pater's "insinuation," then, consists not merelyof

hinting at cenain interpretations of an, but also of recreating bis aet of perception as

aesthetic critic in the mind of the reader. While this method may seem liable to lead

to the invasion and control of others, thoughts, it avoids such a charge by eschewing

dogmatic assertions and final conclusions. Rather, in bis use of tentative phrasings

like, "perhaps you. have sometimes wondered," or "you may have thought." Pater

establisbes the sucœeding passage as a vague rumination, an interpretation for bis

audience' s consideration, DOt an assertive declaration. In addition, his use of

qualification leads his readers to consider a number of possibilities. For example, by

describing the Madonnas as "mean" or "abject," tbey can decide between one

interpretation or the other, or indeed, choose bodt.21

20 One runs the risk, in quoting bis purple passages, of misrepresenting Pater by
demonsuating effect rather than process. Taken out of context, these highly subjective
passages May seem overwrought, but within context they bave been led up to through a
careful consideration and evaluation of the artist and bis milieu-Pater' s "data" or bis
objective component. Thus, as R. V. Johnson points out, the suggestion tbat the
Madonna is "neither for Jehovah nor for His enemies" bas been prepared for by Pater's
examination of Botticelli's life and surroundiog influences (28).

21 Perbaps the best example of Pater's use of qualification to inundate the reader
with multiple possibililies of interpretation occurs in bis passage on Lo GiocondtJ:

Ail the thoughts and eXPerience of the world have etehed and moulded
there . . . the animalism of Greeœ, the lust of Rome, the mysticism of the
middle age . . . the retum of the pagan world, tbe sins of the Borgjas.
Sbe is older than the rocks on which she sits; like the vampire, she bas
been dead many limes, and leamed the secrets of the grave; and bas been
a diver in deep seas. and keeps their fallen clays about ber: and trafficked
for strange webs with Eastern merchants: and, as Leda, was the motber
of Helen of Troy, and, as Saint Anne, the mother of Mary . . .
(R~naissanc~ 98...99)

The qualifications layer image upon image, and with each new image, the reader's
attention is diœcted funher and funber away from the initial object that initiated the
reverie-namely, the M01llllisa. Of tbis distaneing effect, lser says, "[i]nstead of an
analysis, Pater offers a sequence of impressions that leave the original subject far behind.
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Ultimately, Pater's process establisbes a much different relationship between

writer and reader from that which is 3Chieved in Ruskin and Arnold. Pater's intimate

and non-assenîve tone makes his reader his equal, rather man making mm master to a

group of disciples. Although he implicates his audience in bis process of thought, it

is at least a process of inquiry, of question and answer, which encourages his readers

"to he forever curiously testing" in the fonnulation of their own opinions, "never

acquiescing in a facile onhodoxy of Comte, or of Hegel, or [even of] 011" own"

(empbasis added-Rt'ntlÎsSdIICt' 189).22 Pater's theory" men, witb its promotion of

subjective perception, actually allows the reader a great deal of freedom by insisting

tbat "'one . . . realise . . . primary data for one's self, or DOt at ail" (Rt'1UlisslUlCt' xx).

Ironically, Pater's style undermined bis desire to keep his readers "forever

curiously testing" and, as a result, he was misread by bath followers and detraetors

alike. In embodying the qualities of "'anistic genius" that he oudilleS in

"Winckelmann"-"the power of conceiving humanity in a newand striking way. of

puning a happy world of its own creation in plaœ of the meaner world of our

common days, generating around itself an atmospbere with a novel power of

refraction, selecting" transforming" recombining the images it transmits, according to

the choice of the imaginative intellect" (Rellllissanct' l70)-Pater is ail too convincing.

But what he convinces bis audience of is the absolute truth of wbat are to him

The metaphors do DOt in any way build up a complete picture, but leap surprisingly from
one sphere to another" (58).

22 To commit absolutely to anything is, as far as Pater is concerned, thoroughly
undesirable. Pater's interest is always in the grey, in-between areas, the transitional, and
the liminal, and he finds the anists who fall into tbese categories the most interesting to
treat. He sees Botticelli as just such a type, for Botticelli, Iike bis Madonna, "accepts
. . . that middle world in whicb men take no side in great conflicts, and decide no great
causes, and make great refusais. . .. His interest is neitber in the untempered goodness
of Angelico's saints, nor the untempered evil of Orcagna's Infe17lO" (Rt'lIIlissance 43).
Pater's preference for remaining in a transitionallimbo is compatible witb his dialectic
method. Perbaps one of the reasons Pater objected to bis disciples, was that they took
his ideas to their logical conclusion, whereas Pater wanted them to remain in the
impartial, transitional world that be inbabited.
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possible truths. The effect of Pater's language overrides his attempt ta encourage his

readers to maintain the state of "suspended judgment" (p/Qto 196) mat is a condition

of the aesthetic eritie's "philosopbic temper" (Plaro 196).

Although Pater's style was, for him, an attempt to induce an aestbetica1ly

critical mode of awareness, bis detraetors felt tbat his style rendered the susceptible

reader passive and unthinking. Thus, one eontemporary reviewer writes: "The reader

runs . . . some danger of being canied far away by an alluring imagination and by a

singularly seductive diction" (qtcl in Seller 21). In addition, bis detraetors felt tbat

aesthetic perception wu an anistic, but cenainly DOt eritical, perspective. Thus, W.

J. Stillman, a reviewer for the Nation. said of him: "[Pater] is too mucb of an artist

to be a good eritie, and barclly attempts to disguise the fact tbat he is more interested

in the perfection of his style than in the mysteries of the art on wbich his studies are

based" (qtd. in Seiler 82). Although these reviewers, in their eritical stance, avoid

being swept away by Pater's alluring style, they are as guilty of misinterpreting Pater

as those who passively acœpt his impressions as "ttuth," for they too fail to

understand tbat Pater is attempting to induce his audience into a state of critica1

awareness of "possible truths" rather than blind faith in seductive suggestions.

The "possible truths" that Pater evoked in lM Rentlissance-bis interpretations

of Botticelli's Venus and Madonnas, and of Leonardo's La Giocondil, among others

were 50 provocative that they were taken as gospel by some of bis young readers,

rather than as demonstrations of how the aesthetic eritic might perceive. Thus, rather

than creating a generation of independent aesthetic crities, The Renaissance ereated a

band of worshipping young aesthetes who would stand in front of La Gioconda at the

Louvre, reciting Pater's provocative description.23 lbese young aesthetes, who

23 ln Wilde's "The erilie as Artist," Gilbert says:
Who . . . eues whether Mr. Pater bas put ioto the ponrait of Mona Lisa
somethïng that Leonardo never dreamed of? The painter may bave been
the slave of SODle archaic smile as some bave fancied, but wbenever 1pass
ioto the cool galleries of the Palace of the Louvre, and stand before that
strange figure ... 1 murmur to myself, 'She is older than the rocks
among which sile sits . . .'
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became important figures in the 80's and 90's, included Oscar Wilde, Anhur Symons,

and George Moore.24 Wilde's and Symons's descriptions of the effect of Pater's

ReTUlissance on them is indicative of the kind of worsbipful response of wbich Pater

was wary:25

[t is my golden book! [ never travel anywbere without il; but it is the

very tlower of decadence: the Iast trumpet sbould bave been sounded

the moment it was wriuen. (Wilde; qtd. in Yeats 130)

Il is the most beautiful book of prose in our literature. It is a book to

be read ... 'with shouts of deligbt'; or perhaps rather with a delight

silent and continuous, for it is ail finisbed and perfect, and it rings

everywbere tlawless as a bell. (Symons; qtd. in Seiler 177)

The reverence that these young men had for 17ae R~1IQÎsstufC~ indicates tbat Pater's

desire to have bis audience think critically had 5Omehow backfired. The religious

imagery use<! by these men to describe Pater's writing establishes Pater as something

And 50 the picture becomes more wonderful ta us than it really is, and
reveals to us a secret, of wbich, in truth~ it knows nothing. (Complete
Wortf of Oscar Wilde 1028-29)

Although tbis is a tictional, DOt an actual occurrence, it is an appropriate example of the
kind of reverence that Pater generated from bis young disciples.

24 Moore and Wilde, who were twenty-one and nineteen respectively at the time
of the publication of the fint edition of The R~NlissQ1lC~, definitely qualified as the
"young men" referred to in the footnoee of the third edition of the "Conclusion." Though
Symons wu only an eight year old child in 1873, he counts as a disciple by vinue of his
reverent attitude towards Pater and The RentlissQllCe. Symons was tint exposed to Pater
in 1882 Il the age of seventeen and, judging from his own comments, Th~ ReNlissance
was probably the tint of Pater's works that he read: "it was from reading Pater's Stlldies
in the History olIM R6IfIissance, in its tint edition on ribbed paper (1 have the feel of
it still in my fingers), that 1 realised that prose also could be a fine an" (Introduction to
the Modem Library edition of The ReNlissance xv).

25 Moore did DOt publicly comment on The RDrDisstul€e. His comment on Marias
the Epicllrean, bowever, suggests tbat be held Pater in as much reverence as do Wilde
and Symons. In Confessions of" Young Man, he referred to Marila as "the book to
which 1 owe the last temple in my souI" (165).
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of a high priest, with Wilde, Symons, and Moore as disciples. But this was DOt the

type of relationsbip tbat Pater intended to create through the style of The R~Nlisstl1lC~.

ln that work, he wu speaking intimately, as an equal to readers like himself, in wbat

might amount to a "priestly brotherhood,"26 with Pater as a fellow member, DOt a

leader. Pater's followen made him a gOO, and bis word divine, by revenDg as

"ultimate truth" wbat Pater merely presented as "possible truth." While his disciples

rightly recognised Pater's critieism as art, they wrongly valorised the expression of

Pater's retlection, rather tban the process tbat it was intended to demonstrate. Thus,

La Gioconda was, ta tbem, ail tbat Pater said me was. They did DOt use bis

retlection as an example of how ta interpret their own data for themselves, as the

aesthetic critie is meant ta. Overwhelmed by style, Pater's disciples overlooked bis

message.

Pater served, for tbese men of the 80's and 90's, as a spokesman for tbeir

more extreme brand of aestheticism. Enamoured of the effects of Pater's language,

they created a prose style tbat valued fonn above content, a tendency which Pater, at

the end of "Style: suggested did DOt make for "great art." Encouraged by Pater's

freeing of an criticism from moral judgments in bis consideration of "strange 5OOls"

who led "lives of sttange siRS and exquisite amusements" ("Leonardo," ReMissanc~

78, 85-6), his disciples felt Cree 10 valorise evil and perversity in their own works.

By giving priority ta these aspects of Pater's works, Pater' 5 disciples developed a

decadent aestheticism. And while their interprerations of Pater were, in a sense, a

natura! outgrowth of his aesthetic philosophy, from Pater's perspective these disciples

were guilty of misinterpretation.

Although Pater would DOt become aware of the full extent of his disciples'

misinterpretations of The ReNlissanc~ until they embarked on their own careers in the

eighties, he nonetheless toned down his highly subjective style considerably in his

critical writing aCter~ Rell4issQ1lC~ in order 10 confonn more closely ta Victorian

26 Linda Dowling uses this terro to describe Pater's readers in her book, Langlltlge
and Decod~1I€~ in the Victoria Fin d~ Si«k (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1986) 138.
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expectations. While he continued ta publish criticism in journals, he did DOt publish

another book of criticism until 1889, sixteen years alter TM Renaissance, just as the

lengths to which his disciples had taken his philosophy were becoming known to him.

Appreciations, a collection comprised of essays written mostly between the initial

publication of The RellQÏssance (1873) and 1888,27 was very different from The

Renaissance in fonn, style, and empbasis. In Appreciations, Pater does DOl aim for

the cohesive unity of form that characterised The ReNlissance. In mat work, Pater

established a sense of continuity between the artists he discussed, culminating in an

endorsement of the Renaissance spirit, which integrated the best aspects of Hellenism

and Christianity. In Appreciations, however, the essays are ordered with no such

emphasis: rather, they appear as random selections, arbitrarily arranged. The effect

such an arrangement bas on the reader is significandy different from the experience of

reading The Renaissance. In reading Appreciations, the audience is directed towards

Mere "appreciation" of the subject at band. Eacb essay exiSlS as a distinct unit, not as

pan of a "mythic cycle of binh, death and rebirth," as was the case with The

Renaissance (Keefe 84).

Stylistically, Appreciations also conducts itself quite differently from The

Renaissance. GODe is the flowery metaphoricallanguage of the previous work,

replaced with an ascetic, masculine prose which Pater endorses in "Style," the

introductory essay to the volume. While, as Roben and Janice Keefe point out,

"[Pater's) prose remains sYDtaetically dense, and for tbat matter grows more

consciously difficuJt as he grows older, none of his later criticism possesses the

luxuriance of interwoven meraphors that had cl1aracterized bis early masterpiece"

(85). But Pater may weil have thought tbat his use of metaphoric language was a

27 Dnly two of the essays in the volume were written prior to the publication of
The Re1lQÏssanc~ in 1873-("Coleridge" and "Aesthetic Poetry"). Pater eventually
withdrew "Aestbetic Poetry" because, like the "Conclusion," it had caused offence. His
Coleridge essay, wbich was written in 1866, weil before Pater had developed the style
he uses in lhe Renaissance, is in keeping with the more traditional critical style of the
volume.
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fauIt of his critical work, something to be restrained and tempered, for in "Style" he

writes:

Parallel, allusion, the allusive way generally, the tlowers in the

garden:-[the writer] knows the narcotic force of these upon the

negligenr intelligence to which any diversion, literally, is welcome, any

vagrant intruder, because one cao go wandering away with it from the

immediate subject. Jealous... of ail tbat does not hold directly to

~ of the facile, the otïose, he will Dever depan from the strictly

pedestrian process, unIess he gains a ponderable something thereby.

(emphasis added-Appredotions 16)

The suggestion, here, is that the writer'5 restraint is desirable, not only in itself, but

because of the potential effect on the "negligent intelligence"-perhaps yet anodler

allusion to the young men tbat Pater felt bad misinterpreted The Rellllissance.

Another noticeably different aspect of App,eciotions, in contrast wim The

Renaissance, is Pater's emphasis on etbics. Eager ta demonstrate to bath his

detractors and disciples that his philosophy of art and Iife wu oot and never had been

immoral, he selected essays that focused on the good, as opposed to the merely

pleasurable, that could be derived from the writers considered in the volume. In

"Wordswonh," for example, he writes: "The office of the Poet is DOt that of the

moralist, and the first aim of Wordsworth's poetry is to give the reader a peculiar

kind of pleasure. But througb his poetry, and tbrough his pleasure in it, he does

actually convey 10 the reader an extraordinary wisdom in the things of practice" (58

9). In addition, Pater managed to clarify and defend bis own sense of morality, a

morality tbat wu pan of his philosopby as early as the 1860'$ when he first published

the essay on Coleridge. This morality wu tbat of the "relative spirit" which by

"breaking through ... rougb and brutal classifications9 and giving elasticity to

intlexible principles, begets an intellectual jinuse of which the ethical result is a

delicate and tender justice in the criticism of human life" (Apprmations lOS).
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In Appreciations, Pater demonstrates his mastery of the qualifications of good

writiog as he sets them out in "Style." Purged of the suppose<! faults of Th~

Renaissanc~,Appr«iations did DOt risk misinterpretation by his readers, and no one

couJd accuse Pater of being "too much of an artist to be a good critic" (qtd. in Seiler

82), as W. J. Stillman had said of Th~ R~naissQIICe. That Pater was sucœssfu1 in

corbing his stylistic extravagances in Appr«iations is confirmed by the contemporary

reviews, nearly ail of which acknowledged the change in Pater's writing style. The

reviewer for the Sp«:tQIOr, for example. wrote: "Not onIy is his diction less

exuberant, but his criticism is riper, sounder, and more manly" (qtd. in Seiler 2(9).

Equally impressed with Pater's "manly" style wu William Watson, who wrote:

There was a time wben sorne of Mr. Pater's qualities of style almost

threatened to crystallise ioto mannerisms . . . he was capable of

relapsing into the mere honeyed effeminacy that made readers with

virile tastes tum away from Florian Deleal. He ... lis] to be

congratuiated upon his having left all mis bebind him and cbastened bis

style into something which, wbile for fastidiousness it is perhaps

unparalleled, is also full of real, though very quiet, strength-strength

that is not combative but prehensile, the strengtb of a steady grasp,

never of a blow. (qtd. in Seiler 2(6)

Although Pater' s work was DOW acceptable to mainstream reviewers, it did not lose

its appeal for bis disciples. Though remarking tbat there wu perbaps "something

lost," namely, a certain "sensuousness" in Pater's new, "severer" style, Symons

nonetheless praised Appr«iations (Sei1er 2(4). Wbat Symons and Wilde bath noted

in their reviews, bowever, was the absence of panicularly Paterean passages, like bis

passage on La GiocondG. Thus, Wilde was led 10 remarie upon the inherendy

unquotable nature of much of Appreciations: "From the present volume it is difficult

to select any one passage in preference 10 another as specially cbaracteristic of Mr.

Pater's treatment" (qtd. in Seiler 236). Wben Wilde did quote from the work, it was

merely to remarie upon its "usefulness" for the contemporary age; even Pater's
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disciples were hard-pressed to find a Paterean purple passage in the larer criticism.

ln his extensive theoretical commentary on the obligations of wrïter and reader

to the rnaterial at band. and in his determination to curb the extravagant tendencies of

his earlier criticism in Appreciations, Pater demonsuated the degree to which he was

concemed with his critical reœption. Although his initiation of a new style of critical

writing in The Renaissance establisbed a distinctive relationsbip with bis audience. it

was not the kind of relationsbip that Pater anticipated. Failing to achieve the desired

results from titis first attempt. Parer. in bis subsequent criticism, altered bis toile

substantially. But it wu DOt to criticism that Pater initially turned in bis atternpt to

clarify his intentions. and before he altered bis style. he experimented with a new

medium. ACter the negative reception of l1Ie Renaissance, Pater tint brought his

stylistic experimenration to fiction, and it is in this medium that Pater initialty

responded to the "young men" and peers who had misinterpreted bis philosophy.
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Chapter 2

A "Duty" and Somethïng Mueh "Pleasanter": Marius tM Epicllrean, /magiMry Ponraits,

and a New Understanding of Audience

Twelve years separated the publication of the first edition of The Renaissance

and Pater's next book, MarillS the Ep;cllretm. In the interim, while continuing to

write essays for magazines, Pater developed and subsequently abandoned plans for

two books: one on Shakespeare, the other a series of essays on Greek mythology,

Venetian painting, and English literature. 1 ln 1878, Pater wrote "The Cbild in the

House," a story whicb he claimed wu "the germinating, original, source, specimen,

of ail mY;11IQgi1k2tive work" (qtd. in Evans xxix). Pater's empbasis on the tenn

"imaginative" points to the fictional ratber man critical nature of the work. "1be

Child in the House" gave him a fonn for his future "imaginary ponraits," including

his novel Marius the Epicllrean.2 Fiction offered an ideal medium by whieh Pater,

who in The RelltlisstlllCe strongly voiced bis opposition to "abstraet" theory in favour

of "concrete" definitioDS, could give his "abstraet" philosophy"concrete" form by

presenting to his misinterpreting detraetors and disciples a character who sucœssfully

embodied his philosophy.

Rather than retraet the views expressed in the "Conclusion," as one might

expect given his withdrawal of that section from the second edition of the

Renaissance, Pater subdy defends bis earlier position in bis new book.] As Richard

1 For a more detailed account of Pater's aetivities during these yean see Evans's
introduction to the Lmen of Walter PtlIer xxvii-xxviii.

2 In a letter to Violet Paget in 1883, two yean before the publication of Marius,
Pater referred to the story as "an Imaginary Ponrait of a peculiar tyPe of mind in the
time of Marcus Aurelius" (Lmers WP 79).

3 The degree 10 wbich Pater changed bis theoretical position after the response to
the "Conclusion" of The Re1ltlÏssance is a major issue among Pater scholars. SOlDe
cnties, such as Laurel Drake, see Pater's subsequent work as a deDiai of bis earlier
position. Others, such as David DeLaura, take the middle ground, suggesting a slight
change in thougbt. While DeLaura suggests tbat Pater's position is altered somewhat
through his "realization tbat self-cultivation is incomplete in isolation from athers" (179-
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Crinldey notes: "Pater wroœ [Marius] Dot 50 much to indicaœ a change in his

philosophy-as to cast mat philosophy in a mode more acceptable to bis

contemporaries" (138). lbese "conœmporaries" iocluded bath his detraetors and the

"weaker minds" mentioned by Wordsworth in his letter to Pater, who became the

"young men" in the foomote to the reinstatement of the "Conclusion" for the third

edition. That Marius was a clarification rather than a retraetion of bis earlier views is

supponed by this re-institution of the "Conclusion," with the aforementioned

qualifying footnote directing the reader (offended, misled or odlerwise) to Marius the

Epicurean for a fuller treatment of "the thoughts suggested by it" (18601). This fuller

treatment consisted of an empbasis on the contemplative rather than active nature of

an ideal aestheticism, as weil as on its intrinsically etbical nature. Judging from his

shock at the outery against the "Conclusion," Pater seems to have felt that these

elements were implicit in his expression of his aesthetic pbilosophy from the outset.~

Marius, then, does not 50 mucb represent a change of ideas on Pater's pan: ratber, it

represents a re-contextualisation of tbem, as Pater, having come to realise the limits

of his actual audience, presents his aestbetic ideas in a more palatable fonn for his

deuactors and a less sensational form for bis apparently susceptible young disciples.

As Billie Andrew Inman noieS: "The key to the differences in the styles of the

80), he also suggests that in Marius, "Pater was al once retreating from the
antinomianism of the Re1lQÎsstJ1ICe volume while almost delightedly re-exhibiting bis
Hellenic ideal in sacerdotal robes" (282). Billie Andrew Inman and Richard Crinldey
both see a continuity in Pater's thinking and suggest that MarillS is a careful restatement
of his philosophy. In "Pater' s Appeal to his Readers," (oman writes: "1 see no difference
between the 'completeness of life' attractive 10 Marius, 'a life of various yet select
sensation' and the life recommended in the Conclusion, where one "catches at any
exquisite passion, or any contribution to knowledge tbat seems by a Iifted horizon to set
the spirit free for a moment, or any stirring of the senses, suange dyes, suange flowers
and curious odours, or the work of an anist's bands, or the face of one's friend'" (6S5).

4 See Inman's essay "Pater's Appeal to bis Readers," which argues that although
the hedonistic empbasis of the "Conclusion" ignores humanistic elements that appear in
Pater's later pbilosophy, this humanistic sicle ;s, in fact, a part of his earlier pbilosophy
and is evident in otber essays of the 1860'5-"Diapbaneitè," "Coleridge," and
"Winckelmann."
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Conclusion and "AnimuJa Vagula" [in Marius) is not a change in Pater's attitude

toward the ideas expressed; it is a change in his conception of bis reader" ("Pater's

Appeal" 657). In Marius., aspects of narrative style, cbaracter., and plot consistently

refer back to Pater's earlier work as he attempts to clarify and re-communicate bis

initial philosophy to the audience that had misunderstood his intentions.

(

One simple explanation for the change in style between Marius and The

Renaissance is the shift in genre. This explanation is DOt sufficient in the case of a

writer such as Parer., whose fiction (panicularly Marius) engages 50 strongly with the

theoretical and pbilosophical interests tbat he treats in bis criticism. And although

Pater' s style changes in his expression of bis ideas, his pbilosophy is nonetheless

consistent. Recognising that bis style had contributed to the misunderstandings of bis

detraetors and disciples., Pater recuts his philosophy., demoDSuating a hope that he

might still be able to fashion an ideal audience of aestheticaUy critical readers from

his actual audiences. In Marius, Pater"s style becomes more persuasive but less

intimate, as his aim is to argue a point ramer than "to put [his readerJ into a duly

receptive attitude towards ... possible truth[sJ" (Plato 188). This more authoritative

tone is indicative of Pater"s understanding of his audience. No longer conceiving his

reader as an intimate, another self, Pater writes to convince, DOt seduce. GODe is the

"panial, besilaDt., insinuating" rhetoric that Bloom sees as characteristic of Pater's

style. And although it is DOt perhaps the "full., prophetic., overwhelming" voiœ that

Bloom attributes to Ruskin, Pater's narrative stance in Marius is nonetheless

authoritative., as the opening sentences of the nover indicate:

As in the triumph of Christianity, the old religion Iingered latest in the

country, and died out at last as but paganism-the religion of the

villagers., before the advance of the Christian Church; so, in an earlier

century, it was in places remote from town-life that the older and purer

forms of paganism itself had survived the longest. (3)
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The tone of these liues is DOt suggestive of the voice of inquiry, of question and

answer, that characterised his earlier work. This narrative voice is pan-historie in

perspective, drawing explicit parallels between different cultures and eras. Although

narrating the events in the life of a man in second-century A.D. Rome, the

nineteenth-century narrator, with a full knowledge of Western cultural history, refers

to ail ages in between as weil as those preceding the Roman setting.

In addition to this historicaI omniscience on a macrocosmic level, the narrator

of Marius is also omniscient al the microcosmic level, establisbiDg wbat Buckler calls

"dual omniscience" (Walter Pmer 264). Through the narrator, the reader is made

aware of the innermost tboughts of Marius. Thus, white the tirst cbapter begins with

the pan-historical perspective, it ends with the narrator's description of Marius'5 point

of view:

[Marius] thought of the son of protection which that day's ceremonies

assured. To procure an agreement with the gods-Pacml deorum

exposcere: tbat was the meaning of what tbey had ail day been busy

upon. In a faith, sincere but half-suspicious, he would fain have those

powers at leut DOt against him. His own nearer household gods were

aU around his bed. The speU of his religion as a pan of the very

essence of home, its intimacy, its dignity and security, was forcible at

that moment; only, it seemed 10 involve certain heavy demands upon

him. (8)

In place of the intimate one-to-one relationship between author and reader in Pater'5

early criticism, this passage demonstrates a more complex configuration involving

author, narrator, Marius, and reader. The narrator's intimacy with Marius stands

between the author' s direct connection with the rader; the author~ s intimacy with the

reader is replaced by the authoritative stance of the narrator towards the reader.

Although the narrator's penetration of Marius's thoughts sometimes gives the

impression that Marius is speaking directly and intirnately to us, the mediation always

makes itself apparent. Pater's audience is not left to reach its own conclusions•

Instead, readers are carefully guided by the authoritative, omniscient narrator,
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whether it he towards making bistorical analogies hetween different cultures and eras,

or towards recognising Marius's increasing dissatisfaction with his own culture as he

searches for alternatives.! As Williams suggests, "[e]vents come to the reader

already interpreted . . . presented as tbey will later be seen-both by Marius and by

the nineteentb-century narrator-to be significant" (Transjigllred Wo,/d 2OS). Pater's

use of a controlling narrative voice indieates bis desire to make sure mat, in this

work, his meaning is clearly understood by detraetors and disciples a1ike. Lacking

the confidence tbat bis audience will interpret the novel with the skill of the true

aesthetic critic, Pater develops a style tbat directs readers to the rigbt interpretation.

One aspect of Pater' 5 narrative style in Marius that is reminiscent of tbe

Renaissance is his elaborate use of qualification, although in the nover it talœs a

different form and serves different ends. Consider, for example, the following

passage which is, amazingly enough, only one sentence:

To be ab50Iutely virgin towards such experienœ, by ridding ourselves

of sueh abstractions as are but the ghosts of bygoue impressions-to he

rid of the notions we bave made for ourselves, and that 50 olten only

misrepresent the experieoce of whieh they profess to be the

representation-idolD, idols, false appearances, as Bacon calls tbem

later-to neutralize the distoning influence of metapbysical system by an

all-accomplished metaphysic skill: it is this bold, bard, sober

recognition, under a very 'dry light', of its own proper aim, in union

with a habit of feeling which on the practical side may perbaps open a

! ln CondidoIU fo, Criddsm, lan Smaii comes to a similar conclusion about the
authoritative nature of Marius, altbough he bases it on a different argument. Small's
daim is that Pater' s allusions to and his citations and quotations from other texts
(including his own), often without acknowledgement~ function in such a way as to
challenge traditional notions of authority, replacing tbem with the autbority of the
individual. ReferriDg 10 both Marius and Plato and Platollism, Small writes: "The
rightness of any specifie judgment resides DOt in textual nor historical evidence, nor iD
the corroborative support of a disciplined knowledge, but in Pater's own presence . . .
In Marius the EpicllTean and Plalo and Platonism he was tryïDg to write works in whieh
and for whicb autbority existed in the author alone" (Ill).
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wide doonvay to human weakness. mat gives to the Cyrenaic doctrine,

to reproductions of this doctrine in the time of Marius or in our OWD.

their gravity and imponance. (81)

Unlike his descriptions of Botticelli's ModolllUJ and Leonardo's MONJ Usa, Pater does

not use qualification in this pa5-cage. or indeed in Marius as a wbole, in order to

evoke myriad images and interpretations.6 In Marius, qualification aims al creating a

more precise single image or idea. Although the baftling length of the above-quoted

sentence may seem 10 suggest odIenvise, upon close eumination it reveals itself to be

a fully coherent sentence executed with remarkable anistry. wbat Pater calls in

"Style," "the long~ntending, victoriously intrieate sentence" (Appr«iations 19).

Without ever 10siDg bold of bis central i~ Pater draws analogies among four ages

of history (17th century [reference to Bacon], 5th cenwry Be [reference to Cyrenaic

school founded at tbis time], 200 century AD [reference 10 Marius]. and 19th œntury

[narrator's reference 10 "our own" age)), and at least three systems of thought

(8aconian philosophy and second and nineteenth-century versions of the Cyrenaic

philosophy) .

Qualifications of this kind serve. in Marius, as building blocks which

ultimately create a "strueturally complete" image "wim all the accumulating effect of

secondary shades of meaning" ("Style" Appreciations 21), olten only acbieving full

coherency at the end of the sentence. This effect keeps the reader focused on

meaning while at the same lime highligbting stylistic effect. Thus, in the above

quoted passage, the œader is given tIuee conditions (the three clauses beginning with

"ton) but is left in suspense until the end of the sentence as 10 the doctrine they refer

to. Each qualification, altbough deferring the moment of full comprehension9

funetions as an integral pan of the effect of the final image. According to Buckler,

this results in a "sincere" style because "it carefully avoids interposing between the

truth with which il deals and the reader' s . . . consciouSDess any faetitious

6 For my interpretation of Pater's use of qualification in 1"M R~ntlissanc~ 9 see
Chapter One, 28.
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heightening and distraction" (Walter Pater 248). The reader of this kind of prose.

rather man being lost in a reverie of multiple imagesy is led 10 attend to the graduai

construction of a unified image.

The more "sincere" and senous style of Marius was recognised by

contemporary crities, such as the reviewer from the Pall Mall Gazette, who applauded

the transformation:

These persans [who deteeted "undue elaboration" in Pater's earlier

style] ougbt to be reassured by the style of Marius the Epicllretl1J, just

as amers who were alarmed by Mr. PaterPs apolaustieism (to use

university slang) will be reassured also. With a beauty of phrase

hardly inferior at ail, 10 tbat of the famous ... PaSSage on Monna [sic]

Lisa ... there is in Manu the Epicllrean y a gravity of thought and

tone which almost amounts to severity. (qtd. in Seiler 118)

ln his suggestion that both thase who objected to the style and thase who objected to

the hedonistic philosophy (bis "apolausticism") of his earlier work will be reassured

by Marius y the reviewer demonstrates how important the change in Pater's style was

in re-communicating his message to his detraetors. Although his ideas do not change

significandy (his philosophy Dever was as hedonistic as bis sbocked or delighted

readers imagined), bis new style conveys a seriousness that seeme<l to have been

absent in 11Ie ReNlÏssance y making bis philosophy more respectable in the eyes of his

detraetors.

Pater's iocreased attention to style as a conveyer or abseurer of meaning

reached its peak in the writing and rewriting of Marius. For although Pater bad

always exhibited a high degree of scrupulousness with regard to his style, none of the

revisions 10 other works were "comparable to the total rewriting that Marius was

subjected to" (Cbandler 10). In his study of the extensive revisions of Mariu,

Edmund Chandler discovers mat of the over six tbousand emendations, ooly tbirty-
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three of tbem affect meaning. The changes were nearly all stylistic.1 But Pater's

obsessive attention to small stylistie mattees in MarillS is related to meaning. Pater·s

perfection of style is an effon 10 find an exact expression of his ideas, for, as he later

says in "Style," "tbere is ... for those elements of man. for every Iineament of the

vision within, the one ward, the one acceptable ward, recognisable by the sensitive,

byothers 'who have intelligence' in the matter ..." (Appncitltions 34). In his

writing of Marius, Pater sought the one perfect word or expression that wouId tender

his meaning crystal clear, or al leut as clear as "anytbing cao be in the evanescent

and delicate region of human language" (Appr«iations 34). Pater's need to find the

exact word takes on added significance if we understand Mtuius as an attempt 10

clarify his meaning in consideration of his actual audiences, rather tban as an

a1teration of Pater's philosophy of the "Conclusion. "

One of the Most important features of Pater's response to his detraetors and

overzealous disciples is the eoncrete embodiment of his philosophy in the character of

Marius. Marius is, as Crinkley notes, "the personification of the reader of The

Renaissance" (133). lbrougb bis narration of Marius's life, Pater responds to his

detraetors and disciples alike, by providing a concrete answer to the question posed in

the "Conclusion": "How shall we pass Most swiftly from point to point, and be

present always at the focus wbere the greatest number of vital forces unite in their

purest energy?" (R~lUIissance 188). As the ideal embodiment of the "aesthetic entie"

in his perceptive and critical abilities, Marius could serve as a model for Pater's

1 1be painstaking nature of Chandler's tasIc can be attested to by the comments
of Richard Le Gallienne who, in a review of the third edition, commented on his own
attempt to chan Pater's revisions:

( proposed to myself the task of collating the two versions; but that is a
task for leisure, and my leisure bas DOt been equal to it, nor, 1 must add,
my austerity. For the task soon began to resemble the numbering of the
golden bain on a beloved head. One kept continually forgetting the
collation to luxuriate in the pleasure of mere reading....

And 50 far as 1 have examined, the majority of Mr. Pater's
emendations are merely matters of prosody and punctuation, thoogh sueh
as theyare, theyare numberless. (qtd. in Seiler 157-58)
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disciples who bad acknowledged oo1y the negatively bedonistic aspects of Pater's

philosophy, and as proof for his moralistic detraetors tbat the aesthetic philosophy wu

ethically oriented. The moral element of Pater's aesthetic-that element which in the

"Conclusion" he had failed to address adequately-is clearly stated in Marius, as the

audience is made privy ta the "sensations and ideas" of the protagonist.

From the beginning, the reader is led to recognise the superior qualities of

Marius with respect to those around bim. The carly home life of Marius and his

experience of the religion of Numa contnDute to the developmeDt of an "instinctive

seriousness" (9) and a "sympathy for all creatures" (13). Marius spends his childhood

in "speculative activity" (6)- 50 much 50 that, even as a boy, he is "more given to

contemplation tban to action" (1S). Thus, while otber boys are occupied with "their

limited boyish race, and its traDSitory prizes, [Marius is] already entertaining himself,

very pleasurably Meditative, with the tiny drama in action before him, as but the

mimic, preliminary exercise for a larger contest, and already with an implicit

epicureanism" (27-8). Marius is a "spectator" (21), standing apan from others,

viewing everything with the critical awareness of the aesthetic eritie. His stance as a

spectator, his distance from others, and his heightened awareness are forms of the

"quickened, multiplied consciousness" (Rellllissance 190) that cbaracterise the ideal

aesthetic perœiver of the "Conclusion." His consciousness is 50 acute that he senses

forces of historical change at work. Marius frequendy experienœs the opposite of

déjà-vu: "a feeling ... DOt reminiscent but prescient of the future. .. It was as if

he deteeted tbere the process of aetual change to a wholly undœamed-of and renewed

condition of human body and souJ: as if he saw the heavy yet decrepit old Roman

architecture about him Rbuilding on an intrinsicaIly better pattern" (64-5).

Because of his beigbtened awareness, Marius is able to rise above and see

beyond the conditions of his own age, much like many of the anist figures Pater

treats in Th~ Renaissance.' Marius does IlOt make the mistake of "form[ing] habits"

8 A case in point is Leonardo's ability to capture. in his painting of Mona Lisa,
the "symbol of the modem idea" (Rentlissance 99).
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(Renaissance 189)~ nor does he "sacrifice ... any pan of ... experience ... [for]

what is only conventional" (Re1lOÏssance 189). To thOIe who had misinterpreted the

Renaissance~ this tlouting of convention was understood as an endorsement of

immoral acts of hedonism. What Pater demonstrates in Marius~ however~ is that

going against convention does DOt neœssarily imply immorality. It is true that the

aesthetic philosophy might cause one to break occasionally "beyond the Iimits of the

actual moral order" (Marius 86); after a11~ the philosophy begins with tea general

term, comprehensive enough 10 coyer pleasures 50 different in tbeir quality, in their

causes and effects, as the pleasures of wine and love~ of an and science, of religious

enthusiasm and political enterprise, and of that taste or curiosity which satisfied itself

with long days of serious study" (87). But it is IlOt the philosophy tbat causes

immorality; the influence of the philosophy is determined by "the natura! taste . . .

and the acquired judgment" (83) of the individual. Its effect, then, is only

"'pernicious for thOIe who have any natura! tendency to impiety or viœ"'(86).' For

Marius, wbose "blood" and "bean" "were still p~" (86)~ the philosophy docs not

hold such dangers. Implicit in Marius's nature is a moral principle that guides his

understanding of pleasure. Hy providing acœss to the "ideas and sensations" of an

ideal aesthetic critic, Pater demonstrates to bath bis audiences the degree to which

they have failed 10 meet bis criteria, while at the same lime offering a positive and

concrete example of the type of ethical aesthetic pbilosophy tbat be himself stands for.

In fact, Pater demonstrates bow the aesthetic philosophy might indeed

represent a "higber morality" by contrasting Marius with the emperor Marcus

Aurelius in the cbapter "Manly Amusement. "10 In this cbapter, Marius is present at

9 Pater borrows this quote from Pascal, wbo is referring to the possible effects of
the otherwise "kindlyand temperate wisdom of Montaigne" (86).

10 In an interesting essay, Sharon Bassett demonstrates, among otber mings, how
the characterisation of Marcus Aurelius is yet anotber example of Pater responding to
Arnold. An essay on Marcus Aurelius was printed in Arnold's 1865 Essays in Criticism.
[n it, Arnold upholds Marcus Aurelius as "perbaps the Most beautiful figure in history"
based on his "goodness" (qtd in Hassett 58). Bassett remaries tbat Pater proposes an
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a gladiatorial and animal show~ in wbieh anima1s~ and possibly even a buman being,

will be sacrificed. Althougb IlOt an active and eager partieipant in the games ("For

the most pan . . . the emperor bad . . . avened his eyes from the show, reading or

writing on maners of public business . . ." [137]), Mucus Aurelius tolerates them for

the sake of Lucius Verus, bis co-emperor, and otbers who enjoy such spectacles. The

emperor's indifference to the bloodsbed before him causes Marius to see Marcus

Aurelius as his "inferior ... on the question of righteousness" (138). As a result of

the spectaCley Marius is forced to re-evaluate bis pbilosophy to deaJ with the evil he

sees before him: "Surely evil was a real thîng, and the wise man [Marcus Aurelius]

wanting in the sense of il, where, DOt to bave been, by instinctive election, on the

right side, was to bave fail. in life" (empbasis added-139). The phrase "failed in

life" immediately recalls the "Conclusion" and its definition of what constitutes a

"suceess in life" (189). Immediately after tbis phrase in the "Conclusion," Pater tells

us what it is to have wied in life-"our failure is to form habits" (189). For all

Marcus Aurelius's 'wisdom,' he cannat prevent bis eye from becoming accustomed to

the social conventions of his day. Marius~ on the other band, with the detaehment

and perceptive abilities of the aesthetic critie, sees beyond bis age, beyond "habit"

and custom. Marius achieves this sympathy as a result of the .. instinctive" feeling

which infonns his philosophy, and DOt by the wisdom or reason of Stoieism tbat fails

Marcus Aurelius. Pater's treatment of Marius's ethical nature is entirely consistent

with the aesthetic philosopby of the "Conclusion" because it is based on the ability to

perceive in a fashion tbat leads to heightened awareness, rather tban a passive

acceptanee of the dietates of convention and conventional perspectives.

That Pater wants his audience to recali the outlining of bis pbilosophy in the

alternate view:
Far from being Arnold's 'consoling and bope inspiring mark,' Marius'
Mucus Aurelius is, for all his seœnity and philosophie calm, a figure to
inspire considerable anxiety, one whose capacity for sympathetic
identification with those who suffer is sttikinglyabsent. In Pater's portrait
the emperor lacks the very sense of rigbteousness tbat is an essential
feature of the Amoldian cultural hero. (58)
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"Conclusion" is indicated by more than the careful selection of words and phrases.

Pater means ta defend bis philosophy DOt merely in the context of pre-ehristian

Rome, but in his own age as well, for in this chapter the narrator shifts to the bird's

eye historical perspective in arder to warn bis readers against the "self-eomplacency"

(138) of feeling themselves above the barbarisms described:

it might seem weil ta ask ourselves-it is always weil ta do so, wben

we read of the slave-trade, for instance, or of great religious

persecutions on this sicle or that . . . DOl merely, wbat germs of feeling

we may entertain which, under fitting circumstanees, would induœ us

to the like; but even more practicaIly, wbat thoughts, wbat son of

considerations, May be actuaIly present to our mincis, such as might

bave fumished us, living in another age and in the midst of those legal

crimes, with plausible excuses for them: each age in tum, perhaps

having its own peculiar point of blindness, with its consequent peculiar

sin-the touchstone of an unfailing conscience in the select few. (138)

This passage, and indeed the whole chapter, is addressed to those of Pater's readers

who saw his pbilosophy as tlawed and, more panicularly, immoral. Pater offers a

concrete demonstration of bow a philosophy based on feeling and experience cao

succeed wbere one based on abstraet phiiosopbicaI ideas fails. But, as Sharon Bassett

points out, by Victorian standards titis view was fairly unonbodox. The movement

that Marius makes from '" quickened sympathies' to the 'ethical standpoint' was, for

Victorians concemed with the development of the moral will, a movement in the

wrong direction" (56).11 Pater uses the gladiatorial episode ta illustrate the moral

superiority of bis philosophy in contrast with an abstraet philosophy. By

Il The quoœd material in the citation from Bassett refers to terms from a review
by Mary Arnold Ward that sile bas just quoted. While 1 think Bassett's point is valid,
her use of Ward's commentary confuses the issue a little. Ward's review was, on this
point and most others, favourable. Altbough Ward and Pater disagœed on some points
of faith, Ward does not stand for the onhodox position tbat Bassett attributes to her. For
Ward's full review, see Seiler 127-38.
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demonstrating Mucus Aurelius's indifferenœ to suffering, Pater shows bow "[P)ure

will without sensual capacity creates ... a socially sanctioned etbical mODster"

(Bassett 57). While DOt asking his readers to ignore the dietates of conventional

moraJity, Pater is at least askiDg them to be waly.

Pater's desire 10 demonstrate the implicit morality of his aesthetic philosophy

was not merely an attempt to apPease bis detraetors; it also served as a corrective to

bis disciples who, in the name of Pater' s philosophy, pursued the more superficial

pleasures that could be justified by the aesthetic doctrine. In responding to tbese

disciples, Pater contrasts Marius with Flavian, a second-œntury incarnation of the

nineteenth-œntury Decadent, the kind of young man who might have been misled by

Pater's "Conclusion." The chapter in whieh Flavian tint appears is appropriately

titled "The Tree of Knowledge." Flavian and the world he represents, a world of

"tleeting beauty" (28) that is "reaI, with nothing less man the reality of seeing and

hearing" (29), pose a temptation to the young and impressionable Marius. In CODtrast

with these new attractions, the seriousness of bis early life and influences strike him

as "old, staid, conservative," and "vague, sbadowy, [and] problematical" (29). Lite

Marius, Flavian is, in many respects, the embodiment of the ideal aesthetie eritic.

He, too, stands apart from otbers, distinguished by his "reserve of gravity" (29), "bis

quickness in reckoning" (29), and his "intellectual power" (JO). In addition,. Flavian

is a paragon of physica1 beauty. Yet despite these qualities, Flavian represents a false

ideal. Though superficially Flavian is perfect, Marius eventually comes to realise that

his nature is corrupt: "To Marius, at a lacer time, he counted for as it were an

epitome of the whole pagan world, the depth of its corruption, and its perfection of

fonn" (31). And while Marius is momentarily distraeted by the temptations of the

"reai world" in all its sensuous embodiment, he does DOt altogetber lose the

"visionary idealism" (31) that is an innate pan of bis character. Flavian represents a

false ideal because tbeœ is a discrepancy, in Marius's eyes, between an inner vision

and the outward embodiment. The "fullness" of Flavian's life is compromised by a

moral taint of ugliness. In bis striving for superfieial beauties, Flavian bas given

himself to a "theory or idea or system which requires ... the sacrifice of [al part of
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[the aesthetic] experience" (Renoissance 189)-thus be does DOt truly represent the

ideal of Pater's aesthetie pbilosopby. He does DOt "bum ... with [the] bard gem-like

tlame" in a manner that constitutes "success in Iife" (Renaisst'UlCe 189).

Flavian's modem representatives are, of course, "those young men," Pater's

audience of disciples wbo had been misled by the "Conclusion." While Marius serves

as the guide to set these young men back on the rigbt course, Aavian stands as an

example of the patb IlOt 10 follow. The discrepancy tbat Marius perœives in Flavian,

between an inner vision and the outward embodiment, is representative of feelings

that Pater might bave bad regarding bis audience of disciples. But Pater's sense tbat

his disciples had the poœntial to develop into ideal aesthetic eritics is also represented

in Flavian. Flavian is DOt a puœly neptive example because be represents what is

good about Euphuism-an ornate Iiterary style tbat in its Most positive manifestation

represents an "awaken[ing] to forgotten duties towards language" (MarilLf 56).

Flavian's Euphuism is iospired by bis reading of Apuleius's Metomorphoses, a

"golden book" whieh mates him eager "to find the means of making visible to others

that which was vividlyapparent, deligbtful, of Iively interest to bimself, to the

exclusion of ail tbat was but middling, rame, or only half-true even to him..-this

scrupulousness of Iiterary art actuaIly awoke in Flavian, for the first time, a son of

chi"ëlIrous conscience" (55). Through his demonstration tbat Flavian's love of an

represents a potential for good, Pater suggests that the aesthetic temperament cao be

roused in one whose nature seems al tint incomPatible with sueh a temperament. A

"chivalrous conscience" is awakened in Flavian as a result of his experience with a

book: "A book, lilœ a penon, bas its fonunes with one; is lucky or unlueky in the

precise moment of its falling in our way, and often by some happy accident counts

with us for something more tban its independent value" (53-4). One cao hardly help

but think tbat mis statement is Pater's comment on bis disciples' reception of Th~

Renaissance. and tbat once &gain Parer is absolving himself and bis book from blame
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for readers being led astray.12 At the same rime, however. he seems to want to

believe that his work might influence young men in the way that Apuleius influences

Flavian. His writing of Marius. and bis attentiveness to disciples such as Moore,

Symons, and Wilde at the beginnings of their careers in the 80's. are indications of a

desire to be the kind of penon or write the kind of book that creates "happy

accidents" under fayourable or "Iucky" conditions of reception: in omer words. to

have a positive influence in sbaping young mincis ta the point of creating an

generation of ideal aesthetic erities.

[n the hope of exening a positive influence on his disciples. Pater

demonstrates, through Marius, wbat it really means "to be forever curiously testing

new opinions and courtiDg new impressions" (ReNlÎsstUlCe 189). In Marius's case,

this testing takes the fonn of a constant weighing of philosophy against experience,

not the sensuous hedonism that il suggested to Pater's detraetors and "susceptible"

young readers. Although bath forms of bebaviour are consistent with a philosophy

that advocates change. the latter is only superficially 50. The seareh for sensual

pleasures, various as those pleasures may be. is Iimited, representing an adherence to

one idea which requires the sacrifice of Olbers. OnIy those who are reœptive to

change in the fonn of other types of ideas and experience, as Marius is, live up to the

aesthetic ideal. Thus, when Marius's philosophy comes op wanring as a result of new

experience, he modifies it aœordingly. Marius's receptivity to the "possible truths·

that experience and philosophy present mm with is indicative of the dialectic nature of

his aestheric quest. Out of the clashes between tbesis and antithesis that result in

12 ln "Pater's Appeal to His Readers," loman points out tbat during the
composition of Marius" Pater must bave been very aware of the Dame tbat bis disciples
were giving to Aestheticism. When Pater bepn writing Marias he was living in London
in the midst of the "aestbetic crue" with Wilde as its most prominent representative.
Inman suggests tbat Pater must have feared "tbat even if he proved bimself to be serious
and temperate by making Marius so, he would be held panially responsible for the
'follies and extravagances' of Oscar Wilde and other aestheœs•... [Thus.] Pater made
Marius, in pan" an arlUlDent against the idea tbat one man's ideas cao cause another
man's follies" (664).



•

•

K. Macleod 1 52

points of heightened awareness for Marius~ he effects a synthesis. Marius~s life is a

sequence of such experiences~ "each of which is absorbed into its sucœssor without

being destroyed, or even transeended" (Bloom~ "Place of Pater" 37). Marius's

adherence to a philosophy that is based on change is thus Jess about the kind of

superficial change often associated with the hedonistic IifestyJe, tban it is about

maintaining the receptivity that represents a state of continuai "becoming."

ln the process of "becoming~" Marius~s moments of heightened awareness give

mm transitory visions of the ideal which he strives ta realise by adjusting his

philosophy to accord with tbese experiences. Ultimately~ the aim of Marius's

aesthetic philosophy is to achieve a hannony between the reaI and the ideal. This aim

is put most succinctly at the end of the climactic chapter, "The Will as Vision~" just

after Marius bas bad a spiritual vision in which he senses the presence of a Divine

companion: "Must not ail that remained of life be but a search for the equivalent of

that Ideal. among 50 called actual things--a gatbering together of every traœ or token

of it, which his actual experience migbt present'?" (181). While this revelation is

expressed in a way that empbasises the spiritual nature of Marius~s quest for the

ideal, it in fact embodies the same sentiment as the following Iines from the

"Conclusion": "A counted number of pulses only is given to us of a variegated..

dramatic life. . .. How sbal1 we pass most swiftly from point to point, and be

present always at the focus where the greatest number of vital forces unite in their

purest energy'?" (R~noissance 188). Althougb the different styles of language alter the

rhetorical effect of the passages, bath express a desire to maintain an ideal state of

heightened awareness. Nonetheless. the sbift in rhetoric from the enthusiastic energy

of The RentlissQ1lC~ quotation to the more contemplative philosophic tone of the

Marius quotation is an indication of Pater's more guarded stance towards his

audience, particularly bis young disciples.

Although Marius's spiritua11y motivated aestbetic philosophy is DOt ovenly

anticipated by the "Conclusion," it is DOt denied by it either. Marius' s spirituality is

not what ultimately defines mm as the ideal embodiment of the aestbetic philosophy.

Marius's "success" is defined, at the end of his life, by the fact that he bas
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"developed, with a wonderful largeness . . . his general capacity of vision" (Marius

264):

Throughout that elaborate and Iifelong education of bis receptive

powers, he had ever kept in view the purpose of preparing himself

towards possible funher revelation some clay ... At this moment [of

bis death] his unclouded reœptivity of 5001, grown 50 steadily through

ail those years, from experience to experience. wu at its heigbt . . . .

And was DOt mis precisely the condition, the attitude of minci. to which

something higher man he, yet wn to him, would be likely to reveal

itself? . .. Surely. the aim of a true philosophy must lie. IlOt in futile

effons towards the complete accommodation of man to the

circumstaDCes in which he chances 10 find himself, but in the

maintenance of a kind of candid discontent, in the face of the very

higbest achievement; the unclouded and reœptive soul quitting the

world finally, with the same frem wonder with which il bad entered the

world still unimpaired, and going on its blind way at last with the

coosciousness of some profound enigma in things, as but a pledge of

something funber to come. (264-65)

It is Marius's curious and questioning nature, bis "candid discontent" even "in the

face of the highest achievement," that is ultimately valorised, DOt his religjous beliefs.

He quits the world with a sense of "wonder," a "consciousness of some profound

enigma" which is in itself a kind of t3Cit understanding of Ifsomething funher 10

come. If Even though he bas DOt yet fully defined tbat "something" by the time he

dies, the ongoing search for this ideal constitutes a "sucœss." ln this scene, the

aesthetic view is DOt 50 much characterised by its spiritual aspect as it is itself given a

kind of divinity. As DeLaura. notes: "Pater wu at once retreating from the

antinomianism of the R~1IQÎssanc~ volume while almost delightedly re-exhibiting bis

Hel1enic ideal in sacerdotal robes" (282). While Pater changed the rhetoric in Marius

as a result of the change in bis perception of audience, he did DOt change the inherent

philosophy. Pater' s style was a meus of re-co~textuaIisinghis ideas 50 as to assuage
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the concems of bis peers and to temper the inclinations of bis disciples, white

ultimately reaffirming the validity of his phitosophy--expressing it more clearly to

those who had misinterpreted it.

Il

Pater's depiction of Marius, an ethical aeSlbetic critic, was largely the resuit of

Pater's sense of an obligation or "dUty"13 mat be fell with respect to bis detraeting

peers and to the young men who migbt bave reacl into bis philosophy a sensual

hedonism mat was DOt intended. As a result, the novel direcdy and blatandy

addresses issues of audience al the level of plot construction, cbaracterisation, and

narrative style. In the lmagi1l4ry Portraits, however, Pater was free to pursue a

project much "pleasanter" to bim (Len~rs WP 52) because he was far less directed by

the need to correct his audiences' understandings of bis aestbetic pbilosophy.

lmagi1l/lry Ponraits, then, while DOt as inherendy didactic and moral as MarillS, does

demonstrate that the aesthetic perspective is DOl as self-absorbed or detaebed as the

rhetoric of The Renaissance had made it seem. In addition, by foregrounding issues

of perception, lmagi1Ulry Portraits is linked with the essays of TM Renaissance in its

attempt, once again, to promote an aestbetica11y critical awareness, wbicb is, tbis

time, also ethically aware. Each of the stories, told by a narrator with aestbetically

critical perception, reveals the kind of ethical sympathy tbat cao be generated for

characters who hold unconventional points of view.

In lmagi1ltllY Portraits, Pater revens 10 the dialectical form of mediation

between objective and subjective data-the "process of speculation" (Williams, "Pater

in the 1880's" 4l)-tbat cbaracterised his early critical essays, ratber tban the ultra-

13 ln a letter to Violet Paget, Pater referred to bis writing of MarillS as "a son of
duty9" the duty being to present a "founh son of religious phase possible for the modem
mind [pater here is responding to the tact that Paget depieted t"'~~ possible phases in
'The Responsibilities of Unbelief')" (L«t~rsWP 52). In Marius. Pater demonstrates how
the aesthetic temperament, though somewhat sœptical, can be reœptive to religious
feeling and sentiment.
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omniscient narrative style of Marius. As we have seen. this kind of mediation~ whieh

is carried out by the aesthetie eritie in the analysis of the abject, results IlOt in trUth or

faet. but rather in "possible truth" (Plalo 188). the only kind of knowledge available

to "the modem spirit" to whom "nothing ... can be rigbdy known, except relatively

and under conditions" (Appr«iation.f. "Coleridge" 65).14 ln /mogi1ld'Y Portraits

objective knowledge is repœsented by historical facts. while subjective knowledge is

represented by the narrators' impressions of the figures they are studying. But while

this blending of subjectivity and objectivity was "distutbing" to sorne Vietorians in the

eontext of Pater' s eritical, historical essays in The Renoissance (Williams,

Transfigured World 147), it did DOt have sueh an effect wben used in his fiction.

Un1ike the eritical or historical essay, fietion~venhistorical fietion--does DOt come

fumished with an implicit truth claim. Such remaries as tbere were about the

historical truth of the ponraits in the reviews of the book attest 10 the inoffensiveness

of Pater' s approach witbin the rea1m of fiction. Thus, the reviewer for the Sp«:ttllor

noted: "We are DOt able to discover tbat the other three originals [apart from Watteau]

of these 'ponraits' ever really existed," and "[w]hether Denys bas really left traces

of himself in stained glass and old tapestries al Auxerre. is a question we cannot

answer; we have no clues as to where the imagination ends, and tact begins" (qUi. in

Seiler 168, 170). This response is a far ery from the upset caused by what was

perœived to be the shoddy bistorical method of The Renaissance in reviews such as

that of MlS. Pattïson. In fiction. Pater cao maire claims to universal uuths about the

human condition without compromising historical truth.

Through a combination of factual material and the subjective impressions of

different types of "aestbetic erities" who function as narra1Ors, Pater paints bis

ponraits "!rom a perspective at odds with a conventional point of view" (8assett

14 Although it is trUe tbat in Marius the protagonist serves as a model for this kind
of thinking, the narrative itself is characterised by a definite thesis.
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56).15 Pater's use of these aesthetic narrators gives him a freedom of expression"

unavailable to him as a critie, which allows him to imagine subjective impressions

other than his own. As such, he is plaœd at a funber remove from his audience. He

is Dot responsible for the views expressed in the fictions; his narrators are. And even

then, Pater does DOt give his narrators the objective, authoritative, omniscient voice

that characterised the narrator of MarillS. In the Imtlgi1llU"Y Ponraits, "the narratives

are ail mediated, impressions which reveal their partiality, the filters or lenses through

which the narrative is conceived and 'told'" (Brake, Walter Pater 46). Thus, even the

narrators' perspectives are called into question as the nature of tbeir paniality is

foregrounded. Marie-Marguerite's depietion of Watteau is coloured by her obvious

love for him, which reveals itself in subtle yet visible ways throughout the narrative,

as in the following example: "Jean Baptiste! he too, rejected by Antony" (26). The

simple inclusion of "too" changes the whole meaning, exposing Marie-Marguerite's

bias and therefore compromising the reliability of her perception of Watteau. For

example, readers have no tirst-band knowledge of Watteau's dissatisfaction with

Parisian life, a tact that Marie-Marguerite seems convinced of. It MaY weil be that

she wants him to be dissatisfied with a life that site takes no pan in.

In the other stories, the limited pel'SPeCtives of the narrators are demonstrated

in different ways. In "Sebastian van Storck," although the narrator bas access to

15 In an interesting anicle on the /mtlginœy PoTtl'tlits, John Coates explores how,
in the stories, Pater subdy tlouts conventional viewpoints. Coates examines the
"submerged controvenial intention" (93) of"A Prince ofCaon Painters," "Sebastian van
Starck, " and "Duke Carl of Rosenmold." He demonsuaœs bow tbese pomaits responded
to conœmporary ideas about Watteau, Spinoza, and Gennany befote the Auj1dIi17lng.
Cœtes suggests tbat Pater'5 depiction of Watteau as a dissatisfied seeker ran counter to
contemporary thought, and points to Wilde's comment as indicative of this thougbt.
Wilde said tbat the ponrait "is perbaps a little too fanciful" and found it inapplicable "10
the gay and debonnair [sic] peintre deslita galtultes" (qtd. in Coates 94: see also Seiler
163-165 for the full review). While Wilde accepted the stereolypical view of Watteau
as popularised by the Goncoun brothers, Pater's "aesthetic Perception" enables him to
see beyond the conventional opinions of his age, in much the same way as Marius had
done in his OWD. Coates suggests that by adopting an unusual Perspective from wbich
to view Watteau, he "encourage[s] the seeing of fine sbades within a subject" (99).
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Sebastian's journals for much of bis information,. the incidents leading to the death of

Sebastian in the act of saving a child are left sketeby. The narrators of the stories put

together their information with a combination of documentary evidence and

imaginative recreation. Thus, the antiquarian narrator of "Denys ('Auxerrois,. n tells

us: "With [a] faney in my minci" of a pagan god who "had cast in bis lot with the

creatures of an age laler tban his ownt" and "by the belp of certain notes . . . which

lay in the priest's library . . . and in repeated examination of the old tapestried

designs, the story sbaped itself at last" (S4).. This narrator's description of his

process directly recalls the Mediation between objective perception and subjective

impression tbat Pater attribuœs to the "aesthetic critie."

Perspective is DOt oo1y central in terms of narrative viewpoint,. but is oCten a

subject treated within the narratives tbemselves. In "Denys 1"Auxerrois," the Monk

Hermes is the medievaI equivalent of the narrator. Within the Medieval content

Hennes offen an "aesthetic" perspective on Denys, wbich none of the otber

townspeople seem capable of. Hermes recognises the mythic quaIity of Denys,

associating him with Dionysus. Yet even though Hennes understands tbat Dionysus

brings with him the bad as weil as the good ("the Wine-god . . . bad bis conttast, bis

dark or antipathetic sicle; was liIce a double creature, of two natures, diffieult or

impossible to harmonise" [66]), he is one of the few who remaiD sympathetie to

Denys.

Perbaps the hest eumple of the treatment of perspective witbin the stories

accurs in "Sebastian von Storck." Throughout the story, the narrator draws attention

to the difference between Sebastian's perspective and the perspective of thase who are

in tune with the cultural richness of Rolland in the mid-sevenœenth century.

Therefofe, the sœne tbat. for Alben Cuyp, "gleamed very pleasandy russet and

yellow ... seemed wellnigh to suffocate Sebastian van Storck" (81-2). Where the

Duteh genre painters see beauty and gaiety in the winter sœne, Sebastian prefers to

see a "vast surface of . . . frozen water-meadow" (81). In anotber example, the

narrative subdy reveals the difference between Sebastian and bis idol, Spinoza.

Although Sebastian is an ardent follower of Spinoza, the narrative suggests that white
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Spinoza bas influenced the tenor of Sebastian's thinking, he is not responsible for the

lengths to which Sebastian goes in punuit of the realisation of the abstraet theorem,

for,. as the nanator states: "lbere have been dispositions in which tbat abstraet

theorem bas only induced a renewed value for the finite interests around and within

us" (107-08). Sebastian's reaction to the philosophy is a function of an "inberited

satiety or fatigue in his nature" (108). In a telling narrative moment, Spinoza, a guest

at the von Storcks', draws Sebastian's "likeness on the tly-leaf of his note-book" (97).

Though not oveniy stated, the suggestion is that Spinoza. despite bis bleak

philosophy, does not object to the cultural preoccupations of the times as Sebastian

does. As Monsman writes: "That Spinoza does DOt sbare Sebastian's aversion [for

an] undoubtedly is significant, for it sbO\Vs tbat the master had DOt carried his

uncongenial philosophy to abnormal extremes as bad his disciple" (123).

By drawing attention to perspective both within the narratives themselves and

through the foregroundïng of the narrators' mediating taetics, Pater indicates

something about the nature of interpretation and communication which retlects his

experiences of the writing and reception of his two previous major works, The

Renaissance and Marius. 16 Continuing with the ascetic style he had adopted after

The Renaissance, Pater does IlOt, in lmaginary Portraits, put his "reader ... [in)

danger of being carried far away by an alluring imagination and by a singularly

seductive diction" (qui. in Seiler 21; review of The ReNlÎssance in the SatIll'Clay

Review), thus blurring the distinction between reality and imagination. Nor does he

offer ready-made interprerations by drawing explicit parallels between the factual and

fictional, as he did in Mariu. 80th these t8Ctics bad resulted in seamless narratives.

In lmagï1ltlry Portraits, however, Pater gives his audience an indication of where

factual d9Cumentation fails and imaginative reconstruction takes over. In the

16 M. F. Moran malœs a similar argument in his discussion of Pater' s mythic
fiction, particularly "Denys l'Auxerrois" and "Apollo in Picardy." He says of tbese
works that "their form and narrative strategies cali into question traditional concepts of
,reading, , of the process of ascribing meaning.. of the practice and nature of
interpretation" (Moran 171).
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communication of tbeir stories, the nartators reveal the conditional nature of their

knowledge. Thus, the narrator of "Denys l'Auxerrois" tells us bow the "story shaped

itself' from a "faney" in his minci and a few tapestries and notes (54). Sometimes the

narrator leaves questions unanswered, refusing to interpret or provide answers for the

unanswerable, as is the case with the death of Sebastian. In the lmagi1Ul'Y Portraits,

the narrators' anempts to Mediate between the factual and the imaginative result in

anything but a seamless narrative; in tact, the empbasis on the subjective perspectives

of the narrators and cbaracters undermines the notion "of a stable, identifiable

meaning" (Moran 173), IlOt only in the mythic fiction, which is Moran's focus, but in

his other imaginary portraits as weil.

While Pater recognises and underscores the tact tbat interpretation will be

coloured by subjective impressions in lmagillll'Y Portraits in a way he does DOt do in

Marius, it does IlOt necessarily follow mat he deDies the validity of sucb

interpretations. The instability of meaning is IlOt a sourœ of anxiety for Pater in

lmagillllry Ponraits. Ulustrating in these narratives that "truth ... depends a good

deal on the receiver; and must be, in that degree, elusive, provisional. contingent, a

matter of various approximation" (Pltlto 181), Pater illustrates the positive aspects of

"possible truth." The aesthetically perceptive narrators view their subjects with a

non-judgmental eye, causing Symons, in his review of lmagintuy Portraits, 10 note:

ln truth, Mc Pater is DO moralist, and alike as an artist and as a thinker,

he feels called upon 10 draw no moral, 10 deduce no consequences,

from the failures or successes he bas chronicled to a certain culminating

point. '1bere is the ponrait,' he seems to say; ail 1 bave been writing is

but 50 many touches toward that single visible outline: there is the

ponrait!~ (qtd. in Seiler 181)

Yet despite tbis non-judgmental stance, the tone is far from detaehed. In tbese

ponraits, Pater demonsttates that the aesthetic point of view can lead 10 a sympathy

with its abjects of study. The process tbat the aesthetic critic undenakes leads

inevitably to this outeome, "for the babit of noting and distinguisbing one's Most
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intimate passages of sentiment makes one sympathetic, begetting, as it must, the

power of entering, by ail sons of finer ways, into the intimate recesses of other

minds" ("Postscript," App1'«Ïations 266).17 Thus, although the portraits are DOt

moral in a conventional sense, they do demonstrate the "morality" that "is ail

sympathy" of Botticelli, of Marius and the Christian community in Marius, and of

Pater' 5 more refined definition of the aesthetic eritic" ail of which he presents as

models for his audience. Pater's treatment of "failures" in /magiNlry Ponraits, of

those who are out of step wim their times" allows him to demonstrate how, with the

full force of this sympathy, an "aestbetic perspective" cao accommodate figures that

its own age does DOt understand. In [magi1l/lry Portraits, Pater finds the perfect

vebicle for his philosopby. He justifies the "aestbetic perspective" witbout appearing

solipsistic or hedonistie as he did in the "Conclusion": in addition, he demonstrates

the kind of morality involved in his pbilosophy without appearing overly pedantic.

As a result" Pater is able to appeal to both his more rigorous moraUy earnest audience

as weil as his disciples without compromising eitber his aesthetic or etbical ideals.

III

While the ~ful, studied manner and ethically-oriented nature of Marius and

the lmaginary Portraits served, ta a large extent., to answer the objections of Pater's

detraetors, the change in empbasis was antithetical to the interests of Pater's Decadent

disciples. It remained to he seen how these disciples would react to this new

manifestation of Pater's philosopby. Publisbed in 1885 and 1887 respectively, Marius

and /maginary Ponrtlits appeared al a pivotai point in time, having the potential to

reform or alienaœ disciples like George Moore, Anhur Symons and Oscar Wilde,

11 In his book, Walt~,.Pat~r: TM Cride as Anist ofld~as. Buekler says that this
statement "appears to be DOt only the motive of the pontaits but also the conneeting link
between the critical essays and the critical fictions" (182). The "Postscript" was
originally publisbed in Macmillan's MagtlZiM in 1876. It wu one of the bandful of
essays that Pater published between the R~1'IIIÎsstlllC~ and Marius. As mis passage
suggests, Pater was still giving thought to the role of the "aesthetie critic."
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who were DOW DOt only reading Pater but reviewîng his work and corresponding with

him personally wim respect to works that mey were producing partly under bis

influence. II ln Moore's case, these works did nodling to alter his interpretation of

Pater's philosophy. He continued to read Pater in light of bis interpreration of the

"Conclusion," and bis opinion of Marius is coloured by tbis reading. By concluding

that the novel expressed the "belief tbat the beauty of material things is sufficient for

ail the needs of life" (Confessions 166), Moore focused ooly on the reaL, missing the

ethical imperative, which in Marius's case is provided by bis desite for the ideal.

Although Moore may DOt, in bis life, have "followed Pater' s aestheticism to an

extreme as Wilde and bis contemporaries [did]," as Susan Dick points out in the

introduction to ber critical edition of Moore's Confessions (IS), he nonetheless

misinterpreted Pater in bis an., perbaps more than Pater's other disciples. Pater

confirmed Moore's "belief in the rigbt of an to be free from ail extemal moral

restraints" (Dick IS), but Moore did DOt beed the qualification with which Pater

assened such a claim in bis works after The RellQÎsstUllCe. While Pater admired

Moore's style, he expressed bis reservations about the immoral nature of two of

Moore's works, A Men Acddent (1887), and Confessions ofa YOIUIg Man (1888),

which were publisbed shonly after Pater' s /1Nlgina'Y PortTtlits. Pater objected to

Moore's cboice of subject matter in bath novels: Confessions seemed to him to come

in a "moraUy questionable shape" (Letters WP 81), while A Men Acddent, wbich wu

similar to Marius in its focus on a contemplative rather than active character (Dick

lB Symons and Wilde reviewed iflllJginary Ponraits in 1887, their first formai
reviews of Pater's work. In addition, bath men published imponant works in the year
or 50 following the publication of /mtlg;naty PortTtlits. Symons published bis first book
of poetry, Days and Mghts, which wu dedicated to Patert and Wilde publisbed bis tint
volume of stories, The Happy Prince and OtMr Tales. Moore did DOt review Pater's
work fonnally, but he did correspond with bim regarding two novels that were published .
shonly after [1IfQginary Portraits, A Mere Acddent and Confessions ofa YOllng Man.
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12n32)19, was equally disturbing to Pater. In a paraphrase of the letter be teeeived

from Pater, Moore discusses Pater's objections:

Without any suess of expression, he made me understand very weil that

descriptions of violent incidents and abnormal states of mind do DOt

serve the purpose of an, the purpose of an DOt being to astonisb or to

perplexe He made me understand that the object of an is to help us

forget the crude and the violent, to lead us towards certain normal

aspects of nature ••• (qtd. in Uttt!rs WP 74)

[n bis objections to Moore's ponrayal of "violent incidents and abnormal states of

mind," and bis sense that Moore was trying to "astonisb or to perplex" (or shock) bis

audience, Pater distaneed bimself from the empbasis tbat his disciples placed on

immorality in their interpretation of his philosophy. And a1though Pater' s Imagina,.,

.Portraits, released in the same year as A Mt!Te Acdtknt, tœat violence (the killing of

Denys l'Auxerrois) and "abnormal states of minci" (Sebastian van Storck's abstraet

philosophy), they do 50 DOt to "astonisb or 10 Perplex," but ratber "10 lead us towards

cenain moral aspects of nature." Pater's stories give the reader glimpses of the

transcendency or ideal tbat is or cao be achieved despite the characters' failures. In

dying, Sebastian saves a child's life; though Denys brinas violence to Auxerre, and is

destroyed by violence, he also brinas a prosperity and cultural renewal tbat lives on;

though Duke Carl fails to brina the Auf1c/iil'llllg 10 Gennany, he foreshadows Goethe's

success fifty years later. Pater's WOrD end with hope tbat is in part inspired by the

desire 10 pomay his cbaracters from a perspective that evolœs sympathy and

understanding from a receptive and aesthetically critical audience, rather than the

Decadent aesthetic perspective which seeks 10 "astonish" and "perplex" the general

public.

Symons's understanding of Pater at this time was far greater tban that of

19 ln addition (0 this observation, Dick also points out another connection with
Marius: John Nonon, the Mariu..like protagonist of the novel, "is writing a history of
Christian Latin, an idea he bas taken ... from Marius tM EpicllTean" (Dick 12032).
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Moore, and Pater's attentions to him by way of correspondence revea1 a much less

ambivalent master-disciple relationship. In bis review of ImagiNl'Y Ponrtlits, Symons

gave a detailed and thorough anaIysis of the transformation of Pater's style from TM

Renaissance to lmaginary Portraits. In addition, he recognised Pater' s treatment of

the subjectivity of perception and his attempt to "give . . . concrete form to abstraet

ideas" (qui. in Seiler 179). Symons's asture critical analysis of Imagina" Portraits

won the praise of Pater himself, who gladly agreed to be "an arbiter in the matter of

(Symons's) Iiterary work- (L«tos WP 78-9), belping him to get his tirst book of

poems, Days and MgJus, publisbed tbrough his own publisber, Macmillan, in 1888.

Although generally complimenrary about Symons's wode, Pater's criticisms

about a certain "sordidness" (Lm~rs WP 79) in some of the poems iIlustrate the point

of difference between the two men, which became more pronounced as Symons's

style became more decadent in manner. Thus, by the time Symons's next book of

poems were publisbed in 1892, he and Pater were estranged., "perhaps because Pater

disapproved of the frank., or decadent, eroticism of Symons's poetry, and life" (Evans

xl). This estrangement may also have been a result of Symons's association of Pater

with the Decadent movement. In bis 1893 essay "The Decadent Movement in

Literature," Symons posits Pater as a proponent of Decadence, classifying DOt The

Renaissance, but Pater's more restrained WOrD MarillS and lmag;""" Portraits as

prototypical Decadent works: "Have they IlOt tbat morbid subtlety of analysis, tbat

morbid curiosity of fonn, that we bave found in the Frencb Decadents'?" (Beckson,

Aesthet~s 149-50). Though his earlier comments about the development of Pater's

style reveaI a certain degree of understanding, Symons, Iike Moore, valued the effect

of the prose more tban the content; it wu only larer (in the early twentietb century),

in re-reading Pater, tbat Symons recognised botb the "effectiveness" of Pater's style

"in reflecting a variety of moods and subjects" (Munro 83) and the presence of "an

ethical system of sorne practical value ... for those who cared to listen" (Munro
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82-3).20

While Wilde. as a result of his lifestyle. is generally classed among those who

did not heed Pater's ethical system, his art and criticism demonstrate a sttoDg grasp of

the ethical and aesthetic components of Pater's philosophy. In his review of the

lmaginary Ponraits, Wilde called Pater an "intellectual impressionist," recognising his

attempt to capture and analyse "exquisite moments" (qtd. in Seiler 164). In addition,

he characterised the stories as explorations of the various fonns of passion a1luded to

in the "Conclusion," writing: "'Denys 1·Auxerrois' symbolizes the passion of the

senses, and 'Sebastian Van Storck' the philosophie passioD, (while]

... the passion for the imaginative world of an is the basis of the story of 'Duke

Carl of Rosenmold' (qtd. in Seiler 164). Despite the fact tbat his comments are

largely infonned by the "Conclusion" to TM R~1IIIisstlllC~, Wilde sensed the intention

bebind Pater' s incœasingly ascetic style. His reviews of bath /lnQginary Portraits in

1887 and Appr«iotiollS in 1890 revea1 that, unlike Symons and Moore. wbile Wilde

may have been overwhelmed with the style of Th~ R~MissQIIC~ta the point of

idolatry, he was DOt overawed to this extent by Pater's style in subsequent wooo. In

fact. he is quite reserved in his praise of the asceticism of /magi1ltJry Portraits. Thus.

he writes: "at times it is a1most too severe in its self-control, and makes us long for a

little more freedom. For indeed the danger of such prose as his is tbat it is apt to

become somewhat laborioos. Here and there one is tempted to say of Mr. Pater that

he is 'a seeker after sometbing in language that is there in no satisfying measure, or

not at ail'" (qtd. in Seiler 165). Wilde's reserve in his anaIysis of Pater's style made

him a better reader tban one might be led ta suspect given Wilde'5 treatment of

Pater' s themes in bis own work.

10 Munro cites the following quotation from Symons's Figllns of S~~ral

Centuries to illustrate bis enbanced understaDding of Pater: "As he grew older, he addcd
something more like a Stoic sense of 'duty· to the old, properlyand severely Epicurean
doctrine of 'pleasure.' Pleasure was never, for Pater, less than the essence of ail
knowledge, ail experience, and ROt meœly ail tbat is rarest in sensation.; it wu œligious
from the tint, and had always ta be served with a strict ritual" (Munro 83; also qtd. in
Symons's introduction ta the Modem Library edition of TM R~naissQIIC~ xiv).
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Of the works of Pater's disciples published a year or two after lmagi1ltlry

Portraits, it is Wilde's lM Happy Pri1lC~ and OtM' Tolu tbat Most strongly indie:ates

an absorption of all aspects of Pater's philosophy. lbough Parer did DOt formally

review the book, he praised the stories highly in a letter to Wilde (see Lm~TS WP

85).21 Wilde's stories reveal Pater's influence in bath style and subject matter.

While Wilde's style indicares bis preference for Pater's early, more omate style, his

subject matter and treatment reflect Wilde'5 informed reading of Marius and

lmaginary Ponraits. lbough different from these works, Wilde's stories do treat

their subjects witb a kind of sympathy tbat demonstrates a morality beyond what is

merely conventional. lbough Wilde, lib Symons, eventually takes Pater's aesthetic

philosophy to its inevitable Decadent extreme, Wilde's development and playful

manipulation of the older man'5 ideasis based on a thorough understanding of those

ideas to begin with. Wilde demonstrates this understanding in botb bis critica1

writings and his fiction, an examination of which reveals tbat, if anything, Wilde' s

ft misinterpretation" of Pater is more deliberaœ tban misguided or uninformed. [n

addition, Wilde's flamboyant representation of aestbeticism is a result of his desiœ to

cater to a wider audience tban that defined by Pater in bis work.

21 If Pater's praise of Wilde was more reserved than his praise of Symons, it was
most likely due to his knowledge of Wilde as the flamboyant "aesthete" of the early
eighties.
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Cbapter3

Ambiguous Intentions: "Corrupt" and "Cultivated" Readers of Wilde's Critieism

As a disciple of Pater, Oscar Wilde was concerned with developing the

appropriate temperament in his audience for the aesthetie appreciation of beauty in

an. In his eritical writings, Wilde absorbs and develops Pater's concept of the ideal

perceiver of an, whom he also refers to as the "aesthetie critie." Later, in the

"Preface" to The Pictllre ofDorian Gray, Wilde refers more fancifully to his

projected ideal audience as "the cultivated"- "(t)hose who find beautiful meanings in

beautiful things," (11) and "the elect"- "those to whom beautiful things mean only

beauty" (17).1 Yet Wilde's eircumstanees were such that he recognised the limits of

his actual audience, knowing mat he bad to contend with another audience as weil:

"the corrupt," who "tind ugly meanings in beautiful things" (Dorian Gray 17). In

other works, Wilde referred to this audience more conventionaIly as "the public. "2

Where Pater conceived of his audience in terms of individual readers-Oxford dons

and young Oxford men-Wilde sawa "public, Il and DOt simply one, but many: "1bere

are as many publics as there are personalities" (qtd. in Mikhail 1:240).] Given tbis

brœder concept of audience, Wilde faced a far tougher task in bis audience-fashioning

than did Pater, who merely had to reflne the sensibilities of those who were, for ail

intents and purposes, already refined.

Wilde'5 more sopmsticated and cynical view of audience was a result of

circumstanees tbat made mm more accountable 10 his audience tban Pater was.

Unlike Pater, Wilde was completely dependent on an for his incorne. Although he

bad tried 10 obtain a fellowship at Oxford and a position as an inspector of schoals,~

1 Unless otherwise indieated, ail quotations from Wilde's works are trom The
Complete works of Oscar Wilde (London: Collins, 1966).

2 See "The Decay of Lying9 Il "The Critie as Anist. " and "The Soul of Man Under
Socialism."

] Wilde made tbis comment in an interview with Gilben Burgess wbich appeared
in The Sketch in January 1895.

4 See Ellmann 99-106.
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jobs held by Pater and Arnold respectively, Wilde was unsuccessful in obtaining an

occupation tbat would give him financial security, allowing bim to pursue his literary

interests with the "disinterestedness" necessary to the creation of great art. Denied

other employment, Wilde looked to bis art as a means of living and 50 was inevitably

connected to the "corropt" public tbat he 50 despised.. Although he believed tbat "the

moment an anist takes notice of wbat otber people want, and tries to supply the

demand, he ceases to be an artist, and becomes a dull or amusing craftsman, an

honest or disbonest tradesman" ("The Soul of Man Under Socialism" 1(90), bis

financial need for popular sucœss made bim, in effect, a tradesman of the arts.

Given this economie reality, Wilde's dilemma was to find a way to maintain bis

integrity as the "disinterested" artist who "fasbion[ed] .... beautiful thing[s] ...

solely for bis own pleaswe" ("5ou1 of Man" 1(90) when faœd with a publie tbat was

only "al its ease wben mediocrity [wu] talking ta it" ("eritie as Anist" 10(9).

Desiring the financial security tbat came wim public recognition, yet reluctant

to cheapen himself and bis art by giving the people wbat they wanted, Wilde set out

to enlighten the masses: "An sbould never try to be popular.. The publie sbould try

to make itself anistie" ("5001 of Man" 1(90). In bis capacity as a populariser of

Aestheticism, Wilde sougbt to demonstrate to the publie the deligbts of the private,

reclusive world of the aesthete. As a contemporary reviewer for the Pail Mali

Gazette put it: "[Wilde] bas every qualification for becoming a popular Pater" (qtd. in

Beckson, Critical Heritage 91). But the notion of a "popular Pater" is oxymoronie,

for it involves bringing ta the masses a pbilosophy tbat is based on a retreat from the

world. Wilde's situation wim respect ta bis audience wu al once social and anti

social. His aestheticism was a combination of the Pateœan conception of art as a

"cloistral refuge ..... from a certain vulgarity in the aetual world" (Appr«ialÏons 18),

and the aesthetic idea1ism of Morris and Ruskin wim its more socially-motivated

aims. Traversing the spectrum between these two extreme positions involved Wilde

in a range of responses to bis audience, from idealistic 10 cYDical. In bis moments of

socialist-idea1ist fervour, Wilde envisioned the successful refinement of the masses

culminating in a utopian society in which eacb penon "realises the perfection of the
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soul that is within bim" ("Sou! of Man" 1087). [n this ideal., the cloistral refuge is no

longer a retreat from the actual world because it bas b«ome the actual world. At the

other end of the specnum lies Wilde's artistic-idealist Parerean sentiment: "through

An ... we shield ourselves from the sordid perils of actual existence" ("Critie as

Anist" 1038). While similar to Parer' s above-quoted starement about an as eloisttal

refuge., Wilde"5 choice of diction retlects the differing circumstanees of the two men.

Pater"s concept of art as a "cloistral refuge" is passive and peaœful. His comment

about the "vulgarity of the aetuaI wood" is made at a safe distance froID this philistine

world. Wilde'S., on the omer band., is made from withi" that world and is therefore

defensive in nature. His expression is based on tletIIal experienœ of the "sordid

perils" of the philistine world., after baving once enjoyed., as a student al Oxford., the

pleasure of being among a community of cultivated peers in the "cloistral refuge" of

the "dreaming spires." Thus, Wilde's position as an &nist in the vulgar world of the

public created DOt only an idealistie desire for change, but also a more cynical view

which resulted from a suspicion that the public might be incapable of change.

Hy using an as a "sbield," Wilde cao withdraw from the vulgar world to a

certain extent, but DOt 10 the extent of the "cloisttal refuge." His position of retreat is

constantly threatened. In tbis sense, Wilde is caught between two worlds: that of the

cloistered utist which is a1ways just out of reach, and that of the vulgar masses.

Because he cannot quite escape from bis dependence on the latter., he uses its

vulgarity to define his own superiority. Wilde needs the public in its pejorative sense

in order to assen bis own individuality as distinct from tbat of the masses. While

Wilde claims tbat in bis ideal society individuality will flourish because society will

have come to recognise "infinite variety of type as a delightful thing" (Soui of Man"

1101), one can bardly help noticing tbat, in envisioning this Utopia, he must launch a

scathing attaek against the formless masses in order to assen his own individuality

and superior sensibility. Wilde's "cultivated," then, are defined, in pan, by their

opposition to the "corrupt." The Paterean aesthete who retires from the ugliness of

the world to contemplate beauty in solitude lives way to the Wildean decadent who,

unable to know beauly except through its opposition to ugliness, throws stones at the
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world wbich be cannot fuJly leave behind.

Wilde's definition of the "cultivated" through apposition to the "public" or

"corrupt" occurs in bis criticism in tandem wim a more Paterean style of audience

projection wbereby he oudines the aestbetic mode of awareness or reœptivity

necessary to the "cultivated" aesdletic critic. Keeping in minci the caution with wbich

one must approach any of Wilde's statements about bis critical beliefs,5 1 will

consider tbose issues upon which 1 think one cao maJœ a claim for a sysrematic idea.

These topics, whicb include the subjectivity of perception, the dynamic nature of the

aesthetica1ly critical mind, and the superiority of art 10 nature, are related to Wilde's

projection of an ideal audience of "cultivated" aesthetie crities who, by"finding

beautiful meanings in beautiful tbings" (Doria Gray 17), ultimaœly "realise [tbeir]

perfection" ("Critie as Anist" 1038). In his treatment of tbese subjects, Wilde

demonstrates bis indebtedness to Pater by borrowing and developing, sometimes quite

radically, many of the older eritie's concepts.'

S Wilde' s eritieism has IlOt garnered a great deal of attention as criticism, chietly
because he conuadiets bimself 50 frequendy. Bruce Bashford sums up the problem
succinctly in bis essay "Oscar Wilde, bis Critieism and bis Crities": "Arch and
paradoxical, tbey ["The Decay of Lying" and "The Cride as Anist"] do DOt look lite
seriaus discussions of criticism. Funhermoœ, their doctrine is suspicious. . . . it is
difficult for us 10 believe that someone whose avowed aim is 'to see the abject as in itself
il really is DOt' cu be doing anything sysœmatie al ail" (181). Critics who do give
serious attention 10 Wilde's criticism (most recendy, William Buclder and laD Small)
focus, as 1 will do, on the dialectic nature of Wilde's criticism.

6 Pater is certainly IlOt the only influence on Wilde's criticism. Wilde's sources
also include Ruskin, Arnold, Morris, Whistler, Plato,. Aristode, and a host of omen.
[focus mainly on Pater in arder to demonsaaœ how Wilde's tteatment of similar issues
is affected by, and in tom affects, the relationsbip with bis audience.
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1

ln the presentation of his critical ideas in "The Decayof Lying" and "The

Critic as Anist, "7 Wilde adopts the fonn of the dialogue, a form mat Gilbert

comments on in "The Critie as Attist":

By its means he can both reveal and concea.l himself, and give fonn to

every faney, and reality to every mood. By its means he can exhibit

the object from every point of view, and show it to us in the round . . .

gaining in mis marmer ail the ricbness and reality of effect tbat comes

from those side issues tbat are suddenly suggested by the central idea in

its progress, and really illumine the idea more completely, or from

those felieitous after-thoughts that gjve a foller completeDess to the

central scheme . . . (1046)

For Wilde, the dialogue serves the same function as the essay serves for Pater-il is a

dialectical form through whieh 10 explore possible truths. Ultimately the goal is the

process of speculation rather than any final conclusion mat may be reached,8 for the

"cultivated" reader recognises that a different mood might suggest an entirely

different process of thought leading to a conclusion equally true.

Wilde' 5 use of the dialogue form al50 distances him from the theories impaned

7 "1be Decay of Lying" and "The Critie as Artist" were originally published in
the Nin««1Ith CDItIUY, the former in January 1889, and the latter, under the name "The
True Function and Value of Critieism," in JuIy (part one) and September (part two)
1890. They were republisbed in Int~ntions in May 1891 a10ng with two other previously
published essays, "The Truth of Masks" (originally publisbed as "Shakespeare and Stage
Costume" in the NiMt~enth C~1IIUry in May 1885), and "Pen, Pencil, and Poison"
(originaIly publisbed in the Fonnightly Rft'iftV in January 1889).

a In his essay, "Wilde's 'Trumpet Against the Gate of Dullness': 'The Decayof
Lying'," Buckler makes a similar point about Wilde's use of the dialogue, which he sees
as an attempt to highlight "the mental process by which the standpoint [is) reacbed and
how it [is) expressed rather tban . . . the simple truth or falsehood of it" (313).
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by his interlocutors-most imponandy bis sages. Vivian and Gilbert.' While Wilde's

views may sometimes correspond to mose of the two dominant characters (for the

dialogue "reveals" as well as "conceals" the critie), the reader, as Buckler points out.

"is at no time justified in equating [Wilde with the dominant persona], Wilde's chief

sympathy being witb Gilbert's [and Vivian's] right to reverse conventional wisdom on

his subject and to bave wbat he says considered on its intrinsic merlts regardless of

the unorthodox manner in which he re-wriœs onhodox points of view" ("Building a

Bulwark" 279-80). The audience members may taIœ as tbeir model DOt Cyril and

Ernest, who as disciples are convened by the end of the dialogue, but ratber the

sages, Vivian and Gilbert. who, in their teeeptivity to many points of view. "find it

"so diffieult to convert [tbemselves]" ("Critic as Anist" 1(47). Setter yet, the

"cultivated" audience may adopt the position of the author, Wilde, who. tbrough the

subtide of "The Decay of Lying"-"An Observation"-revea1s the proper, distaneed

stance 10 adopt towards the views expressed. as opposed to the stanœ suggested by

the subtitle of Vivian's essay-"A ProIest"-which reveals a more tendentious view.

As observers of the dialogue. the "cultivated" audience can distinguish between the

views expressed by the cl1anK:ters, and the implications of these views for Wilde's

overarching message.

Although his cbaracters, panicularly the sages, exaggerate, [think it cao be

reasonably said tbat Wilde olten supports a milder form of wbat his more outspoken

representatives declare; hence his suggestion in a letter 10 a friend tbat "under the

fanciful form ["The Decay of Lying"] hides sorne truths. or perhaps sorne half-trutbs

about an" (L«t~n OW237). One of the "truths" or principles tbat we cao attribute

ta a definite belief 00 the part of Wilde bas to do with the nature of the ideal audience

9 The identification of Wilde with the dominaDt interlocutors. Vivian and Gilbert,
is a source of debate amoog erities. Bashford, for example. makes no disrioction
between Wilde and his sages. He a1ways cites passages without reference to the speaker,
as if they represent Wilde's own staternents. However, both Herbert Sussman. in
"Criticism as Art: Form in Oscar Wilde's Critical Writings," and Buckler io bis essays
on "The Critie as Anist" (ELT 33) and "The Decay of Lying" (ELT 32), distinguish, and
rigbtlY~ 1 think, betweeo Wilde and bis dominant speakers.
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as "cultivated" perceivers of an. Like Pater, Wilde refers to bis ideal perceiver as

the "aesthetic critie." ln oudining the qualities of the aestbetie eritie, Wilde uses

different terms from Pater' s, but they refer to similar cbaracteristics. Thus, instead

of "imaginative reason" (R~lIQÎssQ1lC~ 102) or "imaginative intellect" (R~1IQÏssance

169), Wilde' s idea1 perœivers of art are endawed with

the aesdletic senselo • • • whieh while acœptïng both reason and

recognition as stages of apprebension, subordinates tbem bath to a pure

syntbetic impression of the work of an as a whole, and, taldng

whatever alien emotional elements the wode may possess, uses tbeir

very complexity as a means by which a ricber unity may he added 10

the ultimate impression itself. ("eritie as Anist" 1031)

Having received an impression, the aesthetie eritie's aim is ta "analyse lit], to

investigate its source, [and] 10 see how it is engendered" ("eritie as Anist" 1018).11

In tenns of receptive and analytical abilities, then, Wilde'5 aesthetie crities sound

much like Pater's.

Vet Wilde maYes even funher towards a position of relativism, as he plaœs

increased empbasis on subjectivity in the apprehension of the object. Through

Vivian, Wilde demonstrates the extreme ta which the idea of the subjectivity of

perception cao be taken in the observation of Iife. While in Pater's "eager

observation" (R~NlissQIIC~ 188) tbere is a Mediation between objective and subjective

data, those who bave Wilde's "eultivated blindness" are blind to objective data in

their creative vision of life and an. As Vivian says, Nature "is our creation. It is in

10 ln a similar passage in the same essay, the "aesthetie sense" is referred to by
Gilbert as a "beauty-sense," which he says is "separate from the other senses and above
them, separare froID the reason and of nobler impon, separate from the soul and of equal
value-a sense tbat leads some to crate, and otben ... 10 contemplate merely" (1049).

11 leeall Pater's similar description in the R~NlisSQIIC~: "the function of the
aesthetic erilie is to distinguisb, 10 analyse, and separate from its adjuncts, the vinue by
which a picture, a landscape, a fair penonality in a book, produces this special
impression of beauty or pleaswe, 10 indicate what the source of that impression is. and
under what conditions it is experienced" ("Preface" xx-xxi).
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our brain mat sile quiekens to life. Things are because we see them, and wbat we

see, and how we see it, depends on the arts that bave influenced us" ("Decay of

Lying" 986). Likewise, in "The Critie as Anist" Gilben extols complete subjectivity

in the observation of an, countering Arnold and developing Pater with his claim tbat

the aim of the "highest Critieism"12 "is to see the object as in it5elf it really is not"

(1030).13

While Vivian and Gilben make their statements about subjectivity in a

frivolous and essentially illogical way, the poiDt behind their assenions is 10

demonstrate to the reader the ways in wbich thinkiDg can become stagnant. If we

insist on seeing tbings ooly as mey are, we are Iimiting our thinking in a deDiaI of the

"free play of the minci" ("Critie as Artist" lOS7). Objective literai vision is a type of

blindness. Thase who do DOt engage in the "free play of the mind," Iike Wilde's

12 Gilben oudines two types of eritieism in tbis essay. The "bigber critieism" is
"creative and independent" (1026), treating "the work of an simply as a sraning-point
for a new creation" (1029). The "Iower" fonn of eritieism is "interpretive," a1tbough
even this critieism involves a substantial amount of subjecti.vity. In tbis fonn, the eritie
is "an interpreter," a1tbough DOt "in the sense of one who simply repeats in another fonn
a message that bas been put into bis Hps to say" (1033): "Rather, he will look upon An
as a goddess whose mystery it is his province 10 intensify" (1033).

13 While this method may seem to mate any interpretation valid, there is an
implicit understaDding, even on the pan of the unonhodox Gilben, tbat the "aesthetie
critie" is ooly able "10 see the abject as in itself it œaJly is DOt" alter he bas understood
"the abject as in it5elf il really is." The "true man of culture" is he "who by fine
scholarship and fastidious rejection bas made instinct self-eonscious and intelligent"
("erilie as Artist" 1(41). The knowledge of the objective features of a work (the
relationsbip of the anist 10 bis age. tbe relationship and stnIu1e between old forms and
schools and new ones, the materials available to the anist, and the way in wbieh he used
them, the critieism of the âme-its aims, modes and canons-and the relation of past
anists to the present ["Critie as Anist" 1033]) is a prerequisite for fine aestbetie
appreciation. It is ooly the uncultivaœd who believe that we need ooly read the works
themselves: "Ordinary people are 'terribly al eue in Zion.' They propose 10 walk arm
in ann witb the poets and bave a glib ignorant way of saying. 'Why should we read what
is written about Shakespeare and Milton. We cao read the plays and the poems. 1bat
is enough'" ("Critie as Anist" 1032-33). The valid inœrpretation of the aesthetic eritie
is informed by background and context. The aestbetie critie must have this Imowledge
before he can reject it.



•

•

K. Macleod 1 74

detraeting audience-"tbe public"-"never see anything" ("Decay of Lying" 989)

because they bave DOt allowed an to enhance their perception. They would rather

have art show them something they cu see: reality. As "[the public] are interested in

their immediate surroundings," they feel that "An should be interested in them a1so,

and should take them as her subject-maner" ("Decay of Lying 976). However,

Wilde's ideal audience of aestbetic erities and anists prefer to see beyond reality:

"No great artist ever sees things as theyare" ("Decay of Lying" 988). Thus, white

the public are blind in an imaginative and aesthetic sense, the aesthetic critic and the

anist are blind 10 the literai in a form of "eultivated blindness" ("Decay of Lying"

970). The function of Wilde's criticism, then, with respect to audience is, as with

Pater, ta demonstrate how this "aesthetic" fonn of perception manifests itself in the

appreciation of art and Iife.

In his expansion of the idea of the subjectivity of perception, Wilde radicalises

the function of an, the artist, and the aestbetic perœiver of art and life. While

Pater' s treatment of the expression of subjective impressions in an causes mm to

broaden the definition of truth by promoting the representation of "possible truth"

(Plato 188), a "truth" based DOt on "mere fact" but on a "personal sense of fact, "

(Appredadons 34), Wilde bas Vivian declare that "Lying, the telling of beautiful

untrue things, is the proper aim of An" ("Decay of Lying" 992). If objectivity is

Truth, then il follows tbat subjectivity must be a lie. Therefore, those, lilre "the

public," who follow Arnold in the attempt to see objectively, are uuthful, while those

who see, in their "cultivated blindness," the "abject as in itself it œaUy is DOt," in

either an or Iife, are liars. Keats is turned on his head. as IIIItTIIth becomes beauty.

Vivian·s qualification for those who desire to be among the "cultivated" is quite clear:

"those who do ROt love Beauty more man Truth oever know the iDmost sbrine of An"

("Decay of Lying" 990).

Developing the notion that the eritic, the anist, and those who see aestbeticaJly

are valuable lian, Wilde bas Vivian and Gilben extol the vinues of inconsistency and

insincerity. Like Pater, Wilde was opposed to stagnation of thought, eustom, and

habit, and he engaged an even stronger resistanee against it than bis master. In his
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critical dialogues, Wilde revitalises Pater's statement from the "Conclusion" to the

Renaissance-"What we have to do is to be forever curiously œsting new opinions and

couning new impressions. l'lever acquiescing in a facile onhodoxy of Comte, or of

Hegel, or of our own" (189)-by suggesting that this practice involves "inconsisœncy"

and "insincerity." In Gilben's usage these tenns are the equivalent of what Pater

refers to in the "Conclusion" as a "quiekened, multiplied consciousness" (Re1lllÏssance

190), or what in Marius becomes the philosophy based on change. In fact, Gilben's

description of the terms amounts to a vinual paraphrase of Pater:

The true critie will, indeed, always be sincere in his devotion to the

principle of beauty, but he will seek for beauty in every age and in

each school, and will never suffer himself to be Iimited to any custom

of thought, or stereotyped mode of lookiog at thiogs. He will realise

himself in many fonns, and by a thousand different ways, and will be

ever curious of new sensations and fresh points of view. lbrough

constant change, and through conSlaDt change a1oue, he will find his

true unity. He will DOt consent ta be the slave of his own opinions.

. .. Wbat people cali insincerity is simply a means by which we cao

muJtiply our personalities. ("Critie as Anist" 1(48)14

[n this passage Gilben describes the aesthetic crilic in fairly conventional terms,

speaking of him in the third person untii the final sentence. In this sentence, Gilben

expresses a more unconventional belief and uses "we" and "people" to distinguisb

between the "cultivated" MIt' who accept the proposition and the "corrupt" ~ople who

reject it. This forces readers into a position of a1ignment with one of the (wo

audiences, depending 00 tbeir reaction to the paradoxical statement.

Wilde's replacement by multiple "penonalities" of Pater's "quiekened,

14 In a remarkably similar passage earlier OR, Wilde writes: "The aesthetic critie,
constant only 10 the principle of beauty in ail things, will ever be looking for fresh
impressions. winning from the various schoals the secret of their charm, bowing, it may
be, before foreign altars, or smUing, if it he his faney, at strange new gods.
Criticism is a1ways moving on, and the critic is a1ways developing" (1045-46).
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multiplied consciousoess" in this passage makes manifest a porentially unsettling

element of Pater's theory, breaking down the barrier he observes between ourselves

and otbers. For Pater, an appreciation of the various fonns of human life, bodl noble

and ignoble, cornes from having a strong understanding of self first: "the habit of

noting and distinguishing one's most intimate passages of sentiment makes one

sympathetic, begetting, as it must, the power of entering . • . ioto the iotimate

recesses of omer minds" (Appr«:iations 254). For Wilde and bis sage Gilben,

however, the process is reversed-we know ourselves OOy by knowïng omers, and

those others, even the least savoury of them, enter the "recesses of [0"'] mincls"

hence the multiple personalities:15

And 50 it is DOt our own Iife tbat we live, but the lives of the dead, and

the soul mat dwells within us is no single spiritual entity, making us

persona! and individual, created for our service, and eotering into us

for our joy. It is something that bas dwelt in fearfuJ places, and in

aDCient sepulchres bas made its abode. [t is sicle wim many maladies,

and bas memories of curious sins. It is wiser tban we are and its

wisdom is bitter. ("erilie as Anist" 1040-41)

While Pater' 5 aestheticism does DOt shy away from the exploration of the darker

elements of the human soul, the stance from which he examines them is removed.

Wilde, on the otber band, bas Gilben sugest that these clark elements can easily be

awakened in us, and that by realisiog them we are contributing towards the

"perfection of our development" (1041). The difference between Pater's and Wilde's

15 [n their discussions of the aesthelic critie's capacity for knowing the mincis of
others, bath Pater and Wilde echo Keats on the "camelion [sic) Poet": "When 1 am in
a room with People if 1 am ever free from speculating on creations of my OWD brain,
then not myself goes home 10 myself: but the identity of every one in the room begins
to press upon me that, 1 am in a very Iittle time annihilated" (from a letter to Richard
Woodhouse, Perkins 1286). Pater's notion of knowing others is less threatening to the
self than Keats's because it does IlOt involve annihilalion. Wilde's, bowever, is a1most
more threateniDg because bis aestbetic critic, unlilœ Keats's "camelion Poet," Ms an
identity, and this identity is unsettlingly polymorphous.
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ideas about the way in which the darker aspects of the sou! are experienced represents

another aspect of the shift from pure aestbetieism to the "decadent" aestbetieism of

the 1890's.

Thougb Wilde draws out the subversive elements of the aestbetie critic's

realisation of ail manner of experience., his eritie, like Pater's, is contemplative rather

than active. While Gilbert provocatively suggests that "Sin is an essential element of

human progress" ("Critie as Artist· 1023). it is DOt for the aesthetie eritie to venture

upon sinful deeds, for he recognises tbat 'la]ction is limited and relative" ("Critie as

Anist" (039), while ideal forms of art, by theic very "incompleteness" ("Critie as

Artist" (031), offer a multiplieity of interpretations and effect. By contemplating

works that "suuest reverie and mood" ('teritie as Amst" 1031), the "cultivated"

realise various aspects of tbeir personalities. Like Gilben, they cao feel the effects of

sin without sinning: "After playing Chopin, 1 feel as if 1 had been weeping over sins

that 1 had oever committed, and mourning over ttagedies that were DOt my own"

("Critie as Anist" 1011). Indeed, througb an, "[t]here is no passion tbat we cannot

feel, no pleasure that we MaY DOt gratify" ("Critie as Anist" 1038).

An's abilîty to stimulare various passions within us through contemplation

rather than action makes it superior to life-from the point of view of the

"cultivated. "16 ln this respect, Wilde does IlOt essentially differ from Pater, who

believes tbat, at its best., an captures "exquisite pauses in time, in whieh we seem to

be spectators of aU the fulness of existence, and which are like some consummaœ

extraCt or quintessence of life· (R~naisSQM~ 118). [n developing this idea, Wilde

attributes art's superiority 10 its ability to bring form to wbat in life is "incoberent"

("Critie as Artist- 1038). In other words, art, and more particularly literature, "is the

perfect expression of Iife" (empbasis added-"Critie as Anist" 1016). In a paradoxical

extension of the superiority of An to Life. Vivian., in "The Decay of Lying," declares

16 Contemplation is another quality mat is used 10 distinguisb between "the public"
and the "cultivated," because ·wbïle, in the opinion of society, Contemplation is the
gravest sin of whieb any citizen cao be guilty, in the opinion of the higbest culture it is
the proper occupation of man" ("Critie as Anist" 1039).
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that "Life imitates Art" (982), because An offers the expression that Life is seeking:

"the self-conscious aim of Life is to find expression, and ... An offers it certain

beautiful forms through which it may realise that energy" ("Decay of Lying" 992). In

the most extreme manifestation of this doctrine. Vivian tells us. "[aIt present people

see fogs because poets and painters bave taugbt them the mysœrious loveliness of

such effects.... They did DOt exiSl till An bad invented tbem" ("Decay of Lying"

986). While this view is patendy absurd. Wilde demonstrates througb the somewhat

less cynical Gilben in "The Critic as Artist" tbat life couId. in faa, benefit from

modelling itself after an: or, more precisely, that an aestbetically criticaI devotion to

an can improve the quality of our lives.

In the sbift of attention from an to life, Wilde's aestbeticism reveals its

potential to develop into an idealistic and socially motivated philosophy, and it is in

these more serious pans of the dialogues tbat Wilde "reveals" more tban "conœals"

("Critic as Anist" 1(46) himself through his dominant interlocutors. Although Wilde

contradicts Arnold's statement about the fonction of criticism through bis valorisation

of subjectivity, he does share with him a belief in the social benefits of the

development of the critical spirit. In this respect, Wilde surpasses Pater, who was

concemed with the refinement of a few souls. For Wilde, criticism offers bath the

"insight" that Arnold attributed to it, and the "delight" that Pater contributed to il,

because "the eritical spirit, through its ereativity, cao get outside the individual

consciousness which Pater 50 eloquendy describes and give il access to the

fundamental qualities of man" (Harris 745). Wilde's belief in the power of criticism

implies a mucb broader conception of audience man tbat held by his muter, Pater.

The "aestbetic" or "beauty-sense," when properly developed, is to Wilde an

ethical force in itself. A eultivated beauty-sense becomes, in mm, a "critical and

self-conscious spirit" ("Critie as Artist" 1050) which will naturaIly lead one to choose

the "good" over the "bad" ("Crilie as Anist" 1(49). The aestbetic critic's

"insincerity," his ability to consider multiple possibilities of interpretation, and bis

own dynamic character, ensure tbat he will be ever searching for the idea1, just as

Pater's Marius does. It is tbis aesthetic, eriticaI instinct that, "recognising no position
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as final, and refusing to bind itself by the sballow sbibboletbs of any sect or schoal,

creates tbat serene philosophie temper whieb loves truth for its own sake, and loves it

not the less because it knows it to be unattainable" ("Ctitie as Artist" 1057). The

aesthetie critie' s recognition of the subjectivity of perception, "of the human mind in

the variety of its forms" ("Critie as Anist" 1057), is the ideal point al which society,

as a whole, can arrive, but in order to arrive al tbis point, people must be taught

"how to grow" instead of "bow ta remember" (105S). ln bis writings, then, Wilde

attempts to fashion bis ideal audience by inspiring the "growth" and elpaDsion of the

imaginative powers of bis readers' mincis.

The etbica1 dimension of Wilde's tbought is often overlooked because of bis

constant assenion tbat etbies bave no place in an. Thus, in the "Preface" to Dorian

Gray be writes: "No artist bas ethical sympathies. An etbical sympathy in an anist

is an unpardonable manDerism of style" (17). Wilde even goes 50 far as to give

ethies a secondary role in life: "Aestbetics are bigber than Etbies. . .. Even a

colour-sense is more important, in the development of the individual, man a sense of

right and wrong" ("eritie as Anist" lOS8). While Wilde's bold rbetorie is an

indication of the force of his philistine opponents who insisted on didactic and moral

an, it aIso belies 50mewhat the valid point he is making: morality need not be

imposed because with the proper development of an individual it will be a natural

effect. Art, therefore. sbould DOt aim to be ethical, but a eultivated appreciation for

art and beauty ultimately bas a moral eJfect. John Allen Quintos offers the following

insigbtful comment on Wilde's view of the eonnection between art and ethies:

An does IlOt exist solely for its OWD sake for Wilde because it is more

tban decoration, DOt by design of the artist (who seeks beauty and

avoids argument), but by vittue of the lasting effect art bas upon a

culture, a race, a nation. 1bat effect cao only be to the good, not

because art instruets people to be good or bec:ause art i1hlDlinates the

rarely seen eonnection between God and man, but because an makes of

people sentient, emotional, sympatbetic beings whose consciousness of
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beauty diminishes their capacity for meanness. . .. The aim of an
may he to create a mood, but the effect of art is to make life lovely and

wonh living. (570-71)

Wilde does Dot necessarily oppose the ideals of Vietorian society, but he does think

tbat tbey are falsely grounded. ..Aesthetics are higher man Emics" because the

development of an aestbetic temperament results naturally in an ability to choose the

good over the bad: "wben we reach the true culture tbat is our aim, we anain to that

perfection of which the saints bave dreamed, the perfection of those to wbom sin is

impossible, DOt because they make renunciations of the ascetic, but because mey can

do everything they wish without bun to the soul" C-Critic as Artist" 1058).

While we MaY DOt agree tbat an aesthetic sensibility cao be the basis of an

ethical one, we cannot deny the presence of an idealistic and etbical drive in Wilde's

criticism. But was Wilde' s rbetorical idealism really indicative of a desiIe to cultivate

the masses, or was it yet anotber means of vaunting himself above the vulgar public?

Wilde, with his ideas about tbe value of art and criticism for society, seems to have

been more socially engaged than Pater, who was clearly concemed witb the

refinement of a select elite. Yet tbere is sometbing that makes me slighdy sceptical

of Wilde's social aims. Panly my scepticism arises from Wilde's need, as we have

seen, to define his idea1 audience through opposition to the public. However, an

antagonistic feeling towards the public is DOt necessarily incompatible with a desire to

enlighten and reform them: after all, Ruskin, and even Arnold, were not without their

own invective agaiDst the "Philistines." Rather, Wilde's lack of credibility in the

attempt to "cultivate" the uncultivated is, 1 would argue, a result of bis style, more

particularly the cynical aspects of bis style. While his content suggests a desire to

enlighten by bringing culture 10 the masses, his witty paradoxes undermine this aim,

suggesting an intent to exclude the very audience be seems to want to reforme Uoder

its social rhetoric, Wilde's aestheticism is ultimately as exclusive as Pater's.
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Style was an essential element of Wilde 9 S communication with bis audiences.

In ldylls of the Matfcet-Pl«e9 Regenia Gagnier discusses Wilde 9 s development of two

distinct prose styles (cynical and idealistic) in reaction to his different audiences: "He

displays his cynicism in bis technique of ironic reference, his idea1ism in imaginary

dialogues of purple prose between two men. The first technique would lead to bis

theater and comedies; the second to a select audience of anful young men9 romances

and prose poems. 1be tint style was Wildean wit; the second a prose jeweled and

seductive" (19). But Gagnier's delineation of specific styles for specific audiences,

while useful, is perbaps overly simplistic. She overlooks the potential implications of

the overlapping of styles within the same work-meaning tbat the public and coterie

audiences might be exposed to styles supposedly "IlOt meant" for them. The

dialogues9 for example, shift between an anistie idealism which takes the form of

lavish poetical prose passages like those in Pater's Re1lDÎsstlllCe, and a social idealism

demonstrated by eamest declarations about the stale of society. Wilde's idea1istic

style is, as Gagnier suggests, a retlection of bis desire ta appeal to a coterie audience

(though 1 would ioclude in this select group DOt only Wilde's homosexual coterie [as

Gagnier does), but also fellow lovers of an). In additioD, both fonns of idealism are

evidence of Wilde's serious beliefs and concems about art beyond the glittering

surface of his style. This idealistic style, however, does DOt always exist in isolation

from the predominant aspect of Wilde's style, bis cynicism: the willy inversions,

paradoxes, and retlectioDS of the sage-dandy. Wilde's cynicism is extremely

important in determining his creation of and relationship wim his audience. The

status of Wilde's readen as "corrupt" or "cultivated" is largely determined, DOt so

much by their recognition of the "beautiful" (as Wilde would bave us think), but

rather by their reaction to his cynical wit.

Defore tuming to the effect of Wilde'5 cynicism on bis audiences, 1 will

consider the role that style and fonn play in Wilde's eriticaI ideas. For Wilde, style

is far more important tban mere content for, in a world of relative truths, content is

largely determined by style. It is style, and consequently attitude, mat convince.
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Wilde's faith in the persuasive effects of style wu 50 strong tbat he was willing to

challenge, through inversion, IlOt only the common assumptions of the public, but his

own ideas as weil. Thus, after arguing convincingly in favour of historical accuracy

in theatrical costume and staging practices in his essay "The Truth of Masks, "17

Wilde concludes in a manner wbich entirely undermines his claim:

Not that 1 agree witb everything 1 have said in this essay. There is

much with which 1 entirely disagree. The essay simply represents an

anistie standpoint, and in aesthetic criticism attitude is everything. For

in art there is no such thing as a universal truth. A Truth in an is tbat

whose contradietory is also true. (1078)

Because "The Truth of Masks" is the concluding essay of Intentions, this statement is

the final word of bodl the essay and the book. While representing an attitude similar

to Pater's conceming the relative nature of truth, the statement also demonstrates the

degree of difference between the two men. As Pater proceeds througb the "process of

speculation" that cbaracterises bis dialectical style, he aims 10 convince bath himself

and his reader, if Dot of the truth in a universal sense, then al leut of the "possible

troth" of bis perception, wbich is achieved through the "absolute accordance of

expression to idea" (Appredtllions 32). Wilde, on the other band, as a result of his

valuation of subjectivity over objectivity, expression over idea, and style over content,

draws explicit attention to the provisional nature of bis ideas, implying tbat readers

should be wary of anything that aims to convince. Unlike Pater, Wilde does not take

17 Orilinally publisbed under the tide "Shakespeare and Stage Costume," in the
Nineteenth Cnnry in May 1885, "The Truth of Masks" was included in Intentions
largely as tiller. 1be essay, in its defense of realism on the stage (although Wilde
replaced the term "realism" with "illusion" for its publication in Intentions), seems to
contradict the style and toue of the otber essays in 11IIt!1ItÏons. To make it more in
keeping with the tone of the volume, Wilde added the above-quoted perplexing
conclusion. Wilde himself expressed dissatisfaction with the essay when he was
considering the French translation of his book. He wanted to replace "The Truth of
Masks" with "The Soul of Man" because, as he wrote 10 his French publisber: "je ne
veux pas qu'il traduise le dernier essai, 'La Verité des Masques;' je ne l'aime plus"
(Letters OW 295).
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his "possible truths" as seriouslyas the manner in whieh theyare conveyed. Wilde.

in this essay, performs the fonction normally a1lotted to his sage-dandies in the

dialogues by reminding the reader of the philosopby of change that he advocates for

his ideal aesthetie eritie: "115 practitioner discovers the new DOt by knowing in

advance where he sbould go but by ceaselessly rejecting where he bas been.

Therefore being comprehensible to others or even consistent with one's fonner self

signifies stagnation" (8ashford 184). Wilde's willingness to contradict his own

arguments is an indication tbat in bis development of aestbeticism "it wu as essential

to disturb complacencies as to convince, or possibly more" (Ellmann 289).

Wilde's privileging of style was, in sorne sense. due to Pater' s influence. As 1

argued in Chapter One, the effect, though DOt the intention, of Pater's jewelled prose

style on his disciples led to the decadent worsbip of forme For Wilde, "Fonn is

everything" ("Critie as Artist" lOS2)-nothing exists in any meaningful sense witbout

it. Our subjective impressions. and subsequently our expressions of tbem in an. give

fonn to life. Even people are given form tbrougb sueb superficial "accidentais" as

"dress, manner, tone of voice, religious opinions, persona! appearance. tricks of habit

and the like" ("Decay of Lying" 975). Style determines identity because at base "we

are aU of us made of the same stuff" ("Decay of Lying 975). While Vivian. the

aesthete-sage, is perfectIy willing to admit that Nature and Life are essentially

formless, "[ilt is a humiliating confession" (975) to admit to "tbat dreadful universal,

human nature" (975) wberein we are ail alike. To be free of this horrid truth the

arch-aesthete tums to the subjective realms of imagination and art to create himself in

fanciful fonns in a desperate attempt to escape the objective truth of human nature.

In their worship of fonn, Wilde and sorne of Pater' s omer disciples did IlOt, as

did Pater, seek solace from relativism in the "possible truth" tbat could be achieved

through a mediatioD between objective and subjective data. Their response was ratber

to find truth in fonn and style. If truth is indeed subjective. men what makes a thing

"true" is style. Hence Vivian's assenion in "The Decay of Lying" that, "[i]t is style

that makes us believe in a thing-nodting but style" (989). This sbift in emphasis

amounts to the puzzling paradox mat "Truth is lies," whicb, though not ovenly stated,
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is an implied critical position in "The Decay of Lyjng," due to the association of both

Lying and Truth with subjectivity. In the following passage Wilde juggles with a

number of terms, invening and convening meaning:

Art, breaking from the prison-house of realism, will run to greet mm
[the liar], and will kiss bis false, beautiful lips, knowing that he alone

is in possession of the great secret of all her manifestations, the secret

that Truth is entirely and absolutely a matter of style. (981)

An hates realism becanse il presents objective truth; sile welcomes the liar, however,

because he knows aoother kind of truth-the subjective truth that recognises beauty.

The Har is the possessor of Truth because he, recognising the subjective nature of

tnlth, finds it in the infinitely changeable, and therefore "inconsistent" and

.. insincere," realm of style.

As the liar who "realise[s] himself in many forms" ("Critic as Anist" 1(48)

through his criticism, Wilde asks bis audience to read for style before content.1.
Ideas take second place to the expression. After all, as we bave seen in the

discussion of the basic content beneadl the fanciful fonn of Wilde's criticism, bis

ideas are not entirely original, his philosophy being derived from crities 50ch as

Ruskin, Arnold and Pater, to name but a few. 19 It is Wilde's style tbat transforms .

iooocuous critical commonplaces into radical ideas, by drawing attention to the effect

11 ln Oscar Wild~: TIu! Worts ofa ConfonnistReHl, Norben Kohl draws attention
to Wilde's vagueness on the issue of content in comparison with his aniculate views on
style, which Kohl sees as problematic (90-93). To mate bis point, Kohl draws attention
ta some ofWilde's elliptical swements conceming the subject-matter ofan, 50ch as: "To
an belongs ail things tbat are and ail things tbat are not" (Lett~TS OW 261), and "[t)o
arfs subject-mauer we should be more or less indifferent" ("Decayof Lying" fTl6). The
issue of content will become increasingly important in my discussion of Wilde's
relationship to bis audience in bis fiction.

19 For a discussion of Wilde's position in the tradition of classical criticism, see
Edward A. Watson's "Wilde's Iconoclastie Classicism: "1be Critie as Anist," in whicb
he discusses Wilde's relation to Plato, Aristotle, Pope, and Arnold. For a discussion tbat
centres on the nineteenth-century critical tradition, see Wendell V. Harris's "Arnold,
Pater, Wilde, and the Object as in Themselves They See It. "
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of language ramer tban to the content. Througb inversion and paradox, Wilde

constantly disrupts the audience's expectations and assumptions. The validity of the

content dePends wholly upon the style in wbich it is presented. While Pater's style

aims at synthesis, at a graduai reconciliation of thesis and antithesis through a slow

cumulative process (for example, bis demonstration of the inherent similarities

between early paganism and early Christianity in MarillS th~ Ep;c"'~an), Wilde

reverses the procedure. He begins with the antithesis 10 a commonly heId thesis,

presenting it in a shocking or provocative manner. Altbough he ultimately goes on 10

explain and justify the paradox, the initial jarring antitbesis establishes a receptivity in

the audience quite different from tbat achieved by Pater's style. By confronting bis

audience with inversions of their common assomptions, Wilde challenges them to

question conventional platitudes. Thiscballenge typically results in two kinds of

responses--tbat of the "corrupt" reader and tbat of the "cultivated"-both of which are

anticipated by the confrontational nature of Wilde's style.

While Wilde's cynical inversions and witty paradoxes MaY bave 50ugbt to stir

people out of their complaœncy, tbey al50 had the effect of alienating a good ponion

of his audience. Because of the idea1istic aspects of bis philosophy, it is not always

clear whether he expects the "public" to understand the function of his wit, or

whether he uses it deliberately 10 exclucle them. Given his practical, financial need

for popularity, one would assume that Wilde would adopt an amicable-or at least

neutral-stanee towards the public. But although he is more dependent on the public

than Pater is, his reaction 10 bis naysayers is antagonistic rather tban concilia1Ory.20

20 For an excellent discussion of Wilde's paradoxical style as a direct attaek on
Victorian values see Jonathan Dollimore's Sexlllll Dissi.M~. Dollimore refers to
Wilde's use of pandox and inversion as a "transgressive aesthetic." According to
Dollimore, Wilde' s inversions, whicb valorised insinœrity, inauthenticity, and
unnaturalness, were transgressive because they were ioscribed "thTOllgh tIIftl within SOOle

of [society's) most cberished and central cultural categories-an, the aestbetic, art
criticism, individualism" (15). Thus, althougb a statement like "ooly the shallow know
themselves," from "Phrases and Philosophies for the Use of the Young," is DOt immoral
peT se, the aesthetic transgression, in the form of the inversion, became equated in many
Victorian minds with a more serious kind of transgression, namely sexual. Dollimore
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While Pater experimented. after the scandai provoked by the Relltlissance. witb style

and form in his desire to make bis doctrine understandable to those who tbought it

immoral. Wilde. in a letter in which he discusses "The Decay of Lying." admits to

alienating the "ullCultivated": "the public 50 soon vulgarise anyartistic idea that one

gives them that 1 wu determined to put my new views on art . . . in a form that they

could not underswtd, but mat would be understood by the few who . . . have a quick

artistic instinct" (Letters OW 236). Wilde. then, like Pater. wanted to appeal

primarily to the "cultivated," and as suc:b, bis wit wu a deliberate auempt to exclude

a public that he felt could DOt understand mm. To the right audience. Wilde's witty

style, as J. E. Chambertin points out. evokes "a conspirational complicity, a sense of

brotherly blasphemy. We need to feel slightly wicked as we smile at Wilde's

outrageous statement: for which feeling of course we need a sense of its

outrageousness as weil as its truth" ("High Decadence" 592).

But althougb Wilde wimes to generate a sense of complicity with his

"cultivated" audience, he does IlOt want 10 exclude the public or "corrupt" to the

extent that tbey would ignore bim, however, for pan of his aim was to "bewilder the

masses" (Leners OW236). and to "bewilder," he must be read. Whereas Pater

unwittingly provokes (in the Renaissance at least), and consequently seeks to make

amends, with his detraetors, Wilde deüberately provokes, knowing that a

controversial attitude is a saleable good.21 Wilde's sharp understanding of the public

suggests that through such inversions,
Wilde attacked . . . not 50 much conventionaI morality itself as the
ideological anchor points for tbat moraIity" namely notions of subjective
depth which manifest[ed] tbemselves in ... newspaper reports as
wholesomeness. right reason, seriousness. ete. . . .. Wilde's
transgressive aesthetic subveneci the dominant categories of subjectivity
which kept desire in subjectiOD, subvened the essentialist categories of
identity which kept morality in place. (68)

21 For studies tbat deal more fully with "aestheticism" as it faces the emergence
of an increasingly consumerist society, see Gagnier's IdylLs of~ Marlcetploce. The tirst
chapter of Jonathan Freedman's Profanons of Tast~ al50 provides an analysis of the
complex relationship between British Aestheticism and consumer culture. He writes:
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was fostered in the SO's when "styl[ing] himself Professor of Aesthetics and

adopt(ing] a costume for the part," Wilde set out to "impress ... the paying public"

(Moers 295-96). Having caught their attention, Wilde could proceed~ as he did in the

9<rs~ to mock and criticise the public and tbeir values because~ as Jonathan Freedman

notes~ Wilde understood "the spectaCular ability of an advanced consumer society to

transform criticisms of that society into objects of consumption" (60).2Z Wilde's

previous experience with the publie~ as weIl as his remaries about "bewildering" and

confounding the masses in his letters. suuest that Wilde's idealism, while DOt entiœly

disingenuous~ was not practical, nor was it meant 10 be. Because Wilde's conception

of audience wu 50 mueh broader man Pater's~ he did DOt envision the porential

transformation of ail his readen into aesthetie crities. Wilde antieipated the reaction

of an unsavvy audience wbo~ with its predictable bebaviour, played rigbt into his

bands. Thus~ in wbat almost amounted 10 a thank-you note for a negative reviewof

Dorian Gray, Wilde wrote to the editor of the St. lama Gœ.m~: "The English

publie~ as a mass, takes no interest in a wode of art until it is told tbat the work in

question is immoral, and your réc1tJlM will, 1 have no doubt, largely iocrease the sale

of the magazine; in which sale, 1 may mention with some regret~ 1 bave no pecuniary

interest" (Letters OW 257).

To an audience aœustomed to more eamest expressions of the importance of

an to culture, Wilde's style does indeed perplex. To some of the "corrupt" audience,

his use of paradox and wit to invert the values mey beld dear bespoke a laclt of

sincerity and seriousness ultimately undermining, in their eyes~ anything poœntially

"British aestbeticism prepares for the establishment of a consumer culture," but also the
"ways in which il represents and antieipates a variety of different forms of opposition ta
such an ethos" (3).

22 Freedman suggests that Wilde benefitted IlOt only from bis own experience with
the consumer public, but also from bis observation of the publie's "consumption" of the
work of earlier aesthetes (Morris and Ruskin) who criticised them. Thus9 aestheticism
in the hands of Wilde is transformed from the earlier "critique of commodification" to
a critique of the commodijication of the critique of commodification (60).
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useful he might bave to say. Many of the "corrupt," however, were DOt 50 "corrupt"

that they could ROt see that Wilde did indeed have sometbing to say. The reviewer

for the Pail Mail Gazette, for example, after a lengthy denunciation of Wilde's

paradoxes as a "facile formula," wrote: "Mannerism apan, there is much excellent

f1UJtter in Mr. Wilde's dialogues and essays" (emphasis added-qtd. in Beckson,

Critical Heritage 91). While the reviewer's ability to see the "matter" behind the

fanciful fonn almost ranks bim among the "cultivated," his inability to comprehend

the purpose of the "facile formula" makes mm one of the "corrupt" who react

predictably to the inversion of tbeir values through paradoxe Thus, faced with a

character like Vivian in "The Decayof Lying," who suggests tbat "truth-telling" is

"morbid and unhealthy" (973), while Lyjng, "the telling of beautiful, untrue things,"

(992) is a graceful art, some "corrupt" readers are affronted by the reversai of terms..

They resist Vivian's equation of "truth" wim the "morbid" and the "unhealthy" and

resent his glorification of Iyjng. Similarly, they balk al Gilben's validation of the

qualities of insincerity, inconsistency, irrationality, and unfaimess. lbese"cormpt"

readers take the inversions quite literally, seeing Wilde as a wilful underminer of

moral values. 23

The less severely "cormpt" public, lite the reviewer for the ÂtMnMum, while

recognising Wilde's invenions as a stylistic method, did DOt appreciate them. This

23 Although tbis severely literai reaction was DOt in evidence in the reviews of
Intentions, it did oceur in the reviews of Dorian Gray. Most imponantly, however, the
literalisation of Wilde's inversions occurred in Edward Carson's cross-examination of
Wilde at the tint trial.. Carson did DOt draw on the paradoxes of Intentions, however.
Rather he used those from "Phrases and Philosophies for the Use of the Young." While
no different from those to be found in Int~ntions, or in any of Wilde's plays for that
matter9 the inversions in "Phrases and Philosophies" are simply that: inversions witboul
any context tbat migbl lessen tbeir subversive nature.. White, in "The Critic as Artist, "
Wilde cao explain away the claim that "insincerity is a means by which we cao multiply
our personalities" in such a way tbat il takes on a positive connoration, the similar
statement "[o]nly the sballow know tbemselves," witboul the explanarory context, takes
on a more rebellious toile.. For an accounl of Carson's c~xamination of Wilde on
the subjecl of bis literary works, sec H. Montgomery Hyde's TM Trials ofOscar Wild~

10S-1S.
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reviewer callec1 Wilde's use of paradox "mecbanical" and "wearisome" (qtd. in

Beckson, CriticaL Heritage 92), and referred to Wilde's style as bis "tiresome wayof

expressing bimself" (qtd. in Beckson, Critical Heritage 93). While elaiming to

understand the function of Wilde's paradox, the reviewer still tried to literalise,

reading for content before form-proving, in Wilde's terms, tbat he wu one of the

"masses" who bas been "bewilder[ed] ... by [the] fantastïc form" (ùtters OW236).

As one of the "corrupt," the reviewer strove 10 find meaning al the level of content in

the statements of Wilde's interlcxutors, ramer tban seeing beyond this Ievel, as bis

"cultivated" readers did, to Wilde himself and the truth to be found in fonn, style,

and the "mask." ln an auempt to catch Wilde out in wbat he referred to as "recldess"

statements (qtd. in Beckson, Critical Herittlge 93), he fell ioto the trap of

literalisation: "what cao Mr. Wilde bave been tbinking of, except effect, when he said

that bad artists always admire eacb other's work, as a summary of his theory that

good ones do otherwise'? Had he forgotten his Vasari and the evidence of the golden

age of the great Italian artists'?" (qtd. in Beckson, CriticaL Herit4ge 93). Of course

Wilde bad not forgonen bis Vasari, and of course he was thinking of effect. Had this

reviewer forgouen Vivian' s statement about the perception of an in "The Decay of

Lying"- "Wbere the cultured catch an eJf«t, the uncultured catch a cold" (empbasis

added-986)-in his "uncultivated" literalisation of Wilde's philosophy~

Unlike the "corrupt" audience, WHde's "cuItivated" recognise the efficacy of a

style tbat forces us 10 examine the buis of supposedly fundlmental principles.

Because tbey see beyond the literallevel, they Imow DOt to take the outrageous

24 This WlttlCISID occurs as a summation of Vivian' s discussion of the
Impressionists' creation of fogs as an example of how Nature imitates An. The aesthetic
eritie, knowing tbat fogs are an artistic ereation, eatehes their anistic effect, wbile the
literaIising tendency of the "dull people" causes tbem to catch "bronchitis." ("Decayof
Lying" 986). In a revealing comment on Wilde's provokinl style as a trap for the
"literalist," Henry James, in what seems a mixture of envy and contempt, wrote:
"Everything Oscar does is a deliberate trap for the literaIist, and to see the literalist walk
straight up 10 it, look: straigbt at it, and step straight into it, mates one freshly aven a
discouraged gaze from mis unspeak.able animal" (qtd. in Freedman 173).
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assenions of Wilde's "sages," Vivian and Gilben, at face value. Likewise, they

recognise the undesirable position of the "disciples," Cyril and Ernest, who are made

somewhat ridiculous (though DOt to quite the same degree as the public) as

representatives of the conventional point of view. Taking its eue from the style and

form of the dialogue, the "cultivated" audience transœnds the literai content to the

larger issues raised by the creator of the dialogue, Wilde himself. Because they are

given in advanœ the antithetical statement mat Wilde's sages will proceed to prove

(such as "Life imitates An more !han Art imitates Life"), the "cultivated" attend to

the process of argumentation ratber tban remaining fixated on content.2S

"Cultivated" readers know tbat the sages' outrageous propositions are DOt "literally"

true, but they graDt tbem the status of a "truth in art" if the argument is intrinsically

sound. White they reject the extreme form of the proposition that "Life imitates An

more than An imitates Life"-a statement that leads to such suggestions as "the whole

of lapan is a pure invention" ("Decay of Lying" 988)-they graut it provisional truth

based on the intrinsic soundness of the argument. They also recognise the degree to

which there is a kind of tnltb in a milder form of the proposition, as an illustration of

the way that people copy what tbey see in art, like the boys who commit crimes after

reading Dick Turpin stories ("Decay of Lying" 983).

Anhur Symons, one of Wilde's fellow aestbetes and disciples of Pater, was

endowed with the "artistic temperament" (Lett~rs OW 237) of the "cultivated." In his

review of Int~ntio1lS, Symons demonstnted an appreciation of the function of Wilde's

style: "By constandy saying the opposite of sensible opinions he proves 10 us that

opposites cao he equally true" (qtd. in Beckson, Critical H~ritQg~ 96). Because he

understood the purpose of the style above all else, Symons was able to assess the

content adequately: "AlI this, startling as it sounds, needs only to be properly

apprehended, to be properly analysed, and we get an old docttine, indeed, but a

2S Wilde's attempt to acbieve a style tbat draws the reader's attention to the
process of argumentation resembles Pater's similar attempt. However, Wilde radicalises
it by making the "possible truths" outtageous propositions.
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dœtrine in wbich tbere is a great deal of sanity and a perfecdy reasonable view of

thiogs" (qtd. in Beckson. Critical Heritage 95). Likewise gifted with an appropriate

anistie œmperament wu Richard Le Gallienne. who remarked: "he is 50 absolutely

alive at every point. 50 intensely practical-if people could oo1y see it-and therefore

50 refreshingly unsentimental" (qui. in Beckson, Critical Heritage 99). Tbese

reviewers sa\\' past the "fanciful fonn" of Wilde·s work to the more serious matter

beneath it (matter that [ bave auempted to elucidate in my discussion of sorne of the

main principles of Wilde's criticism), proving tbemselves to be endowed with the

qualities of the aestbetic critie, Wilde's ideal audience member.

Yet the approval of Le Gallienne and SymoDS who, like Wilde, were

associated with the Decadent movement, was DOt difficult to gain; it wu rather like

preaching to the convened. Le Gallienne's parentbetical remarie "if only people could

see il" points to the difficulty, for an average audience, of getting beyond the

glittering surface of Wilde's style, as does Le Gallienne's statement l&ter in the same

review: "At present a delicate literary affectation, which is probably irritating to

most, but rather a chann to those who know what it means, a suggestion of

insincerity, a refusai 10 commit himself, to be 'the slave of his own opinions', makes

him somewhat of a riddle" (qtd. in Beckson, Critical Heritage 102). With these

remarks, Le Gallienne demonstrates his alliance with Wilde's coterie audience, DOt

only by recognising the "cbarm" of Wilde's style, but al50 in acknowledging himself

as one of the elect who "know wbat [the literary affectation] means," in coottast to

"most" people who find il "irritating." Le Gallienne's comments are a perfeet

representation of how Wilde and otber anists of the 1890's distinguished between

their "corrupt" and "eultivated" audienœsy communieating with the latter in a manner

that retlects, what Chamberlin refers to as the "refined complicity [of] the literature

and an of the period" ("High Decadence" S94).

While Wilde's aestbetic theories are important in the sbaping and determining

of his "cultivated" audience, the inversions and paradoxes he uses in the presentation

of these ideas are the detennining factor in the distinction between the "corrupt" and

the "cultivated." Wit, lilre An, is a means by which we cao "shield ourselves from
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the sordid perils of aetual existence" ("Critie as Anist" 1038). Cynical wit is the

solution for an anist like Wilde who despised a society wbieh made a commodity of

an~ but was dependent on tbat very society for his living. No longer able to

contemplate the sublime from his ivory tower, wil became bis version of the sublime

within society. While wit was sure to appeal to the ..corrupt" public that he ne«l«l,

it was also a means of ensuring that they weœ deprived of the full understanding

which was meant for the "cultivated" audience that he wtl1Il«J.26

Though the idealistic aspects of Wilde's pbilosophy seem to retlect a desire for

widespread cultivation of the "masses~" bis use of cynical wit and an anificial style

made this impossible by "bewildering" the public. The comments of Le Gallienne,

Symons, and Wilde himself indicate that tbougb in the eigbties and nineties aesdletes

began to cater to a larger audience, they nonetheless saw themselves as a select group

to which a large ponion of their readers were denied aceess. A eynical wit wbich~ on

the surface, invened the ethical values of many of these readers ensurecl tbat they

would misunderstand the valuable nature of the aesthetic philosophy as a fonn of

critical awareness, enabling Wilde and his "cultivated" to assett their superiority over

this "corrupt" audience. Tuming away from criticism to the imaginative realm of

fiction and drama~ Wilde increasingly explored the limit to which he could use the

language of wit against the public and still be enswed of tbeir patronage~ without

excluding the "cultivated" audience mat was MOst dear to him.

26 ln his anicle, "1be Importance of Doing Nodting~" Chambertin makes a similar
argument about Wilde's use of Mt. He writes: [Wilde] admired wit, instinctively
knowing that wit preserves ail tbat is individual and egotistic in the highest sense....
Wilde admired the dilettante in himself and otbers, seeing il as a pose of illComparable
value, a defense agaiDst the fanaticiSDl of the serious and the eamest" (196).
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Chapter 4

Aestheticism for the Masses: Wilde's Fictional Engagements with Audience

Like Pater, Wilde believed that the eritical sensibility of the aesthetic critic

was aIso needed by the anist: "Without the critical faculty, there is no anistic creation

at aIl wonhy of the name. . .. Ebat spirit of choiœ, that subtle tact of omission. is

really the critical faculty in one of its most cbaracteristic moods, and no one who

does Dot possess titis critical faculty cao ereate anything at ail in an" ("Critic as

Attist" 1020). In his fiction. however, Pater is more clearly the "critie," using bis

artistic creations as a means of demoDstrating bis aesthetic philosophy. Thus, Pater's

Marius is as much a work of historical criticism as it is an artistic work. Wilde, on

the other band, is more a pure anist than a critie in his fiction, and does not use it

explicitly as a vebicle for promoting his critical outlook. lbese different anistic

perspectives were panly a result of the men's differing relationsbips to audience.

While Pater was keen on making his philosophy understood to the select audience mat

he envisioned, Wilde expected a larger audience comprising those who were aesthetic

crities a1ready, like the "cultivated," and those who were DOt, like generaI readers and

the "corrupt." Wilde's aim in writing fiction was not to reinforœ an aesthetic

doctrine in such a way as to conven an audience: rather, it was to create a "beautiful"

and "useless"l thing which. in addition to being more purely artistic than the kind of

fiction Pater wrote, wu also less alienating to an audience DOt intereste<l in art with a

highly theoretical content. That being said, however, Wilde's fiction, tbough not

overburdened with his aestbetic philoscpby, does, to a large extent, benefit from an

understanding of aestheticism. Though Dot alienating to the public in an intellectual

sense, his fiction did alienate some through its style, the function of which could only

he understood by the "cultivated." Because Wilde (as [ have pointed out in Chapter

Three) understood and deliberately utilised "fanciful forms" in order to exclude the

"public" yet also wanted the public's attention,. his fiction represents, in a Bumber of

1 [n the "Preface" to Doritul Gray, Wilde writes, "The anist is the creator of
beautiful things" and "[a]1I an is quite useless" (17).
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genres. his Mediation of conflicting views amongst his various audiences about the

aims of an. While Wilde·s focus and the focus of bis "cu1tivated" is on aesthetics

and the meaning of style. his other audience. in their concem with ethics and. the

"usefulness" of an, are iovited to attend to the meaniog al the level of content. White

Wilde does not go 50 far as to write strictlyethical fiction, ail bis works, up until The

lmponance of Bang Eamest, are engaged, in some way, with establisbing the proper

relation between aesthetic and ethical concems in an "aestbetic" worlc of art.

1

ln examining Wilde's engagement, in bis fietional work, with bis "corrupt"

and "cultivated" audiences, it may seem odd to begin with TM Happy Prince and

Other Tales. not onty beause of the innocuous style of the tales. but also because it

predates the critical writings in whicb Wilde 50 strongly establishes his conception of

his audiences. As fairy tales, these stories seem 10 anticipate an audience entirely

different from that of the critical dialogues-an audience of children who, in tbeir

innocence, are hardly likely to represent Wilde's "corrupt" audience, and in tbeir

ignorance are equally unlikely candidates for inclusion among the "cultivated." But

even these stories for children demonstrate his understanding of different types of

audience as weil as bis ability 10 communicate on more than one level, for Wilde did

anticipate an adult audience as weil for these tales: "They are studies in prose, put

for Romance's sake into a fanciful form: meant partly for children, and panly for

those who have kept the childlike faculties of wonder and joy, and wbo find in

simplicity a subde suangeness" (Letters OW 219).2 In mis statement conceming the

2 Wilde is somewhat contradictory on the nature of the intended audiences for
his fairy tales. In another letler, written to W. E. Gladstone, he writes that Tht! Happy
Prince "is really meant for children" (Uttt!rs OW218), yet in a letœr to Amelie Rives
ChanIer he says that theyare "writœn, not for children, but for childlike people from
eighteen to eighty!" (Letters OW 237). This discrepancy cao be explained, 1 think, by
the identities of the correspondents. In writing to a former Prime Minister (and non
artist), Wilde is likely to be more humble about his wode (he refers 10 the volume in the
letter as a "little book"), wbereas in writing to Chanier, a fellow anist, it would be
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intended audiences for the tales, Wilde adds a further dimension to the conception of

the aesthetic critic by suggesting mat mis critic retains the "childJike faculties of

wonder and joy." And while Wilde does not make mention of a "corrupt" audience

in the above comment, his reference to the "fanciful fonn" of his stories foresbadows

his use of this tenu to describe bis critical dialogues, whose "fanciful" or "fantastic"

fonn is a means of "bewilder[ing)" or excluding the "corrupt" masses (Letters OW

237, 236). In addition, the "corrupt" audience figures largely within the tales

themselves.

Wilde's use of a "fanciful form" in the fairy tales is DOt as exclusionary as it is

in the critical dialogues. For one thing, the "fanciful form" is decidedly different: il

consists of fantasy rather tban cynical wit. Wilde' s declared aim in the stories was to

"attempt ta mirror modem life in a form remote from reality-to deal with modem

problems in a mode that is ideal and DOt imitative" (Utters OW 231), and this aim

was apparent even to the "corrupt" and inartistic public who were capable of

recognising Wilde's social critique beneath the guise of the fairy tale. Thus, the

average Victorian reader could easily have understood Wilde' s depiction of his fairy

tale characters as exaggerated representations of reaI types. Henee, in "The Devoted

Friend," a frame narrative in which a linnet attempts ta tell a moral tale about an

exploitative friendsbip to an egotistical water rat, the reader is expected to recognise

the characters as types 10 be found in society. The recognition of the treatment of

"modem problems" through the guise of the fairy tale is the Most basic level of

response for an adult leader. According 10 Rodney Shewan, this audience "aœept[s]

the parable at face value as a reinforcement of the everyday ethics that tbey

themselves instil into cbildren, and beyond wbich manyadults never develop. Their

intellectual contribution will be fairly small" (48). 1bese leaders derive enjoyment

primarily from the simple moral tenor of the tales, largely ignoring the ironic tOile

natural for Wilde to highlight the maturey artistic and aesthetic aspects of his work. 1
think tbat it is safe to say, given the popularity of the stories among cbildren and adults
alike, that Wildey as always, is attempting to appeaI to the broadest audience possible.
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which somewbat undermines the morals the tales present.

Although this basic response is more advanced than tbat of a cbild, it is hardly

"cultivated." Those who see the fairy tales as purely didactic are overlooking the

complexities of the moral dilemmas mat Wilde explores and the way in wbicb he

explores them. While it would he foolish to cleny the moral aspects of Wilde' s tales.,

it would be wrong to view them as parables. They are, as Sbewan poiDts out, more

like "sermons by a sceptic to the relendessly unconvened. While the Biblical parable

is intrinsically didactic and incidentally narrative, Wilde's (stories] tend to be

intrinsically narrative and only incidentally didactic" (38). This effect, 1 would argue,

is a result of the moral's being derived from the narrators' ponrayals of the

characters, either by detaebed illustrations of the discrepancy between a cbaracter' s

words and actions or tbrough equally detaebed and unemotional descriptions of the

self-sacrificing IdS of the sympatbetic cbaracters. For the Most pan, the narrators of

the tales are supremely detached, oever moralising or eliciting sympathy through tbeir

own voices. When the Happy Prince's bean breaks, presumably from sorrow over

the Swallow's death, the narrator resists the sympatltetic interpretation: "At that

moment a curious crack sounded inside the statue, as if somethîng bad been broken.

The fact is that the leaden hean bad snapped right in two. It certainly was a dreadful

fro51" (290). The "cultivated" reader, while DOt coldly regarding the events narrated.,

attends to the narrative voice that suggests that the simple fonn Wilde bas cbosen for

his tales conceals a more ambiguous relation to the morality they seem to put fonh.

The difference in comprehension between the "corrupt" and "cultivated" adult

audiences is illustrated most fully in the ending of "The Devoted Friend." Once the

tale of the "devoted" Big Hugh's abuses of his friend Little Hans (which results in the

latter' s death) bas been told, wc retum to the narrative frame only to discover that the

Water-rat bas completely misunderstood the moral of the Lionet?s story. Rather tban

sympathising with the exploited Hans, the Water-rat sympathises with the exploiter,

Big Hugh, wbo is much like bimself. The final excbange between the Dock and the

Lionet., wbich is followed by the Narrator's closing remarie, invites reactions that

distinguisb. the "cultivated" audience from the merely comPetent "corrupt" readen:
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'1 am ratber afraid 1 bave annoyed bim [the Water-rat], ' answered

the Linnet. 'The fact is tbat 1 told him a story with a moral. '

'Ahl that is always a very dangerous thing 10 do,' said the Duck.

And 1 quite agree with ber. (309)

Wbile the "corrupt" or average audience sees the narrator's final remarie simply as

witt ignoring the fact that wit cm carry deeper meaning in an attempt to read purely

for the moral, the "cultivated" recognise the comment as a genuine subversion of the

moral. These readers do IlOt need a moral because, as Sbewan observes, mey
are capable of finding stimulation and amusement in the pose of the

egotist [the Water-rat] witbout ignoring the uncomfonable trutb

contained within the parable. They will realise, however, tbat the

parable is DOt 'a story with a moral' in the linnet's sense, but a literary

device which bas no moral except the futility of telling stories witb a

moral. To tbis group, a story cao bave as many morals as readers, or

as many morals as those readers are prepared ta recognise. (48)

And indeed, the moral of tbis story is ambiguous. In sensing this ambiguity, the

"cultivated" are responding critically in their recognition mat Wilde's "stories satirize

the very notion of a mutually understood moral problem" (Willoughby 19). Beneath

their simple form, the fairy tales conceal greater intelIectuaI matter, matter tbat is

distinguisbable ooly 10 the "cultivated" audience who look beyond the seemingly

simple morality of the surface level.

This greater intellectual matter is retlected in the thematic content of the tales.

While the stories satirise Vietorian society in a fairly obvious way, tbey also treat

more existential "modem problems" having 10 do with the subjective nature of

perception and the relativity of uutb. Drawing upon issues raised by Pater in 11te

Renaissance, l Wilde explores the conflicting claims of the individual (panicularly the

3 ln An and Christhood, Guy Willoughby also points out the connection between
Pater's Rentlissance and 17Je Happy Prince. He writes: "Wilde's elegant tales of mutual
misunderstanding retlect an awareness, imbibed most noticeably from Walter Pater's 11te
Renaissance . . . of the fracturïDg and relativist universe tbat science, psycbology, and
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anist figure) and society in a modem world increasingly ebaracterised by "entangled

interests," "sorrows," "preœcupations," "bewildering . . . experienœ, ft and

ultimately "the problem of unity with ourselves" ("Winckelmann," R~1Itlissanc~ 182).

ln addition, he explores the issue of art' s representation of the modem world, a

subject aIso treated by Pater in "Winckelmann."4 Wilde treats these themes

symbolically in his exploration of the relationship between aesthetie erilies as

represented in the selfless anist figures (the Happy Prince, the Swallow, the

Nightingale) who are endowed with imaginative sympadly,S and the unsympatbetic

and selfish, "corrupt" publie who are represented by ebaracten like the Town

Councillors in "The Happy Prince," the Student in "The Nightingale and the Rose,"

and Big Hugh and the Waœr-rat in "The Devoted Friend."

White bath Pater (in Th~ Rellllissance and Appndtllions) and Wilde (in

social dislocation were exposing al the end of the 18SOs" (19).

4 Pater suggests tbat "Wbat modem art bas to do in the service of culture is 50

to rearrange the details of. modem life, 50 10 reflect il, tbat it MaY satisfy the spirit"
(Renaissa1l€t! 184). Wilde's anempt, in the fairy tales, "to deaI with modem problems
in a mode tbat is ideal and DOt imitative" (Utt~rs OW 237) reflects his agreement with
Pater on this issue.

Siam indebted ta Guy Willoughby's study of Wilde's fairy tales for this term,
which bas its origiDS in De Pro/IIndis, where Wilde uses it in his discussion of Christ as
the supreme artist-figure:

the very basis of his nature was the same as tbat of the artist, an intense
and tlamelike imagination. He realised in the entire spbere of human
relations that imagilltltive symptlIhy which in the sphere of An is the sole
secret of ereation. He understood the leprosy of the Ieper, the darkness
of the blind, the tierce Misery of those who live for pleasure, the strange
poveny of the rieh (my italies-Lettos OW 476).

1 think this term is erueial to an understanding of Wilde's vision of the role of the anist
and aesthetie erilie in his aesthetic philosophy. Because of Wilde's valorisation of the
imagination and his use of eynica1 wit, the sympatbetic aspect of the anist is olten
overlooked. But Wilde, in "1be Remarkable Rocket," shows that imagination, on its
own, is Dot enough. In this tale, the Rocket, lite the aesthetic eritie, "sees things as in
themselves they really are IlOt," but in 50 doing, he is completely out of looch with bis
surroundings and fellow men, and as such, is lacking the sympathetic aspect of the true
"cultivated" artist.
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Intentions}, valorise the subjective nature of perception and truth, in the fairy tales,

Wilde explores the negative aspects of subjectivity. We must not forget that Wilde

cbaracterises subjective perception as "blindness" in II11DltÏons, and a1tbough in the

aesthetic critic or anist this blindness is "cultivated," in otbers, such as Wilde's

"corrupt" audience, it might weil be simply lack of vision in a thoroughly

uncultivated sense. Similarly, the recognition of the relativity of truth leads the

aesthetic critic or anist to expand his personality by exploring many points of view.

In the "corrupt." however, the subjectivity of perception and the consequent relativity

of truth validate narrow-minded thinking because "corrupt" individuals are limited,

unlike the anist, to one perspective, and mey rigidly define the truth based on this

perspective. Artists, however, are able to make tbeir subjective visions more all

encompassing through imagination, something which the corrupt individuaI lacks..

This discrepancy between types of subjective vision is Most apparem in "The Happy

Prince." The story begins with a number of perspectives of the Happy Prince from

townspeople who bave their OWD subjective understandings of truth. Thus, one of the

Town Councillon acknowledges the statue's beauty but laments its uselessness; a

mother uses the MM:alled bappiness of the Happy Prince to try to stop ber child from

crying; and, a disappointed man contrasts his miserable state with wbat be perceives

to be the blissful state of the Happy Prince (28S). While theyare DOt neœssarily

selfish in orientation, the views of the toW1lSpeOPle reflect tbeir limited perspective

and, as Willoughby suggests, the "absence of comprehensive vision in the society al

large" (23). The townspeople's views are consistendy proven wrong; we are made

aware of the sorrow of the Happy Prince as he looks at "ail the ugliness and ail the

misery of [bis] city" (286). Even the Town Councillor who laments the statue's

"uselessness" is proven wrong as the Happy Prince, using the Swallow as bis envoy,

sacrifices the jewels and gold mat adom him to clothe, feed, and shelter the poor.

Similarly, the Student in "The Nightingale and the Rose" represents the

narrow subjective vision tbat is a result of an inanistic and unimaginative nature.

While the story's readers are privy to the meanïDg of the song in which the

Nightingale tells the Student of the sacrifice she will make for mm, the Student is
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entirely ignorant: "The Student looked up from the gra5Sy and listenedy but he could

Dot understand what the Nightingale was saying 10 bim y for he only knew the wogs

that are written in books" (294). The Student's ignorance is funher demonstrated as

his association with the philistine and the bad art critie is revealed in his interpretation

of the Nightingalet s song:

She bas form . . . that cannot be denied ta her; but bas sile got feeling'?

[ am afraid DOt. In facty sile is like Most anists; site is ail style without

any sincerity. She would IlOt sacrifice berself for others. . .. Still. it

must be admitted tbat sile bas sorne beautiful notes in ber voice. What

a pity it is that they do DOt Mean anything, or do any practical good!

(294)

Once again, practicality and usefulness-are demanded of the anist figure, when it is in

fact the imagination of the peTCeiv~r that is meant to supply an with its meaning and

use. The "corrupt" Student's lack of imagination mates him fail to realise tbat art

can iocrease our sympathy and understanding of OIhen, granting those who are

"cultivated" a greater knowledge of things as weil as a largery more comprehensive

vision of the world.

This expansive knowledge is granted to the &nist figures of the tales, the

Nightingale, the Happy Prince, and, eventually, through initiationy the Swallow.

1ronically, it is the Student who initiales the Nightingale' s self-realisation and greater

awareness by revealing to ber the meaning of her song. Observing the Student's

love-lom state, the Nightingale bas a revelation: "'Here at last is a true lover,' said

the Nightingale. 'Night after night have [ sung of bim, though 1 knew bim DOt: night

after nigbt bave 1 told his story to the stars and DOW 1 see mm. . .. What 1 sing of,

he suffers: wbat is joy 10 me, to him is pain'" (292). The Nightingale is "cultivated"

because she is able to leamy IlOt only tbrougb ber own experienœ, but through

imaginative sympathy which leads ber to "underst(and] the secret of the Student's

sorrow" (293).

The Happy Prince comes ta bave a comprehensive vision in a similar way to

the Nightingale. While he was alive, the Prince knew ooly of the good and the
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beautiful~ and wu therefore cbaracterised by a narrow subjective vision. This type of

narrow vision is DOt as fatal as that of the townspeople~ bowever~ because a

recognition of beauty is at least a fint step towards a greater vision~ which iocludes a

knowledge of the good.6 Thougb we are only told of the Happy Prince~ s

transformation to a state of greater awareness~ this change is dramatised in the story

through the Swallow~ who advances from a state of wbat Shewan characterises as

"innocent hedonism" (40) to the greater imaginative sympathy of the Happy Prince.

Their capacity for imaginative sympathy leads the Happy Prince and the Swa1Iow to

see things to which the townspeople are blind. Even the unfonunate PeOple who are

helPed by the Swallow and the Prince. wbile appreciating the gifts~ completely

misunderstand the nature of the sacrifices made for tbem, a point wbieb is made elear

by the ironie descriptions of tbeir reactions.

In both these stories, the anist-figures' self-realisations come from their ability

to expand themselves (in 11lt~ntionsWilde would say "multiply their personalities")

through an imaginative identification with the sufferings of others,. making their

subjective vision and their understanding of truth broader tban that of the average

individual. Yet despite their superior positions,. the artist figures are unable to have

an impact on their respective audiences. The Nightingale"s belief that Love "may not

be purehased of the mercbants, nor can it be weighed out in the balance for gold"

(292) is proven to be merelya romantic faney when the Student~s lover rejects ber in

favour of the wealthy Chamberlain~s nephew who bas given ber jewels. The

Nightingale' s truth bas no place in a materialistie world,. and just as the Happy

Prince's sacrifice is essentially futile, 50 tao, is the Nightingale's. Equally futile,

though witbout tragic implications,. is the attempt by the Linnet to tell a moral story to

an audience who gains notbing from the process. In bis examination of the anistie

individual's attempt to come to terms with a fragmented world,. Wilde seems to arrive

6 In "The Critie as Anist," Wilde, through bis sage-aesthete Gilben. demonsttates
(following Plato) how a recognition of the beautiful cao be developed ioto a "critical and
self-eonscious spirit" (1049-50).
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at the conclusion tbat the imaginative sympathy of the anist, which prevents his

subjective perception and the relativity of truth from being used towards selfish ends,

does no good.

There is, however, anotber less cynical view that the "cultivated" reader of

Wilde's tales cao take. Wilde himself suggested that there were "many meanings ...

many secrets and manyanswers" to "The Nightingale and the Rose" (Lett~n OW

218), and the possibility of multiple interpretations follows for bis otber laies as weil.

After ail, "The Happy Prince" does end witb the Swallow and the Happy Prince in

the Kingdom of Heaven (perhaps a symbolic representation of the realm of an) wbere

their sacrifices are recognised. Still, tbis does IlOt alter the fact tbat their sacrifice

goes unrecognised in tbis world, and it does DOt belp to account for the sacrifice of

the Nightingale, who œceives no such sign of heavenly graœ. In An and Christhood,

Guy Willoughby suggests the form that the more positive interpretation might take,

and although he is referring specifically to "The Nightingale and the Rose," it is

applicable to the otber tales 1 have discussed: ..Although the story evokes the collapse

of communication between the artist and her spectaton, it nevertbeless becomes in its

readability-like the Rose-the bird's record and its monument. By composing such a

parable, its writer assumes, and invites, an audience, and accordingly supposes tbat

some of those 'many meanings' ... may be apprebendedw (33).

Although Wilde's satinsation of his "corrupt" audience in the tales suggests

the futility of trying to communicaœ, the presence of "cultivated" aesthetic critics like

the Happy Prince, or the poœntially-"cultivated" lite the Swallow, indicates the

possibility of change.' The potentially-"cultivated" are capable of recognising the

beautiful and may, tberefore, be led ta recognisc the goad. While imaginative

sympathy fails for the anist-figures in the tales, it does DOt necessarily fail for the

writer of the tales who, through the representation of its failure, maltes bis audience

, Of course the audience of children, who aIso understand the tales in a basic
way ~ is an imponant consideration in this respect. Wilde's address to a younger
generation of porentiaI aestbetes indicates a certain hope for the future.
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aware of the neœssity of such a faculty. Dy cboosing the inoffensive realm of the

fairy tale to promote imaginative sympathy Wilde addresses a broad audience. [f, as

he later says in "The Decay of Lying." "[t]hings are because we see them, and what

we see, and how we see it depends on the Ans that bave influenced us" (986), men

with the tales he proposes to influence his readers-young and old. "corrupt" and

"cultivated"-to see things imaginatively, sympathetically, and eventually, critically.

n
[n the conception of Dorian Gray, Wilde no doubt had every intention of

creating an ideal work of art wbieh would "suggest reverie and mood, and by lits]

imaginative beauty make ail interpretations true, and no interpretation final," ramer

than an "obvious mode of art •.• [wim] but one message to deliver" ("erilie as

Anist" 1031). And indeed the DOvel did, and still does, inspire many different

interpretations. Pan of the reason for the multiplicity of possible interpretations is the

novel's eclectic style. It embodies stylistie aspects of a nomber of genres, including,

as Ellen Moen points out, those of the fashionable society novel, supernatural

melodrama, and novel of decadenœ (302). But while Moers describes this mixture of

fonns as "an incoberent amalgam" (302), it is quite possible that Wilde employed

aspects of popular genres in an attempt to appeal to a broad audience: fellow

aesthetes would appreciate Wilde' s aesthetic innovation, and the publie would respond

to the familiar genres represented in the work. That Wilde expected bis novel to be

an artistic as weil as commercial success is indieat.ed in a letter to a prospective

publisher, in wbieh he expressed bis belief that Dorian Gray would "make a

sensation" (Mon Letten 88). And altbough the novel did indeed "make a sensationft

in the form of a public outery.· it wu DOl the kind of sensation that Wilde

8 Wilde claimed tbat he was awaœ of al leut two bundred and sixteen criticisms
of Dorian Gray, of only three of wbich he took public notice (Lmen OW 270). Yet
those three responses generaœd an oDgoing correspondence throughout July and pan of
August 1890. between Wilde, the editors of St. /tIIMS·s GQzme, the Dolly Chronie/e•
and the Scots Observer, and various otber correspondents. While many of the pertinent
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anticipated. Wilde wu DOt initially attempting a deliberate provocation of the

uncultivated public in the tirst version of Dorian Gray. Indeed. in a letter to Anbur

Conan Doyle. Wilde expressed bis surprise at the negative reaction: "( cannot

understand how they can treat Dorian Gray as immoral" (Letters OW292). But

thougb Wilde may DOt have intended to provoke his "corrupt" audience when be first

wrote Dorian Gray, bis ensuing correspondence, and the preface' wbich resulted

from it. demonstrate bis increasing antipathy towards the uncomprebending masses.

Rather tban focusing on Wilde·s engagement with his audiences in the controversy

following the publication of Dorian Gray. as Wilde realised the limits of certain of bis

audience. 1 will use the reviews as a starting point in a consideration of what it was

about the novel that inspired sucb divergent reviews from Wilde'5 various audiences.

The representative reviews of the time indicate tbat the "corrupt" were the

predominant. or at leut most vocal, audience, for their major concem was with etbics

and not aestbeties. These ethically-motivated reviewen were divided into two camps.

those who believed the novel to be moral. and those who felt tbat it was immoral.

Ironically. many of the positive etbically~ncernedreviews came from Christian and

mystical journals. 10 sucb as The Christian uoder, wbieh suggested that "Wilde ba[d]

performed a service to bis age" in writing a novel that might bave a positive moral

reviews can be found in Beckson's Critical Heritage, and Wilde's responses are printed
in Hart-Davis's collection of Wilde·5 letters, the best source is still Stuart Muon's work,
Oscar Wilde: An and Morality, wbich provides ail these materials in one volume a10ng
with otber relevant information, giving the reader a comprehensive understanding of the
controversy.

9 The "Preface" to Dorian Gray was originally publisbed in the Fonnightly Revi~
in March 1891. a month before the book version, in whieh it was reprinted, came out.

10 Apart from 'l'M Christian UMer, the mystical journal Ught also praised Dorian
Gray for its moral value. The reviewers for TM Christian World were a1most tempted
ta praise the novel for its moral ("if we did DOt know the author's name ... [Dorian
Gray] would strike us as a 'moral tale'"), but were put off by Wilde's insistence, "in
certain replies ID his erities . .. that the story must be considered as a won: of art, "
and, as a work of art, tbey couId ooly rate it "tedious" (qtd. in Masan 139-(0).
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influence on "those classes of British society whose corruption it delineates ..• [by]

preserving many young lives from the temptations by which they are surrounded"

(qtd. in Mason 138).11 Other reviewers9 while agreeing with The Christian ùad~r

as to the type of audience tbat Dorian GI'tlY migbt affect9 sawa negative moral

influence:

il is false to morality-for il is DOt made sufficiendy clear tbat the wrïter

does IlOt prefer a course of unnatural iniquity to a life of cleanliness9

bealtb, and sanity.••. if he [Wilde) cao write for none but oudawed

noblemen and pervened telegraph boYS9 the sooner he takes to tailoring

(or some other deœnt trade) the better for bis own reputation and the

public morals. (qtd. in Beckson, Critical R~ritag~ 75)

Regardless of whether they liked or disliked the novel 9 these reviewen9 in their

concentration on ethics, represent the general inability on the pan of the public to

absorb the doctrines of Wilde's aestheticism9 which dictated tbat "the spbere of art

and the sphere of ethics are absolutely distinct and separate" ("eritic as Altist" 1048;

Letters OW 257).

While Wilde may have appreciated9 in the face of 50 many negative reviews9

the favourable comments of the few who saw the inberent moral of Dorian Gray9

these reviewers were œnainly IlOt "cultivated" in their understanding of the novet. In

fact9 they were similar to the adult audience of the fairy tales who saw9 in the tales,

onlya reinforcement of tbeir ethics, rather than more intellectual matter9 matter which

in Dorian Gray, as in IIlt~ndo1lS9 is ret1ected at the level of style. Unwilling to

ostracise the few who had given him positive reviews9 yet concemed witb

11 The reviews ofDorian Gray cited in this chapter (with the exception of Pater' s)
are based on the lippïncon's version of the story because the book, upon its release,
received little funher critical attention. Because Wilde acIcIed to the text more tban he
a1tered the existing text9 1 am assumiDg tbat the reviews apply equally weil to the book
version. For a detailed analysis of the additions and emendations see Donald Lawler's
edition of Dorian Gray or Isobel Murray's essay "Sorne Elements in the Composition of
The Pietllr~ ofDorian Gray". Muon's book a1so bas a detailed teehnical anaIysis of the
differences between the two texts.
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demonstrating the proper approach to his DOvet Wilde diplomatically distinguished

between an aesthetic and an ethical viewpoint: "If a man sees the artistic beauty of a

thing he will probably care very little for its ethical importe If his temperament is

more susceptible to ethical than to aestbetic influences, he will be blind to questions

of style, treatment, and the lite" (from a letter to the Scots Obs~rv~r-Letters OW

269). While Wilde does DOt accuse the positive ethical reviewers of "corrupt"

reading (after all, tbey do see one kind of "beautiful meaning" in his wode), their

blindness to fonn and style couId bardly bave ranked them amoog the "cultivated" in

the eyes of a man who suggested, "[t]here is no such thing as a moral or an immoral

book. Books are weil wrinen, or badly wrinen. That is all" ("Preface," Dorian Gray

17).

Ta be fair to the ethically-minded reviewers, mey did DOt entirely ignore

questions of aesthetics. In faet, it was on the matter of style that both types of

ethically-eoncemed reviewer were often in agreement, although tbeir views on the

relation of fonn to content differed somewhat. The views of the morally~nsorious

reviewers on what they perceived as immoral content, for example, were largely

determined by their reactions to style, as the rbetoric of the Ieviews indicates.

Dorian Gray was criticised by these reviewers for its "effeminate frivolity," "studied

insincerity," "theatrical cynicism," "tawdry mysticism" "flippant philosophisings,"

and "garish vulgarity" (qui. in Beckson, CriticaL Heritag~ 72). As these descriptions

indicate, the charge of immorality was, in fact:, primarily a charge against style rather

than content, for the plot contains the rather plain moral, as Wilde pointed out, "tbat

ail excess, as weil as renunciation, brings its punishment" (from a letter to the Daily

Chronicle-Letten OW 263).12 Although recognising tbis moral, many of the

12 This discrepancy between a moral content and an immoral style is perhaps what
prompted the following rather cryptic comment in the ÂlMIllUIIIIt: "the book: is unmanly,
sickening, vicious (though DOt exaetly what is called 'improper'), and tedious" (qtd. in
Beckson 82). The qualifying statement seems contradietory in the context of the other
adjectives. It is difficult to imagine how il cao be ail mose tbings and DOt be improper,
unless the reviewer recognises that the story is moral (and heoce not 'improper') at the
level of content.
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positive ethically-motivated reviews made criticisms about style similar to those of the

morally-œnsorious reviewers, but without the hyperbolic rhetoric. Thus, the

reviewer for the S~Q/œr who had praised the "strong" moral "motive" of the book

(qtd. in Masan 142) complained about the treatment: "There is an amateurish Iack of

precision in the descriptive passages. They are laboured, finikin, overlaid with paint

. . . a story demands simplicity and proponion, and here we have neither; it demands

restraint, and here we have profusion only; it demands point, and here the point is too

often obscured by mere cleverness" (qtd. in Muon 142-43). Thus, while chose who

found Dorian Gray immoral did 50 as a result of an inability to distinguisb between

form and content, those who recognised a moral saw it in spit~ of wbat they regarded

as an essentially superficial style.

One major misunderstanding tbat resulted from the "corrupt" (panicularly the

morally censorious) audience's tendency to regard the style as merely "superficial"

while disregarding the function of this superficiality wu a belief tbat the novel

represented an unqualified endorsement of aestheticism. But in Dorian Gray, Wilde,

at the same rime as he offers a critique of realism, also explores the potential for

failure of the aestheric outlook. 13 Where Pater had written of the success of the

aestheric ideal by way of a positive example and a highly mediated text in Marius the

13 Sorne modem interpretations of the novel as an exploration of aestheticism
include tbose of Guy Willoughby, Christopher Nassar, and Donald Dickson. Willoughby
sees Doria Gray as an "aestbetic allegory" (62) of "a personality seeking, through
aesthetic experience, exaetly tbat expanded coDsciousness which art proposes to its
spectatOI'S," but whose search is mamd by a limited aesthetic view (62-3). Nassar9 on
the other band, specifically defines the allegory of art contained in the novet in tenDS of
its characten: "The novel is chiefly a study of various Victorian art movements
corresponding 10 different stages in the development of Vietorian human nature, and the
main characten are meant 10 he personifications of tbese art movements and
psychological states" (37). Nassar sees Dorian as a decadent, Basil as a Pre-Raphaelite,
Henry as a Pater type, Sybil as a representative of the Hellenic ideal, or of high
Victorian art alter the mode of Tennyson, and Sybil's motber and brodter as retlections
of Victorian melodrama (see pages 37-72). Finally, Dickson discusses Dorian's and
Basil' s faHures as anists in relation to the standards set out in Wilde9 s critical essays, and
he sees the novel as a "dramatiz[ation] of the central aesthetic problem of its lime" (S).
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Epicunflll .. Wilde writes the "parable of the failed aesthetic quest" (Willoughby 74)

using negative examples and an open text to imply.. ratber man dictate, a positive

aesthetieism. Though the cbaracten in Doritm Gray.. unIike Marius or Wilde"s sage

dandies, have a limited understanding of an aesthetie perspective in its fullest

realisation., this is DOt to say tbat Wilde shares or endorses this Iimited understanding.

Wilde's depiction of tbree different types of aesthetie failure indieates a greater

absorption of Pater and the way he could be misread than is generally attributed to

Wilde.. After ail. none of Wilde"s ebaraders is meant 10 be upheld as an ideal. He

agreed with the reviewer of the St. James's GJz.m~ who accused his characters of

being "puppies," replying: "They an puppies. . ... 1 think tbat puppies are extremely

interesting from an anistic as weil as from a psyehological point of view" (Letters OW

258). He then goes on 10 describe the failings of all three of his ebaracters: Basil

Hallward, who "worsltip[s] physical beauty far too mucb.. " Dorian Gray, who lives a

"life of Mere sensation and pleasure," and Lord Henry, who "is merely [a] spectator

of Iife" (Lett~rs OW 259).

Although these tbree cbaracters appear to be ideal fictional embodiments of the

sage-aesthetes of Wilde's eritical dialogues, they do, in fact.. fail to achieve the fully

expansive perspective of the ideal aesthetie eritie. Each of these eharacters is

punished within the course of the novel for tbeir adherence to limited and limiting

forms of aestbetieism. Basil'5 aestbeticism, for example, though at tirst intact..

degenerates to a point wbere he confuses art and Iife-a major mistake for an aesthete.

Thus, at first Basil paints Dorian with the "imaginative reality" ("Decay of Lying"

976) of the true artist, Dorian being merelya "suggestion" of a "new manner"

(Dorian Gray. 24). Basil's work, in this case, is truly aesthetie and non

representational bec:ause, as he himself says, "[Dorian] is Dever more present in my

work than when no image of him is there" (24). But in the fatal ponrait, Basil

depans from this doctrine by representing Dorian with an "unimaginative realism"

("Decay of Lying" 976) that is disastrous to an because it merely imitatu, wben wbat

is also needed for a tndy aesthetic creation is the innovative critical spirit ("eritie as
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Artist" 1022). Basil bimself realises tbat bis realistic ponrait represents a failure to

maintain the distinction between an and life, wbich results in the corruption of the

aesthetic idea1:14 "An &nist sbould create beautiful tbings, but sbould put notbing of

his own Iife in them" (25), he tells Lord Henry, a sentiment wbich is endorsed by the

"Preface" in whicb Wilde wrïtes: "To reveal an and conceal the anist is an's aim"

(17).

Dorian's sins against the aesthetic ideal are ratber different from Basil's, but

they also amount to a confusion between art and liCe, as he ttansforms the

contemplative aestheticism of Lord Henry to an active and decadent aestheticism.

Dorian is the Cyril or Ernest of the dialogues, wbo is convened wbolly ta a belief

that is merelyan intellectual exercise on the pan of the ideal aesthete. He is a

"dullard" in his realisation of Henry's tbeories "to the ,«lllCtio ad absurdlllfl of

practice" ("Decay of Lying" 971), theories tbat are to Henry whims that he forgets

aImost as 500n as he says them. What Dorian fails ta observe (as Basil does when he

tells Henry, "[yJou oever say a moral thing, and you oever do a wrong thing" [20],

and "1 don't agree with a single word that you have said, and, what is more, Harry, 1

feel sure you don't either" [23]), is that Henry oever puts bis tbeories into practice,

Dor does he seem to believe them.

ln puning Henry' s tbeories into practice, Dorian follows a doctrine akin to the

14 Because Basil's aeSlhetie failure sets in motion the tragie course of Dorian's
life, Houston Baker interprets the novel as a "tragedy of the amst," ratber tban the
tragedy of Dorian Gray. He holds Basil primarily responsable for Dorian's fate because
in tuming from i1lfQgiNltiv~ representation-which is true ta the demand tbat art be
"unconscious, ideal and remoœ" (Doria" G1'tIY 94)-10 realistic œpresentation, Basil toms
Dorian from the "physica1 embodiment of a high anistie ideal" "10 the tvisible symbol'
of the new bedonism" (Baker 353). As such, Dorian is led to pursue his hedonistic
impulses in reaI Iife. While tbis view is cenainly convenient for Dorian, who blames
Basil at the end of the novel ("Basil bad painted the ponrait mat had marred bis life. He
could not forgjve him tbat. Il wu the pomait tbat had done everything" [165]), it is
absurd to put the blame entirely on the anÏst, as Houston does. Altbough Basil May he
guilty of an anistie!QIIX pas in bis failure to realise the aesthetic ideal t it is his own
personal failure for which he is appropriately punisbed-Idlled by the corrupt Dorian,
who represents his aestbetie failure.
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one oudined in TIre R~1UIisstJllCe, but he fails to achieve the self-realisation of either

Marius or Wilde's sage-dandies: 15 "[The New Hedonism] was never to accept any

theory or system tbat would involve the sacrifice of any mode of passionate

experience. Its aim, indeed, was to be experience itself, and IlOt the fruits of

experience, sweet or bitter as tbey might be. . .. il was to teaeh man to concentrate

himself upon the moments of a Iife mat is itself but a moment" (Dorian Gray 1(4).

In his decadent aesthetieism, Dorian sacrifices a whole part of experience by

concentrating upon purely sensual and corrupt sensations at the expense of his soul.

ln his search for self-realisation Dorian fragments himself, ratber tban finding unity

through constant change as the aesthelic eritic defined in "The Crilic as Anist" does

(1048). Dorian's fragmentation occurs because he experiences sensations in a

discontinuous manner, ramer man reaching a synthesis through the mediatioD of

divergent experiences as Marius does. Dorian avoids synthesis because his pomait

absorbs and registers the consequences of bis actions, allowing him ta escape the

consequences of self-realisation.

In contrast with Dorian, Lord Henry WottOD (wbo bas the critical and creative

relation to language of the sage-aestbete) seems to represent the perfeet embodiment

of Wilde's "contemplative" aestbetic ideal. He is, after all, the only one of the three

wbo remains alive and unscathed al the end of the novel. And indeed, Wilde did see

him as "an excellent corrective of the tedious ideal shadowed fOM in the semi-

15 In his pursuit of the merely sensual in Iife, Dorian illustrates one of the many
different and poœntiaUy Degative fonns tbat a hedonistic form of aestbeticism cao take,
depending on the temperament of the individual. See chapter nine of Marius lM
Epicu,ean in wbicb Pater clarifies Marius's brand of hedonism, which bas, as its aim,
not only pleasure, but "fullness of life" (87) also. Pater is highly aware of the many
different forms tbat an adberence ta the same doctrine cao cake. He points out tbat the
hedonistic doctriney which is based on the proposai, "[l]et us eat and drink, for t~

morrow we may die ... differs immenselyy aœording to the natural taste, and the
acquired judgment, of tbose who sit at the table" (83). While in Marius, tben, Pater is
at great pains to demonstrate how a superior temperament can lead to the development
of an ethical bedonism, Wilde reveals bow an inferior temperament cao result in a
decadent aestheticism.
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theological novels of our age" (Letters OW 258). Henry does, bowever, bave

failings, one of which is related to his being "merely [a] spectator of life" (Utters

OW 259). His appreeiation of an does DOt lead him, as it does the aesthetic critic,

"to witness with appropriate emotions the varied scenes that man and nature afford"

(emphasis added-"Critic as Anist" 1(42). (nstead, he finds the uagedies of people's

lives ugly and coarse in comparison with those in an, and so, he either ignores or

aestheticises them. Henee, in one instanœ he deDies Dorian' s poœntial for crime and

evil (160) and, in another, he romanticises Sybil'ls tragic deatb: "you must tbink," he

tells Dorian. "of that lonely death in the tawdry dressing-room simply as a mange

lurid fragment from some Jacobean tragedy, as a wonderful scene from Webster, or

Ford, or Cyril Tourneur. The girl bas Dever really lived, and so sile bas never really

died" (86).

Henry'5 inappropriate aestheticisation of Iife demonstrates that he hlcks the

"imaginative sympathy" mat enables the aestbetic erilie to sympathise with others:16

"1 can sympathise with anythïng except suffering . .. Il is too ugly. too horrible, too

distressing. There is something terribly morbid in the modem sympathy with pain.

One should sympathise with the colour, the beauty, the joy of Iife. The less said

about Iife's sores the better" (44). Henry's inability ta acknowledge suffering, even if

only to contemplate it, mars his self-realisation. Thus, even the type of aestheticism

which seems to be the Most suongly endorsed by the novel bas its faults. Through

Henry, Wilde demonstrates tbat it is possible ta be too concemed with aestbetics, at

the expense of ail etbical sympathy.

The descriptions of the failures of the three procagoni5tS to achieve an aesthetie

ideal clearly indieate the "inberent moral" (Lmers OW292) of the DOvel that Wilde

felt would satisfy his "corrupt" audience's desire for stories with morals. With the

"inherent moral" in place, Wilde auempted to demoDstrate the distinction between an

16 Henry's appreciation of beauty and his repugnance for suffering resembles the
"innocent hedonism" of the Swallow in "The Happy Prince." However, Henry's
inability to develop beyond this stage, as the Swallow does, bas negative consequences.
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and ethics witbout sacrificing either. Thus, in describing the mediation between

ethics and aesthetics in the DOvel, Wilde wroœ: "[the] moral is 50 far anistically and

deliberately suppressed that it does IlOt enuociate its law as a general principle, but

realises itself purely in the lives of the individuals, and 50 becomes simply a dramatic

element in a work of art, and IlOt the abject of the work: of an itself" (Letters OW

263). Wilde avoids spoon-feeding his audience with a moral in a way that would

interfere with the purely aesthetic appreciation of the nove!. It is important to note

that Wilde's desire to distinguish belWeen etbics and aestbetics wu IlOt an auempt to

eüminate ethical considerations. While Wilde clearly tbougbt that there were more

people guilty of making ethical judgments where aesthetic ones were appropriate in

their confusion between the rea1ms of an and life, his novel demonstrates the

opposite, but equally problematie, tendency. But what seemed, at times, to Wilde to

be a "too apparent" (L«ters OW 263) moral, was, on the contrary, IlOt apparent

enough to many of his readers who weœ used 10 having morals spelled out for them.

Thus, although Wilde anticipated less aestbetically ioclined readers as pan of bis

audience, he overestimated tbeir ability to perœive the moral inberent his DOvet.

Wilde's attempt, then, to separate ethics and aestbetics in Dorian Gray failed

in the eyes of the "corrupt" public. Wbatever moral tbere was at the level of plot

was undermined by the highly omate, anificial, and aesthetic style of the narrative

and the ambiguous stance of the narrator, bath of which might be taken to suggest an

endorsement of the very kinds of aestheticism tbat Wilde refutes at the level of

character. His other works were saved from charges of immorality because of their

ability 10 present an ideal tbat was aesthetically as weil as sociallyacceptable. l ?

17 ln Gagnier'5 aœount of the reaction to Dorian Gray, she attributes its
unpopularity to the fact tbat Wilde excluded the middle class in his presentation of "the
moral in an 'aesthetic' and aristocratie environment," as opposed to the stories which
"presented it in bourgeois households or fairyland" (S8): "With Dorian Gray, which
seemed to smack too much of an-for-an' s sake, the reviewen felt tbat Wilde violated the
social fonction of an-that is, to present the nonnative values of society, to present the
middle classa . .. Dorian Gray's decadence lay in its distance from and rejection of
middle-elass life. This, DOt stylistics" is how decadence in British Literature sbould be
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Thus, despite the cynica1 wit of the sage-dandies in the dialogues, their tlippancy is

redeemed by a certain intuitive sense in the ideas as weil as an ethical idealism that is

visible beneath the veneer of cynicism. In the critical dialogues, as Pater weil

appreciated, aesthetics and ethics were complementary: "[Wilde's] geniallaughter

loving sense of life and its enjoyable intercourse, goes far to obviate any crudity there

may be in the paradox" (qtd. in Beckson, Criticfll H~ritQg~83). Likewise, in the

fairy tales, Wilde establisbes a connection between etbics and aestbetics at two levels

-at the simple level of the moral narrative (for bis audience of children and the

"public"), and al the higher level of symbolic meaning (for his "cultivated" audience).

But in Dorian Gray, while there are plenty of examples of negative aesdleticism,

there is no indication of a positive ideaJistic aestheticism on either the pan of the

characters or the narrator to make up for the superficiality of the DOvel in the eyes of

Wilde's "corrupt" audieriœ. Even Pater, who praised bath the fairy raies and

Intentions" was misled by Wilde's seemingly insincere style:1'

Clever always, this book, however, seems to set fOM anytbing but a

homely philosophy for the middle class-a kind of dainty Epicurean

theory rather-yet fails, to some degree, in this; and one can see why.

A true Epicureanism aims at a complete though bannonious

development of man's entire organisme To lose the moral sense

therefore" for instance, the sense of sin and rigbteousness, as Mr.

Wilde"s hernes are bent on doing 50 speedily, as completely as they

cao, is to [ose, or lower, organisation, to become less complex, to pass

from a bigher to a lower degree of development. (qtd. in Beckson"

Critical H~ritQg~ 84)

understood" (65). Altbough 1 am in accord with Gagnier in her exp1anation of why
certain readers disliked the novel, Gagnier interpretation reflects ber ideological-oriented
criticism, while 1am more concernecl wim the aestbetic and stylistic issues tbat Gagnier
rejects.

18 Pater's was one of the few reviews of the book version of Dorian Gray.
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While in Marila., Pater had supponed a suongly moral delineation of cbaracter with a

reinforcing ethical narrator, Wilde., in Dorian Gray, deliberately subvens the moral

plot through the use of a highly ambivalent narrator19 and narrative style wbich

reinforce rather than critique the negative models of aestheticism that the characters

represent. As such, the narrator is as mucb a "puppy" as the cbaracten are, making

it extremely difficu1t for the "corrupt" reader to understand. exacdy wbat a positive

aestheticism migbt consist of.

One of the main sources of narrative ambivalence is the sbift in point of view

from omniscient to objective which occurs throughout the novel. Through free

indirect discourse, the omniscient narrator revea1s the intimate thoughts of the

characters, most particularly those of Henry and Dorian. But at times, such as in

Chapter Eleven wben Dorian's graduai corruption is described, the narrator's

omniscience becomes limited and he is only able to describe Dorian's debauchery

thraugh hearsay, as in the following example: "It wu rumoured tbat he [Dorian] bad

been seen brawling with foreign sailors in a low den in the distant pans of

Whiteehapel, and that he consoned witb thieves and coinen and knew the mysteries

of tbeir trade" (112). In addition, the narrator qualifies his repon in this chapter with

tums of phrase like, "in the opinion of most PeOple.," "it was remarked.," and "in the

eyes of many" (112). Recause of the narrator's complete penetration of the

characters' thoughts al some points., this Iimited and objective perspective seems less a

function of the narrator's inability to know the truth, man an unwillingness to tell

what he knows. This suspicion is funher aroused in the scene in which Alan

Campbell refuses to help Dorian dispose of Basil' s body, which is followed by this

description of Dorian's blackmail of Campbell:

19 A number of erities bave commented on the ambivalence of the narrator in
Dorian Gray. In a psych~biographical readîog of the text, Philip Cohen suggests tbat
the "self-conscious" and "obtrusive" (117) narrator is ambivalent because the voice is that
of Wilde himself, who "cannot maintain a detaehed., judgmenfal relationsbip with his evil
eharacters" (120). Michael Molino, on the omer band, offers a purely narratological and
text-based interpretation of the narrator's ambivalence in his essay "Narrator/Voice in
The Pieture ofDorian GI'tlY: A Question of CODSÎ5teocy, Control, and Perspective."
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[Dorian) stretehed out bis band, took a pieœ of paper, and wrote

something on it. He read it over twice, folded it carefully, and pusbed

it across the table. Having done this, he got op, and went over to the

window.

Campbeillooked al him in surprise, and then took up the paper,

and opened il. As he read it, bis face became ghastly pale, and be fell

back in his chair. (empbasis added-131)

The narrator's ability to describe the encounter in sucb detail without revealing

information which he surely knows undermines the reader's sense mat the narrator

represents a wbolly detached point of view. To the "corrupt" audience, who look in

vain for a narrative condemnation of Dorian's reprebensible actions, this withholding

of information suggests a complicity with, and an endorsement of, Dorian and bis

decadent aestheticism.

An increasing sense of the narra1Or's ambivalence is enhanced by the shift

between an objective and a subtly paniaI voice. In the objective voice, the narrator

reserves judgment on the sballowness of the cbaracters' views as he reports tbem

through free indirect discourse. Because of the superficial nature of the characters,

we might expect that, if a bias were to emerge in the narrator's voice, il would be in

condemnation of the cbaracters. The narrator's bias works in quite the opposite way,

however, bis voice bearing a striking similarity with the willy cynicism of Lord

Henry. This switehing results, al times, in wbat Philip Collen describes as "narrative

schizopluenia" (120), the Most obvious instance of which accun in Chapter Eleven:

Even the cardiœl vittues cannat atone for balf~ldentries, as Lord

Henry rmulrlc«Ionce, in a discussion on the subject; and there is

possibly a good deal to be said for tbis view. For the canons of good

society are or should be, the same as the canons of art. Form is

absolutelyessential 10 it. It sbould bave the dipity of a ceremony, as

weil as its unreaIity. and shouJd combine the insincere cbaracter of a

mmantic play witb the wit and beauty mat make such plays delightful
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to us. Is insincerity such a terrible thing? 1 think IlOt. It is merely a

method by wbich we can multiply our personalities.

Such, al any rate wtU Dorian Gray's opinion. (emphasis

added-l12)

In tbis passage, it is difficult to tell whose views are being expressed. Although the

first and final sentences seem to refer direcdy to Dorian's thougbts as influenced by

Lord Henry, the narrator's intervention, "1 think DOt," suggests an agreement with the

views expressed, a bias wbich is tben obfuscated by the final statement. At other

tirnes, however, the narrator's paniality for Dorian is more elear cut:

[Dorian's] own nature bad revolted against the excess of anguish tbat

had sought to maim and mar the perfection of its calm. With subde

and finely-wrougbt temperaments it is a1ways 50. lbeir strong passions

must either bruise or bencl. They eitber slay the man, or themselves

die. Shallow sorrows and shallow loves live 00. The loves and

sorrows that are great are destroyed by their own plenitude. (152)

This endorsement of the superficiaI nature of Dorian is stated in an aphoristic manner

that resembles Henry's style. Indeed, it is Henry's artificial aestheticism tbat

dominates the novel right from the introduetory preface. And if, as Patrice Hannon

notes, "the preface is 'authorized' by Wilde as sorne son of key to reading the

nove1," it serves" therefore, as a "hint tbat Lord Henry's critical voice-bis style and

method-should be attended toit (148). The fact tbat the namuor often echoes Henry's

superficiaI style merely reinforces this point.

The narrative endorsement of the shallow ideals of the protagonists is, indeed,

indicative of an anistie and deliberate suppression of the moral (Letters OW 263).

Although the characters are punished, their punisbments are DOt endorsed by the

narrator, and the moral is tberefore as Wilde wanted it to be, a "dramatic element"

rather than a goveming law (Letters OW 263). As such" the novel dHs embody all

the negative qualities tbat the "corrupt" reviewers cbarged Doritlll Gray with.
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Wilde's cbaracters, as he himself admits, are "puppies," and, as Hannon points out,

"the novers prose ;s often frivolous, insinœre, theatrical, cynical, and flippant" (145

-Hannon's emphasis). And although the reactions of the "corrupt" indieate that they

have taken the cues of the narrative to attend to the superficial style, theyalso

indicate their complete misundentanding of the positive fonction of cynicism. To the

"corrupt" audience who could DOt separate aesthetic and ethical judgments, the

superficial style denoœd, DOt a "suppression" of the moral, but rather a complete

subversion of it. The apparent affinity between the narrative voice and Lord Henry

Ied the reviewer for the Dolly Chronick to believe tbat the moral ioculcated by the

novel was Lord Henry's philosopby-"notbing cao cure the soul but the senses, just as

Dothing cao cure the senses but the soul" (31). Alter quOling this pbrase, the

reviewer writes: "Mr. Wilde's book bas DO reaI use if it be DOt 10 iDCulcate the

•moral' that when you feel yourself becoming too angelic you cannat do better than to

rush out and make a beast of yourself" (qtd. in Beckson, Critical H~ritag~ 72).

In takiDg the superficial style of the narrative literally, the "corrupt" are

reading uncriticaUy. The reviewer for the Doily Chronick reacted to the superficial

and immoral views of the DOvet as if they represeDt "real" views of "real" people.

He reacts realistically and, as a result, is understandably appalled.20 But this

realistic, ethical reactiOD is an inappropriate response to the superficiality of the

novel, which clearly demands an aesthetically critical response. In their uncritical

acceptanœ of the style and language of the novel, the "corrupt" are as corrupt as

20 In the "Preface" to Dorian Gray, Wilde descn1Jes the "realistic response" of
the "corrupt" audience to two types of an-romance and realism:

The nineteentb century dislite of Rea1ism is the rage of Caliban seeing his
own face in a glass.

The nineteenth century dislite of Romanticism is the rage
of Caliban DOt seeing his own face in a glass. (11)

80th reactions, in their narcissism, demonstrate the "comapt" audience's prosaic and
unimaginative attitudes towards an.
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Dorian, who also views Lord Henry's language uncritically.21 The difference is tbat

while the "corrupt" reject anificiallanguage outright, Dorian wrongly accepts Henry's

language and superficial tbeories as fonnulae to be put into practice. The reactions of

both Dorian and the "corrupt" are inappropriate because they fail to account for the

function of paradox and anificiality, aspects that are a crucial element of an

aestheticism that reacts against the "crude brutality of plain realism" (Lett~rs OW

264)-realism bath as an anistic movement and as an incorrect and non-aestbetic

manner of perceiving an.

The "realistic" reactions of the "corrupt" may bave been a resuit of the

elements of realism that could be found in the text7 as Anne Wbanon, one of the

contemporary "cultivated" reviewers noted: "Mr. Wilde's romance resembles the

production of sorne of the writers of the French !Chool in its œality and tone" (qtd. in

Mason 166). Nonetheless, the novel cenainly does IlOt purport to imitate reality, nor

does it invite a œalistic reading. In their search for a reflection of reality in Wilde's

novet, the "corrupt" are "going beneath" the surface of the text" a readiDg tbat is

clearly discouraged in the "Preface":

Ail an is at once surface and symbol.

Thase who go beneath the surface do 50 at their peril.

Thase who read the symbol do 50 al their peril.

It is the spectator~ and not life tbat an really mirrors. (17)

In highlighting surface and anîfice" the novel plainly distinguishes itself as anti-realist

art-fantasy and DOt liCe. And as fantuy, or a tale of the "impossible,"n Doria

21 In "Tbeatre and 1beory in the Language of Doritul Gray," Patrice Hannon
offers a detailed anaIysis of the cllaracters' (including Sybil's and James Vane's) relations
to language in Dorian Gray. Of Dorian, Hannon writes: "Dorian's relationship 10 words
is entirely passive. He is completely susceptible ta their power and 'magic," but he bas
no sense of using them for expression or creation, as Henry hase He is overcome by the
words of others ..." (150).

22 80th Anne Whanon and Julian Hawthorne use tbis tenn in their reviews of the
novel.
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Gray requires a different mode of attentiony as Julian Hawthorne, another of Wilde's

"cultivated" readers, indicated in bis review: "The pursuit [of the Impossible in

literature] is interesting and edifyingy if one goes properly equipped, and with

adequate skiU" (qtd. in Mason 175). While Hawthorne is referring here to the

writing of anti-realist literature, the same couJd easily be said about the reading of it.

It was precisely this kind of sldU !bat Pater and Wilde were anempting to ioculcate in

their audiences in tbeir promotion of aesthetic perception.

Thal "skin" might be required in an aestbetic appreciation of an was a notion

not taken seriously by many Vietorians. The popular misconception of aestheticism

as perpetuated in the pages of Punch suggested that the aesthete wu a frivolous

worshipper of the "beautiful," an image that Wilde certainly exploited in his attempt

to get noticed, but was quick to abandon wben he wanted to be taken seriously.Z3

No doubt part of the "corrupt" audience's resistanee to faking Wilde seriously was a

resuit of bis earlier, commercial image. This PIUrch-inspired conception of

aestheticism is reflected in the St. JtllMS'S Gazette review of Dorian Gray-the one

that referred to Wilde's cbaracters as "puppies": "The puppies appear 10 fill up the

intervals of talk by plucking daisies and playing wim tbem, and sometimes drinking

something wim strawberry in it" (qtd. in Beckson, Critical Heritage 69). Wilde's

own admission of the "puppydom" of the cbaracters is an indication that he was

exploiting the popular conception of the aestbeœ in the DOvel. But beyond the

exploitation of a fashionable trend, there is also a more serious aestheticism being

proposed tbat cao only be understood in a "cultivated" reading. This reading takes

ioto account the more intellectual aspectS of the aesthetic pbilosophy oudined in the

critical essays. It is in his criticism that Wilde suggests that aestbeticism consists of

more than a meœ appreciation of the beautiful: an aestbetic attitude also demands

23 Perbaps the Most obvious indication of Wilde's cbanging interests was retlected
in his style of dress~ As Moen describes, Wilde adq)ted the "costume" of the aestbete
in the 70's and SO's, but cbanged bis "style of dress ... as be acbieved the double status
of financial security and creative accomplishment" (Moers 299), cbanging from the
flamboyant aestbete to the formai dandy.
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critical awareness. Thus, while the "PrefaceIl prepares readers to attend to the voice

of Lord Henry and the narrator, who endorse superficiality and an aestbeticism tbat

regards ooly the beautiful, it also suggests to the "cultivated" tbat they be critical and

not literaIly accepting of these voices: "Thought and language are to the artist

instruments of an an" (17). The ideas and language of the novel are pan of the realm

of art, not the realm of life, and are tberefore about aestbetics, DOt ethics. A

knowledge of the difference between these two realms, which means knowing the

attitude appropriate to each, is a well-informed aestbeticism. 1be "cu1tivared" who

read critically recognise that tbis type of aestbeticism is lacking in the cbaracters in

Dorian Gray, even in the supposedly critical Lord Henry.

The "cultivated" audience, while agreeing with the "corrupt" mat the style of

Dorian Gray is insincere, accept rather than resist it, thougb DOt to the extreme and

unwise extent tbat Dorian does. And, rather than looking H/ow the swfaœ for

meaning as the "corrupt" realist does, the "cultivated" see meaning eitber al the level

of style-which results in an appreciation of the "perfection within" the work without

ltjudg[ment] byany extemal standard of resemblance" ("Decay of Lying" 982)--or

beyond (rather than beneath as the "carnapt" do) the level of style, in what amounts ta

a meta-critical reading. Unfonunaœly for Wilde, few reviewers were "cultivated"

enough to engage sufficiendy with the aesthetics of the text at these levels.24 As a

result, the "cultivated" readîDg mat [ propose in my style-based analysis is largely

conjectural, though strongly determined by Wilde's views on style and the aesthetic

perspective as oudined in bis critical writings. Far from being a superficial

24 None of Wilde's fellow "cultivated" aesthetes reviewed Don"" Gray, a1though
both SYmons and Le Gallienne referred briefly, but favourably, to it in their reviews of
Intentions, and Lionel Johnson wrote a poem to the creator of Dorian (see Karl
Beckson's Aesth«es turd DectMknts of tM 1890's 116-17). The only reviews mat
engaged adequately witb the aestbetic issues of the novel were Anne Wharton's, Julian
Hawthorne's and, to a certain degree, Pater's. Whanon's and Hawthorne's reviews
appeared in the September 1890 issue of Upp;ncotl'S, while Pater's appeared in the
November 1891 issue of the BooIarum, too late to bave any potential impact on
contemporary evaluations of the work.
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endeavour, an appreciation of the surface or style of Dorian Gray, with ail its

shallowness9 insincerity, and tlippancy, is a rewarding aesthetic and intellectual

experience for Wilde's "eultivated" audience, which, a1though not purposeful in a

literally practical and ethical way, is useful in understanding how an aesthetie

perspective enbances not only one's perception of beauty, but one's critical faculties

as weil.

Pan of a meta-critica1 reading involves the ability to recognise the anificial

style of the novel and paradoxes as anistie deviœs ("instruments of an an"-ItPreface"

17), rather tban as an expression of the aetual beliefs of the autbor, a mistake that

Many of the "eorrupt" frequendy make. Hence, Julian Hawthorne, in his review,

distinguished between Wilde and the pbilosophy put fonh in the novel: "they [the

views] are put iota the mouth of one of the cluuacters, Lord Harry, and Mr. Wilde

himself refrains from committing himself to tbem" (qtd. in Muon 180). Even Pater,

despite his disapproval of the "false" Epicureanism ponrayed in the novel, saw Wilde

as "impersonal" and wrote mat he ..seems DOt to have identified himself with any one

of his characters" (qtd. in Beckson, Critical H~rit(Jg~ 8S). The "cultivated," then, are

able to distinguish between the amst and bis subjea matter. They recognise that

though anistie expression involves 5Objectivity, tbere is also an objective element 10

it. An is not pure inspiration,15 it is also a critical act. "[The anist] stands outside

his subject, and through its medium produœs incomparable and anistic effects. To

15 Thal the anist is inspired to create by bis emotional stale was a fairly widely
held belief in the nineteenth century, one that Wilde opposed in his idea of the "critical
artiste " For thase who believed that an came from emotion, such as Max Nordau,
creation served for the anist "to free bis nervous system from a tension" (DegeMration
324). To those who sbared Nordau's beliefs, an expression of an abnormal stare of
mind, 50ch as that of Dorian, was a direct ref1ection of an equally unbalanced mind in
the author. Thus, Nordau, who Iaunched a scathing attaek against many of the important
anists and an movements of the late-nineœentb century, saw no distinction between
artists who treated immoral subject matter, like Wilde, and criminals: "The anist who
complacendy represents what is reprebensible, criminaJ, approves of it9 perhaps glorifies
it, differs not in kind, but only in degree, from the criminal who actually commits it"
(326).
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calI an anist morbid because he deals with morbidity as bis subject-matter is as silly

as if one called Shakespeare mad because he wrote King ua'" ("Soul of Man" 1(93).

This ability to separate the anist from what is expressed in his wode is one aspect of

the recognition of a distinction between aesthetic issues appropriate 10 art and ethicaI

issues appropriate to Iife.

At the level of style, the meta~ritical œading adopts a different attitude

towards an artificial rather tban realistic narrative. The presence of artificiality in

what is otherwise a realistic setting functions in a way similar to Wilde's paradoxical

inversions, which are also present (primarily in the language of Lord Henry) in the

novel. The anificiality of the narrative style disrupts realistic expectations, just as

Lord Henry's paradoxes challenge common assomptions. And just as the critical

dialogues of Int~ntionsask IlOt mat we believe the pœposterous suggestions of the

sage-dandies, but rather tbat we attend 10 the intellectual dynamic created in the

process of argumentation, 50 100, does Dorian Gray. To the "cultivated" critically

and aesthetically-aware audience who bave recognised the fantasy world of the novel

as pan of the realm of an wim no bearing on liCe, the superficial and immoral

behaviour of the cllaracters does DOt evoke moral condemnation.

Althougb the "corrupt" audience might think tbat this non-judgmental reaction

makes the "cultivated" readers as immoral as the cllaraaers are, il does IlOt. The

anificiality and paradoxes make the "cultivated" reader reœptive, creating a sense of

heightened awareness which allows the reader to focus on the effect of language. It

also to a large extent prevents identification with 80y of the cbaracters, an effect that

the "corrupt" feared (hence, the many comments about the negative influence of the

novel). Because tbey are receptive and do DOt blindly empathise with the characters,

the "cultivated" are aware tbat ethical expectatioDS are being subverted. Obviously

the "cultivated" recognise that Dorian's heanless rejection of Sybil due to ber sudden

inability to act is indicative of a highly sballow nature, as is bis aesthetic reaction to

her death. These reactions are recognised by the "cormpt" and "cultivated" alike as
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shocking and inappropriate.26 Moments such as these cbalIenge the audience

because mey force an ethical or aesthetic reaction and in the choice readers reveal

themselves to be "corrupt" or "cultivated." The etbicaI reaction of the "corrupt" is

inappropriate in tbat it is instinctuai, and more emotional than critical. The "corrupt"

insist that the standards tbat operate in their world should be represented in the realm

of an, and they simply condemn Dorian's reaction and the author who depiCt5 it.27

The aestbetic reaction, on the other band, is cultivated and ratber more critical

than emotional.ZI 1be"culti~" in their initial response, recognise tbat

26 ln a somewbat extreme argument for a purely aestbetic approach to the novel,
Hannon, in a language-based· analysis of the cbaracters, suggests that we are DOt

encouraged to feel sympathy for Sybil because "[s]be uses language badly, mindlessly.
The important judgment . . • is IlOt moral but . . . aesthetic. The novel bas trainecl us
to pay attention to the way people speak, and by the novel'5 own standards, Sybil . . .
fall[s] shon. . .. Sybü ... becomes 50 tiresome tbat the reader cannat feel much
sympatby for her wben sbe commits suicide" (156). While 1 find Hannon's argument
extremely compelling, 1 am DOt entirely convinced that œaders, even the "cultivated"
ones, are meant to completely ignore moral considerations-give them secondary
consideration maybe, but IlOt ignore them.

27 The "corrupt's" insistence that an retlect their etbical standards is related to
Vivian's comment in "The Decay of Lying": "The public imagine tbat because theyare
interested in their immediate surroundings, Art should be interested in tbem also, and
should take them as ber subject-matter" (976).

21 White 1do believe tbat an aesthetic reaction cao iDvolve emotion, 1have chosen
to Cocus on the critical aspect of the aestbetic perspective beause 1 tbink that it is
frequently overlookecl. Certainly the nineteenth-œntury stereotype of the aestbete
emphasises the bighly sensitive (and therefore emotionaI) nature of the anistic
temperameDt. But the aestbetic œactïOD, even if emotional, is still critical. Even if the
"cultivated" reader were to identify emotionally with Dorian or any of the cbaracters or
situations in the novel, this emotional reaction would DOt necessarily indicate either a
degenerate or moral cbaracter on the pan of the reader. The emotioDS we feel in
response to art do DOt bave consequences as tbey do in lite. We are DOt necessarily
moral if we respond to situations in art with moral rectitude. An offers a controlled
environment in wbich we cao indulge in emotions tbat might be inappropriate in life.
ln an, "[t]here is no passion tbat we cannot feel, no pleasure that we may DOt gratify,
and we can choose the lime ofour inititllion and lM Ii~of0"'/1Y«lom a/so. . .. An
does not hun us. The tean wc shed al a play are a type of the exquisite sterile emotions
that it is the function of an to awaken. We weep, but we are DOt wOUDded. We grieve,
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instinctually, one would be repelled by the inversion of conventional standards and the

superficial attitudes represented in this episode. But having acquired the skiU to

distinguish between the views of the author and the views of the character, and

between an and Iife, the "cultivated" respond aestbetica1ly, even if that involves

disregarding ethical considerations for the duration of the reading, because theyare

attuned to the demands of the novel. They may (or may DOt) condemn Dorian for his

actions, but if tbey do, they do DOt let ethical judgments that belong in the realm of

life affect their aesthetic appreciation of the DOvet 1beir understanding of the

distinction between an and life means that their aestbetic reactions to immoraIity in

art do DOt reflect the way they would respond to a similar situation in life. A

"cultivated" reading of Dorian Gray at the level of style results in an aesthetic and

ethical success, for it acknowledges the consequences of the confusion between ethics

and aesthetics in both art and life.

[II

"The Sou! of Man Under Socialism," which was publisbed in February 1891,

just prior to the release of the book version of Dorian Gray, though purporting to be

an essay in social and political criticism, is also a reflection on the public as an

audience for various fonns of art. Although the marked antipatby towards the public

that followed the publication of Dorian Gray in 1890 continues in "The Souf of Man"

(1891), as Wilde criticises the public's taste in art, he IlOnetheless seems to be

searching for a medium in which he cao be an uncompromising artist and yet still

appeal to a brœd audience. In "The Soul of Man," Wilde expresses his belief that

the theatte offers the best conditions for a Mediation between the demands of anist

and audience:

but our grief is IlOt bitter" (emphasis added-"Critic as Aftist" 1038). The aestbetic
critic, in responding emotionally to an, oever wholly sacrifices critical awareness, and
cao thus choose 10 have an emotion and be free of it also.
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ln the case of the drama, thiogs are a Iittle better: the theatre-going

public like the obvious, it is true, but tbey do IlOt like the tedious; and

burlesque and farcical comedy, the two Most popular fonns, are distinct

fonns of an. Delightful work may be produced under burlesque and

farcical conditions, and in worlc of this kind the anist in England is

allowed very great freedom. (1091)

Despite his claim tbat the most freedom was 10 be found in burlesque and farce,

Wilde tumed initially to social comedies (Lody Wind~",,~re·.s Ftln, A Wonum of No

Importance, and An Ideal Husband),29 wbieh, although sucœssful, demonstrated a

compromise between the "corrupt" public's desire for stories with morals, and

Wilde's for a pure and stylistically perfect aesthetic worlc. Unlike in the critical

dialogues and Dorian Gray, where the dandy-aestbetes-wbo represent the dominance

of fonn and aesthetics over matter and ethies-rule, in the society plays, the dandies,

Lord Goring, Lord nlingwortb, and Lord Darlington, are somewhat out of place in

the philistine world which values matter and etbics (even if ooly superficiallyand

hypocritically) over foon and aestbetics. As such, in the society comedies Wilde

mediates between ethics and aesthetics witb a somewhat incongruous result.30 As

Anhur Ganz notes:

29 These plays were produced in 1892, 1893, and 1895 successively. Wilde atso
wrote StlloIM during tbis period, a play tbat wu perbaps 100 uncompromising. It was
refuse<! a license by the Lord Cbamberlain, supposedly for its depietion of Biblica1
characten, but wben it was published in 1893, the reviews were as nasty as tbey were
for Doria Gray. TM limes, for eomple, called it "an arrangement in blood and
ferocity, morbid, biza"e, repulsive, and very offensive in its adaptation of scriptural
phraseology to situations the reverse of sacred" (qtd. in Beckson, Critical H~ritag~ 135).

30 The tension between the stylistic and ethica1 elemems of these plays bas been
noted by many erities, bath contemporary and modem. In bis review of TM ImpontlllCe
of Being Eamest, A.B WaUdey suuested that Wilde's previous plays "wied to give
unaIloyed pleasure, eitber because [tbey] adopted serious POStUres or [were] out of
harmony with an environment of seriousness" (qui. in Beckson, Critical Heritage 196).
Modem erities who have discussecl the incongruities in tbese plays include Edouard
Roditi, lan Gregor, and Arthur Ganz.
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Each of these plays contains two worlds, DOt oo1y contrasting but

contlicting. One is the world of sentimental plots . . . . This is the

world [ will caU Philistine. Opposed to this is the dandiacal world,

where willy elegants lounge about tossing off Wildean epigrams and

rarely condescend to notice, much less take part in, the impassioned

actions going on about them. The tension between these two worlds

gives to the society comedies tbeir peculiar flavor, their strength, and

unfortunately their wealmess. (16)

Although these plays constituted something of a triumph for Wilde due to tbeir

popular success with the public, aesthetically they fall short of Wilde's insistenœ tbat

"An never expresses anything but itself" ("Decay of Lyjnglf 981), or tbat "An is DOt

a mirror but a crystal. [t creates its own forms" (Lmers OW 415). The society

plays, with their sttong moral emphasis, are too close 10 being didactic instead of

merely Ifbeautiful lf and "useless" ("Preface," Dorian Gray 17), as aesthetic creations

should he. Real life is far too present in tbese plays, and as a result they are more

"imitative" tban "ideal."

In The Imponance ofSeing Eamest, however, Wilde created a commercial as

weil as aesthetic success, by experimenting with the dramatic forms he had praised in

"The Soul of Mu"-farce and burlesque-forms tbat were IlOt ooly "popular," but also

anistically satisfying, "distinct fonns of an" which "aIlowed ... great freedom" for

the anist ("Sout of Man" 1(91). In Eamest, Wilde manages the perfect mediation

between an and life as outlined by Vivian in "The Decay of Lyjng": "An takes life as

part of ber rough maœrial, recreates il, and refashions it in fresh fomts, is absolutely

indifferent to tact, invents, imagines, dreams, and keeps between herself and reality

the impeneuable barrier of beautiful style, of decorative or ideal treatment" (978). So

although there is a certain amount of social critique in Et.u'Mst, it is presented in a

"fanciful fonn" similar to the fairy tales that "attempt to mirror modem Iife in a fonn

remote from reality-to deaI with modem problems in a mode tbat is ideal and DOt

imitative" (Lenen OW 237). In &mest, Wilde no longer Mediates between ethics
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and aesthetics, either to demonstrate the inberent morality of an aestbetic attitude as

he does in the critical dialogues and the fairy tales, or to demonstrate why tbey must

be understood as distinct. as he does in Dorian Gray. Instead, he creates an aesthetic

masterpieœ in which ethical concems are made irrelevant, and in which the "corrupt"

are forced to attend to aesthetics. becoming, at least for the duration of tbe play,

"cultivated" perceivers, tbough without the full critical capabilities of the aesthetic

"cride" .

Wilde brings the "corrupt" to accept the philosophy of the play-"we sbouId

treat ail the trivial things of life very seriously, and ail the serious things of life with

sincere and studied triviality" (qtd. in Mikbail 2S0)31_by creating a context in which

this law is made true in a way tbat bas no repercussions in the real world. The action

of the play takes place in what Ricbard Foster describes as an "'as if world in which

,real' values are invened, reason and unreasoo intercbanged, and the probable defined

by improbability" (19-20). These inversions disturbed the literalising "corropt"

audience of the critical dialogues because they seemed to demand the adoption of an

artifieial perspective on the world. Likewise, the ioverted values depicted in Dorian

Gray were disturbing to the "corrupt" because the cbaracters who held these values

received the apparent endorsement of the narrator. [n the fantasy realm of &mut,

however, neither the inversions nor the cbaracters are upbeld as ideals. Instead, they

are ridiculed. The "corrupt" enjoy the play, tben, for its intrinsic merits because they

are asked not to accept its pbilosopby as a philosophy of life, but ramer ta "suspend

their disbelier' in order to aa:ept the invened values solely within the context of the

play. In the singular instance of EaI'Mst, the "corrupt" are led 10 adopt (tbough

perhaps IlOt fully understand) tbe appropriate attitude to take towards an. an attitude

that the "cultivated" take towards ail Wilde's works.

One of the ways in wbich Wilde induces tbis type of receptivity in the

"corrupt" audience is 10 lessen their apprehension by making the inversions absurd

rather than subversive. In contrast with the immoral attitudes and reprehensible

31 From an interview publisbed in the St. James~s Gtl2:.me, January 1895.
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named and unnamed sins of Dorian Gray9 those in Eamest are trivial 9 and can be

given social sanction if necessary.. Jack's and Algemon's "Bunburying" suppons the

social system by making them better citizens in their reaI lives.. Jack is able to fulfil

his raie as a guardian because he is occasionally allowed to escape bis responsibilities

through bis posing as Ernest:

When one is placed in the position of guardian, one bas to adopt a very

high moral toile on all subjects. It's one's duty to do 50. And as a

high moral tone can hardly !Je said ta conduœ very much to either

one's bealth or one's happiness if carried ta excess, in order to get up

to town 1 have always pretended to bave a younger brocher of the name

of Ernest . .. .. (326)

Any potential disturbing elements that might be usociated with the deceptions and

double lives explo~ in the plot are mitigated as the cllarKters discover that they are

telling the truth. In their poses as lack's younger brorher Ernest, Jack and Algernon

are being, in $Orne ways, truthful, tbough al tirst tbey do DOt rea1ise it: Jack really is

Ernest, and Algernon, though DOt Ernest, is indeed Jack's younger brother.. Even

Cecily's own form of lying, her self-deception that site is engaged to Jack's younger

brother (Ernest), who bas never heard of ber and whom sile bas never met (and who

very nearly doesn't exist), becomes true in the end..

The discovery tbat tbey bave been telling the tnlth all along is a source of

mixed emotion for the cbaracters. Although the revelations of the truth Mean that

Jack and Algernon ..get the girls," the let of telling the truth is also somewbat

disconcening, as the foUowing exchange between Jack/Ernest and Gwendolen reveals:

JACK. Gwendolen, it is a terrible thing for a man to tind out suddenly

tbat ail bis Iife he bas been speaking nothing but the truth.. Can you

forgive me?

GWENDOLEN. 1 cao. For 1 feel that you are sure to change.. (383)

As Gwendolen's response to Jack indieates9 lying bas a glamorous appeal in Eamest.

The lying practised by these cbaracters, bowever, is "the graœful side of lying" that

is described by the sage-dandy Vivian in "The Decay of Lying" (990), rather than the
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sordid secrets and lies of Dorian. Although the characters in Eamest, like those in

Dorian Gray, adopt an insincere aesthetic attitude towards life, Wilde explores the

comic rather than the tl'agic consequences of an aesthetic attitude in the play. In tbis

case, Wilde's depietion of cbaracten with absurdly skewed values makes it obvious to

the "comapt" that they are being presented witb "puppies" who are DOt meant to be

regarded literally, a point that was unclear to Most of the "corrupt" audience of

Dorian Gray.

ln their capacity for lying, the young lovers in Ellmnr embody one of the

qualities revered by the sage-dandy, Vivian, in "The Decay of Lying." ln a related

vein, the cbaracters also bave a highly changeable or "insincere" nature" as is noted

by Gwendolen above. Mutability is, in fact, the one consistent feature of ail the

young lovers, and in titis respect, tbey are parodic representations of Wilde's aestbetic

critic who abides by a philosopby of change: "Through constant change, and tbrougb

constant change alone, he [the aestbetic critic] will find his own unity. He will DOt

consent to be the slave of bis own opinions. . .. What people caU insincerity is

simply a method by wbich we can multiply our personalities" ("Cride as Anist"

1(48). While this philosopby bas an unwbolesome collllOWion in Dorian Gray

(where the phrase is restated on page 112), in which Dorian uses it as a justification

for his sins, in the world of~st it is a positive quality for the "aesthete"

characters, making tbem infinitely adaptable ta any situation. A1gemon's quip tbat "it

is absurd to have a bard and fast rule about wbat one should read and wbat one

shouldn't" (324) goes for everything. The "aesthete" tyPes in EaI'MSt do DOt bave

rules about anytbing, DOt even about going against the roles. Rather mey are led by

circumstanees, adapting tbeir beliefs to fit these circumstanees. Gwendolen, for

example, is perfectly resigned ta bave ber engagement with Jack broken: "But

although she [Lady Sracknell] may prevent us from becoming man and wife, and 1

MaY marry someone else, and marry offen, nothing tbat site cao possibly do cao alter

my etemal devotion to you" (338); Algernon, who declares in Act One tbat "(n]otbing

will induce me to pan witb Sunbury" (327), "kiUs bim" in Act TItree. Because of the
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great flexibility of their values, bath Jack and Algernon adopt conventiooal attitudes

almost as frequentlyas they ovenhrow tbem. Ultimately, the dandyebaracters in

Eamest are DOt commitœd to disturbing the status quo., because the status quo

frequently justifies their behaviour. Thus, Algernon's propensity for gluttony is

explained away in terms of social ritual: "( believe it is eustomary in good society ta

take sorne slight refreshment at tive o'elock" (322). Despite some shared

characteristies with the "aesthetie erities, tt Algernon, Jack, Cecily, and Gwendolen

represent a eurious mixture of botIr conventional and aestbetie attitudes., and as such,

they serve as parodies of ttcorrupt" as well as "cultivated" ways of tbinking, both of

which are portrayed as equally sballow.

Because the "aestbetic pose" is DOt., as it is in Wilde's other works, made

superior in Eamest, the "corrupttt do DOt feel tbat their eonventional values are overly

threatened. As they are no longer the direct object of conœmpt and !corn., the

"corrupt" cao laugb at bath the vaIues of the aesd1etes and tbeir own values with a

laughter that, as one contemporary reviewer noœd, "is absolutely free from bitter

aftenhought" because "Wilde makes bis personages ridieulous, but . . . he does DOt

ridicule them" (A. B. WaIkley for the S~alœr, qtd. in Beckson., Critical H~ritage

197). 80th Vietorian eamestness and artificial aesthetieism are consistently reduœd

to the same ridiculous level. One of the best examples of the equation of equally

shallow aesthetic and conventional ideals is Gwendolen's statement, "[w]e live, as 1

hope you know, Mr. Worthing, in an age of ideals. 1be fact is constantly mentioned

in the more expensive monthly magazines, and bas DOW reacbed the provincial

pulpits, 1 am told; and my ideal bas aIways been to love someone of the name of

Ernest" (330). This statement can be read in two ways: as a critique of Gwendolen's

anificial and aesthetie interpœtation of the ideaIs of the age, which is indicated by her

shallow aim to "love someone of the name of Ernest," and/or as a critique of

Victorian ideals, and more particularly tteamestness," through the supertieial

Gwendolen. In neither instanee, IlOt even in the case of the social critique, is the

status quo threatened in the way mat it is in the attaeks on the "corrupttt in Wilde's

other wodes. Gwendolen, and indeed all the other cbaracters, are so patently absurd,
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that the "corrupt" audience can at once recognise and distance themselves from the

critique. The play allows the "corrupt" to acknowledge the existence of bypocrisy, in

which case Gwendolen is seen as an exaggerated type of wbat actually (obtains] in

Victorian society, without feeling directly implicated in the attaek. The "corrupt" cao

deflect the criticism ooto their neighboun, rather tban seeing the faults in themselves.

The example of the equation of Victorian ideals wim Gwendolen's sbaIlow one

is but one concrete instance of the way in wbich Wilde uses a unique dialectical

strategy to draw attention to style. Thesis and antithesis are repœsented in the

contrasting systems of values and ideas in the play, a feature which is Most valuably

demonstrated in the dialogues of Jack and Algernon. In these dialogues, Jack

frequently represents normative values, while Algernon is generally more anarchie.

Their banter is characterised by a constant ovenuming of eacb odlers' thesis

statements, as in the following example:

ALGERNON. A man who marries witbout knowing Bunbury bas a

very tedious time of it.

JACK. That is nonsense. If 1 marry a channing girl like Gwendolen

... 1 certainly won't want 10 know Sunbury.

ALGERNON. Then your wife will. You don't seem to realise, tbat in

married life three is company and two is none.

JACK. That, my dear young friend, is the theory that the corrupt

French Drama bas been propounding for the Iast fifty years.

ALGERNON. Yes; and that the happy Englisb home bas proved in

balf the time.

JACK. For Heaven's sake,. don't try to be cynial. l1's perfecdy easy

10 be cynical.

ALGERNON. My dear fellow, it isn't easy to be anytbing nowadays.

1bere's such a lot of beastly competition about. (327)

This altemation of thesis and antithesis does DOt lead to a graduai synthesis, as it does

in the critica1 dialogues between Vivian and Cyril, and Gilben and Ernest. Despite

the axiomatic style of their statements, neither Jack nor Algernon (unlike Gilbert and
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Vivian) bas a point to make in their negations and inversions: quite olten they

themselves do DOt even believe in what tbey are saying. Wbat is imponan~ as

Algernon saYS9 is the fact tbat his statements are "perfectly phrased ... [a]OO quite as

true as any observation(s] in civilised life sbould be" (335). lbeir wit9 though also

something of an intelleaual exercise, is primarily9 as Christopher Nassar suggests.

"wit-for-wit's sake" (138). Instead of a smootb and graduai progression towards

syntbesis, these dialogues represent a continuous violent juxtaposition of thesis and

antitbesis, which defies logical cohesion.3~ The combination of the cbaracters'

serious reactions to trivial things and trivial reactions to serious tbings increases the

difficulty of achieving syntbesis. Ultimately, the audience is led to view the opposing

values of "eamestDess" and "triviaIity" as equally nonsensical and meaningless within

the realm of the play, because the characters' commitment ta either set of values is so

superficial.

As in the case of Dorian Gray, the "corrupt" audience of EarMSt is denied the

presence of a nonnative perspective witbin the work from wbicb to judge the

chameters. But because of its absolute absurdity, the play resists the imposition of

the extra-textual ethical systems of the "eamest" and "corrupt." Eamest is a wode

whieh "dominares" the specwor as Gilben suggests art should ("Critic as Anist"

1(47). Wilde achieves tbis domination by anticipating and countering the objections

of his "corrupt" audience. Wbile the themes tœated in the play are similar to those

treated in bis other works, Wilde manipuIates tbem in such a way as ta lessen the

subversive potential. Aestbetic attitudes lead to bappily-ever-after, rather man to sin

and degradation. and Wilde flatters his "corrupt" by poIring equal fun at aestbeticism

as well as conventïonality. Witb their ethical objections rendered irrelevant, the

"corrupt" bave no cboice but 10 respond aesthetically, and DOl ethically and

"earnestly," to EarMSt. The degree to wbicb Wilde wu successful in bis

32 In his essay, "Wilde and the Importance of Sincere and Studied Triviality."
Harold Toliver describes the relationsbip belWeen opposing values as a sort of "yOOng
by violence" in the sense of Samuel Johnson's definition of the use of metapbor by the
metaphysical poets (397).
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"domination" of the "corrupt," througb which he forœd them to become al least

momentarily "cultivated," was acknowledged, though negatively 50, in George

Bernard Shaw's review (one of the few negative ones) of the play:

1 cannot say tbat 1 gready cared for The /mponance of&ing Eamest.

It amIIS«IfM, ofcourse; but unless comedy touches me as weil as

amuses me, il leaves me with a sense of having wasted my evening. 1

go ta the tbeatre to be moved to laughter, DOt to be tickl«l or bustl«l

into il. . .. If the public ever becomes intelligent to know wben it is

really enjoying itself and wben il is DOt, tbeœ will be an end of farcical

comedy. (emphasis added-qtd. in Beckson, Critical Heritage 195)

ln this teview, Shaw recognises the coercive faCtics employed by Wilde ta engage bis

audience, and even grudgingly admits ta being sligbdy susceptible to tbem himself.

Shaw, in his "amusement," is momenlarily dominated by the play, forœd to rea:t

aesthetically. Upon leaving the theatre, however, he laments the lack of emotional

elements tbat "move" one ta funher thought, perhaps even ta ethical considerations.

Regardless of Shaw's reservations about the play, it must he admitted tbat

through farce Wilde managed to tum bis "conupt" audience, al leut superficially,

into "cultivated" perceivers, thoup DOt necessarily folly critica1 ones. The

manifestation of bis aestbetic philosophy in the guise of farce does DOt aetUally make

the public understand it any better (though they tbink they do), but at leut tbey do DOt

feel threatened by it and are prevented from finding objections to it. Instead of

attaeking the "comapt," Wilde lets the "corrupt" have a Iaugb at mm, making tbem

feel "cultivated," though in 50 doing he bas the Iast Iaugb. As Freedman DOleS:

"Each participant in this drama is perfecdy fulfilled because each is enabled to

become a version of the otber: the cbildish theatrical audience imagines itself to be as

rajJiné as [and possibly more tban] the decadent dandy who addœsses them; and the

would-be dramatic artist is confinned in bis superiority by die pœœnsions of bis

gullible audience" (174). Wilde's ability 10 establish tbis relationship witb bis public

irritated Henry James who wrote: "theœ is 50 much drollery-that is 'cbeeky' or
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paradoxica1 wit of dialogue, and the pit and gallery are 50 pleased al finding

themselves clever enough to 'catch on' to four or five of the ingenious-too ingenious

-mots in the dozen, tbat il mates them feel quite 'dictltklll' and raffini ... " (qui.

in Freedman 173). What irritates James is Wilde's ability to satisty the "corrupt"

audience that he needs as a commercial anist, while still communicating with his

"cultivated" audience who understand the full doan "ingenious mots. "33

In bringing to the play their understanding of Wilde's anempts to Mediate

between ethics and aestbetics in bis aesd1etic philosophy, the "cultivated" recognise

the added value of Wilde's effort. While &rMst is a seemingly absurd play, il does

engage with sorne of the key issues of Wilde's philosophy in a humorous way.

Though the play does DOt demand an understanding of tbese issues 10 be enjoyed, the

"cultivated" derive more intellectual enjoyment from the farœ by appreciating Wilde's

creation of a Perfec:t aestbetic work-a work which, as William Archer pointed out in

a contemporary review of the play, is liIœ music in tbat it "imitates nothing,

represents Dolbing, means nothing, is DOthing, exœpt a sort of rondo capricdoso, in

which the amst's fiogers nm with crisp irresponsibility up and down the keyboard of

life" (qtd. in Beckson, Critical H~ritag~ 190). Though the "cultivated" and "corrupt"

alike see the play as an absurd farce about "DOthing," the "cultivated" share with

Wilde the knowledge that "nodting" is what artists are œduced 10 writing about if

they want to appeal 10 the "public." Wilde's skill is tbat he cao appeal to the

"corrupt" within the farce, while continuing bis dialogue about aesdteticism with bis

"cultivated" audience.

Wilde's triumph over his "corrupt" audience was, however, short-lived.

~stwu pulJed from the stage when Wilde wu sent 10 prison for acts of Ilgross

33 James's mixed attitude of envy and contempt was motivated by the fact that his
theatrical failure coincidecl witb Wilde's enormous 5UCœSS. On the opening night of bis
play Guy Domvilk, James attencled Wilde's play, AnlMdl HlISbtmd, after which he
returned 10 the theatre wbere bis own play was being performed. Here he was greeted
with a jeering and bissing audience. To add iosult 10 injury, Gtly DomMII~ was pulied
from the stage 10 make room for TM lmpoTtœlC~ofBei", EaI'Mst. For an account of
these events~ see Ellmann's essay, Il Henry James Among the Aestbetes. "



•

•

K. Macleod 1 IJ5

indecency." UnfomlO8tely,. the scandai reaffirmed wbat the "corrupt" public initially

suspected about the worship of form and style-tbat aesthetics were opposai ta ethics,.

and that a "fanciful fonn" wu merely a disguise for "corrupt" material. In yel

another instance of a confusion between an and life, Wilde's aestbeticism wu

misread in Iight of bis persona! Iife. As a result,. Wilde"s contributioD to the

continuation of Pater's intellectual aestheticism bas oCten been overloolœd. Faced

with an audience of "corrupt" readen who were largely resistant to "Aestbeticism,"

Wilde attempteel ta develop apurer aestbetic by exploring the interaction between

aesthetics and etbics in bis auempt ta distinggish the two. Beginning where Pater Icft

off, with a demonstration of the etbics of an aesthetic perspective in die fairy tales,.

Wilde surpassed bis muter by establisbing the independence of etbics and aesthetics

tint, though less successfully, in Dorian Gray, and finally in &,.$1.
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Conclusion

In beginning this thesis, 1 wu presented with two challenges. On the on band,

how to make a study of the amst's interaction with audience relevant to a figure like

Pater. whose solipsistic pbilosophy and hermit-like existence seem to deny any

interest in his readers or concem wim his reception; and on the other. how to say

anything new about Wilde's very obviously engaged relationship with the Victorian

public. The answer to the challenge seemed 10 lie in a comparative study. How did

Aestheticism, which in Pater's bands wu a rather private, subjective phenomenon,

become, under Wilde's ueatment, sucb a flamboyant movement? ln addressing this

question, 1 began ta realise tbat tbere were a number of misconceptions about Pater,

Wilde, and their versions of aestheticism. As 1 have demonstrated in this thesis.

Pater was far more engaged with bis audience in bis presentation of aestheticism tban

a cursory glance migbt seem to sugest. While his conception of this audience migbt

hve been Iimited, particularly in the writing of The Renaissance. bis developed

awareness of bis actual audiences led him ta define bis aestbeticism witb the needs of

his readers in minci. In addition, though Wilde expresses bis aestheticism in a mucb

more pcpular fashion than Pater. causing it 10 appear superficial. bis critical essays

("The Decay of Lying" and "The Critic as Anist") illustrate Wilde's solid

understanding of Pater's more intellectual aestheticism. an aestheticism which

represents not simply a devotion to beauty, but a critical and r~ceptiv~ Die of minci

also.

8y concenuatïng on aestbeticism fint as a mode of perception. and examining

how this concept developed its other connowions in the interaction between Pater,

Wilde. and tbeir respective audiences. 1 bave demonsttated a continuity in the

thinking of these two men, which bas often been assened but rarely fully

substantiated. This continuity of thougbt includes Pater' s and Wilde's developing

conceptions of audience and the way in wbicb !bey present tbeir ideas as a result of

these conceptions. Wilde's broader understanding of audience wbicb derived from his
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desire for popular success bas, until reœndy, 1 devalued bis status as an anist wonhy

of serious consideration. As such, Wilde bas been referred to derogatorily as a

populariser of Pater. But this label need not be disparaging. Wilde's works do

popularise Pater, but in 50 doing they demonstrate a properly "aesthetic" critical and

receptive reading and development of Pater' s ideas. Wilde engages even more

vigorously tban Pater with sorne of the major problems and issues of aestheticism,

even acknowledgjng the limits of the philosophy in his novel Dorian Gray. Despite

his desire bath 10 advocate aestheticism and achieve popuJar success, Wilde does DOt

appease his "corrupt" audience by providing pat solutions to their objections

concerning aestheticism. In fact, Wilde's works often mise more questions man they

answer, hence the diffieulty in determining whether Dorian Gray is an immoral,

Decadent novel, or a critique of certain kinds of aestheticism. Wilde, then, is an

important figure in the intellectual and critical context of aestheticism, a place that bas

often been denied him as a result of the popuJar fonn and style of bis wode.2

In my exploration of the ways in which Pater and Wilde anticipated certain

types of ideal audiences and in tum reacted to the limits of their actual audiences, 1

have offered a new perspective from which to consider the development of

aestheticism. Despite the purported aim of aestheticism (10 establish and inculcate a

pure mode of perception and heightened awareness 50 as to view art in a non-didactic,

non-moral, and non-politica1 manner), aestheticism Dever quite achieved this end.

The reœption of Pater's R~naisstlllC~, a work in which he attempted 10 demonstrate a

properly "aesthetic" viewpoint, began an ongoing dialogue between aesthetic anists

and their audiences that prevented the possibility of pure aestheticism. Aestbeticism,

1 Wilde studies have benefited from the illCreasing empbasis on anists'
relations to the ideologies and social histories of theu times. Gagnier, for example, sees
Wilde's work as a serious engagement with an emerging consumerist economy and
culture.

2 Serious consideration of Wilde as a critic was rare until the laœ 1970's wben
Bruce Bashford published his essays on Wilde's critical writing. Since then there have
been a numerous essays treating Wilde in this vein. See Watson and Buckler's essays
on "The Decay of Lying" and "The eritie as Artist. "



•

•

K. Macleod 1 138

in the bands of Pater and Wilde, became, in many ways, didactic, moral, immoral,

and political in reaction (0 the audiences who played a large role in determining the

manifestations of the aesthetic philosophy throughout the careen of these two men.
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