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-.The works of Oscar Wilde s t i l l  seem f a t e d  t o  be 

d e a l t  w i t h  i n  terms of W i l d e l s  l i f e  and c h a r a c t e r ,  and 

t h e r e  are few independent  s t u d i e s  of Wilde which a t t empt  

t o  re la te  h i s  s t a t e m e n t s  i n  I n t e n t i o n s  w i t h  t h e  rest 

of h i s  a r t i s t i c  c r e a t i o n s .  P a r t  of t h e  problem i n  d e a l -  

i n g  w i t h  t h e  works of Oscar Wilde h a s  been t o  r ec ,onc i l e  

t h e  appa ren t  a m b i g u i t i e s  which emerge i n  h i s  works, and 

it h a s  been my i n t e n t i o n  t o  p u t  t h e s e  c o n t r a d i c t i o n s  

i n t o  p e r s p e c t i v e  by r e l a t i n g  most of  t h e  a m b i g u i t i e s  

t o  t h e  i n t e r a c t i o n  of a e s t h e t i c s  and e t h i c s .  Th i s  

t h e s i s  proposes  t h a t  t h e  b a s i s  of the a e s t h e t i c - e t h i c  

c o n f l i c t  i n  Wilde i s  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  i n h e r e n t  c l a s h  of  
,-- 

4 krt and m o r a l i t y  , in Aes the t ic i sm,  and t h a t  many of t h e  
- 

s t a t e m e n t s  t h a t  Wilde makes which appear  t o  be equ ivoca l  

i nvo lve  i n s t a n c e s  whereby Wilde a t t e m p t s  t o  confound 

r a t i o n a l  a t t i t u d e s  w i t h  imagina t ive  e lements  which sub- 

vert  t h e  r a t i o n a l  and a t t empt  t o  u n i f y  e lements  i n  man 

which are p r ima l  and c o n t r a r y .  One might say  t h a t  t h e  

e s s e n t i a l  problem can b e s t  be s t a t e d  i n  Wi lde l s  own 

words from De Profundis :  "To be e n t i r e l y  f r e e ,  and a t  

t h e  same t i m e  e n t i r e l y  dominated by law, i s  t h e e t e r n a l  

paradox of human l i f e  t h a t  w e  r e a l i z e  a t  e v e r y  moment." 

Within t h i s  paradox e x i s t s  t h e  p o r t r a i t  of a man who 

acknowledges man's p o t e n t i a l  f o r  freedom, y e t  a l s o  



feels very strongly the external and internal pressures 

which force one to renounce one's freedom. In the works 

of Oscar Wilde this conflict can most conveniently be 

described as the conflict of aesthetics and ethics in 

the sense that Wilde uses aestheticism and art as the 

main expressions of individual freedom, and ethics ps 

a forcible reminder that man is not free, that he must 

ultimately answer to his conscience or to the law for 

his freedom. With aestheticism and art being placed 
-C 

in a position contrary to the concepts of ethics and 

morality, and since Wilde considered art and aestheti- 

cism to be the 'finest' expressions of individual free- 

dom, then it is inevitable that we must have a vision 

of art and aestheticism being related to the 'criminal' 

and 'subversive', which is a moral response to the pro- 

blem. This use of demonic and criminal imagery in re- 

lation - to the discussion of aestheticism and art is a 

prime example of an ethical intrusion into the world 

of art which creates interpretive difficulties in the 

works of Oscar Wilde. In essence the discussion of crim- 

inality and subversion in relation to the idea of aes- 

theticism is an attempt to reveal an inherently moral 

attitude towards aestheticism which is not always imrned- 

iately apparent in the works of Wilde. 



The focus of this thesis is on the complex relation- 

ship of aesthetics and ethics as revealed in the dynam- 

ics of 'witg and the imagery of criminality and sub- 

version in Intentions, The Picture of Dorian Gray and 

the 'fairy tales I. The first chapter provides an over- 

view of the kinds of distinctions that I will be making 
> 

in the thesis and points out the relations betweenl art 

of art as being criminal and subversive. Chap-ter I1 - 
develops into a more specific look at the conflict of 

aesthetics and ethics in the prose works of Oscar Wilde 

and reveals the various ways in which these tensions 

appear to manifest themselves. Chapter III consists 

primarily of an attempt to define terns and clarify the 

terminology somewhat. As such the chapter is a close 

examination of the kinds of thinking inherent in making 

aesthetical, ethical and scientific statements, as well 

as a close examination of aestheticism. Chapter IV 

consists of a discussion and clarification of the poss- 

ible gsubversiveg elements in Wildegs Intentions and 

these are related to Wildegs aestheticism. These ele- 

ments of subversive aestheticism are then related to 

The Picture of Dorian Gray in an attempt to reveal the 

ethical and ae s thetical complexity of the nove 1 and 

hence of Wilde's artistic vision. Chapter V further 



reveals Wilde's ambivalence with respect to aestheti- 

cism and Jung is used to provide some perspective to 

that ambivalence. The Conclusion offers a series of 

clarifying remarks on aestheticism in relation to 

Jung, as well as the therapeutic justification of art 

and aesthetics as an instrument of psychic liberation. 
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CHAPTER I 

; . . what i s  meant by t h e  i r r a t i o n a l  and the  non-logi- 
c a l  i n  much modern d i scuss ion  i s  merely t h e  rediscovery 
of t h e  o rd ina ry  t r a n s a c t i o n s  between t h e  s e l f  and t h e  
world, o r  between s u b j e c t  and o b j e c t .  

Marshal l  McLuhan, The Gutenberg Galaxy, p. 278. 

Words i n  a poem, sounds i n  movement, rhythm i n  space,  
a t tempt  t o  cap tu re  personal  meaning i n  personal  time 
and space from o u t  of the  s i g h t s  and sounds of a de- 
personal ized ,  dehumanized world. They are bridgeheads 
i n t o  a l i e n  t e r r i t o r y .  They are acts of i n s u r r e c t i o n .  
Thei r  source i s  from t h e  s i l e n c e  a t  t h e  c e n t r e  of each 
of us*  

R.D. Laing, The P o l i t i c s  of Experience, p. 37. 



A measure of the inability of the critics to place 

Wilde in any particular category with respect to his 

works and accomplishments is revealed in the enigmatic 

title given to the majority of books written about him. 

The caption states simply Oscar Wilde, and there is 

rarely any concerted effort to codify or categorize his 

works in any explicit sense. This singular attitude 

towards the works of Oscar Wilde can be viewed from two 

different perspectives: either that the important thing 

about the works of Oscar Wilde is that they were written 

by Oscar Wilde, or that it is essentially impossible to 

unify criticism with respect to Wilde under any other 

cohesive title. The former attitude has always included 

a large number of adherents, and for many years there 

existed a certain intellectual attitude towards Wilde 

which managed to infer that It. . . Wilde would now have 
been forgotten if it were not for the scandalt . ltl 
The critical climate with respect to Wilde is now be- 

ginning to change and, perhaps due to the recent ex- 

2 position in 1966 on 'Wilde and the Nineties,' more 

scholars are attempting to ascertain what Wilde was 

talking about behind the 'mask' that he so often pro- 

jected and what was significant about his technique and 

ideas. In any case it is necessary to move in behind 

the 8ms_k,'_and facade - of aestheticism that Wilde so 
----..-_ 



of ten projected. Perhaps it i s  due t o  the  d i f f i c u l t y  

of penetra t ing the  'mask1 t h a t  few c r i t i c s  have com- 

mitted themselves t o  any comprehensive view of Wilde, 

l e t t i n g  the  name Wilde bear the  weight of the contra-  

d ic t ions .  I t  i s  the  purpose of t h i s  t h e s i s  t o  attempt 

t o  impart and e luc ida t e  a measure of the  complexity which 

pervades the  canon of Wilde, and t h i s  a t t i t u d e  i s  r e l a t ed  

t o  the  problem of a e s t h e t i c s  and e t h i c s  and t h e i r  r e -  - 

l a t i o n  t o  each other .  Also, I w i l l  not  only show t h a t  

a e s t h e t i c s  and e t h i c s  a r e  the  bas i s  of the  e s s e n t i a l  
- 

c o n f l i c t  which pervades h i s  works, but w i l l  a l s o  attempt 
. - 

t o  show howthis c o n f l i c t  i s  involved with the  dynamics --- . 

of s t y l e ,  charac te r iza t ion  and u l t imate ly ,  the  essence 
--------- 

of Wilde's a r t .  
/- -_ - 

Throughout the  co l lec ted  works of Wilde there  

seems t o  e x i s t  an ou t r igh t  a t t a c k  on e t h i c s ,  o r  a t  

l e a s t  on the  kind of thinking involved i n  e t h i c a l  o r  

moral judgements. I t  may a t  f i r s t  appear t h a t  ae s the t i -  

c i s m  is  the  only concern of Oscar Wilde, with e t h i c s  

and moral i ty serving the s e r v i l e  function of f o i l  o r  

scapegoat t o  f u r t h e r  exemplify h i s  a e s t h e t i c  o r ien ta t ion .  

In place of e t h i c s  a s  a study of contemporary moral 

ac t i ons ,  Wilde  seems t o  be proposing an a e s t h e t i c a l  

theory of ac t ion  which some c r i t i c s ,  notably ~ a n n ~  and 



~llrnann,~ have peripherally related to the statements 

of Nietzsche. A closer examination of the canon of Wilde, 

however, seems to belie this apparent intention and 

many contradictions and ambiguities emerge which must 

be clarified. Instead of circumventing the issue by 

attempting to blame these contradictions and ambiguities 

on the supposed vageries and shallowness of Wildems style 

and thought, 1 propose to reveal the extent to which 

an ethical consciousness underlies Wildels aesthetic 

consciousness and how the two operate in conjunction 

with each other. 

One could say that the essential problem that .-- 

Oscar Wilde faces in the pursuit of aestheticism is the 
- - -  - 

same one that his protagonist Dorian Gray faces in 

The Picture of Dorian Gray, That is, to what extent -.- - .  - ------- --- 
is a man able to fashion his own moral code without be- - - - 

ing influenced by the mores and morality of society. 
--I -_ -- 
Further on in the thesis I point out that the portray- 

al of Dorian Gray exemplifies the paradox ". . . of a 
man which wishes to experience the unusual, to be uni- 

que, to be different, and yet is unable to accept his 

own uniqueness." 5 One could conceivably say that 

the above pursuit of individualism is the - driving 

f-orce behind the Aesthetes and Wilde himself makes a 



similar comment on the  condi t ion  of man i n  D e  Profundis 

when he says t h a t  t o  I t .  . . be e n t i r e l y  f r e e ,  and a t  

the  same time e n t i r e l y  dominated by law, i s  t h e  e t e r n a l  

paradox of human l i f e  t h a t  we r e a l i z e  a t  every moment. (I 6 

Wilde has  des ignated  here  t h e  thematic  element which 

dominates h i s  l i t e r a r y  works. I n  essence he i s  a s s e r t -  

ing  t h a t  t h e  p u r s u i t  of Aestheticism i n  t h e  expression 

of art--which Wilde a l s o  p o i n t s  ou t  i s  the  ". . . f i n e s t  

express ion  of indiv idual i sm t h a t  t h e  world has  eve r  

7 known1' --must n e c e s s a r i l y  c o n f l i c t  wi th  t h e  law and moral- 

i t y  a t  some po in t .  Wilde c o n t i n u a l l y  por t r ays  the  mask ) 
of freedom and indiv idual i sm i n  h i s  works, y e t  beneath 

t h i s  facade of~rj.I;lomianism e x i s t s  t h e  e thos  of a man 

who i s  plagued wi th  e t h i c a l  and moral problems from 

both e x t e r n a l  and i n t e r n a l  sources  (by conscience and 

by law). 

I n  essence ,  one must say t h a t  Wilde i s  concerned 

with t h e  c o n f l i c t  of a e s t h e t i c s  i n  t h e  sense t h a t  he 

i s  concerned wi th  t h e  c l a s h  of a r t  and mora l i ty .  The 
_ _  _.-- 

works of Oscar Wilde, p a r t i c u l a r l y  The P i c t u r e  of 

Dorian Grav and t h e  s h o r t  s t o r i e s ,  tend t o  be p o r t r a i t s  

of a problem i n  which the  a c t i v e  p u r s u i t  of a e s t h e t i -  

cism, i n  some form, i s  d e a l t  with i n  conjunct ion with 

an a l i e n  o r  r e s t r i c t i n g  moral code. A t  t imes t h e  tens ion  



is overt, as in the relationship of the aesthete Dorian 

Gray and his moral portrait, and sometimes the dichotomy 1 
and tension are implicit, as in the 'bunburying' of The 

Importance of be in^ Ernest or the clashes of art and 

reality in the short stories and the 'fairy tales'. 

In any case this concern with the eternal paradox of 

man as being simultaneously free yet imprisoned by his 

own conscience, as being unique yet unable to accept 

his own uniqueness, leads to a situation where a vision 

is projected of the artist as criminal with art as sub- 

ver sive . 

The vision of art as subversive activity and the 

idea of the artist as criminal helps us to view the ten- 

sion of aesthetics and ethics in the works of Oscar 

Wilde in a clearer light. The reference to aesthetics 

in this case refers to both the idea of art and the pro- 

cess of aestheticism, while the term ethics is meant 

to be a blanket term referring to an incipient morality 

which is unavoidably present, even in so-called amoral 

discussions. It is as if Wilde, in his attempt to pre- 

sent an acceptable view of aestheticism, was constantly 

in collision with ethical and moral problems which he 

could only acknowledge in a peripheral fashion. The 

spectre of ethics takes many forms, but is most apparent 



in The Picture of Dorian Gray and can be thought of as 

an expression of conscience, or law, or both. It is 

significant that Wilde was constantly concerned with 

attempting to reduce the pervasive influence of ethics, 

particularly as related to the 'official Victorian fan- 

tasy' and that the use of 'wit' for which Wilde is 

famous, is one means of accomplishing that end. The 

dynamics of the process of 'wit' as a subversive element 

in relation to social morality, and particularly in re- 

lation to the 'official Victorian fantasy,' will be more 

closely dealt with in subsequent chapters. 

The above doubts and ambivalent feelings are quite 

apparent in most of the works of Oscar Wilde, and the 

resulting tensions and dichotomies are best discussed 

within the concept of 'decadence'. Decadence, particu- 

larly English decadence of the -+ 1880's and 1890ts, has - 

been called many things, most of them of a negative 

or, at best, of a qualifying nature. One thing that 

most critics agree on is the aesthetic and sensual 
e . 

/ 
...- 

nature of the Decadent movement. The implications of 

calling something 'aesthetic' are manifold, but one of 

its implications is a rejection of many of the elements 

of contemporary civilization that men take very much for 

granted. In the inveterate individualism of the Decadents 



this rejection includes, as we have pointed out above, 

a rejection of law as a model for behaviour. The crisis 

of conscience appears at this point, however, and al- 

though few Decadents acknowledge the influence of con- 

science on their rejection of social mores, in the de- 

piction of his bewildered protagonist, Dorian Gray, 

Wilde shows that the problem was more than subliminally 

present. 

Pure aestheticism, as proposed by Walter Pater, 

tended to be acceptable for a variety of reasons, but 

primarily because it was kept safely in the mind. Pater's 

proposals simply imply a kind of aesthetic contempla- 

tion which really amounts to a variety of ascetic aes- 

thetic puritanism. Pater's aestheticism remains relative- 

ly secure from any repressive critical attack because 

he does not take the radical step of saying that one 

should attempt to beautify that which is ugly. With the 

increasing awareness that rationality and technology, 

instead of creating the ideal world that men hoped it 

would, were instead creating an ugly mechanical world 

devoid of beauty which threatened to devour the humanity 

which had created it, some enthusiasts began to attempt 

to create oases of beauty in the jungle of Industrial- 

ism. Dandyism and Bohemianism evolved through attempts 



to counter the abject conformity of the middle class 

and an art flourished which corresponded to this life 

style. This art which evolved in an attempt to inject 

colour and vitality into the 'official Victorian fantasy1 

became called 'decadent1 by its opponents, and the De- 

cadents, in their perverseness and with the realization 

that the way to extend their message was to confound the 

public, embraced the label 'decadent1 as their own. 

Only the idea of decadence with its implications of decay 

and finality can adequately describe the nature of a 

movement whose function it was to reveal to men that the 

'Victorian fantasy1 was dead, and that ways of living 

life were as important as making a living. 

One should not think that the above process was 

all 'sweetness and light,' and that the Decadents en- 

joyed a brief moment of unrestrained freedom with no 

consequences. Karl Beckson points out that Yeats pre- 

ferred to designate the Decadents of the 1890's as the 

"Tragic ~eneration~l'~ because so many came to such 

unfortunate ends as 'I. . . early death, madness and 
suicide. Beckson succinctly points out the pro- 

blem of the situation in his concluding paragraph to 

the vIntroductionfl to Aesthetes and Decadents of the 

1890's: 



But t h e  English Aesthetes  and Decadents 
command our a t t e n t i o n  by t h e i r  determin- 
a t i o n  t o  t ransform t h e i r  l i v e s  i n t o  works 
of a r t ,  t o  c e n t e r  the  meaning of l i f e  i n  
p r i v a t e  v i s i o n  i n  o rde r  t o  resist a 
c i v i l i z a t i o n  i n t e n t  on debasing t h e  
imaginat ion and thus  naking man l e s s  
human. The courage t o  do t h i s  was 
considerable-- then,  as i t  i s  now--and 
t h e  danger of f a i l u r e  made l i f e  a p e r i -  
lous ,  though ex t raord ina ry  adventure.  l2 

I t  i s  important  t o  note  t h a t  t h e  source of f a i l u r e  i n  

many cases w a s  a psychic one i n  t h a t  t h e  Decadents de- 

generated i n t o  alcohol ism,  madness and su ic ide .  It i s  

my content ion  t h a t  t h e  f a i l u r e  was due t o  t h e  a t tempt  

t o  counter  a dying s o c i a l  o r d e r  i n  t h e  form of t h e  

' o f f i c i a l  Vic to r i an  f a n t a s y , '  and it i s  i n e v i t a b l e  t h a t  

t h e  c l a s h  between t h e  Aesthetes  and t h e  Vic to r i ans  be 

fought on t h e  b a s i s  of mora l i ty .  Wilde e s s e n t i a l l y  de- 

p i c t s  t h e  psychic  problem of t h e  "Tragic Generation" 

i n  h i s  s tudy of Dorian Gray i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  h i s  p i c t u r e ,  

f o r  what we  have i s  Dorian Gray, who e s s e n t i a l l y  r ep re -  

s e n t s  t h e  p o s i t i o n  of t h e  Aesthetes  i n  h i s  mode of 

l i v i n g ,  being placed i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  h is  I p i c t u r e l  which 

i s  e s s e n t i a l  a g raph ic  i l l u s t r a t i o n  of t h e  e t h i c a l  pro- 

blems r e s u l t i n g  from h i s  moral t r ansgress ions .  

To keep t h e  terminology a l i v e ,  I w i l l  r e i t e r a t e  

f o r  a  moment. Aes the t i c s  i s  a  b lanket  term used by 

Oscar Wilde t o  des igna te  a c e r t a i n  a t t i t u d e  towards 



art and the world. Normally aesthetics means only the 

study of beauty, but Wilde extends the definition in 

Intentions to include a certain philosophy of life, a 

certain way of viewing the world, and could more accur- 

ately be called aestheticism, Within the structure of 

this thesis the aesthetic vision and aestheticism will 

be used interchangeably. In Intentions Wilde also ex- 

tends the idea of aestheticism to be synonymous with 

individualism and thus the problems of individualism 

in relation to society must be considered. Aestheticism 

is also synonymous with the 'imagination1 and 'irration- 

alism' in the sense that aestheticism is a celebration 

of these attitudes in a victory over rationalism (parti- 

cularly the kind of rationalism typified by science and 

'reasonable ' ethics). The problem with aestheticism 

is that although it claims to be amoral, it necessarily 

comes in conflict with a mode of thinking that is moral 

and which we will designate as ethical, because again 

this is the term Wilde uses to describe attitudes ehich 

tend to be concerned with labelling ideas and art objects 

in tenris of contemporary morality. Since ethics is to 

be viewed in terms of social morality, it is inevitable 

that ethics by synonymous with the 'official Victor- 

ian fantasy,' Ethics in this thesis is also intended 

to be synonymous with rationalism in the sense that 



the kind of morality and ethical structure that Wilde 

was concerned with tended to be associated with the 

'reasonable' point of view and the Aesthetes were any- 

thing but reasonable. The nature of the kind of reason 

that I am referring to will become apparent in the dis- 

cussion on 'wit' in the next chapter where we will see 

the function of wit in the subversion of reason. Wilde 

attempted to show that one could circumnavigate ethical 

thinking (viewing life in moral terms, particularly in 

terms of the 'official Victorian fantasy') and his state- 

ments of Intentions are the result of such an effort. 

The extent to which moral and ethical considerations 

conflict with Wilde's theories of aestheticism and how 

this conflict results in the vision of art as 'subversive1 

and the artist as 'criminal' with 'wit' being used as 

an instrument of that subversive criminality is the con- 

tern of this thesis. 



FOOTNOTES 

l ~ a m e s  Laver ,  Oscar Ni lde  , Longman's Green & Co. , Lon- 
don,  1968, 5. 

Z ~ h a r l e s  Xyskamp, Wilde and The iu ine t ies  , f r i n c e t o n  
Un ive r s i t y  L i b r a r y ,  P r i n c e t o n ,  1966. 

l ~ h o m a s  Mann, "Wilde and Nietzsche,"  Oscar IJ i lde ,  ed.  
K s  Ellmann, P r e n t i c e - H a l l ,  h e w  J e r s e y ,  1969, 169-171. 

4 ~ i c h a r d  Ellmann, "The C r i t i c  a s  Artist as Wilde," The 
Artist A s  C r i t i c ,  Random House, New York, 1968, x. 

5 ~ e e  t h i s  t h e s i s ,  p. 106. 

60scar Wilde, The Complete Works of Oscar Wilde, ed. 
J . B .  Foreman, C o l l i n s ,  London, 1966, 891. A l l  subse- 
quent  q u o t a t i o n s  f rom-0sca r  ~ i l d e  are from t h e  above 
e d i t i o n  u n l e s s  o the rwi se  noted.  

 he he Soul of Man Under S o c i a l i  srn," Works, p. 1090. 

8 ~ e e  p a r t i c u l a r l y  K a r  1 Beckson, " In t roduc t ion" ,  The Ei,qhteen 
& i n e t i e s ,  Holbrook Jackson ,  Capr icorn ,  Eew York, 1966, 
i - v i .  

' ~ a r l  Beckson, Aes the t e s  and Decadents of t h e  18901s ,  
Random House, iiew York, 1966, xxxix.  

l01bid -* 9 p. xl. 



CHAPTER I1 

There i s  nothing sane about the  worship of beauty. 
I t  i s  too  sp lendid  t o  be sane. Those whose l i v e s  
it forms t h e  dominant note  w i l l  always seem t o  be pure 
v i s i o n a r i e s .  

Oscar Wilde, The C r i t i c  a s  Artist, p. 1048. 

The n ine teen th  century  i s  a tu rn ing  p o i n t  i n  h i s t o r y ,  
simply on account of t h e  work of two men, Darwin and 
Renan, t h e  one t h e  cr i t ic  of t h e  Book of Nature,  t h e  
o t h e r  t h e  c r i t i c  of the  Books of God. 

Oscar Wilde, The C r i t i c  as Artist,  p. 1057. 



There i s  a c e r t a i n  amount of d i f f i c u l t y  involved 

i n  t a l k i n g  about Oscar Wilde a t  t h i s  p o i n t ,  70 y e a r s  

a f t e r  h i s  dea th ,  A r t i f a c e  i s  i n  r a t h e r  i l l - r e p u t e  a t  

t h e  moment and t h e  usua l  c l i c h e s  tossed  o f f  about Oscar 

Wilde r e f e r r i n g  t o  h i s  purported shallowness,  a r t i f i c i a l i t y  

and t r i v i a l n e s s  do n o t  encourage t h e  young scho la r  t o  

look beyond t h e  'bon mots' of h i s  w i t ,  t h i s  i s  unfor- I 

t u n a t e  s i n c e  t h e r e  i s  a depth t o  O s c a r  Wilde which' goes 

beyond t h e  martyrdom of h i s  dishonorable  ending and t h e  

facade of h i s  b r i l l i a n t  w i t .  Even t h e  compliments t h a t  

he r e c e i v e s  are backhanded ones,  i n f e r r i n g  t h a t  t h e  

l i m i t e d  s t i m u l a t i n g  na tu re  of h i s  i d e a s  i s  inheren t  i n  

t h e  f a c t  t h a t  youth ". . . pass  r a p i d l y  beyond t h e  

'Wilde s t a g e t .  To t h e  person who h a s  never transcended 

t h e  mere w i t t i n e s s  of h i s  aphorisms and t h e  c l eve rness  

of h i s  ambiguity,  t h e  above comments may seem q u i t e  t r u e .  

However, f o r  t h e  r e a d e r  who has  even t h e  remotest  i n t e r e s t  - I 

i n  a r t  and t h e  complex r e l a t i o n s h i p  of a r t  wi th  l i f e  and 

t h e  a r t  of l i v i n g ,  it can be s a i d  t h a t  few c r i t i c s  have 

managed t o  c r e a t e  such b r i l l i a n t  and pe rcep t ive  comments 

on t h e  n a t u r e  and complexity of a r t  as Wilde has  done, 

p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  h i s  In ten t ions .  

To h e l p  r e c a p t u r e  t h e  essence of Wilde, it i s  pru- 

dent  t o  r e t u r n  b r i e f l y  t o  t h e  per iod i n  which he wrote. 



The Nineteenth Century was Itan age of t r a n s i t i o n ,  11 18 

o r  s o  those  i n t e l l e c t u a l s  and a r t i s t s  who p a r t i c i p a t e d  

i n  t h e  a t tempt  t o  c r e a t e  some v i a b l e  s e t  of va lues  f o r  

t h e  per iod  f e l t .  The sense of "moving down t h e  r i n g i n g  

grooves of changev1 l9 was extremely i n t e n s e  and, a l though 

a l l  ages may be r e f e r r e d  t o  a s  ones of change, y e t  t h e  

members of t h e  Nineteenth Century were probably more aware 

than  most of being p i v o t a l  p o i n t s  between p a s t  and 

f u t u r e  va lues .  A s  a r e s u l t  t h e  c r i t e r i o n s  and s tandards  

t h a t  passed f o r  'p resent  v a l u e s 1  w e r e  grasped wi th  a l l  

of t h e  v i g o r ,  s t r e n g t h  and despera t ion  of a drowning 

man c lu tch ing  a t  t h e  p roverb ia l  s t raws,  hence c r e a t i n g  

t h e  v i s i o n  t h a t  many have of t h e  ' o f f i c i a l  Vic to r i an  

fan tasy1  of drab  s o b r i e t y  and ul t ra-conservat ism.  I t  

i s  almost a c l i c h e  t o  say t h a t  t h e  impetus of t h e  change 

r e s u l t e d  from t h e  I n d u s t r i a l  Revolution wi th  i t s  r e s u l t i n g  

stress on mater ia l i sm and l i n e a r ,  perce ivable  l o g i c  

which l e d ,  f o r  a v a r i e t y  of reasons ,  t o  t h e  d e s t r u c t i o n  

of f a i t h  due t o  t h e  'h igher  criticisms1 and the  f u r t h e r  

e ros ions  of f a i t h  r e s u l t i n g  from Darwin's traumatic 

r e v e l a t i o n s  on t h e  o r i g i n  of man. Thus, due t o  t h e  sudden 

widespread in f luence  of ma te r i a l -pos i t iv i sm and l i n e a r  

thought,  t h e  non- l inear  and less t a n g i b l e  v a l u e s  of a r t  

became less and less acceptable  and the  s p l i t  between 

t h e  a r t i s t  and h i s  pub l i c  continued t o  erode q u i t e  r ap id -  



l y .  I t  i s  t h i s  i n t e n s e  emphasis on t h e  so-ca l led  f a c t u a l  

and u s e f u l  t h a t  l e d  t o  the  emergence of aes the t ic i sm.  

The process  developed through t h e  Pre-Raphel i tes  and 

P a t e r  t o  t h e  Decadent movement of t h e  Eighteen Ninet ies  

and t h e  emergence of Oscar Wilde f o r  Aesthet ic ism i n  

t h e  main, became p a r t  of t h e  at tempt  t o  counter  t h e  

d e b i l i t a t i n g  in f luences  of i n d u s t r i a l i s m  and t o  c r e a t e  

t h e  kinds of cond i t ions  whereby man could become aware 

of t h e  beauty i n  h i s  l i f e  i n  l i eu  of co rpora te  u g l i -  

ness. Thus, where many of t h e  Vic to r i ans  had been a c t i v e -  

l y  involved i n  v a r i o u s  a t tempts  t o  r e c r e a t e  f i rm founda- 

t i o n s  of v a l u e s  through r e l i g i o n  o r  c u l t u r e  (Newman 

and Arnold r e s p e c t i v e l y ) ,  o t h e r s ,  such as t h e  a e s t h e t e s  

and S o c i a l i s t s ,  w e r e  a t tempt ing  t o  c r e a t e  t h e i r  bases  

of values.  The main concern of t h i s  t h e s i s  i s  t o  d i s c u s s  

t h e  works of Oscar Wilde, p a r t i c u l a r l y  t h e  prose works, 

i n  an e f f o r t  t o  r e v e a l  t o  what e x t e n t  he w a s  inf luenced 

by these  t-ar t h e o r i e s  on how man should lead  h i s  

lm. This  i s  no t  intended t o  imply t h a t  Wilde w a s  a 

S o c i a l i s t ,  f o r  he w a s  an a e s t h e t e  more than  anything 

e l s e ;  r a t h e r  t h i s  t h e s i s  r e p r e s e n t s  an at tempt  t o  show 

how Oscar Wilde, bes ides  being an a e s t h e t e ,  a l s o  coped -- --... ._-- - - -  - d -- . 
with  t h e  e t h i c a l  problems inheren t  i n  being a member 

I 

of s o c i e t y  and how t h e s e  e t h i c a l  p r i n c i p l e s  o f t e n  tended 

t o  c o n f l i c t  wi th  c e r t a i n  a e s t h e t i c  p r i n c i p l e s  t h a t  he 



held.  
0 

The t e n s i o n s  i n  Oscar Wilde, the  elements t h a t  lead 
2__ ---__ _ - -  - - -- 

t o  t h e  complexity i n  h i s  l i f e ,  a r t ,  and s ta tements  on 
- 

a r t ,  can be a t t r i b u t e d  t o  many causes ,  but  it seems t o  
-\ - - 

me t h a t  t h e  bedrock of t h e  problem must i n v a r i a b l y  be - - 

r e l a t e d  i n  some way t o  h i s  a r t .  Wilde himself r e a l i z e d  

t h i s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  towards t h e  end of h i s  c a r e e r ,  f o r  he 

states i n  D e  Profundis  t h a t  one of the  books t h a t  he 

would l i k e  t o  write when he i s  r e l e a s e d  from p r i s o n  i s  

"The R e l a t i o n  of t h e  Artistic L i f e  t o  Conduct": 

A s  r ega rds  . . . t h e  r e l a t i o n  of t h e  a r t i s t i c  
l i f e  t o  conduct,  it w i l l  no doubt seem 
s t r a n g e  t o  you t h a t  I should s e l e c t  it. 
People p o i n t  t o  Reading Gaol and say "There 
i s  where t h e  a r t i s t i c  l i f e  l e a d s  a man." 
W e l l  i t might lead  t o  worse p laces .  . . . 
Two of t h e  most p e r f e c t  l i v e s  t h a t  I have 
come a c r o s s  i n  my own experience are t h e  
lives of Verlaine and of Pr ince  Kropotkin: 
both  of them men who passed y e a r s  i n  
pr i son .  20 

That Wilde accepted t h e  subversive n a t u r e  of t h e  a r t i s t i c  

l i f e  i s  f a i r l y  obvious and he even j u s t i f i e s  it by 

saying t h a t  t h e  . . chief  w a r  was a g a i n s t  t h e  

p h i l i s t i n e s .  That i s  the  w a r  every  c h i l d  of l i g h t  had 

t o  lead. lt2' This  i n d i c a t e s  

t h e  main problem t o  be d e a l t  

would be i n t r i c a t e l y  r e l a t e d  

t h a t  Wilde recognized t h a t  

wi th  i n  t h e  " A r t i s t i c  Life"  

t o  a d i a l e c t i c  of a e s t h e t i c s  



versus  e t h i c s ;  the  e s s e n t i a l  c o n f l i c t  o f -whe the r  a man 
- 

should a t tempt  t o  c r e a t e  'good works ' o r  beaut i f  u l  

- , works' ; whether a man should devote himself t o  t h e  t a s k  
. 

-7 
J of ---- a t t empt ingXa-c rea te  t h e  arcistic work of such b r i l l i -  < ,  

Y 
r ,  

ance and beauty t h a t  a man can say "That i s  where t h e  -- - - -- 
> 
L 

L ar t i s t i c  - l i f e  leads,It  o r  I whether a man should at tempt  ---- 
" 

' .-to fo l low t h e  p o s t u l a t e s  of convent ional  mora l i ty  and - - 

b .  
_ -- _ 

lead  t h e  kind of l i f e  t h a t  it could be s a i d  "That i s  ' where t h e  v i r t u o u s  l i f e  leads.  The s imples t  and most 

obvious r e p l y  t o  t h e  above problem, mainly because Wilde 

seemed t o  be saying i t  s o  o f t e n ,  is  t h a t  Wilde would 

say t h a t  L i f e ,  s i n c e  it i s  a r e f l e c t i o n  of art ,  could 

b e s t  be judged i n  a e s t h e t i c a l  r a t h e r  than  e t h i c a l  terms. 

I n  The Cri t ic  a s  Artist, Wilde comments on t h e  above 

idea:  

To be good, according t o  t h e  vu lga r  
s t andards  of goodness, i s  obviously 
q u i t e  easy. I t  merely r e q u i r e s  a 
c e r t a i n  amount of so rd id  t e r r o r ,  a 
l a c k  of imaginat ive thought ,  and a 
c e r t a i n  low passion f o r  middle-class  
r e s p e c t a b i l i t y .  Aes the t i c s  are h igher  
then  e t h i c s .  They belong t o  a more 
s p i r i t u a l  sphere.  . . . Aftsthetics, 
l i k e  sexual  s e l e c t i o n ,  m a k e s l i f e  
IiBmTjTgnd wonderful, f iU -is+&# 
new forms, and give t progress ,  and 
var_i- -change. 2 1  

Although Wilde acknowledges t h a t  e t h i c s  are necessary 

23  he i s  i n  t h a t  they  make ". . . ex i s t ance  p o s s i b l e  , 



very careful to point out that in any conflict between 

the two 'aesthetics are higher than ethics.' The aes- 

thetical theory of behavior that Wilde seems to be pro- 

posing could conceivably be stated as follows: In any 

given situation was the man, at that particular moment, 

while committing that particular act, in harmony both 

with himself and the situation that he acted in? If 

so the act was good and if not then it was not good. 

Thomas Mann, who comments on the similarity between 

Wilde and Nietzsche, notices the similarity between their 

two philosophies of aestheticism: "Not for nothing have 

I coupled the nafies of Nietzsche and Wilde-they belong 

together as rebels, rebels in the name of beauty. . . . a 2 4  

However, it is also quite apparent that Wilde was highly 

aware of the contradictions and problems that this kind 

of assertion must involve. In reality the above position 

must necessarily entail a conflict with custom and pre- 

vailing morality that will tend to place the aesthete 

outside society and result in both actions and recrim- 

inations that can border on the 'criminal'. Thus, there 

seems topexist in Wilde the tension of a man who feels -. - 
I 

compelled to act in the interests of beauty and guided - - 
by a code of aesthetics, yet must constantly be on the ----_- -- ------- -- 

2_____--- 

alert to avoid being incarcerated by the society that 
- --- 

he so often attacks. 



The above would appear to indicate that Oscar 

Wilde tended to lead a somewhat schizophrenic life based 

on the desire to achieve two mutually exclusive goals. 

Other critics such as W.H. Auden have noted this dual 

tendency in Wilde: 

Another kind of writer might have found 
the disreputable bohemian existence to 
which, as an ex-convict, he was limted , 

a relief-at least there was no need to 
keep up pretenses--but for Wile the Bun-  
burying, the double life, at one and the 
same time a bohemian in secret and in 
public the lion of respectable drawing rooms 
had been the exciting thing. . . . 25 

Thus, just as there is evidence of public compliancy 

and private deviation and rebellion in his life, it may 

be interesting to investigate the possibility of finding 

in his art the evidence of a social moralism which can 

underlie the amoral aestheticism, Auden in the above 

quotation, is referring to Wilde's inability to ration- 

alize to himself his decline in social status and since 

Auden attributes Wilde's final downfall to this, it 

may also be pertinent to ask why Wilde was never able 

to rationalize this problem, Auden attributes Wildels 

ambivalence to his desire for money and social position 

in saying that ". . . for Wilde the approval of society 
was essential to his self-esteem. w26 ~lthough my 

thesis does not conflict to any large degree from that 



of Audenus for he does not attempt to explain why social 

approval was so necessary for Wilde, I feel that it can 

be shown that the source of the problem was due to a 

conflict of values that Wilde was never really able to 

resolve; the conflict of the values of aesthetics and 

ethics or, the conflict of social morality and art. 

It is at the point where individual actions tend 

to contravene social morality that the conflict of 

aesthetics and ethics will make itself most apparent 

in the works of Oscar Wilde. Essentially it is in the 

position of Decadence as the assumption of aesthetic 

codes that the inevitable clash between aesthetics and 

ethics will occur. The existence of this clash manifests 

itself in many ways in Wildels works and we should almost 

be able to predict the conflict due to the conflicting 

demands of Wildeus classical academic background and edu- 

cation in relation to aestheticism. 

That this conflict between his classical background 

and his aestheticism was an integral and conscious part 

of Wildeus problem is expressed in one of his more famous 

poems called Helas, which is worth quoting in its entirety 

for the insight that it offers into the tensions and 

doubts that Wilde experienced: 



To drift with every passion till my sould 
Is a stringed lute on which all winds can play, 
Is it for this that I have given away 
Mine ancient wisdom and austere control? 
Methinks my life is a twice written scroll 
Scrawled over on some boyish holiday 
With idle songs for pipe and virelay 
Which do but mar the secret of the whole. 
Surely there was a time I might have trod 
The sunlit heights, and from life's dissonance 
Struck one clear chord to reach the ears of God: 
Is that time dead? Lo! with a little rod 
I did but touch the honey of romanceo- 
And must I lose a soul's inheritan~e?~' 

The poem is basically a romantic confession of tempta- 

tion and the ensuing regret that follows the acquiescence 

to this temptation. It is mainly the nature of the temp- 

tation and the source of regret that we are interested 

in. The depiction of the soul as a "stringed luteN 

is reminiscent of the traditional Romantic use of the 

imagery of the 'aeolian harpt to depict man's aesthetic 

harmony with nature. This almost helpless submission 

to the forces of aestheticism is countered with the loss 

of "ancient wisdom and austere controlIt which can be 

interpreted as a fairly bald reference to socially in- 

duced intellectual controls on irrational passions. 

The surprising characteristic of the above tension is 

that in the Romantics, at least in Coleridge's ttDejec- 

tion: An 0deSu28 the quality of the imagery is reversed. 

In Wilde the loss of "Ancient wisdom and austere controlm 

is deemed to be regretable yet, in Coleridge, the in- 



trusion of rationalism in the form of "viper thoughts, 

that coil around my mind", 29 is regreted because it 

threatens to signal the end of Coleridgels aesthetic 

and creative relationship with nature. 

The final lines in Helas are an allusion to I Sam- 

uel 14 where Jonathan, after having been instrumental 

in winning a great victory for the Israelites and being 

forbidden by his father Saul to partake of any food for 

the rest of the day, sticks his staff into some honey 

and eats it. This act on Jonathan's part provides a 

precedent for the remainder of the Israelites who com- 

mence a bloody pillage. Saul, who is unaware of the 

identity of the initial violator, offers that life to 

God as recompense for the disobedience of the Israelites. 

When Jonathan's role is discovered and the threat to 

his life is made known, his reply is: "1 did but taste 

a little honey with the end of the rod that was in my 

hand and lo, I must die. lt30 What must have appealed 

to Wilde about this particular allusion is the nature 

of the honey that Jonathan ate; although there was a 

proclamation out against eating the honey, Jonathan 

couldn't believe that it was forbidden because the honey 

caused him to be enlightened. This peculiar tension 

between the enlightening yet forbidden nature of the 



passions and i n s t i n c t s  i s  apparent  throughout Wilde's 

works and i s  no t  confined e n t i r e l y  t o  t h i s  poem, although 

it i s  i n  t h i s  poem t h a t  the  g r e a t e s t  sense of r e g r e t  

seeps through. 

Throughout much of Wilde's a r t  t h e r e  i s  a cons tant  

r e f e r e n c e  t o  a l o s s  and r e s u l t i n g  g u i l t  due t o  h i s  de- 

sire t o  cast o f f  t h e  e t h i c a l  a sce t i c i sm i m p l i c i t  i n  t h e  

above phrase ' I .  . anc ien t  wisdom and a u s t e r e  con t ro l .  

I n  Panthea, Wilde makes f u r t h e r  s ta tements  which accen- 

t u a t e  t h e  above c o n f l i c t :  

Too young a r t  thou t o  w a s t e  t h i s  summer n igh t  
Asking those idJA ques t ions  which of o l d  
Man sought of s e e r  and o r a c l e ,  and no r e p l y  w a s  t o l d  

For . . t o  f e e l  i s  b e t t e r  than t o  know, 
And wisdom i s  a c h i l d l e s s  h e r i t a g e ,  
One pu l se  of passion-youth's f i r s t  f i e r y  glow-- 
Are worth t h e  hoarded proverbs of t h e  sage: 
Vex n o t  thy  s o u l  with dead philosophy, 
Have we  no t  l i p s  t o  k i s s  wi th ,  h e a r t s  t o  Love 

and eyes  t o  see! 31 

The above q u i t e  obviously impl ie s  a s ta tement  of aes-  

t h e t i c i s m  which rejects t h e  r a t i o n a l i s m  of t h e  phi loso-  

pher as a r e s o l u t i o n  of t h e  ques t ions  t h a t  man is plagued - 

.. with  and i n s t e a d  t h e  i n t u i t i v e  awareness of aes the t i c i sm 
L 

5 i s  being o f f e r e d  a s  a so lu t ion .  The above comments by 
il 

P 
Wilde, i n  t h e i r  essence ,  do n o t  d i f f e r  i n  any l a r g e  



t h e t i c i s m  of Walter P a t e r  y e t  it i s  important  t o  note  

t h a t  t h e  t e n t a t i v e  a e s t h e t i c  s o l u t i o n  o f f e r e d  i n  t h e  

above quo ta t ion  prompts Wilde t o  confess  later i n  t h e  

same poem: 

But we oppress  our  n a t u r e s ,  God o r  Fate  
Is our  enemy, we s t a r v e  and feed  
On v a i n  repentence-0 we a r e  born t o o  l a t e !  
What balm f o r  u s  i n  t h e  bru ised  poppy seed 
Who crowd i n t o  one f i n i t e  pulse  of t i m e  
The joy of i n f i n i t e  love and t h e  f i e r c e  pa in  of 

i n f i n i t e  crime. 

0 we are wearied of t h i s  sense of g u i l t ,  
Wearied of p l e a s u r e ' s  paramour d e s p a i r ,  
Wearied of every  temple t h a t  we have b u i l t ,  
Wearied of every  r i g h t  unanswered prayer ,  
For man i s  weak; God s l eeps ;  and heaven i s  high; 
One f i e r y  coloured moment: one g r e a t  love; and 

lo1 we die.32 

The t ens ion  t h a t  i s  i m p l i c i t  i n  t h e  above two s t a n z a s  

c e n t r e s  around t h e  seemingly i n e x p l i c a b l e  paradox t h a t  

Jonathan encountered when he found t h a t  t h e  'honey1 t h a t  

had produced enlightenment a l s o  r e s u l t e d  i n  t h e  t h r e a t  

of death.  The sense  of t h e  r e s t r i c t i n g  asceticism of 

C h r i s t i a n  e t h i c s  i s  i m p l i c i t  i n  t h e  above s t anzas  i n  

t h e  'oppression o f n a t u r e , '  t h e  d e b i l i t a t i n g  n a t u r e  of 

'#vain repentenceI1 and t h e  i d e a  t h a t  each 'p leasure '  must 

n e c e s s a r i l y  have i t s  ' despa i r1 .  The culminat ing s t a t e -  

ment of "One f i e r y  coloured moment: one g r e a t  love; 

and lo! we  d ie , "  r e t u r n s  us again  t o  t h e  confusion of 

Jonathan who, even though he had only heard second hand 



the command to fast, must still pay with his life for 

a moment's pleasure and enlightenment. 

The essence of much of the above is contained 

within a paradox that Wilde utters in De Profundis: 

". . . to be entirely free, and at the same time entirely 
dominated by law, is the eternal paradox that we realize 

at every moment. "33 Beyond this paradox it can be seen 

that Wilde has noted the unfortunate contradiction that 

must inevitably follow the active pursuit of aestheticism 

in that the aesthete, through his intense subjective 

relationship with the world, re-attins part of the heri- 

tage of harmony and joy that man lost when he began to 

objectify the world around him but, through the intense 

individualism which accompanies this almost mystical 

association with the world, tends to become alienated 

from society. This is partly due to the intense pri- 

vacy of the aesthete's vision and partly due to the fact 

that a conflict of moral and social values must inevitably 

occur at some point. 

A brief excursion into Freud's "Wit and its Relation 

to the Unconsci~us~~ will perhaps clarify some elements 

of the complex psychological nature of the above tension 

and its resulting 'subversive' quality as it exists in 



t h e  works of Oscar Wilde. A s  f a r  a s  Freud w a s  concerned 

t h e r e  w e r e  b a s i c a l l y  two d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e  k inds  of w i t .  

The f i r s t  which i s  descr ibed as fundamentally tlharmlessll 

o r  a b s t r a c t t t  34 i s  w i t  which r e f e r s  back t o  i t s e l f  and 

seems t o  se rve  no o t h e r  purpose than t o  e l i c i t  p leasure  

from t h e  manipulat ion of language. Wilde i n  some cases, 

as f o r  example t h e  massive pun t h a t  he develops i n  "The 

Model Milli~naire~~--~I.Iillionaire modelsu remarked Alan, 

"are rare enough: b u t ,  by Jove, model m i l l i o n a i r e s  a r e  

rarer ~ t i . l l . ~ ~ ~ ~ - - s e e m s  t o  f a l l  i n t o  t h i s  genera l  c a t e -  

gory. On t h e  o t h e r  hand, t h e  type of w i t  t h a t  Oscar 

Wilde t ends  t o  be most concerned with i s  t h a t  which 

Freud des igna tes  as "tendency w i t t t ;  w i t  which i s  "ten- 

dent ious  , 36 t ends  t o  be d i r e c t e d  at people and t h e i r  

f o i b l e s ,  and i s  i n c l i n e d  t o  have both aggress ive  and 

defens ive  motivat ions.  I n  essence  t h i s  w i t  i s  "hos- 

t i le  <wit t~~~ as opposed t o  ltobscene w i t M ,  t h e  o t h e r  

category of tendency w i t  t h a t  Freud d i s t i n g u i s h e s .  I t  

i s  not  r e a l l y  necessary t o  d e a l  wi th  'obscene w i t 1  i n  

r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  ma jo r i ty  of Oscar Wilde ls  works f o r  

Wilde r a r e l y  seems t o  be concerned wi th  any e x p l i c i t  

demonstration of obscene w i t .  Also, t h e  mot iva t ions  

behind obscene w i t  a r e  q u i t e  s i m i l a r ,  a t  l e a s t  i n  t h e i r  

aggress ive  and defens ive  q u a l i t y ,  t o  t h e  mot iva t ions  

behind h o s t i l e  w i t  and t h i s  i s  p r imar i ly  what we are 



i n t e r e s t e d  in .  A s  Freud p o i n t s  o u t  i n  "The Function 

of W i t " :  

I t  now becomes comprehensible what w i t  accom- 
p l i s h e s  through t h i s  s e r v i c e  of i t s  tendency. 
I t  makes p o s s i b l e  t h e  g r a t i f i c a t i o n  of a 
craving  (lewd o r  h o s t i l e )  d e s p i t e  a hinder- 
ance which s t ands  i n  t h e  way: it e ludes  
t h e  hinderance and s o  d e r i v e s  p leasure  t h a t  
has  been s o  i n a c c e s s i b l e  on account of the  
hinderance.  The hinderance i n  the way i s  
r e a l l y  nothing more than  t h e  h i  h e r  degree 
of c u l t u r e  and education. . . . 58 

The f i n a l  sentence i n  t h i s  quo ta t ion  i s  noteworthy, f o r ,  

as we pointed o u t  previous ly ,  it i s  t h i s  b a s i c  source 

of t ens ion  t h a t  we f i n d  revealed  i n  Helas when Wilde 

says: 

Is it f o r  t h i s  [passion]  t h a t  I have given away 
Mine a n c i e n t  wisdom and a u s t e r e  con t ro l?  39 

The above 'pass ion '  then  l eads  t o  ' t h e  l o s s  of a s o u l ' s  

i n h e r i t a n c e  f o r  touching the  honey of romance.' As 

Freud p o i n t s  out:  

Owing t o  t h e  r e p r e s s i o n  brought about  by 
c i v i l i z a t i o n  many primary p leasures  a r e  
now disapproved by censorship  and l o s t .  
But t h e  human psyche f i n d s  r enunc ia t ion  
very  d i f f i c u l t :  hence we d iscover  t h a t  
tendency-wit f u r n i s h e s  u s  wi th  a means t o  
make t h e  r enunc ia t ion  r e t r o g r e s s i v e  and thus  
t o  r e g a i n  what h a s  been los t .40  

The above s tatement  by Freud e s s e n t i a l l y  complements 

what I have previous ly  mentioned with r e s p e c t  t o  t h e  



tension i n  the  works of Wilde i n  t h a t  it can be argued 

t h a t  the re  is a tension between h i s  aes thet ic ism ( i n  

Freud's terminology a primary pleasure)  and e t h i c s  ( t he  

mass censorship and repress ion of soc ie ty )  which mani- 

f e s t s  i t s e l f  i n  h i s  a r t  although it i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  

apparent i n  h i s  w i t ,  The r o l e  of t h i s  w i t  i n  the  dynam- 

ics of t he  tens ion becomes even more apparent when we 

look more c lo se ly  a t  what Freud pos tu la tes  about the  

function of w i t .  

Freud notes  t h a t  w i t  "must be imparted, lt4' That 

i s ,  the  dynamics of a wit-work s i t u a t i o n  i s  created when 

there  a r e  a t  l e a s t  two people involved with a t h i r d ,  

soc ie ty  ( i n  the  form of moral codes o r  an ac tua l  person),  

constant ly  a t  hand. The motivation behind w i t  i s  t o  

c r ea t e  the  psychological atmosphere whereby & can comuni- 

c a t e  a po in t  of view (which i s  s o c i a l l y  unacceptable) 

across  t o  g,  simultaneously e l iminat ing the  power of 

the  t h i r d  (mythical o r  r e a l )  person and a t t r a c t i n g  as 

many onlookers and pa r t i c ipan t s  as poss ible  on the  s ide  

of A. We can i n f e r  from t h i s  t h a t  w i t  would tend t o  be 

more f e a s i b l e  i n  dialogues and probably expla ins  why 

Oscar Wilde was ab le  t o  write some of h i s  bes t  a r t i s -  

t i c  criticism such a s  The Decay of Lying and The C r i t i c  

a s  Artist, a s  a dialogue between two mythical person- 



ages. In  these p a r t i c u l a r  cases  one character  serves 

as a f o i l  f o r  the  o ther  who e luc ida t e s  the  a e s t h e t i c  

philosophy by providing wi t ty  s a l l i e s  which os tens ib ly  

c l a r i f y  the  nature  of h i s  argument t o  the  person who 

represen ts  the  'normalt point  of view, while r e a l l y  a t tack-  

ing  soc ie ty  who i s  Freud's t h i r d  person, i n  t h i s  case 

the  reader.  I n  essence: 

W i t  permits us  t o  make our enemy r id icu lous  
through t h a t  which we could not u t t e r  loudly 
o r  consciously on account of e x i s t i n g  hin- 
derances; i n  o ther  words w i t  a f fo rds  us the  
means of opening u otherwise inaccess ible  
pleasure sources. 45 

In  t h i s  way w i t  serves  a s  a pe r f ec t ly  acceptable rebe l -  

l i o n  aga ins t  au thor i ty  by, ins tead  of meeting an a t t ack  

head-on, circunnavigating the  problem and turning i t  onto 

the  a t t acke r  without incurr ing s o c i a l  repercussions. 

' W i t  a s  verba l  g u e r i l l a  warfare'  would be an appropriate 

term f o r  the  dynamics of the  s i t u a t i o n  f o r  e s s e n t i a l l y  

what happens i s  t h a t  one takes  the  barb of the  enemy 

and tu rns  it back upon him. 

Although I have singled out  the  dialogues of 

In tent ions  a s  some of the examples of Wildets w i t ,  I 

hasten t o  point  out  t h a t ,  successful ly  o r  unsuccessfully,  

the  same s o r t  of verba l  g u e r i l l a  warfare,  the  same 

s a t i r i c  a t t acks  on s o c i a l  norms and values  continue i n  



one form o r  another  throughout most of h i s  works. This 

tends  t o  d e l i n e a t e  t h e  p o s i t i o n  of a man who, a l though 

he i s  aware enough of h i s  own ph i losoph ies ,  i s  s e n s i t i v e  

to t h e  r e s t r i c t i v e  elements of s o c i a l  mora l i ty  and i s  

impelled t o  a t t a c k  what he f e e l s  i s  t h e  unreasonable 

a u t h o r i t a r i a n i s m  of moral i ty .  What i s  c e n t r a l  t o  my 

t h e s i s ,  however, i s  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  no t  only i s  t h e  r e s -  

t r i c t i v e  f o r c e  t h a t  Wilde i s  i n  t ens ion  wi th  an e x t e r n a l  

f o r c e  (from law) bu t  a l s o  e x i s t s  as an i n t e r n a l  f o r c e ,  

t h e  r e s u l t  of h i s  classical c u l t u r a l  h e r i t a g e .  This  

t ens ion  a l s o  accounts  f o r  h i s  i n c i p i e n t  f e e l i n g s  of 

c r i m i n a l i t y  which I have made s l i g h t  r e f e r e n c e  t o  i n  t h e  

p a s t  but  w i t h  which I w i l l  be d e a l i n g  more f u l l y  i n  the  

fu tu re .  Th i s  imagery of c r i m i n a l i t y  which permeates t h e  

works of Wilde i s  an express ion  of t h e  t e n s i o n  of t h e  

c o n f l i c t  of a e s t h e t i c s  and e t h i c s  and expresses  c l o s e l y  

r e l a t e d  ambivalent f e e l i n g s  about t h e  placement of aes-  

t h e t i c  s t andards  w i t h i n  moral codes. 

The i d e a  of a r t  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  c r i m i n a l i t y  i s  a 

very i n t e r e s t i n g  one. Wilde s a w  t h a t  a r t  w a s  a r e f l e c -  

t i o n  of t h e  ex t raord ina ry  r a t h e r  than  t h e  ordinary:  

What i s  abnormal i n  l i f e  s t ands  i n  normal 
r e l a t i o n s  t o  A r t .  I t  i s  t h e  only t h i n g  i n  
l i f e  t h a t  s t ands  i n  normal r e l a t i o n s  t o  A r t . 4 3  



The criminal classes are so close to us 
that even the policeman can see them, They 
are so far away from us that only the poet 
can understand them. 44 

The above illustrates that Wilde was quite aware of the 

peculiar relationship between art and criminality and in 

both De Profundis and Pen. Pencil and Poison, Wilde 

attempted to portray the diverse effects that criminality 

could have on the quality of art and society. Wilde 

was also very much concerned with the development of 

individuality through art and so-called criminal actions. 

In The Ballad of Readinn Gaol Wilde goes so far as to 

say that each man, because of his uniqueness, has the 

potential to become a criminal: 

Yet each man kills the thing he loves, 
By each let this be heard, 
Some do it with a bitter look, 
Some with a flattering word, 
The coward does it with a kiss, 
The brave man with a sword1 45 

Later in The Ballad of Readin? Gaol, Wilde attacks society 

for allowing these 'unique1 acts to be punished, thereby 

destroying the one thing that society should be most 

pledged to uphold, the individuality of each man: 

I know not whether Laws be right, 
Or  whether Laws be wrong; 
. . ~ * . * * * . * * . * . . * * . . .  * * * * *  
But this I know that every Law 
That men hath made for Man 
Since Man first took his brother's life, 



And the sad world began, 
But straws the wheat and saves the chaff 
With a most evil fan. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
It is only what is good in 1,lan 
That wastes and withers there: [Reading ~ a o l ] ~ ~  

The implications of looking at actions in terms 

of lcriminalityl indicates something about theethical 

thinking of Oscar Wilde. After all, a basis of thinking 

which does not view anti-social actions in terms of re- 

rebellion or revolt, which can have favourable ethical 

connotations, depending upon one's political viewpoint, 

but must see these actions in terms of criminality, would 

imply that there is at least a lingering degree of doubt 

present. As one reads throughout the canon of Wilde 

one soon becomes aware of the fact that Wilde is almost 

obsessed with the idea of Art as a sin, although it 

does tend to retain the quality of a divine transgression. 

The depth of this obsession with criminality in relation 

to art becomes most apparent when we view the number of 

works that deal, either explicitly or implicitly, with 

criminal activity of some sort. 

Pen. Pencil and Poison is the record of an artist 

who achieves intellectual depth through his art of 

poisoning; The Soul of Man Under Socialism and & 



Profundis deal with the justification of crime by show- 

ing how it helps to develop culture and how it is instru- 

mental in developing individualism. The Decay of Lyinq 

deals peripherally with the same attitude for, as Richard 

Ellmann points out in "The Artist as Critic as Wilde, ,147 

the title of The Decay of Lvinq is rather a strong way 

of indicating that man's imagination is deteriorating, 

although I suppose it does indicate that perhaps the 

deterioration has reached the point where the imagination 

can be viewed as criminal. Several of the other prose 

works deal, at one level or another, with some aspect 

of criminality. Lord Arthur Savilels Crime and 

Picture of Dorian Gray are the most obvious examples 

of this; however, this attitude also appears, albeit much 

more subtly, in several of the other short stories. The 
Canterville Ghost is a tale about the spirit of a man 

who has committed a crime and must be forgiven by an inno- 

cent person before he can die. The Younn Kinq is not 

only a study of crime in relation to power, but this 

criminality and power is inextricably connected with the 

ambiguous beauty of the ornaments of power. It seems 

to me that it would be difficult to argue that Wilde 

is always using the idea of 'criminality' for shock value 

alone as the overall use of such imagery is much too 

pervasive for it to have a continuing shock value. How- 



ever, it is possible to view this attitude as evidence 

to show that Wilde tended to have a highly ambivalent 

attitude with respect to the ethical valtdity of art. 

A t  first this ambivalence may appear as if it culminates 

in an irreconcilable contradiction and yet, as Bllmann 

points out, there is a possibility of union: 

In his criticism and in his work generally, 
Wilde balanced two ideas which . . . look 
contradictory. One is that art is disen- 
gaged from actual life, the other that it is 
deeply incriminated with it. . . . That art 
is sterile, and that it is infectious, are 
not beyond reconciliation. Wilde never for- 
mulated their union, but he implied some- 
thing like this: by its creation of beauty \, 

/,'\art reproaches the world, calling attention ' 
\ to the world's faults by their very omission; 

'. so the sterility of art is an affront or 
parable. Art may also outrage the world by 
flouting its laws or by picturing indul- 
gently their violation. O r  art may seduce 

-the world by making it follow an example 

I 
which seems bad but is discovered to be 
better than it seems. In these various 
ways the artist forces the world toward self - 
recognition with at least a tinge of self- 
redemption. 48 

The next chapter in which we look at the specific theor- 

etical problems of aesthetics and ethics in more detail 

may provide us with a clearer picture of the problems 

involved in such a reconciliation. 
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CHAPTER 111 

To be good, according t o  the  vulgar  standard of good- 
ness,  i s  obviously qu i t e  easy. I t  merely r e q u i r e s a  
c e r t a i n  amount of sordid t e r r o r ,  a lack of imaginative 
thought, and a c e r t a i n  low passion f o r  middle-class 
r e spec t ab i l i t y .  

Oscar Wilde, The C r i t i c  a s  Artist, p. 1057. 

Without Contrar ies  i s  no progression. At t rac t ion and 
Repulsion, Reason and Energy, Love and Hate, are nee- 
essary  t o  Human existence.  

From these  con t r a r i e s  spring what the  r e l i g i o u s  
c a l l  Good and Evi l .  Good i s  the  passive t h a t  obeys 
Reason. E v i l  i s  the  ac t ive  springing from Energy. 

Good i s  Heaven. Evi l  i s  H e l l .  

W i l l i a m  Blake, The EIa r r i a~e  of Heaven and H e l l .  



I n  h i s  *'Prefacet' t o  The Pic ture  of Dorian Gray 

and i n  The C r i t i c  as Artist, both wr i t t en  a t  approximate- 

l y  the  same time, Oscar Wilde makes some seemingly con- 

t r ad i c to ry  and outrageous remarks about the  r e l a t i onsh ip  

between a e s t h e t i c s  and e th i c s :  

There i s  no such th ing a s  a moral o r  immoral book. 
Books a r e  w e l l  wr i t t en  o r  badly wr i t t en ,  That i s  a l l .  

No a r t i s t  has e t h i c a l  sympathies. An e t h i c a l  
sympathy i n  an a r t i s t  i s  an unpardonable manner- 
i s m  of s t y l e .  

Vice and v i r t u e  a r e  t o  the  a r t i s t  mate r ia l s  of 
an art. 

A l l  a r t  i s  q u i t e  useless .  49 

~ l l  a r t  i s  immorale50 

. . . the  sphere of A r t  and the  sphere of Ethics  
are absolute ly  d i s t i n c t  and separa te ,  51 

Aesthetics  are higher than e th i c s .  52 

Also, t o  help  obscure the  matter  even f u r t h e r ,  Oscar 

Wilde i n  one of h i s  letters t o  the  p ress  during the  

fu r ious  debate on The P ic ture  of Dorian Gray s t a t e s  

emphatically t h a t  the  book can be considered a "moral 

oneM. 53 A s  one can see ,  t he re  i a  a somewhat contra-  

d ic to ry  use of the  words ' a e s the t i c s1  and ' e th i c s '  and 

it becomes necessary t o  examine the  rest of the  works 

more c lo se ly  t o  a sce r t a in  the  degree t o  which the  above 

ambivalence represen ts  a d e s i r e  t o  shock the  reader  and 

the  degree t o  which the  above contradic t ions  r e f l e c t  a 



personal  ambivalence. The usua l  explanat ion  t h a t  i s  

tendered by t h e  c r i t i c s  i n  an e f f o r t  t o  ' expla in '  t h e  

above types  of s ta tements ,  o t h e r  than r e s o r t i n g  t o  an 

a t t a c k  on h i s  morals and i n t e l l i g e n c e ,  i s  t o  r e f e r  t o  

them as r e p r e s e n t i n g  a technique c a l l e d  t h e  I1transvalu- 

a t i o n  of words. 1854 That i s ,  what t h e  cr i t ics  usua l ly  

try t o  say i s  t h a t  by changing t h e  p o i n t  of view p a r t  

way through a s ta tement ,  Oscar Wilde manages t o  oppose 

a converse po in t  of view wi th  t h e  o r i g i n a l  po in t  of view, 

thereby obscuring t h e  meaning and p r o t e c t i n g  himself a s  

w e l l  as s a t i r i z i n g  one o r  both of t h e  p o i n t s  of v i e w  

i n  t h e  jux tapos i t ion .  An example of t h i s  may be seen 

i n  t h e  "Prefaceu t o  The P i c t u r e  of Dorian Gray: 

The n i n e t e e n t h  century  d i s l i k e  of Realism is  
t h e  rage  of Caliban see ing  h i s  own face  i n  a 
g l a s s .  

The n ine teen th  century d i s l i k e  of Romanticism i s  
t h e  ra  e of Caliban no t  seeing h i s  own f a c e  i n  a 
g lass .  55 

Thus i n  t h e  above aphorisms, Wilde has managed t o  a t t a c k  

t h e  ' o f f i c i a l  Vic to r i an  fan tasy '  by po in t ing  o u t  both 

i t s  i r r i t a t i n g  'common sense '  and i t s  o s t r i c h - l i k e  i n -  

a b i l i t y  t o  f ace  i t s e l f ,  as w e l l  as managing t o  i n f l i c t  

s e v e r a l  s u b t l e  c u t s  on t h e  a r t i s t i c  d e f i n i t i o n s  of Ro- 

manticism and R e a l i s m .  



The above may appear somewhat obscure f o r  t h e  

moment but  t h e  above process  t h a t  I have descr ibed  i n  

Wilde i s  very  s i m i l a r  t o  what Freud says  about t h e  tech-  

niques of c r e a t i n g  w i t  through p lays  on words o r  through 

a s s e r t i n g  t h e  c o n t r a d i c t i o n  of s ta tements:  

H e  who i n t e n t i o n a l l y  t r ies  t o  make use of 
wit-work, . . . soon d i scovers  t h a t  t h e  
easiest way t o  answer an a s s e r t i o n  wi th  a 
w i t t i c i s m  i s  t o  concent ra te  one ' s  mind on 
t h e  oppos i t e  of t h i s  a s s e r t i o n  and t r u s t  t o  ' 

t h e  chance f l a s h  of thought t o  brush a s i d e  
t h e  f ea red  o b j e c t i o n  t o  t h i s  oppos i t  
means of a d i f f e r e n t  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  f a  by 

I am no t  denying t h e  v a l i d i t y  of t h i s  a t t i t u d e  towards 

t h e  s t y l e  of Oscar Wilde, f o r  i t  i s  a f a i r l y  adequate 

d e s c r i p t i o n  of t h e  mechanics of h i s  s t y l e .  However, 

what we are p r i m a r i l y  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  i s  an examination 

of such an a t t i t u d e  has  a tendency t o  pervade Wilde1s 

works and t o  see  what degree t h i s  ambiguity goes beyond 

s t y l e  and @point  of view t o  become f i r m l y  embedded i n  

t h e  ' e thos1  of O s c a r  Wilde as expressed i n  h i s  a r t .  

Although Decadence i s  an important  element i n  any 

d i scuss ion  of Oscar Wilde, it i s  important  no t  t o  over- 

emphasize t h e  importance of Decadence i n  t h e  t h e s i s  f o r  

t o  do s o  would tend t o  p lace  l i m i t a t i o n s  on Oscar Wilde 

a s  w e l l  as on my study. I t  i s  we l l  t o  keep i n  mind 

what Holbrook Jackson is  c a r e f u l  t o  emphasize i n  The 



Ei~hteen Nineties: 

Oscar Wilde, for instance, bridged the chasm 
between the self-contained individualism of 
the Decadents and the communal aspiration 
the more advanced social revolutionaries. 470f 

In this quotation Jackson is essentially giving fair 

warning that a discussion of Oscar Wilde as a pure De- 

cadent, with all that this point of view entails, i.s more 

limiting than enlightening. Although Oscar Wilde was 

an inveterate individualist, it becomes quite apparent 

in The Soul of Man Under Socialism that this indivi- 

dualism tended to take a rather unique form. The above 

refusal to relegate Oscar Wilde to the ranks of the 

Decadents of course begs the question of what that move- 

ment consisted of, but what I hope to be able to do is 

imply an answer to that particular question while actively 

pursuing the nature of the aesthetical-ethical conflict 

in Oscar Wilde. 

Before we move into any comprehensive discussion 

of aesthetics and ethics, it is essential that we have 

a fairly clear conception of the substance of our ter- 

minology. The problem with any discussion of aesthetics 

and ethics in literature is that it is often difficult 

to establish the theoretical bounds of these areas. 

In essence what we are usually concerned with are the 



premises that are involved in making aesthetical and 

ethical statements. Since our main concern is to arrive 

at a viable terminology for our discussion rather than 

in taking up any philosophical cudgels, I propose to 

use the terminology of Edward Bullough whose philosophical 

distinctions in the area that we are concerned with are 

quite clear and whose premises, in many respects, tend 

to resemble the aesthetic premises of Fater and Wil'de. 

Edward Bullough in his Aesthetics: Lectures and 

Essays, attempts to deal with four kinds of distinctions 

in human attitudes and human consciousness. Although 

this may be termed as a 'fragmented' way of dealing with 

human consciousness, it is interesting to note where the 

following distinctions can lead us. Bullough essentially 

takes a humanistic attitude towards aesthetics and through 

this approach describes the 'practical', 'ethical', 

'scientifict, and 'aesthetical' consciousness. Essen- 

tially what these four areas of human consciousness com- 

prise are a classification of the kinds of premises that 

subsume the above kinds of thinking. Bullough's reason 

for dwelling more on the human element rather than on 

the artistic object is that, as he so rightly says: 

When we call a thing aesthetic, the reason 
is to be sought as much, nay even more, in 
the subjective attitudes of the recipient 



as in the objective features of the thing 
itself. Everything can, at least theoret- 
ically, become for me an aesthetic object, 
whether t be meant to effect me this way 
or not. 58 

This statement, in its essence, does not differ t o m y  

large degree from the assertions that Pater makes about 

the aesthetic attitude in his uIntroduction~ to The Re- 

naissance and the assertions that Oscar Wilde makes in 

his Critic as Artist. In any case it must be relatively 

apparent that if we use Bullough's theories we will not 

be guilty of distorting Wildels aestheticism to any large 

degree. Thus we can now delve more deeply into Bulloughls 

theories and see how, if we can become more aware of some 

of the distinctions that we habitually make when we talk 

about the gbeautifull, the tmoral' or the 'scientific', 

we will be able to talk about these areas with a greater 

degree of sophistication and distinction. 

The consciousness that is probably the least useful 

for our purpose, primarily because of its highly amor- 

phous nature, is the one which Bullough designates as 

the 'practical' consciousness which essentially amounts 

to an incoherent and complex amalgamation of the 'ethical1, 

'ae8thetica11 and 'scientific1 consciousness. Its other 

most significant quality is its intense egocentricity. 

An adequate description of the lpractical' consciousness 



is hindered by the highly individual amalgamation 

of all of the other kinds of consciousness and, as such, 

is dealt with in terms of the other three distinctions. 

Needless to say, this particular manifestation of the 

consciousness is probably the closest in operation to 

what we regard as the human consciousness while the other 

three tend to represent ideals that modern man strives 

to achieve. To reiterate: the one overriding quality 

of the practical consciousness is its "peculiarly anthro- 

pocentrict~59 view alluded to above. Bullough points out 

that ". . . considerations of utility, the pursuit of 
private or practical interests, the perfectly legitimate 

participation in the struggle for existence are expressions 

of this . . . attitude. *160 As such this particular 

attitude can be related, in many ways, to an outlook 

that Oscar Wilde was categorically opposed to. The des- 

cription of the practical consciousness can be said to 

embody the concept of fphilistinism' with its heavy strain 

of utilitarianism and moral codes, or any other codes 

for that matter, based for the most part on public opinion 

and characterized by a strong distrust of intellectualism. 

As Oscar Wilde emphasizes in De Profundis in relation 

to the battle that he fought and that all artists and 

'children of light1 must fight: 



His (~hrist as artist) chief war was 
against the philistines. That is the 
war that every child of light has to 
wage. Philistinism was the note of 
the age and the cornunity in which he 
lived. In their heavy inaccessibility 
to idea, their dull respectibility, 
their tedious orthodoxy, their worship 
of vulgar success, their entire pre- 
occupation with the gross materialistic 
side of life, and their ridiculous 
estimate of themselves and their import- 
ance, the Jew of Jerusalem in Christ's 
day was the exact counterpart of the 
British Philistine of our own.61 

The position of the 'scientific' consciousness is 

much different from the above attitude of the practical 

consciousness. The main distinguishing qualities of the 

scientific consciousness consist in its rationality (of 

a special kind), and in its quest of knowledge for the 

sake of knowledge. It differs from the practical con- 

sciousness in its non-teleological outlook which pro- 

hibits it from any consideration of ultimate causes. 

Its "retrospectively explanatoryu 62 rationality, whose 

sole fu.:tion it is to predict phenomena rather than to 

discuss absolute origins, is its main characteristic. 

However, as Bullough is very careful to point out, the 

above is not intended to imply that the so-called ra- 

tionality of the scientific consciousness indicates that 

it is an 'objective1 means of looking at the world for 



what t h i s  ' o b j e c t i v i t y '  amounts t o  i s  a 'one s ided  sub- 

j e c t i v i t y ' .  63 

A c l o s e  examination of t h e  works of Oscar Wilde 

seems t o  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  Wilde has very  few q u a r r e l s  w i t h  

what we have designated a s  t h e  s c i e n t i f i c  consciousness 

as long as it never becomes a c o n t r o l l i n g  f a c t o r  i n  

l i f e .  A s  f a r  a s  Wilde was concerned, sc ience  w a s  main- 

l y  concerned w i t h  f a c t s  and a s  long a s  t h e s e  f a c t s  w e r e  

amenable t o  a r t i s t i c  manipulation he considered them 

'dead' and harmless.  An e q u i t a b l e  amalgam of h i s  a t t i -  

tude towards sc ience  can be determined from what he says  

about archeology i n  The Truth  of Masks: "For archeology, 

being a sc ience ,  i s  n e i t h e r  good nor  bad, but  a f a c t  

simply. I ts  v a l u e  depends e n t i r e l y  on how it i s  used, 

and only an a r t i s t  can use it. 1t64 I n  essence  Wilde 

i s  saying t h a t  t h e  method of a r r i v i n g  a t  t h e  f a c t  does 

n o t  r e a l l y  concern him, j u s t  as long as t h e  f a c t s  are 

amenable t o  imaginat ive manipulation. A s  Wilde i n d i -  

cates i n  Phrases  and Phi losophies  For t h e  U s e  of t h e  

Younn: "Science i s  t h e  record  of dead 

What Wilde i s  p r imar i ly  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  i s  v i t a l i t y  and 

l i f e .  An i n s t a n c e  where Wilde acknowledges t h e  super- 

i o r i t y  of sc ience ,  a t  l e a s t  over  t h e  e t h i c a l  po in t  of 



view, occurs in The Rise of Historical Criticism: 

History, no doubt, has splendid lessons for 
our instruction, just as all good art comes 
to us in the herald of the noblest truth. 
But to set before either the painter or the 
historian the inculcation of moral lessons 
as an aim to be consciously pursued, is to 
miss entirely the true motive and character- 
istic of both art and history, which is in 
one case the creation of beauty, in the 
other the discovery of he laws of the 
evolution of progress. 68 

(underlining my own) 

In the above case it is fairly obvious that Wilde is 

viewing the study of history as a science and he indi- 

cates that it can have a major role, with art, in the 

discovery of truth. On the other hand, ethics does not 

merit the same kind of consideration and is deemed to be 

a hinderance to the process of pursuing truth. 

'Ethical1 consciousness, in Bulloughfs view, oper- 

ates within premises which are the direct opposite of 

the scientific consciousness, yet still continues to be 

linear. As such, where science deals with phenomena 

in terms of causality, ethics deals with acts in terms 

of finality. Thus science deals in terms of Itretrospec- 

tive explanation , 67 whereas ethics deals in terms 

of "prospective explanationM '* which, It. . . evenwhen 
judging actions it [ethics] only appears to go back- 



wards in order to gain from the vantage-point of the 

motive a prospective view of the act and its consequences. ,169 

As in the case of science the dynamics of the ethical 

consciousness are designated as rational, but again this 

not imply that the process is lobjective'. On the con- 

trary, as is the case with science, ethics also pre- 

sents a rather one-sided subjectivity, although this 

time it represents the other side of the quest for truth 

and knowledge. 

As we shall soon see in some detail, Oscar Wilde 's 

attitude towards ethics was an extremely ambivalent one 

for he both Lauds and attacks various aspects of it. 

From the point of view of ethics as an ideal and an 

intellectual endeavor, there can be Tittle doubt that 

Wilde felt that ethics must serve some function in the 

intellectual and active life of man. In spite of the 

many negative comments on ethics in relation to aesthetics 

in his works, there is evidence to show that Wilde is 

in fact concerned with the development of ethics in man. 

In some instances the reference to ethics is rather 

subtle as in De Profundis when Wilde is attacking Lord 

Douglas in saying "But while I see that there is nothing 

wrong in what one does, I see that there is something 



wrong i n  what one becomes. 1170 Or e a r l i e r ,  i n  & Pro- 

fundis ,  when Wilde t a l k s  about leaving England t o  avoid 

Lord Douglas 'I .  . . i n  order  t o  t r y  and g e t  r i d  of a 

f r i endsh ip  t h a t  was e n t i r e l y  des t ruc t ive  of everything 

f i n e  i n  m e  e i t h e r  from the  i n t e l l e c t u a l  o r  the  e t h i c a l  

point  of view. w71 More exp l i c i t l y :  "But most of a l l  

I blame myself f o r  the  e n t i r e  e t h i c a l  degradation t h a t  

I allowed you t o  bring on me.  "72 In  a l l  f a i r n e s s  it 

i s  important t o  point  ou t  t h a t  p a r t  of the  source of the  

above degradation r e f e r r ed  t o  i n  t he  above quotat ion 

i s  due t o  the  f a c t  t h a t  Wilde had permitted h i s  ind iv i -  

d u a l i t y  t o  be compromised f o r  l l .  . . the  b a s i s  of Char- 

a c t e r  i s  w i l l  power, and my w i l l  power became absolute ly  

subject  t o  yours. u74  One could q u i t e  e a s i l y  i n f e r  t h a t  

it w a s  r a r e l y  t h e  a c t u a l  i n t e l l e c t u a l  quest  f o r  e t h i c s  

t h a t  Wilde was opposed t o  o r  upset about,  but r a t h e r  

the  narrow contemporary vers ions  of e t h i c s  which d i s -  

gusted him. L t  seemed t o  Wilde t h a t  man's drab and 

dreary exis tence  i n  England a t  the  end of the  nineteenth 

century could be a l l e v i a t e d  through both a r t  and an 

enlightened socia l ism and y e t  t he  i n h i b i t i n g  f a c t o r  seemed 

t o  be the  r i g i d  contemporary moral i ty which, f o r  reasons 

b r i e f l y  noted e a r l i e r ,  was almost forced t o  be dogmatic, 

somewhat r ep re s s ive ,  and u t i l i t a r i a n  t o  a f a i r l y  l a rge  



degree. The r e s u l t  i s ,  of course, t h a t  many of the  in-  

h i b i t i n g  f a c t o r s  t h a t  Wilde encountered i n  h i s  ac t i ve  

pursu i t  of aes thet ic ism tended t o  revolve around e t h i c a l  

a t t acks  of which the  term 'decadent1 i s  only a mild 

example . 

The next concern i s  t h a t  which Bullough des ignates  

as the  a e s t h e t i c  consciousness. A s  a mode of viewing 

and ta lk ing  about the  world it d i f f e r s  from the  s c i e n t i f i c  

and the  e t h i c a l  i n  many ways. I ts  fundamental d i f ference  

i s  t h a t  it makes few of the  claims t o  the  r a t i o n a l  and 

the  object ive  t h a t  e i t h e r  science o r  e t h i c s  makes. Also, 

the  a e s t h e t i c  consciousness i s  r a r e l y  concerned with 

causa l i t y  and f i n a l i t y .  This i s  not  e n t i r e l y  t r u e  a s  

we  may be in t e r e s t ed  i n  various causal  o r  f i n a l  th ings  

about the  work of a r t  i n  the  sense t h a t  we may be more 

than per iphera l ly  i n t e r e s t ed  i n  how o r  why a work was 

produced, Normally though, when w e  t a l k  about the  aesthe-  

t ics  of an ob jec t  we a r e  primari ly concerned wi th  what 

a work does & us. As Bullough po in t s  out: 

Aesthet ic  response remains centered on the  
work, drawing i t s  enjoyment from it and re- 
f l e c t i n g  it back upon it, That the  o ther  
points  of view a r e  possible i s ,  of course,  
a truism: the  History of A r t ,  sociological  
and e t h i c a l  s t ud i e s  of A r t ,  Aesthet ics  it- 
s e l f ,  are evidence of t h a t ,  But the  



aesthetical attitude is neither scientific 
nor ethical. It rests in the work without 
transcending it either forwards or back- 
wards. It is, in distinction to the form- 
ulas adopted before, neither retrospective 
nor prospective, but 'immanent'; neither 
explanatory nor final, but 'contemplative'. 
And this is true not only of Art, but of 
Nature and Life when these are viewed 
aesthetically. 74 

Bullough is essentially saying that although we may be 

interested, at some time or other, in historical or other 

peripheral discussions of a work of art, our motivation 

for doing this is to increase our aesthetic awareness. 

From the above quotation it is possible to see how one 

could develop an aesthetical view of Life, Art and 

Nature which could pernit aesthetical interpretations 

which never revert back to any considerations of morality, 

epistemology or utility. The implications of this kind 

of aesthetical viewpoint are such that it may be possible 

to argue that men could carry out certain acts and view 

objects in such a way that these acts could be judged 

for their aesthetic quality alone, and would be parti- 

cularly free of ethical judgements based on any contem- 

porary principle of 'reality1. 

That Oscar Wilde was intensely concerned with the 

implications of the above vision of aesthetics becomes 



h igh ly  apparent  i n  h i s  d i scuss ions  of c r i m i n a l i t y  i n  

r e l a t i o n  t o  c u l t u r e  and a r t .  Pen. Penc i l  and Poison 

i s ,  i n  i t s  qu in tessence ,  a  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  of c r i m i n a l i t y  

i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  a r t  i n  which Wilde impl ie s  t h a t  crimin- 

a l i t y  can deepen comprehension and a r t i s t i c  i n s i g h t .  

Since t h e  I t .  . . supreme v i c e  i s  shal lowness,  1175 t h i s  

deepening of comprehension can be viewed as a  notable  

achievement: 

H i s  [Thomas Wainwright's] crimes seem t o  have 
had an important e f f e c t  on h i s  art .  They 
gave a s t r a n g e  p e r s o n a l i t y  t o  h i s  s t y l e ,  a  
q u a l i t y  t h a t  h i s  e a r l i e r  work lacked. . . . 
The development of M r .  Wainwright's s t y l e  
seems t o  m e  f a r  more s u b t l e  and suggest ive.  
One can fancy an in tense  p e r s o n a l i t y  being 
c r e a t e d  o u t  of s in .76 

Wilde could a l s o  envisage a j u s t i f i c a t i o n  of c r i m i n a l i t y  

i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  c u l t u r e :  

There i s  no e s s e n t i a l  incongrui ty  between 
crime and c u l t u r e .  We cannot r e -wr i t e  t h e  
whole of h i s t o r y  f o r  t h e  purpose of g r a t i -  
fy ing  our  moral sense of what should be. 77 

This  i s  p r imar i ly  due t o  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  I1Disobedience, 

i n  t h e  eyes of anyone who has  r ead  h i s t o r y ,  i s  man's 

o r i g i n a l  v i r t u e .  I t  i s  through disobedience t h a t  pro- 

g r e s s  has  been made, through disobedience and through 

r e b e l l i o n .  lt7* Although c r i m i n a l i t y  p laces  a  somewhat 

poor second t o  a r t  i n  developing i n d i v i d u a l i t y ,  s i n c e  



both are concerned wi th  t h e  except ions  t o  t h e  law r a t h e r  

than  t h e  norm A r t  and crime a r e  c l o s e l y  r e l a t e d  i n  one 

s e c t i o n  of The Soul of Man Under Socialism: 

A r t  i s  t h e  most i n t e n s e  mood of Individual ism 
t h a t  t h e  world has  known. Crime, which, under 
c e r t a i n  circumstances,  may s e e m  t o  have 
c rea ted  Individual ism,  must take  cognisance 
of o t h e r  people and i n t e r f e r e  wi th  them. . . . 
A r t  i s  Indiv idual i sm and Individual ism i s  a 
d i s t u r b i n g  and d i s i n t e g r a t i n g  force .  There- 
i n  l i e s  i t s  immense value.  For what it seeks t o  
d i s t u r b  i s  a monotony of type ,  s l ave ry  of cus- 
tom, tyranny of h a b i t ,  and t h e  r educ t ion  of man 
t o  t h e  l e v e l  of a machine.79 

I n  t h e  above s e r i e s  of quo ta t ions  on t h e  i n t e r r e l a t i o n -  

s h i p  of A r t  and Crime i n  conjunct ion wi th  t h e  develop- 

ment of c u l t u r e ,  Wilde has  implied t h a t  c r i m i n a l i t y  a n d a r t  

are both nega t ive ly  and i n e x t r i c a b l y  r e l a t e d  from a 

s o c i a l  viewpoint ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  when they a r e  t h e  ca ta -  

l y s t s  and f o r c e s  of change i n  an unyie ld ing  and decay- 

i n g  s o c i a l  s t r u c t u r e .  Other impl ica t ions  of t h i s  par- 

t i c u l a r  e t h i c a l  viewpoint of a r t  w i l l  be f u r t h e r  d e a l t  

wi th  i n  t h e  nex t  chap te r  on I n t e n t i o n s  where t h e r e  i s  

a d i scuss ion  of Wi lde f s  a t tempts  t o  j u s t i f y  t h e  r e l a t i o n -  

s h i p  c r i m i n a l i t y  and ar t .  

Another a r e a  where Bullough denotes  a d i f f e r e n c e  

between t h e  r a t i o n a l i s m  of t h e  s c i e n t i f i c  and e t h i c a l  

approaches and t h e  i r r a t i o n a l i s m  of t h e  a e s t h e t i c a l  



approach is  i n  t h e  sensuousness and concre teness  of t h e  

l a t t e r  as compared wi th  t h e  g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s  and abs t rac -  

t i o n s  of t h e  former. While both sc ience  and e t h i c s  tend 

t o  be concerned wi th  l a r g e  sets of f i g u r e s  and test 

cases  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  t h e o r i e s  t h a t  they  a r e  t r y i n g  

t o  prove o r  d isprove ,  a e s t h e t i c s ,  o r  a t  l e a s t  t h e  aes the-  

t i c  consciousness ,  tends  t o  be most i n t e r e s t e d  i n  t h e  

p e c u l i a r i t y  and uniqueness of each  case .  I have pointed 

o u t  above how t h i s  can be i n t e r p r e t e d  (by t h e  p h i l i s t i n e s )  

t o  mean t h a t  due t o  t h e  i n t e n s e l y  p r i v a t e  n a t u r e  of t h e  

a e s t h e t i c  v i s i o n  t h i s  i n t e r e s t  can be i n t e r p r e t e d  a s  

being r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  ' c r imina l1 .  The p r a c t i c a l  conscious- 

ness  may be i n t e r e s t e d  i n  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r i t y  and t h e  

uniqueness of each  case, but: here  again  t h e  i n t e r e s t  i s  

more i n  t h e  p u r s u i t  of u t i l i t y  and maintaining t h e  s t a t u s  

quo r a t h e r  than  i n  a t tempt ing  t o  d iscover  something new 

or  unique. 

There i s  another  d i s t i n c t i o n  t h a t  we should be pre-  

pared t o  c l a r i f y  he re  and t h a t  i s  t h e  n a t u r e  of t h e  view- 

er 's  r e l a t i o n s h i p  wi th  t h e  a e s t h e t i c  ob jec t .  I n  t h e  cases  

of t h e  e t h i c a l  and s c i e n t i f i c  consciousness ,  t h e  i n e v i t a b l e  

r e s u l t  of t h e  technique of g e n e r a l i z a t i o n  and a b s t r a c t i o n  

i s  a form of detachment and o b j e c t i v i t y  which t r e a t s  

each case  a s  t h e  same wi th in  a hypo the t i ca l  framework. 



Needless to say, the aesthetical point of view is sub- 

jective to a very high degree but, as we pointed out 

in relation to the "anthropocentric" 80 nature of the 

practical consciousness, so is it subjective to a very 

high degree. In fact it is quite feasible to say that 

the practical consciousness possesses the greater degree 

of subjectivity of the two. As Bullough so aptly points 

out: "For though aesthetic appreciation is distinctly 

'individual' as opposed to the non-individual 'objectivet 

stand of Science, it is also peculiarly 'impersonal' 

by contrast with the practical. @I8' Thus, the aesthetic 

consciousness, although it can be considered quite sub- 

jective in relation to Science and Ethics, is also char- 

acterized by a certain lldisinterestedll quality when dis- 

cussed in relation to the practical consciousness. The 

interesting characteristic about this udisinterested@l 

quality is that the aesthetic viewpoint restrains one 

from looking at an object other than in respect to the 

beauty that the object may possess and should not succumb 

to emotional interjections of morality which may ignore 

the beauty in favour of condemning the supposed imrnoral- 

ity of the object. This "disintere~ted~~ quality is close- 

ly analogous to the mode of contemplation in which there 

is a close personal relationship between subject and 

object, yet the element of detachment is constantly 



present. 

The problem now consists of attempting to show what 

happens when we put these various distinctions to work 

in a specific instance. Bullough indicates some of the 

implications on pp. 66-68 in his Aesthetics, but most 

of the instances reflect the aesthetic asceticism of Pater 

and do not fully examine the wide range of possibilities 

which can exist when an attempt is made to look at objects 

in a purely aesthetical fashion. One way that we can 

arrive at a fairly clear conception of what can happen 

under the conditions of a purely aesthetical philosophy, 

is to adapt the approach taken by Steven Marcus in 

Other Victorians where, to clarify the nature of a porno- 

graphic world view, he creates a mythical state called 

"pornotopia1I. 82 By imitating this concept and postu- 

lating the existence of a state called 'aesthetopia', 

we can accomplish the dual functions of creating a graphic 

illustration of the world view implied by aesthetics as 

well as creating a hypothetical portrait of Aestheticism. 

Before we move into a construct of the hypothetical 

world view of 'aesthetopia@, it is well to understand 

the nature of any utopian world view. First of all, for 

all intents and purposes the utopia is an ideal world 



and t h u s ,  a s  Marcus p o i n t s  o u t ,  i t  i s  "an i d e a l  typew 

and "not an average of anything. u83 I n  f a c t  i t  

. . . i s  formed by ' I  t h e  one-sided accen- 
t u a t i o n  of one o r  more po in t s  of view and 
by t h e  s y n t h e s i s  of a g r e a t  many d i f f u s e ,  
d i s c r e t e ,  more o r  less p resen t  and occasion- 
a l l y  absen t  concre te  i n d i v i d u a l  phenomena, 
which are arranged according t o  those one- 
s ided ly  emphasized viewpoints i n t o  a u n i f i e d  
a n a l y t i c a l  c o n s t r u c t .  I n  substance he 
[Max Weber] states, " t h i s  c o n s t r u c t  i s  l i k e  
a u top ia  which has  been a r r i v e d  a t  by t h e  
a n a l y t i c a l  accentua t ion  of c e r t a i n  elements 
of r e a l i t y . "  And [Weber] goes on t o  add t h a t  
" in  i t s  conceptual  p u r i t y ,  t h i s  mental con- 
s t r u c t  cannot be found anywhere i n  r e a l i t y .  
~t i s  a utopia.u84 

Even though t h e  word ' u top ia1  means Itno place1g ,a5 and 

Marcus i s  ve ry  quick t o  quote Max Weber on t h e  phantasy 

n a t u r e  of t h e  u topian  v i s i o n ,  such a mental  c o n s t r u c t  

can o f f e r  va luab le  i n s i g h t  i n t o  c e r t a i n  h y p o t h e t i c a l  

a s p e c t s  of t h e  a e s t h e t i c  v i s i o n  which can be u s e f u l ,  

p a r t i c u l a r l y  when compared t o  'pornotopia ' .  I n  any c a s e ,  

if we take  t h e  basic p o s t u l a t e s  t h a t  Bullough p u t s  f o r t h  

wi th  r e s p e c t  t o  t h e  premises of t h e  a e s t h e t i c  conscious- 

ness ,  we w i l l  have a v i s i o n  of what I a e s t h e t o p i a l  looks 

l i k e  and may f r e e l y  compare i t  wi th  our  own world view. 

On a s u p e r f i c i a l  l e v e l  a t  least,  it sould  be f a i r l y  

simple t o  create a v i s i o n  of ' aes the top ia '  f o r  our main 

concern w i l l  be t o  f i x  t h e  va lues  of time and space and 



this should not be difficult in view of the information 

that we possess. Since the emphasis in 'aesthetopia' 

will, as Pater so aptly pointed out, be centred around 

'experiences1, there will really be no such thing as time. 

The participants' main concern will be to experience 

as many things as possible, never considering the ethics 

or utility of a situation, In other words it will always 

be 'experience time' and never 'evaluation time'. This 

is not entirely true as one will have to step back from 

the object or the experience and constantly be aware of 

the effect, but in this case the aesthete is not ration- 

ally categorizing the situation but rather concentrating 

on being aware of the various impressions. In a sense 

one becomes both actor and spectator in a pseudo-dramatic 

situation whereby one feels impressions and simultaneously 

examines the nature of the impressions. As soon as 

one abstractly and rationally attempts to evaluate a 

situation, one immediately emerges from aesthetopia. 

A11 circumstances are 'immanent1 and all thoughts of 

'causality1 and 'finality' are absent. As a result what 

we consider morality or ethics has become aesthetical 

in its action. The finality that ethics consists of 

can never exist in an aesthetopia in the way that Bullough 

has postulated that it would because the finality of 

the act ends with the contemplation. The member of 



aesthetopia is not obliged to consider finality (or ethics) 

beyond the actual perception and contemplation of the 

immediate act. If in the state of detached aesthetic 

contemplation the act is not considered to be a good one, 

then the act becomes 'bad'. However, this distinction, 

although it can be considered an ethical statement, 

resides only within the 'immanence1 of the situation 

and therefore must be considered aesthetical rather 

than ethical. 

As a statement about Aestheticism, it seems to 

me that the above discussion of aesthetopia, brief as 

it is, fairly adequately describes the movement that 

Pater is so often credited with launching in his state- 

ments in The Renaissance: 

"To see the object as in itself it really 
is," has been justly said to be the aim of 
all true criticism whatever; and in aesth- 
etic criticism the first step towards see- 
ing one's object as it really is, is to 
know one's impression as it really is, to 
discriminate it, to realize it distinctly . . . . What effect does it [the aesthetic 
object] really produce on me? Does it 
give me pleasure? and if so, what sort or 
degree of pleasure? How is my nature modi- 
fied b its presence, and under its influ- 
ence? 8g 

The above quotation is a statement of aesthetic criticism 

as impressionism and provides a brief outline of the 



ques t ions  t h a t  an a e s t h e t i c  c r i t i c  should be concerned 

with. A more complete d e s c r i p t i o n  of t h e  dynamics of 

t h e  process  of a e s t h e t i c  percept ion  appears  l a t e r  on i n  

I1The  conclusion^ t o  The Renaissance: 

But when r e f l e c t i o n  begins t o  p lay  upon those 
o b j e c t s  they  are d i s s i p a t e d  under i t s  i n f l u -  
ence; t h e  cohesive f o r c e  seems suspended l i k e  
some t r i c k  of magic; each o b j e c t  i s  loosed 
i n t o  a group of impressions--colour,  odour,  
tex ture- - in  t h e  mind of t h e  observer .  And 
i f  we cont inue  t o  dwell  i n  thought on t h i s  
world, n o t  of o b j e c t s  i n  t h e  s o l i d i t y  wi th  
which language i n v e s t s  them, but  of impressions,  
uns tab le ,  f l i c k e r i n g ,  i n c o n s i s t e n t ,  which 
burn and a r e  ext inguished w i t h  our  conscious- 
ness  of them, it c o n t r a c t s  s t i l l  f u r t h e r :  
t h e  whole scope of observat ion  i s  dwarfed 
i n t o  t h e  narrow chamber of t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  
mind. . . . Each one of those  impressions i s  
t h e  impression of t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  i n  h i s  
i s o l a t i o n ,  each mind keeping a s  a s o l i t a r y  
p r i soner  i t s  own dream of t h e  world. Analysis 
goes a s t e p  f u r t h e r  s t i l l ,  and a s s u r e s  us  
t h a t  those  impressions of the i n d i v i d u a l  
mind t o  which, f o r  each one of u s ,  exper i -  
ence dwindles down, a r e  i n  pe rpe tua l  f l i g h t ;  
t h a t  each of them i s  l imi ted  by t ime,  and 
t h a t  as t i m e  i s  i n f i n i t e l y  d i v i s i b l e ,  each  
of them i s  i n f i n i t e l y  d i v i s i b l e  a l s o ;  a l l  
t h a t  i s  a c t u a l l y  i n  it being a s i n g l e  mo 
gone while  we t r y  t o  apprehend it. . . . !Ent, 

The mood r e f l e c t e d  by P a t e r  i n  t h e  above s e r i e s  of quo- 

t a t i o n s  i s  c l o s e l y  analogous t o  t h e  s t a t e  of mind t h a t  

we hypothesized would be present  i n  an a e s t h e t o p i a  and, 

while  some c r i t i c s  may f i n d  some t h e o r e t i c a l  o b j e c t i o n s  

t o  i t ,  t h e r e  i s  very l i t t l e  t h a t  one could des igna te  

a s  immoral i n  t h e  theory.  While F a t e r  says  very  l i t t l e  



about the comparative positions of art and morality in 

The Renaissance, he does say something relatively simi- 

lar to what we have said about aesthetopia in his 

'tWordsworthu in Appreciations: 

That the end of life is not action but con- 
templation--being as distinct from doing--a 
certain disposition of the mind: is, in 
some shape or other, the principle of all 
the higher morality. In poetry, in art, if 
you enter into their true spirit at all, 
you touch this principle in a measure: 
these, by their very sterility, are a type 
of beholding for the mere joy of beholding. 
To treat life in the spirit of art, is to 
make life a thing in which means and ends 
are identified: to encourage such treat- 
ment, t e true moral significance of art and 
poetry. $8 

The above quotation is an example of a discussion of the 

relationship between aesthetics and ethics, art and 

morality, which is similar to the relationship that we 

postulated would exist in an aesthetopia; that a person 

in an aesthetopia made ethical statements only within 

the framework of aesthetics and never beyond the immanence 

of the situation. 

Up to this point we have attempted to deal with 

the world view of aestheticism in relation to both art 

and morality, and we have compiled a series of quotations 

by Pater to further consolidate that view and attest 



t o  i t s  a u t h e n t i c i t y  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  B r i t i s h  Aestheticism. 

We might a sk  ourse lves  why and how such a p o i n t  of view 

became so  popular so  qu ick ly ,  a s  we l l  as what t h e  aes-  

t h e t e s  were a t tempt ing  t o  accomplish. General ly  speak- 

i n g ,  aes the t i c i sm,  as w e l l  as being an express ion  of 

indiv idual i sm which had begun t o  make i t s e l f  f e l t  as 

a f o r c e  dur ing  t h e  Romantic movement near  t h e  t u r n  of 

t h e  Nineteenth cen tu ry ,  was a l s o  an a t tempt  t o  c r e a t e  

a v i a b l e  a l t e r n a t i v e  t o  t h e  a l i e n a t i n g  in f luences  of 

r a t i o n a l i s m  by c r e a t i n g  a philosophy which re-emphasizes 

man's s u b j e c t i v e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  wi th  h i s  environment. 

One might say t h a t  Blake condenses t h e  psychic  problem 

of t h e  age i n  t h e s e  l i n e s  from The Mental T r a v e l l e r :  

The Guests are s c a t t e r t d  through t h e  land ,  
For t h e  eye a l t e r i n g  alters a l l ;  
The senses  r o l l  themselves i n  f e a r ,  
And t h e  f l a t  e a r t h  becomes a b a l l ;  

The stars, sun, Moon, a l l  s h r i n k  away, 
A d e s a r t  v a s t  without  a bound, 
And noth ing  l e f t  t o  eat o r  d r ' n k ,  
And a da rk  d e s a r t  a l l  around. 89 

I n  t h e  above l i n e s  Blake i s  developing a b e a u t i f u l l y  

condensed and s u c c i n c t  account of what has  happened t o  

t h e  psychic l i f e  of man i n  t h e  per iod  of time s ince  t h e  

r a t i o n a l i s m  of G a l i l e o  and Copernicus f o r ,  due t o  t h e  

in f luence  of t h e i r  t h e o r i e s  we no longer  have t h e  secur-  

i t y  and s a t i s f a c t i o n  of being t h e  c e n t r e  of t h e  universe  



with the sun and moon protectively revolving around us, 

but must now accept the fact of our isolation and aliena- 

tion. The intent of the aesthete is to attempt to re- 

verse this process and re-educate men to review their 

environment so that even if man must endure the psychic 

stresses of one-dimensional technology and rationalism, 

he will at least be aware of his immediate environment. 

When man sees the beauty in an ordinary object, the aes- 

thete feels that man frees himself, to a degree, from 

the constricting nets of linear and, to again quote 

Blake from The Mental Traveller: 

The sun and stars are nearer rolled. 
The trees bring forth sweet Ex 
To all who in the desart roam; 6@ISY 

As in The Mental Traveller when the return to joy and 

happiness occurs when there is a return to some sort 

of meaningful relationship with the environment, so it 

was held by the aesthetes that the primary function of 

aestheticism was to help revitalize that lost relation- 

ship and to create a viable alternative to the 'privit- 

izingl and alienating nature of rationalism and rampant 

industrial urbanization. 

The discussion up to this point has tended to re- 

volve around the natura and resulting psychic attitudes 



of aestheticism, and this inevitably leads us on to the 

question of what Decadence can be said to consist of. 

Although the two terms Aestheticism and Decadence are 

often used in an interchangeable manner by many liter- 

ary critics, there are distinctions between the two 

movements although I will admit that the two are inter- 

connected to a very large degree. The philosophy of 

aestheticism lies at the root of the whole discussion 

and the dividing line between Aestheticism and Decadence 

occurs along the amorphous line between aestheticism 

as an idea and a private vision, and aestheticism as a 

mode of living and a philosophy for directing action. 

The distinction that I am attempting to make here can 

be made more clear if we go back to our discussion of 

pornography for a moment. Certain acts, such as violent 

or sexual acts, can be construed as 'acceptable1 as long 

as they are kept within the confines of a book or the 

mind but, as soon as these ideas become associated with 

action, a very heavy repressive reaction tends to evolve. 

In the case of pornography or any other activity that 

can easily be construed of as anti-social, this is merely 

stating the obvious. The case of aestheticism is much 

more subtle than that. As a philosophy of contemplation, 

aestheticism seems to initiate few grounds for attacks, 

or at least incarceration. Looking at art and thinking 



about a r t  i s  a highly acceptable s o c i a l  a c t i v i t y  ( a t  

l e a s t  t heo re t i ca l ly )  and few people would f e e l  morally 

opposed t o  someone who happened t o  spend a g rea t  dea l  

of t i m e  meditating about a r t .  However, a s  soon a s  there  

i s  a concerted e f f o r t  t o  put a e s t h e t i c  ideas  i n t o  ac t ion ,  

it became necessary t o  a f f i x  a l a b e l  on the  ac t ions  

which, i n  t h e  case  of aes thet ic ism,  became ca l l ed  

Decadence. I t  should be noted t h a t  the  stress i n  the  

theor ies  of Walter Pater  i s  on the  lcontemplationl of 

beauty, and the re  i s  a repudia t ion of l ac t ion '  implled 

i n  saying t h a t  ". . . the  end of l i f e  i s  not  ac t ion  but 

contemplation--bein% as d i s t i n c t  from doing--a c e r t a i n  

d i spos i t i on  of the  mind: i s ,  i n  some shape o r  o the r ,  

the  p r inc ip l e  of a l l  the  higher moral i ty. t t97 Pa te r  

personally r e j e c t e d  the  ac t ions  of the  Decadents t o  the  

point  where he withdrew the  ltConclusiontt t o  The Renais- 

sance, because I f .  . . i t  might possibly mislead those 

young men i n t o  whose hands i t  might f a l l ,  l lg8  p a r t i c u l a r l y  

the  r a t h e r  non-contemplative invocation t o  ". . . burn 

always with t h i s  hard, gem-like flame, t o  maintain t h i s  

ecs tacy , tt99 f o r ,  I t .  . . not the  f r u i t  of experience, 

but experience i t s e l f  i s  the  end." 100 The publ ic  re- 

pudiation of c e r t a i n  p a r t s  of the  flConclusiontl was, 

no doubt, a b r i l l i a n t  publ ic  r e l a t i o n s  move by Pater  

t o  increase  the  s a l e s  of h i s  book a s  one can imagine 



young men flocking to buy the book so that they could 

he corrupted by a master. In any case it is quite easy 

to see how a philosophy which had a 'quietist' and con- 

templative background could suddenly become a byword 

for action. To show the influence that Pater had on 

Oscar Wilde, Wilde is quoted by Yeats with respect to 

The Renaissance that it If. . . is my golden book; I 
never travel anywhere without it. "'*' It is history 

that Pater's aestheticism, either directly or indirect- 

ly, influenced most of the young men who subsequently 

became labelled Decadent although it is difficult to say 

whether The Renaissance was an influence or an excuse. 

In any case the end result of acting out Pater's aestheti- 

cism occurs when one desires to become a living work 

of art--as in Dandyism--or when one concentrates on 

creating beautiful things and experiencing strange ad- 

ventures outside of any consideration of social morality. 

Thus, where Pater attempts to create a vision of 'aes- 

thetic puritanism' whereby objects--particularly artistic 

artifacts--are viewed through an aesthetic filter, the 

Decadent usually carried on a life which tended to sub- 

vert contemporary morality. The model Aesthete is pro- 

bably Pater himself, while the model Decadent is typi- 

fied by Huysmannls Des Essientes or Wilde's Lord Wotton 

or Dorian Gray (although there are distinctions to be 



made in the case of the latter two that will be considered 

later) whose experiential experimentations and aesthetic 

theories are outside of any considerations of contempor- 

ary morality. In fact as we noted above in relation 

to Decadence, most of the acts of the above three fictive 

characters tend to emphasize the forbidden and exotic 

because the feelings-aesthetic and otherwise--become 

more intense when related to the forbidden. This empha- 

sizes the point that although aestheticism was supposed 

to imply a love of the intelligence and the imagination 

for its own sake, this did not necessarily mean that 

the love was, as in the case of Pater, an austere and 

ascetic love, for it also became, in the case of the 

Decadents, an example of demonic love in which great 

pleasure was taken in attacking social mores and creating 

absurd and exotic alternatives to the Victorian fantasy. 
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CHAPTER IV 

Those who r e s t r a i n  d e s i r e ,  do so  because t h e i r s  i s  
weak enough t o  be r e s t r a i n e d ;  and t h e  r e s t r a i n e r  o r  
reason usurps i t s  p lace  and governs the  unwi l l ing .  

W i l l i a m  Blake, The M a r r i a ~ e  of Heaven and H e l l .  

Indeed, I a m  i n c l i n e d  t o  th ink  t h a t  each myth and legend 
t h a t  seems t o  us  t o  s p r i n g  ou t  of t h e  wonder, o r  t e r r o r ,  
o r  fancy of t r i b e  and na t ion ,  was i n  i t s  o r i g i n  t h e  
invent ion  of one s i n g l e  mind. 

Oscar Wilde, The C r i t i c  as Artist, p. 1021. 

Every s i n g l e  human being should be t h e  f u l f i l l m e n t  of 
a prophecy. For every human being should be t h e  r e a -  
l i z a t i o n  of some i d e a l ,  e i t h e r  i n  t h e  mind of God o r  
i n  t h e  mind of man. 

Oscar Wilde, De Profundis ,  p. 928. 



The work done up t o  t h i s  po in t  has  e s s e n t i a l l y  

c rea ted  t h e  t h e o r e t i c a l  groundwork so  t h a t  we may be 

a b l e  t o  move through a c l o s e r  examination of t h e  works 

of Oscar Wilde t o  i n d i c a t e  s p e c i f i c  examples of t h e  

a e s t h e t i c a l  and e t h i c a l  t ens ions  t h a t  I have been r e -  

f e r r i n g  to. We have seen how t h e r e  a r e  many t h e o r e t i c a l  

i n d i c a t i o n s  of t h e  c o n f l i c t  i n  t h e  n a t u r e  of t h e  w i t  t h a t  

Wilde uses  (tendency w i t ) ,  and i n  t h e  cons tan t  r e f e r -  

ences t o ,  and j u s t i f i c a t i o n s  o f ,  t h e  i d e a  of c r i m i n a l i t y  

i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  a r t .  We have a l s o  seen how t h e  theory 

of a e s t h e t i c i s m  can remedy some of t h e  f e e l l n g s  of 

a l i e n a t i o n  induced by t h e  g r e a t e r  o b j e c t i v i t y  and a b s t r a c -  

t i o n  of t h e  sc iences ,  a l though t h e  i n t e n s e  ind iv idua l -  

i s m  t h a t  th i s  a e s t h e t i c i s m  evolves can be t h e  precursor  

of o t h e r  problems, p a r t i c u l a r l y  e t h i c a l  problems. Essen- 

t i a l l y  what 1 a m  going t o  do now i s  examine t h e  aes-  

t h e t i c  t h e o r i e s  of Wilde , p a r t i c u l a r l y  a s  examplif i e d  

i n  h i s  I n t e n t i o n s ,  and then r e l a t e  these  t h e o r i e s  t o  

t h e  bas ic  movements i n  h i s  prose works, p a r t i c u l a r l y  

The P i c t u r e  of Dorian Gray, i n  an e f f o r t  t o  develop 

a c l e a r e r  p i c t u r e  of t h e  problems of a e s t h e t i c s  and 

e t h i c s  i n  t h e  works of Oscar Wilde. 

The essence  of t h i s  por t ion  of t h e  t h e s i s  evolves 

from The P i c t u r e  of Dorian Gray where Oscar Wilde, i n  



the juxtaposition of Dorian Gray with his portrait, 

manages to augment and magnify the conflicts and tensions 
- - 

involved in a dkscussion of the 'good1 and the 'beauti- 

ful'. Many critics have been compelled to say, in re- 

lation to The Picture of Dorian Gray, that Wilde here 

reveals himself as a moralist, as an aesthetic Victorian 

and puritan who, through the rather routine destruction 
- - 

of his hero Dorian Gray, destroys the whole validity 

of his aesthetic theories as expressed in Intentions. 

Karl Backson calls The Picture of Dorian G r a  a 'novel 

with a conventional ending, 1102 and Wilde himself, in 

a letter to the Editor of the St. James Gazette during 

a debate with the critics when the novel first appeared, 

says that the book can be considered a %oral tale1I.lo3 

The usual approach of the critics is to say that by des- 

troying Dorian Gray who is, at 

example of his aestheticism in 
L --_ 

ly implying a negative ethical 

aestheticism. Thus it is said 
-- 

least theoretically, - -  --- the 

action, Wilde is supposed- 

judgement on his own 

that the puritanism in 

Wilde forces him to eliminate his 'decadent1 hero in 

a somewhat poetic manner which supposedly corresponds 

with the ethical depravity and immorality of his ac- 

tions. It is my contention that the death of Dorian 

Gray is significant, not for the usual ethical (or at 

least 'normal1 ethical) reasons. Dorian Gray becomes 



"a withered, wrinkled and loathsome" 104 corpse, not 

due to any moral retribution on the part of the author, 
- -  

but simply because Dorian had become a bad work of art. 

Once one becomes aware of Wildels theories with respect 

to @good1 and 'bad1 art, particularly as expressed in - -_-_- 
The Decay of Lvinp;, the above assertion becomes appar- 

ent. 

9 

The Decav of Lyinq is discussed in relation to The 

Picture of Dorian Gray in an attempt to reveal how the 

principles of 'the art of lying1 are put into effect 

in the novel and to reveal the subtle changes that 

Dorian moves through in relation to aesthetic and moral 

values as the novel progresses. In his ambiguously satir- 

ic article on aesthetics, The Decay of Lvinq, Oscar 

Wilde fabricates some of his most famous statements on 

the relationship of Art to Life and Nature. The use 

of the word lllyingll in the title is significant for at 

least several reasons. While the reference is an ironic 

thrust at middle class views on art, it also undercuts 

Platols ambiguous attack on art in the Republic which 

condemned some kinds of art as a lie and, in effect, 

became the dubious authority for attacks on the validity 

of art. The word 'lying' as I indicated earlier in 

Chapter XI, tells us something about Wilde. By saying 



t h a t  man's a b i l i t y  t o  c r ea t e  imaginative th ings  i s  r e l a t e d  

t o  lying,  Wilde i s  making a r a t h e r  s trong e t h i c a l  comment 

on the  c r ea t ive  process. A s  Richard Ellmann points  out:  

Each of the  four essays t h a t  make up Intent ions  
i s  t o  some degree subversive, a s  i f  t o  de- 
monstrate t h a t  t h e i n t e n t i o n s  of the  ar t is t  
a r e  not  s t r i c t l y  honorable. The f i r s t  and the  
l a s t ,  "The Decay of Lying" and 'The Truth of 
Masks," ce lebra te  a r t  f o r  r e j e c t i n g  t r u t h s ,  
faces  and a l l  t h a t  paraphanalia i n  favour of 
l ies and masks. . . . H e  [Wilde] p re fe r s  
' ly ing1 because it sounds more w i l f u l ,  be- 
cause it is no out  pouring of the  s e l f  but a 
conscious e f f o r t  t o  mislead. 105 

What the  above a t t i t u d e  described by Ellmann ind i ca t e s  

about Oscar Wilde o r  7 h i s  a r t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  determine 

a t  t h i s  point .  We could say t h a t  the  above a t t i t u d e  i s  

a pose held by Oscar Wilde t o  'epater  le bourgeois1 and 

t h a t  he r e a l l y  believed t h a t  art was a sacrosanct  ac t i v -  

i t y .  However, the  ex t en t  t o  which Wilde i n f e r s  t h a t  

a r t  i s  somehow 'subversive1 i s  so cons i s t en t ly  held one 

cannot he lp  thinking t h a t  such pervasive use of the  

idea  would tend t o  reduce i t s  shock value ,  and t h a t  

perhaps Wilde had o ther  reasons f o r  using the  idea. 

I t  i s  poss ible  t h a t  Wilde i s  constant ly  aware of the  

dichotomy t h a t  he had set up between a r t  and moral i ty ,  

and t h a t  he i s  to rn  between the  problem of attempting 

t o  j u s t i f y  t o  himself the  v a l i d i t y  of h i s  a r t  while 

r e a l i z i n g  t h a t ,  i n  t e r m s  of the  Nineteenth century e t h i c ,  



what he i s  doing i s  subversive. That i s ,  Wilde accepts  

t he  p r inc ip l e  t h a t  what he i s  doing i s  subversive i n  

terms of contemporary e t h i c s ,  but i n  terms of the  t o t a l  

development of cu l tu re  and the  eventual  psychic l i b e r -  

a t i o n  of man, what he i s  doing i s  j u s t i f i a b l e .  I f  f o r  

no o ther  reason,  the  idea  of c r imina l i ty  can be j u s t i f i e d  

i n  the  eas ing of consciences t h a t  it engenders. To 

c l a r i f y  t h i s  we  need only look t o  Carl Jung t o  under- 

s tand t h a t  

The meeting with ourselves belongs t o  the  
more unpleasant th ings  t h a t  may be avoided 
as long-as  w e  possess l i v ing  s-ymbol-figures 
i n  which a l l  t h a t  i s  inner  and unknown i s  - 

projected.  The f i gu re  of the  d e v i l ,  i n  
p a r t i c u l a r ,  i s  a most valuable and acceptable 
possession, f o r  a s  long a s  he goes outs ide  
i n  the  form of a roar ing l i o n ,  we  know 
where e v i l  lurks ;  . . With the  rise of 
consciousness s ince  the  middle ages,  t o  be 
sure, he has been considerably reduced i n  
stature. But t o  take h i s  place there  are 
human beings t o  whom we g r a t e f u l l y  res ign  
our shadows. With what pleasure,  f o r  in-  
s tance ,  we read newspaper r epo r t s  of crime! 
A t r u e  criminal  becomes a popular f i gu re  
because he unburdens i n  no small degree the  
consciences of h i s  fellow men, f o r  now the  
know once more where e v i l  i s  t o  be found. 167 

I am not saying t h a t  t h i s  i s  prec i se ly  what Wilde i s  

ge t t i ng  a t  i n  the  nature  of a r t  and c r imina l i ty  a s  

surrogate,  bu t ,  i f  one views Wildels f i n a l  v i s ion  of 

%he art is t  as C h r i s t ,  'Io8 one cannot he lp  thinking t h a t  

somehow Wilde had envisaged a process whereby the  a r t i s t  



had taken on t h e  unacknowledged s i n s  and g u i l t s  of men 

and become t h e i r  scapegoat.  

I n  any case, t o  j u s t i f y  t h e  c r e a t i o n  of ar t ist ic 

i l l u s i o n  i n  t h e  eyes  of h i s  r e a d e r s ,  Wilde found it 

necessary t o  p lace  t h e  s t a t u s  of beauty on an  equal  

or h igher  l e v e l  than  t h a t  of convent ional  mora l i ty ,  and 

i t  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  t h i s  t h a t  he does i n  The Decay of 

Lying and The P i c t u r e  of Dorian Gray. The b a s i c  pre- 

m i s e s  of Wilde's  d o c t r i n e s  on a r t  are der ived  from t h e  

French movement of ' A r t  f o r  Art's sake1 which, when 

t r a n s l a t e d  i n t o  a c t i o n ,  becomes c l o s e l y  a k i n  t o  P a t e r ' s  

dictum from t h e  uConclusionfl t o  The Renaissance of 

- ' experience f o r  t h e  sake of exper ience1 r a t h e r  than  f o r  

t h e  f r u i t s  of experience such a s  knowledge. This  l eads  

t o  a s i t u a t i o n  i n  which 

A r t  f i n d s  h e r  own p e r f e c t i o n  w i t h i n ,  and n o t  
o u t s i d e  o f ,  h e r s e l f .  She i s  no t  t o  be 
judged by any e x t e r n a l  resernblence. She i s  
a ve i l  r a t h e r  than  a mir ror .  She h a s  f lowers  
t h a t  no f o r e s t s  know o f ,  b i r d s  t h a t  no wood- 
land possesses .  She makes and unmakes many 
worlds,  and can draw t h e  moon from heaven 
wi th  a s c a r l e t  thread.  Hers are t h e  'forms 
more r e a l  than t h e  l i v i n g  man,' and h e r s  
t h e  g r e a t  a rchetypes  of which t h i n g s  t h a t  
have e x i s t e n c e  a r e  but  unf in ished  copies .  109 

I n  essence Wilde i s  saying t h a t  what i s  c r e a t e d  i n  good - -- _ _ 

ar t  i s  a completely new world whose va lues  a r e  h igher  -- 



t h a n .  those  of r e a l  l i f e  o r  na ture .  This  i s  because 

Nature and L i f e  tend t o  i m i t a t e  &t and because t h e  va lues  

of a e s t h e t i c s  are based on beauty which i s  of more va lue  

and more enduring than  moral i ty .  The suggest ion t h a t  

a r t  i s  a ' v e i l '  i s  a l s o  very i n t e r e s t i n g  f o r  t h e  idea  

can be i n t e r p r e t e d  i n  two d i f f e r e n t  ways. I f  one th inks  

of a v e i l  i n  terms of "forms more real  than  t h e  l i v i n g  

man," t h e  func t ion  of t h e  v e i l  can be viewed as some- 

t h i n g  i n s i d i o u s  i n  t h a t  it i s  prevent ing man from see- 

i n g  something t h a t  he should be permi t ted  t o  see; o r  

e l s e  t h e  v e i l  can be viewed as something which se rves  

t h e  merc i fu l  func t ion  of obscuring a r e a l i t y  t h a t  man 

would be unable t o  accept  u n l e s s  t h e  r e a l i t y  i s  mani- 

pula ted  a& obscured s l i g h t l y .  

I n  any case, when one p laces  a e s t h e t i c s  above e t h i c s ,  

t h e  i n e v i t a b l e  r e s u l t  i s  t h e  conclusion t h a t  ' l i f e  i s  

merely a r e f l e c t i o n  of a r t , '  w i th  a r t  tending t o  shape 

l i f e  more than  l i f e  shapes art .  I n c i d e n t l y ,  Blake a l s o  

asserts a p r i n c i p l e  which i s  similar t o  t h i s  i n  The 

Marriape of Heaven and H e l l  which w i l l  c l a r i f y  t h e  d i r e c -  

t i o n  of our  thought somewhat and g ive  it perspect ive :  

The a n c i e n t  Poe t s  animated a l l  s e n s i b l e  
o b j e c t s  wi th  Gods o r  Geniuses, c a l l i n g  
them by t h e  names and adorning them with 
t h e  p r o p e r t i e s  of woods, r i v e r s ,  mountains, 
l a k e s ,  c i t i e s ,  n a t i o n s ,  and whatever t h e i r  



enlarged  and numerous senses  could per- 
ce ive .  . . . Thus began Priesthood:  
Choosing forms of worship from p o e t i c  tales. 
And a t  l eng th  they  pronounced t h a t  t h e  Gods 
had o r d e r l d  such th ings .  Thus men f o r g o t  
t h a t  a l l  d e i t i e s  r e s i d e  i n  t h e  human b reas t .  110 

Blake i s  a s s e r t i n g  h e r e  t h a t  a l l  o r d e r  i n  na tu re  i s  t h e  

r e s u l t  of a r t ,  of t h e  'Poe t i c  P r i n c i p l e  1111 which i s  

t h e  f i r s t  p r i n c i p l e .  That i s ,  men would l i k e  t o  say 

t h a t  t h e  o r d e r  of n a t u r e  a s  we  perce ive  it i s  due t o  

d iv ine  antecedent  and thus  they tend t o  f o r g e t  t h a t  

"a l l  d e i t i e s  r e s i d e  i n  t h e  human breas t . "  Wilde a l s o  

says  something s u r p r i s i n g l y  s i m i l a r  t o  t h i s  i n  The C r i t i c  

A s  Artist: "Indeed I am i n c l i n e d  t o  t h i n k  t h a t  each myth 

and legend t h a t  seems t o  sp r ing  o u t ' b f  t h e  wonder, o r  

t e r r o r ,  o r  fancy of t r i b e  and n a t i o n ,  w a s  i n  i t s  o r i g i n  

t h e  invent ion  of one s i n g l e  mind." When Wilde sub- 

sequent ly s a y s  t h a t  nLi fe  i m i t a t s s  a r t  f a r  more than  

a r t  imitates l i f e , I 1  we  can see t h a t  it iscpite conceiv- 

a b l e  t h a t  he i s  n o t  merely being f a c e t i o u s  i n  o rde r  t o  

shock but  r e a l l y  means what he i s  saying. The inescap-  

a b l e  r e s u l t  i s  t h a t  one must say t h a t  both  Wilde and 

Blake concur i n  saying t h a t  t h e  u l t i m a t e  source of moral 

codes and l a w s  i n  t h e  c u l t u r e  of man a r e  t h e  r e s u l t  of 

p o e t i c  c r e a t i o n s .  By i t s  primary e x i s t e n c e  then ,  t h e  

' p o e t i c  p r i n c i p l e 1  i s  implied t o  be s u p e r i o r  t o  moral 

l a w .  



The above conclusions a r e  no t  q u i t e  as r i d i c u l o u s  

a s  they may f i r s t  appear i f  we look a t  them i n  genera l  

epistemological terms. What Wilde i s  fundamentally say- 

i n g  i s  t h a t  t h e  surrounding world of n a t u r e  has  no o rde r  

and t h a t  a r t ,  s i n c e  it i s  ordered ,  t ends  t o  g ive  o r d e r  

t o  t h e  l i f e  around i t .  Aesthet ic ism r e p r e s e n t s  a sen- 

s u a l  o rde r ing  of t h a t  r e a l i t y  and t h e  func t ion  of a 

new art  form i s  t o  cause t h e  imaginat ion which, a t  least 

t h e o r e t i c a l l y ,  d e s i r e s  t o  be c r e a t i v e  and seek new forms 

and, i n  e f f e c t ,  t o  imitate t h e  new a r t  forms. Both 

Wilde and Blake would probably concur wi th  t h e  i d e a  t h a t  

man tends  t o  accept  'o ld  i d e a s 1  a s  t r u t h  and views 'new 

i d e a s '  as l ies ,  er roneous ly  assuming t h a t  t h e r e  was 

some d i v i n e  purpose behind t h e  o l d  i d e a s  and t h a t  t h e  

new i d e a s ,  s i n c e  they  are q u i t e  obviously man-made, 

must somehow be i n f e r i o r .  Men tend t o  t h i n k  t h a t  @'mor- 

a l i t y  i s  t h e  one t h i n g  t h a t  cannot be improved, s ince  

every modif ica t ion  of h a b i t u a l  mora l i ty  i s ,  i n  i t s  

a p p l i c a t i o n ,  an immorality. ~ u n g  I s commentary on 

t h i s  quo ta t ion  s t a t e s :  @@In t h i s  bon mot t h e r e  i s  some- 

t h i n g  more s e r i o u s ,  s i n c e  i t  c a r r i e s  an undeniable f a c t  

of f e e l i n g ,  a g a i n s t  which many a pioneer  h a s  stumbled. 11 114 

Thus man, by th ink ing  t h i s  way, den ies  t h e  d i v i n i t y  with- 

i n  himself and p r e f e r s  t o  pursue t h e  a l i e n  d i v i n i t i e s  

of dogma and f a c t ,  thereby r e p r e s s i n g  t h e  v i t a l  e n e r g i e s  



of c rea t ion  wi thin  himself. A s  Wilde so a p t l y  po in t s  

out:  

S c i e n t i f i c a l l y  speaking, the  bas i s  of l i f e -  
the  energy of l i f e ,  a s  Ar i s to t l e  would c a l l  
it--is simply the  des i r e  f o r  expression,  
and A r t  i s  always presenting the  various 
forms throu h which the  expression can be 
a t t a ined .  11 9 

Oscar Wilde develops the  above idea  f u r t h e r ,  on 

page 978, when he dea l s  with the  various s tages  t h a t  

a r t  tends t o  evolve through from 'good1 a r t  t o  'bad1 

art ,  and i t  i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  t o  note t h a t  Dorian Gray 

evolves through r e l a t i v e l y  the  same s o r t  of process. 

Stage one i s  the  highest  s tage  where a r t  i s  'pure imag- 

i na t ion  deal ing with what i s  unreal  and non-existent.  1116 

This i s  deemed t o  be good because ' r e a l i t y 1 ,  o r  l i f e ,  

has not  intruded on the  scene and the  only c r i t e r i o n  

f o r  judging a r t  i s  purely ae s the t i c .  This i s  the  realm 

of 'purely a b s t r a c t  and decorat ive ob jec t s  and crea-  

t i o n s  whose so l e  o r i g i n s  are imaginative and pleasurable.  '117 

Stage two occurs when l i f e  becomes fasc inated with the  

c rea t ions  of a r t  and begs t o  become a p a r t  of the  work 

of a r t .  In t h i s  s tage  

A r t  t akes  l i f e  a s  p a r t  of her  rough mater- 
i a l ,  r ec rea t e s  i t ,  and refashions  i t  i n  
f r e s h  forms, i s  absolute ly  i n d i f f e r e n t  t o  
f a c t s ,  invents ,  imagines, dreams, and keeps 



between h e r s e l f  and r e a l i t y  t h e  impenetrable 
b a r r i e r  of b e a u t i f u l  g t y l e ,  of decora t ive  
o r  i d e a l  t reatment .  11 

Looking a t  t h e  above quo ta t ion  i n  more f a m i l i a r  terms; 

when t h e  f i r s t  s t a g e  i s  myth and pure a r t i s t i c  i l l u s i o n  

wi th  i t s  f a n t a s t i c  and d iv ine  f i g u r e s ,  t h e  second s t a g e  

t h a t  Wilde mentions i s  r e l a t e d  t o  what we ca l l  t h e  

aenre of romance l i t e r a t u r e  wi th  i t s  l a r g e r  than  l i f e  

c h a r a c t e r s  and p a r t  r e a l  and p a r t  superna tu ra l  environ- 

ment. The f i n a l  s t a g e  occurs  when " l i f e  g e t s  t h e  upper 

hand and d r i v e s  ar t  o u t  i n t o  t h e  wilderness ."  
119 Gen- 

e r a l l y  speaking, t h i s  f i n a l  s t a g e  roughly corresponds 

wi th  what we ca l l  na tu ra l i sm wi th ,  what Wilde would con- 

s i d e r ,  i t s  f a t a l  i n t r u s i o n  of ' logos '  on 'mythost; i n  

essence t h e  r e s u l t  of s e l l i n g  one 's  b i r t h r i g h t  f o r  a 

mess of f a c t s .  1120 

A c l o s e  reading  of The P i c t u r e  of Dorian Gray w i l l  

show t h a t  t h e  novel i s  q u i t e  c l o s e l y  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  

above t h e o r i e s  of a r t  i n  i t s  theme and movement. Dorian 

Gray i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  a work of a r t  c r e a t e d  by t h e  s u b t l e  

v e r b a l  s t r o k e s  and i d e a s  of Lord Henry i n  t h a t  Dorian - 
becomes completely detached from normal moral va lues  and 
a- - 

g r a v i t a t e s  towards l i v i n g  almost t o t a l l y  i n  t h e  world 

of a e s t h e t i c  exper iences ,  t h e  a r e a  t h a t  we have desig-  

nated as ' a e s t h e t o p i a ' .  The whole p o i n t  of t h e  novel 
b 



is to depict a man living in a world of art, not as a 
/ 

<- 

poet or other artistic creator, but as an aesthetic spec- 
>-._- - -- -- 

tator whose function it is to feel, but never actively 
I- 

participate in, the drama of life. As we shall see, it 
,' 

is through the participation in a @draman with the act- 

ress Sybil Vane that this characteristic becomes quite 

clear. The novel then, is a comment on .-- life and art 
and it depicts, through the juxtaposition of Dorian Gray 

and his picture, an exploration of the results of follow- 

ing Wildels aesthetic in a 'fictive1 situation. 

It is interesting to note how the artistic illusion 

is created whereby the work of art, in this case Doriw 

Gray's portrait, reflects life, and life, in the person 

of Dorian Gray himself, reflects the characteristics of 

a work of art. The first instance of metempsychosis-- 

in this instance the transference of the aesthetic soul 

from the work of art to Dorian Gray and vice versa- 

emerges in Chapter one of the novel when Basil Hall- 

ward declares to Lord Henry that he 'has put too much 

of himself into the picture1 of Dorian Gray to ever 

exhibit it. There is certain amount of irony in this 

fear for it is quite justified, not because the pic- 

ture reveals anything about Basil's personality, but 

because the portrait that Basil has created eventually 

inspires Dorian Gray to murder him. Essentially what 



.Basil has  accomplished i n  h i s  p a i n t i n g  i s  t o  c r e a t e  a 
I-. ---_ 

l i f e - l i k e  f i g u r e  of beauty which can be r e c e p t i v e  t o  
- -. 

t h e  e t h i c a l  - s o u l  of--Dorian Gray, while  ~ & d  Henry pro- 
-7 
- - - -  

ceeds t o  brea the  t h e  a e s t h e t i c  s o u l ,  o r  a t t i t u d e ,  i n t o  
- -. - - - - -  .- 

- -- 
Dorian himself through h i s  amoral a e s t h e t i c  suggest ions.  -- ---- - - - 

J u s t  as Dorian Gray had such a profound e f f e c t  on B a s i l  

while  t h e  p a i n t i n g  w a s  being c r e a t e d ,  so  Lord Henry has  

a powerful e f f e c t  on Dorian wi th  h i s  e x o t i c  and be- 

wi lder ing  suggest ions:  

Every impulse t h a t  w e  s t r i v e  t o  s t r a n g l e  
broods i n  t h e  mind and poisons us. The 
body s i n s  once and has  done wi th  i t s  s i n  
f o r  a c t i o n  i s  a mode of p u r i f i c a t i o n .  
Nothing remains then but  t h e  r e c o l l e c t i o n  
of a p leasure ,  o r  t h e  luxury of a r e g r e t .  
The only  way t o  g e t  r i d  of a temptat ion i s  
t o  y i e l d  t o  it. R e s i s t  it and your s o u l  
grows s i c k  wi th  longing f o r  t h e  t h i n g s  
t h a t  i t  h a s  forbidden i t s e l f ,  wi th  d e s i r e s  
f o r  what i t s  monstrouj l a w s  have made mon- 
s t r o u s  and unlawfu1,l 2 

Through a cons tan t  shower of s u b t l e  sugges t ions  and in -  

s i n u a t i o n s  Lord Henry slowly persuades Dorian Gray t o  

l i v e  t h e  kind of l i f e  t h a t  i s  p o s s i b l e  only  i n  an  aes-  

t h e t i c  dimension, i n  which t h e  only  c r i t e r i a  f o r  'good1 

o r  @ e v i l 1  are concerned with t h e  a e s t h e t i c  q u a l i t y ,  o r  
-- 

t h e  depth of a e s t h e t i c  f e e l i n g s ,  t h a t  t h e  experience 

induces,  Much of t h e  above theory  i s  summed up i n  t h e  

fol lowing a s s e r t i o n  by Lord Henry: 



I be l i eve  t h a t  i f  one man were t o  l i v e  
o u t  h i s  l i f e  f u l l y  and completely,  were 
t o  g ive  form t o  every f e e l i n g ,  expres-  
s i o n  t o  every thought ,  r e a l i t y  t o  every 
dream--1 be l i eve  t h a t  he would ga in  
such f r e s h  impulse of joy t h a t  we would 
f o r g e t  a l l  the maladies of medievalism, 
and r e t u r n  t o  t h e  Hel lenic  idea l - - to  
something f i n e r ;  r i c h e r  than t h e  He l l en ic  
i d e a l  it may be. 123 

The ItHellenic idea l t1  i s  a r e f e r e n c e  t o  P l a t o l s  I d e a l i t y ,  

y e t  it i s  e s s e n t i a l  t o  note  t h a t  t h e  source of joy i n  

t h e  above quo ta t ion  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  Dionysian. The 

classicism of t h e  "Hellenic  i d e a l M  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  Apol- 

lonian  wi th  a l l  of t h e  r e s t r a i n t s  t h a t  Hellenism i m -  

p l i e s .  Lord Henry i s  obviously advocating a r e t u r n ,  

n o t  t o  t h e  r e s t r a i n e d  e t h o s  of t h e  Doric mode with i t s  

r e s u l t i n g  ' s i ckness  and longing, '  but  r a t h e r  t o  "some- 

t h i n g  f i n e r ,  r i c h e r  than  t h e  He l l en ic  i d e a l , "  t o  t h e  

unres t ra ined  l i f e  of t h e  Dionysiac, i n  which one ' s  

mode of l i v i n g  i s  charac te r i zed  by an a e s t h e t i c  mor- 

a l i t y .  124 One should note  a l s o  t h a t  Lord Henry r e f e r s  

t o  t h e  ' i d e a l i t y 1  of a r t ,  which, a l though i t  i s  a re- 

fe rence  t o  P l a t o 1 s  i d e a l s ,  involves  a theory which i s  

con t ra ry  t o  what P l a t o  proposed i n  t h e  Republic. I t  

i s  e s s e n t i a l  t o  remember t h a t  P l a t o  r e j e c t e d ,  a t  l e a s t  

i n  p o r t i o n s  of t h e  Republic,  'mythosl and a r t  as sources 

of t h e  Idea l .  The s e c t i o n  t h a t  I a m  r e f e r r i n g  t o  

states: 



We have, then,  a f a i r  case aga ins t  the  
poet and we may s e t  him down a s  the  coun- 
t e r p a r t  of the  pa in t e r ,  whom he resembles 
i n  two ways: h i s  c rea t ions  a r e  poor by 
the  standards of t r u t h  and r e a l i t y ,  and 
h i s  appeal i s  not  t o  the  h ighes t  p a r t  of 
the  sou l  but  t o  one which i s  equal ly  i n -  
f e r i o r .  So we s h a l l  be j u s t i f i e d  i n  not  
admitting him i n t o  a well-ordered comrnon- 
wealth, because he s t imulates  and s t reng-  
thens an element which th rea tens  t o  under- 
mine the  reason. . . . he g r a t i f i e s  t h a t  
senseless  p a r t  which cannot d i s t i ngu i sh  g rea t  
and s m a l l ,  but  regards  the  same th ings  as 
now one, now the  other ;  and he i s  an image- 
maker whose ygns a r e  phantoms f a r  removed 
from r e a l i t y  

On the  o ther  hand, Lord Henry and Oscar Wilde a r e  both 

a s se r t i ng  t h a t  the  essence of a r t  r epresen ts  a t rans -  

cendent v i s ion  r e l a t e d  t o  a g r e a t e r  t r u t h  and i d e a l i t y  

than i s  possessed by ob jec t s  i n  the  r e a l  world. A t  a 

s u p e r f i c i a l  glance through The P i c t u r e  of Dorian Gray, 

it would a t  f i r s t  appear t h a t  the  above p o t e n t i a l  func- 

t i o n  of a r t  i s  not  upheld and t h a t ,  i n  f a c t ,  the  reverse  

i s  shown t o  be t rue .  A c lo se r  examination of the  t e x t  

r evea l s  t h a t  the  f a i l u r e  of c e r t a i n  a e s t h e t i c  t heo r i e s  

can be shown t o  be due t o  a e s t h e t i c  r a t h e r  than e t h i c a l  

reasons. 

When Dorian Gray sees h i s  newly f in i shed  p o r t r a i t ,  

the  pact  of metempsychosis i s  sealed f o r  ' the  sense of 

h i s  own beauty comes on him l i k e  a reve la t ion .  ,126 

Since he i s  now aware of both the  preciousness and the  



t ranscience of h i s  beauty, he becomes a f r a i d  of losing 

it and becomes envious of the  permanent qua l i t y  of the  

paint ing : 

It w i l l  never be o lder  than t h i s  p a r t i -  
cu l a r  day of June. . . , I f  it w e r e  only 
the  o ther  way. I f  i t  were t o  be I who was 
t o  be always young, and the  p ic tu re  t h a t  
w a s  t o  grow old! For thatgofor  that - - I  
would give  everythin , . I would give  
my soul  f o r  tha t !  12 $ ' 

Essen t ia l ly  j u s t  ' t h a t 1  happens, and i n  the  ancient  

t r a d i t i o n  of s e l l i n g  one's soul  t o  the  d e v i l  t o  receive  

mate r ia l  wealth, Dcrian G-so *S h i s  soul  t o  a r t  
-_.- . 

t h a t  he may never f e e l  the  inexorable pangs of age nor 

may be forced t o  view the  slow d i s in t eg ra t ion  of h i s  beauty 

by t i m e ,  One can see  t h a t  it i s  implied here t h a t  the re  

i s  something demonic o r  subversive about a r t ,  upholding 

the  Pla tonic  theory t h a t  the re  may be a q u a l i t y  i n  a r t  

which seduces the  consciousness and makes people some- 

how act immorally. This i s  again r e l a t e d  t o  the  idea  

t h a t  i f  a r t  and the  'poe t ic  p r inc ip l e s1  a r e  the  ' f i r s t  

p r i n c i p l e s 1 ,  then it i s  inev i tab le  t h a t  contemporary 

a r t  be influencing us i n  sub t le  ways, j u s t  a s  the  e t h i c a l  

p r inc ip l e s  of our parents  were sub t ly  induced by a r t .  

A s  we pointed out  previously i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  Jung; any 

change i n  moral i ty can be conceived of a s  an immorality 

and it i s  appropr ia te  t h a t  the re  be a degree of s a t an i c  



imagery in this particular section. There is a certain 

subtle irony in the imagery at this point for there can 

be a comparison between this situation and the idea of 

'original sin' in the Garden ofE&n. While Dorian is . 
blissfully unaware of his own beauty he is happy and 

innocent, but as soon as he spies the 'apple' of beauty 

he &comes aware of the transcience and limitations of 

the real world and, in a situation somewhat reminiscent 

of the dilemma of Tithonus, b~gins to desire immortality 

and beauty. - Metaphorically speaking, the Satan - of Eden 

has been replaced by the 'ideality' of art and yet, 
- 

instead of being cast out of the Garden, Dorian is ac- 

quainted with further joys and aesthetic pleasures. 

In any case, after the fatal moment of metempsychosis, 

Lord Henry Wotton looks at the finished portrait of 

Dorian Gray and says lilt is the real Dorian Gray--that's 

all." 128 

The function of Chapter two seems to be to empha- 

size the process of metempsychosis and to clearly identify 

the roles that each character will play in the change. 

As the chapter opens there is a distinct separation be- 

tween Dorian and his portrait. As the chapter unfolds 

there is gradual merging until finally, during the last 

viewing of the finished picture, the terminal trans- 



formation occurs. The full implications of the above 

transformation do not become apparent until Chapter four 

where it becomes clear that Dorian Gray has definitely 

inherited the permanence of the aesthetic qualities 

of his picture and has begun to exist in aesthetopia, 

the ideal world of art, as a creation of Lord Henry. 

Although we have noted previously the influence 

of Lord Henry on Dorian, the nature of Lord Henry's role 

as creator must be closely examined. In Chapter two 

Lord Henry says: 

. . . to influence a person is to give him 
one's own soul. He does not think his na- 
tural thoughts or burn with his natural 
passions. His virtues are not real to him. 
His sins, if there are such things, are 
borrowed. He becomes an echo of someone 
elses music, an actor of a art that has 
not been written for him.12 8 

Inherent in the above quotation is the idea that Dorian 

ceases to become an individual as soon as he succumbs 

to the influence of Lord Henry. The role of Lord Henry 

as the creator of a living work of art is made even 

more explicit in Chapter three when Henry asserts in 

reference to his control over Dorian Gray that "He would 

seek to dominate him--had already indeed, half done so. 

He would make that wonderful spirit his own. ~ater, 

in Chapter four, this is reiterated when Lord Henry says 



that ". . . to a large extent the lad was his own crea- 
tion. 131 In essence Dorian Gray represents an attempt 

on the part of Lord Henry to create an ideal which will 

exemplify something 'far richer than the Hellenic ideal.' 

We can also see that Dorian Gray is not oblivious of 

this creator-created relationship, for he feels com- 

pelled to say to Lord Henry: "You filled me with .a 

weird desire to know everything about life. For days 

after I met you, something seemed to throb in my veins 

. . . . There was an exquisite poison in the air. I 

had a passion for sensations. ,I 132 

The implications of the above involvement in the 

ideal world of pure beauty and sensation first become 

clear in Dorian Gray's fairy tale relationship with the 

unconscious aesthete Sybil Vane. Sybil, in her intense 

submission to her dramatic roles, is an analogue to 

Dorian as she is another person who lives almost entirely 

in the world of artistic illusion. Part of the function 

that she serves in the novel is to clarify the nature 

and depth of Dorian's involvement in the world of art. 

Just as she is rarely 'Sybil Vane the person' but rather 

tends to be an embodiment of the roles that she acts on 

the stage, so Dorian is rarely his original self and 

instead embodies the characteristics of his portrait. 



A s  S y b i l  says  a f t e r  she f a l l s  i n  love wi th  Dorian and, 

as a r e s u l t  ceases  t o  be t h e  magnif icent  a c t r e s s  t h a t  

she w a s  before  she met him: I t .  . . a c t i n g  was t h e  one 

r e a l i t y  of my l i f e .  I t  was only  i n  t h e  t h e a t r e  t h a t  

I l ived .  I thought it w a s  a l l  t r u e .  d 33 Before Dorian 

' f r eed  h e r  sou& from i t s  p r i s o n  and t augh t  h e r  what 

r e a l i t y  r e a l l y  w a s ,  134 she had never discovered a n y  

meaning i n  l i f e  and could only  f i n d  t h a t  meaning on t h e  

s t a g e  where she could s a f e l y  f e e l  t h e  pass ions  of J u l i e t  

and t h e  'beings1 of h e r  o t h e r  p a r t s .  This  i s  the major 

reason why she was such a success fu l  a c t r e s s ;  t h e  a r t i -  

f i c i a l i t y  of p laying  a p a r t  had never occured t o  h e r  

and she needed t h e  ro le-p laying  as a means t o  i n j e c t  

a s a f e  pass ion  and v i t a l i t y  i n t o  h e r  l i f e .  A s  w i th  

Dorian Gray she becane a g r e a t  work of a r t  because she 

had no s o u l  t o  h ide .  

The f a i r y  ta le  na tu re  of t h e i r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  i s  made 

q u i t e  clear i n  t h e  names t h a t  they have chosen f o r  each 

o ther .  She i s  h i s  ' J u l i e t ' ,  o r  whichever p a r t  she i s  

playing t h a t  n i g h t ,  while  he i s  h e r  'Pr ince  Charming' 

who w i l l  g i v e  h e r  t h e  symbolic k i s s  which w i l l  a rouse  

h e r  from h e r  dreams i n  the  world of a r t  and which w i l l ,  

i r o n i c a l l y  enough, be he r  k i s s  of dea th .  With h i s  love 

he ' f r e e s  h e r  soul4  from i t s  p r i s o n '  and S y b i l  ceases  



to call him Prince Charming and calls him by his real 

name. Her death is as much the result of destroying 

the artistic illusion by becoming a @bad1 work of art 

as in her final loss of Dorian's love, for she can no 

more live outside her world of artistic illusion that 

can Tennysonls Lady of Shalott. Sybil Vane emerges 

from her illusory world for the same reason that the 

Lady of Shalott does, by feeling love, which subse- 

quently makes her aware of the realities that she had 

been shielding herself from. It is impossible for either 

the Lady of Shalott or Sybil Vane to live in the crass 

world of reality since they had both been so isolated 

from it; the Lady of Shalott by her isolation in the 

castle and Sybil Vane by her isolation from the world 

of real emotions by her profession as an actress. When 

Sybil is finally rejected by Dorian because she is no 

longer 'art consumate I , 135 the pangs of rejection are 

real as compared to the illusory ones that she suffers 

as 'Juliet1 and she feels that she must die to escape 

the pain. The destruction of Sybil Vane is closely ana- 

logous to the death of Dorian Gray for, just as she dies 

when she emerges from her illusory world, so Dorian 

Gray is rather spectacularly destroyed when he so 

emerges . 



The development of the emergence of Dorian Gray 

from the world of art is an interesting progression, 

and since it is closely related to Wilde's aesthetic 

theories, we should deal with this emergence in sub- 

stantial detail. As I pointed out at the beginning of 

this chapter; according to Oscar Wilde in The Decay of 

Lying the value of art is an inverse proportion to the 

degree to which reality is permitted to intrude itself 

upon the artistic object: 

Art begins with abstract decoration, with 
purely imaginative and pleasurable work 
dealing with what is unreal and non-exist- 
ent. This is the first stage. Then Life be- 
comes fascinated with this new wonder, and 
demands to be admitted into the charmed 
circle. Art takes Life as part of her 
rough material, recreates it, refashions 
it in fresh forms, is absolutely indiffer- 
ent to fact, invents, imagines, dreams, 
and keeps between herself and reality the 
impenatrable barrier of beautiful style. . . . 
The third stage is when Life gets the 
upper hand, and drives Art out into the 
wilderness. This is the true decadence and 
it is from this that we are now suffering. 136 

Figuratively speaking, in his initial relationship with 

Lord Henry when Dorian first becomes aware of his own 

potential as an aesthetic object and in his fairy tale 

relationship with Sybil Vane, Dorian is dwelling in the 

first stages of 'pure imagination1. However, as soon 

as Dorian realizes that his picture is aging in lieu 

of his own corporeal body, reality begins to intrude 



itself upon Dodan in the graphic illustration of the 

painting which is an ethical measure of Dorian's ac- 

tions. Ln a very real sense it is Dorian's own por- 

trait which aids in his destruction by measuring his 

distance from reality; in essence the dist ace of his L 
aesthetopia from reality. The picture is actually, as 

Dorian refers to it in many instances, 'a visual repre- 

sentation of his soul, and as such represents a 

moral judgement of his actions in the real world. The 

psychology of this situation is very reminiscent of one 

postulated by Carl Jung in Psycholo~ical Reflections: 

The man who looks into the mirror of the 
water does, indeed, see his own face first 
of all. Who ever goes to himself risks a 
confrontation with himself. The mirror 
does not flatter; it faithfully shows what- 
ever looks into it; namely the face that 
we never show to the world because we 
cover it with the persona, the mask of the. 
actor. But the mirror lies behind the 
mask and shows the true face. This con- 
frontation is the first test of courage 
on the inner y, a test to frighten off 
most people. 1Y8 

In essence this is what happens to Dorian Gray; he be- 

comes frightened of what the picture becomes as a re- 

flection of his mortal soul and he commits the fatal 

mistake of attempting to change the picture by attempt- 

ing to become an ethically beautiful person. This 

attempt to change must fail in Dorian's case since he 



long ago gave up his soul for art's sake. Within the 
- - - 

framework of aesthetic values in which he exists, Dorian 
- A 

is incapable of moral transgressions as long as he fol- 

!lows the aesthetic code of Lord Henry Wotton and pur- 

sues the dictates of his passions and senses. 

The problem of Dorian Gray, in a sense, bears a 

very strong resemblence to the problem of Tithonus, who 

asked for the gift of immortality and then suffers the 

more horrible pangs of age and natural decay. As an 

analogue, Dorian desires to retain his beauty and to 

never age, but he must bear the burden of seeing that 

the 'good1 and the lbeautiful' do not necessarily coin- 

cide. The mocking figure in the picture juxtaposes the 

morality of his actions with the aesthetic quality of 

his actions and provides a graphic illustration of the 

distance between the two. Dorian sells his soul to 
1- 

art and then is forced to suffer the humiliation of watch- -- -- _ _ _  
ing his sou1Q.i.n the picture rot and decay. Within his 
-- 

aesthetic conscience Dorian has no feelings of guilt 

at any of his actions as long as he follows the dic- 

tates of Lord Henry and is in harmony with himself. 

However, the picture is a constant visual reminder of 

how far he is deviating from the contemporary mores 

and ethics of 'normal' society, and it is this in- 



cessan t  i n t r u s i o n  of moral and e t h i c a l  r e a l i t y  i n t o  

h i s  l i f e  which f i n a l l y  des t roys  Dorian by inducing him 

t o  consciously a s p i r e  t o  moral beauty as w e l l  as aes-  

t h e t i c  beauty. However, it i s  apparent  t h a t  Dorian 

f e e l s  no g u i l t  when he commits some c r i m e  a g a i n s t  h i s  

f e l low man; i n  f a c t  h i s  usua l  r e a c t i o n  i s  a form of 

n a r c i s s i s t i c  and c h i l d i s h  petulance.  Th i s  a t t i t u d e  i s  

given symbolic credence when Dorian has  t h e  p o r t r a i t  

placed i n  t h e  room t h a t  he occupied as a c h i l d  as soon 

as t h e  slow decay of t h e  p i c t u r e  begins t o  upse t  him. 

The shortcomings and d e f i c i e n c i e s  inhe ren t  i n  lead- 

i n g  a l i f e  i n  a e s t h e t o p i a ,  a s i d e  from t h e  obvious moral 

problems t h a t  ensue,  begin t o  emerge i n  t h e  l a t t e r  p a r t  

of t h e  novel. A s  w i th  h i s  French coun te rpa r t  Des E s s i -  

e n t e s ,  Dorian seeks  t o  experience s t r ange  s e n s a t i o n s  and 

fo l lows without  ques t ion ,  t h e  demands of h i s  passions.  

D e s  E s s i e n t e s  may appear t o  be l i k e  Dorian b u t  i f  one 

examines t h e  two ve ry  c l o s e l y ,  it becomes q u i t e  c l e a r  

t h a t  Des E s s i e n t e s  possesses  an i n t e l l e d u a l  depth  and 

s e n s i t i v i t y  t h a t  Dorian could never possess.  The re- 

s u l t  i s  t h a t  t h e  r e a d e r  tends  t o  develop the  d u a l  a t t i -  

tudes  of d i s g u s t  and sympathy i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  Dorian 

Gray, f o r  a l though he commits r ep rehens ib le  a c t s ,  Dorian 

i s  a mere puppet c r e a t e d  by Lord Henry. Dorian i s  



l i k e  S y b i l  Vane i n  t h a t  he never r e a l l y  p a r t i c i p a t e s  

i n  t h e  drama of l i f e .  H e  remains a s p e c t a t o r  and i m -  

p a r t i a l  observer  on whom l i f e  i s  c o n s t a n t l y  a c t i n g  while 

he i s  unable t o  r e a c t .  Where Lord Henry Wotton had hoped 

t o  c r e a t e ,  i n  t h e  person of Dorian Gray, a l i v i n g  work 

of a r t  t h a t  would be capable of both g r e a t  joy and g r e a t  

sorrow, t h e  f i n a l  r e s u l t  i s  a man who remains detached 

from a l l  t h a t  he does and f e e l s  sorrow only  wi th  res- 

pec t  t o  t h e  l o s s  of h i s  moral innocence. When Dorian 

murders Basil Hallward, Dorian i s  portrayed as 

Watching him [Bas i l ]  wi th  t h a t  s t r a n g e  
express ion  t h a t  one s e e s  on t h e  f a c e s  of 
those  absorbed i n  a p lay  when some g r e a t  
a r t i s t  i s  a c t i n g .  There was n e i t h e r  r e a l  
sorrow i n  it nor  real joy. There wa 
simply t h e  pass ion  of t h e  s p e c t a t o r .  839 

In  t h e  world of Dorian Gray people have become mere ob- 

jects on whon one v e n t s  pass ion ,  o r  conversely,  has  pas- 

s i o n  induced by them. Dorian murders Basil y e t  acknow- 

ledges it i n  a very detached manner as i f  it had been 

committed by someone e l s e .  The next  morning, a f t e r  a 

b r i e f  r e v e r i e  induced by t h e  Decadent a r t i s t  G a u t i e r ' s  

Emaux e t  Camees, Dorian says simply "Poor Basi l !  What 

a h o r r i b l e  way f o r  a man t o  d i e .  11140 I n  t h i s  comment 

t h e  detachment of Dorian i s  complete f o r  t h e r e i s  no 

sense of r e g r e t  whatsoever. The picture,  however, g ives  

a v i s u a l  and s t a r k  reminder of t h e  enormity of t h e  a c t  



i n  t h e  IILoathsome dew t h a t  gleamed, wet and g l i s t e n i n g ,  

on t h e  hands,  as though t h e  canvas had sweated blood. 11 141 

Immediately a f t e r  the  a c c i d e n t a l  dea th  of James 

Vane, Dorian can be c l e a r l y  seen emerging from h i s  aes-  

t h e t o p i a  o r  a t  least he i s  permi t t ing  h imsel f ,  as Oscar 

Wilde i n d i c a t e d  a 'bad1 work of a r t  would, t o  be i n f l u -  

enced by t h e  o u t s i d e  world, p a r t i c u l a r l y  wi th  r e s p e c t  

t o  moral cons idera t ions .  Dorian begins t o  develop a 

s t rong sense  of s i n  and vows t o  make h i s  l i f e  more moral 

as w e l l  as b e a u t i f u l ,  not  r e a l i z i n g  t h a t  i n  h i s  world 

liWickedness i s  a myth invented by good people t o  account 

f o r  t h e  cu r ious  a t t r a c t i v e n e s s  of o t h e r s , f i  
142 and t h a t  

any 'I. . . preoccupat ion wi th  i d e a s  of what i s  r i g h t  

and wrong i n  conduct shows an a r r e s t e d  i n t e l l e c t u a l  

development. i t  
143 Wilde would probably agree t h a t  much 

of Dorian's problem i s  revealed  i n  t h e  latter aphorism, 

as Dorian i s  incapable  of e s t a b l i s h i n g  h i s  own v a l u e s  

and c o n s t a n t l y  r e f e r s  t o  Lord Henry f o r  s p i r i t u a l  a i d .  

When Dorian i n d i c a t e s  t o  Lord Henry t h a t  he i s  going t o  

be Igoodl as w e l l  as ' b e a u t i f u l ' ,  Lord Henry s c o f f s  

a t  h is  moral a s p i r a t i o n s  and says: "There i s  no use  

i n  your t e l l i n g  m e  t h a t  you a r e  going t o  be good. . . . 
You are q u i t e  p e r f e c t  pray d o n ' t  change. To which 

Dorian r e p l i e s :  "No, Harry, I have done too  many dread- 



f u l  t h i n g s  i n  my l i f e .  I am no t  going t o  do any more. 

I began my good a c t i o n s  yesterday.  ,8145 Lord Henry 

subsequently p o i n t s  o u t  t h a t  t h e  mora l i ty  of Dorian's 

'good a c t i o n 1  i s  r a t h e r  ques t ionable  s i n c e  any damage 

t h a t  would have occured wi th  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  of Hetty 

had a l r eady  been done. The d i s t u r b i n g  not ion  t h a t  good 

deeds r e q u i r e  cons iderably  more than good i n t e n t i o n s  had 

never occured t o  Dorian. Af ter  a l l ,  what Dorian does 

t o  Het ty under t h e  gu i se  of 'good1 i n t e n t i o n s  is sub- 

s t a n t i a l l y  no d i f f e r e n t  than what he d i d  t o  S y b i l  Vane 

who subsequently committed su ic ide .  Dorian doesn ' t  c a r e  

t o  t h i n k  t h a t  t h e  damage has  a l r eady  been done, even 

where h i s  good a c t i o n s  are concerned and now, t o  escape 

t h e  haunt ing r e f l e c t i o n  of h i s  p o r t r a i t ,  he f r a n t i c a l l y  

a t t empts  t o  c r e a t e  t h e  i l l u s i o n  of p u r i t y ;  

Don't l e t  u s  t a l k  about it any more, and 
don1 t t r y  t o  persuade m e  t h a t  t h e  f i r s t  good 
a c t i o n  t h a t  I have done f o r  y e a r s ,  t h e  
f i r s t  b i t  of s e l f  s a c r i f i c e  t h a t  I have 
e v e r  known, i s  r e a l l y  a s o r t  of s i n .  I 
want t o  leg b e t t e r .  I a m  going t o  be 
b e t t e r .  

Dorian subsequent ly begs Lord Henry never t o  l e t  anyone 

else be 'poisoned by t h e  decadent book t h a t  destroyed 

him, 
147 unaware t h a t  "art has  no in f luence  upon ac- 

t i o n ~ ' ~ ~  and t h a t  Dorian had conmitted those crimes 

because he wanted t o ,  not  because he had to .  The 'de- 



cadentl book had merely reflected what was in Dorian to 

begin with. As Wilde somewhat perversely points out 

in "The Prefacen to The Picture of Dorian Gray: "It 

is the spectator, and not life, that art really mirrors. 11 149 

In any case Dorian begins to long ". . . for the unstained 
purity of his boyhood, f1150 as opposed to his previous 

desires for unstained physical beauty, yetjurtaposed with 

this desire are the deaths of James Vane, Sybil Vane, 

Alan Campbell, and Basil Hallward for whom he feels no 

compassion. The only thing that troubles Dorian is 

". . . the lhving death of his own soul. Dorian 

Gray's attempts to achieve the best from the two separ- 

ate categories of the 'good1 and the Ibeautifull, results 

only in an infuriating change in his picture in which 

Ithypocrisy , cunning and curiosi tytl 152 over-lay all of 
his other iniquities and the motivations of his good 

intentions are revealed. This final intrusion of Fact 

into Dorian's life, revealing to him the impossibility 

of merging the two worlds of social morality and art 

and the necessity of tolerating a Itliving deathtt im- 

pells him to destroy the objectification of his conscience 

and he is himself destroyed. 

In view of what I have mentioned about Oscar Wildels 

aesthetic as propounded in Intentions and in~lation 



to the character of Dorian Gray, it is somewhat diffi- 

cult to understand Wilde's negative portraiture of 

Dorian Gray. This problem is significant when one con- 

siders that a destruction of Dorian can be considered 

a condemnation of the theories that Wilde spent most 

of his life both propounding and living. It is for- 

tunate then that Oscar WildE; in a series of letters to 

the press during the furious debate on Dorian Gray when 

it first appeared in print, offers his opinion of the 

character of Dorian Gray: 

When I first conceived the idea of a 
young man selling his soul in exchange 
for eternal youth--an idea that is old 
in the history of literature, but to 
which I have given new form--I felt that, 
from an aesthetic point of view, it would 
be difficult to keep the moral in its 
proper secondary place; and even now I do 
not feel quite sure that I have been able 
to do so. I think the moral is too 
apparent. When the book is published in a 
volume I hope to be able to correct this 
defect. 

As for what the moral is, your critic 
states that it is this--that when a man 
feels himself becoming "too angelicu he 
should rush out and make a "beast of him- 
self." I cannot really say that I consider 
this a moral. The real moral of the story 
is that all excess, as w-r9ffun- 
ciation, brlngs its punishment, and this 
moral is sii-fiiF artistically and deliberate- 
ly suppressed that it does not enunciate 
its law as a general principle, but rea- 
lizes itself purely in the lives of indi- 
viduals, and so becomes a dramatic element 
in a work of art, and not the object of the 



work of a r t  i t s e l f .  Your c r i t i c  a l s o  
f a l l s  i n t o  e r r o r  when he says  t h a t  
Dorian Gray, having a "cool ,  c a l c u l a t i n g ,  
consc ienceless  c h a r a c t e r ,  I t  was incons i s -  
t e n t  when he destroyed t h e  p i c t u r e  of h i s  
own s o u l ,  on t h e  ground t h a t  t h e  p i c t u r e  
d i d  n o t  become l e s s  hideous a f t e r  he had 
done what, i n  h i s  v a n i t y ,  he had considered 
h i s  f i r s t  good ac t ion .  Dorian Gray has n o t  
g o t  a coo l  c a l c u l a t i n g  consc ious less  char- 
acter a t  a l l .  On t h e  c o n t r a r y ,  he i s  ex- 
t remely compulsive, absurdly  romantic ,  and 
i s  haunted a l l  through h i s  l i f e  by an  
exaggerated sense of conscience which m a r s  
h i s  p leasure  f o r  him and warns him t h a t  
youth and enjoyment are no t  everyth ing  i n  
t h e  world. I t  i s  f i n a l l y  t o  g e t  r i d  of t h e  
conscience t h a t  has  dogged h i s  s t e p s  from 
year t o  y e a r  t h a t  he d e s t r o y s  t h e  p i c t u r e ;  
and t h u s  i n  h i s  a t tempt  t o  k i l l  conscience 
Dorian Gray k i l l s  himself . I 5 3  

I n  view of t h e  f a c t s  t h a t  t h e  a t t a c k s  on Dorian Gray 

were from t h e  e t h i c a l  p o i n t  of view, it i s  i n e v i t a b l e  

t h a t  Wilde's  defenses  of t h e  novel be from t h e e t h i c a l  

p o i n t  of view a l s o .  Wilde acknowledges t h a t  Dorian 

Grav can be considered a moral work which should come 

as no s u r p r i s e ,  f o r  I t .  . . i f  a work of ar t  i s  r i c h ,  

and v i t a l ,  and complete, those  who have artistic i n s t i n c t s  

w i l l  see i t s  beauty,  and those t o  whom e t h i c s  appeal  more 

s t rong ly  w i l l  s ee  i t s  moral lesson.  "Is4 The above 

quo ta t ion  p o i n t s  o u t  t h e  n e c e s s i t y  of ambigui t ies  i n  

a work of a r t ,  and Wildels  d i scuss ion  of t h e  mora l i ty  

does no t  d e t r a c t  from my t h e s i s  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a c o n f l i c t  

between a e s t h e t i c s  and e t h i c s  i n  t h e  novel. The very 

presence of an ambiguity p o i n t s  t h i s  out .  Wilde would, 



no doubt,  be w i l l i n g  t o  acknowledge t h a t  a genera l  

acceptance of t h e  a e s t h e t i c  c reed  would tend t o  c r e a t e  

very real  e t h i c a l  problems and t h a t  Dorian Gray i s  a 

f i c t i v e  account of what some of those problems could be. 

I t  i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  t o  no te ,  however, t h a t  Wilde himself 

acknowledges r easons  similar t o  t h e  ones t h a t  I have 

pos tu la ted  f o r  t h e  demise of Dorian Gray, a l though as 

a concession t o  t h e  pub l i c  t h e s e  have been presented 

i n  a m o r a l i s t i c  way. Where I have s a i d  t h a t  Dorian 

Gray i s  destroyed f o r  being a bad work of a r t  f o r  per-  

m i t t i n g  e t h i c a l  cons ide ra t ions  t o  i n t r u d e  on him, Wilde 

calls t h i s  an "exaggerated sense of c o n s ~ i e n c e , ~  and 

impl ies  t h a t  Dorian's mistake i s  t o  be s o  weak as t o  

pursue s o c i a l  mora l i ty  merely as a balm t o  h i s  con- 

science.  

The r e s u l t s  of t h e  above e x p l o r a t i o n  are ambiguous 

t o  a c e r t a i n  degree. As I have mentioned, t h e r e  seems 

t o  be two opposing views of how Dorian Gray can be 

i n t e r p r e t e d  i n  t h e  novel. Wilde, i n  f a c t ,  has  acknow- 

ledged both  of them. In  t h e  l i g h t  of what Oscar Wilde 

has  s a i d  about a r t  and a e s t h e t i c i s m  i n  The Decay of 

L y i n ~  and i n  h i s  o t h e r  s ta tements  of I n t e n t i o n s ,  it would 

seem t h a t  Dorian i s  intended t o  r e p r e s e n t  a negat ion  

of the  concept of a e s t h e t i c i s m  and Decadence. However, 



if we move one step further and concede that Wilde 

realized the 'subversive1 nature of his Intentions and, 

in effect, felt that they could be justified in the 

long run as principles of 'higher ethics1, then the 

destruction of Dorian Gray can be viewed in the light 

of his being a failure as a Decadent rather than being 

due to his ostensibly 'criminal1 actions. That is, 

Dorian fails because he is shallow and because he per- 

mits himself to be directed by Lord Henry and the 

vagaries of his capricious conscience. This is parti- 

cularly in view of the fact that Oscar Wilde implies 

that the two greatest sins are those of lshallownessl 

and permitting oneself to be unduly influenced by others. 155 

Dorian Gray fails as the portraiture of a man who de- 

cides to live life by the aesthetic code, and fails 

because he is unable to face the fact that in making 

life 'beautifult, he may not appear 'goodt in the light 

of conventional morality. Within Dorian Gray exists 

the paradox of a man who wishes to experience the unusual, 

to be unique, to be different, and yet is unable to 

accept his own uniqueness. 
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DorLan Gray's i n a b i l i t y  t o  accept  h i s  own unique- 

ness  by a t tempt ing  t o  a s p i r e  t o  e t h i c a l  s tandards  of 

beauty and p e r f e c t i o n  tends  t o  p r e f i g u r e  t h e  problem 

of Oscar Wilde, The s e c r e t  of any comprehensive i n t e r -  

p r e t a t i o n  of Oscar Wilde r e s i d e s  i n  h i s  s e l f  concept 

a s  C h r i s t ,  and t h i s  i s  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  d u a l  v i s i o n  t h a t  

Wilde holds  wi th  r e s p e c t  t o  a e s t h e t i c s  and e t h i c s .  From 

what I have s a i d  up t o  t h i s  p o i n t  i n  t h e  t h e s i s  it must 

be q u i t e  c l e a r  t h a t  I am a s s e r t i n g  t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  two 

d i s t i n c t  p o i n t s  of view wi th in  t h e  canon of Wilde; one 

speaking from an a e s t h e t i c  amoral p o i n t  of view and t h e  

o t h e r  from an e t h i c a l  po in t  of view, both  tending t o  

subver t  and augment each o t h e r ,  This  i s  n o t  t o  imply 

t h a t  t h e s e  two c o n t r a r i e s  a r e  a negat ive  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  

because, as we s h a l l  see, they tend t o  coalesce  i n  the  

development of a g r e a t e r  degree of consciousness.  The 

ambivalent y e t  i n e x t r i c a b l e  connect ions of a e s t h e t i c s  

and e t h i c s  becomes most apparent  i n  Wilde's  d i scuss ions  

of a e s t h e t i c s  i n  In ten t ions .  The connection between 

t h e  two i s  no t  e x p l i c i t l y  s t a t e d ,  a l though I have o f fe red  

s e v e r a l  sugges t ions  a s  t o  t h e i r  p o s s i b l e  connect ion,  

and I should p o i n t  ou t  t h a t  even i f  t h e  comments i n  

I n t e n t i o n s  a r e  intended t o  be amoral, it i s  an i n e v i t a b l e  

r e s u l t  of our  C h r i s t i a n k g a c y  t h a t  w e  tend t o  view thoughts 

and a c t s  i n  terms of 'good1 o r  ' e v i l ' .  I t  must become 



apparent that even in making so-called amoral comments, 

it can be construed that Wilde is also inferring moral 

interpretations of actions. The above amoral aesthetic 

voice is the point of view that Wilde uses in Intentions 

in which he protects himself from social sanctions by 

hiding his comments on art and morality behind a mask 

of incomprehensibility and paradox. In a letter to 

W.H. Pollock, Wilde justifies the above complexity and 

ambiguity by making a comment in relation to The Decay 

of Lvinq which had just been printed in the Nineteenth 

Century : 

My dear Pollock, I am very pleased indeed 
that you like my article: the public so 
soon vulgarize any artistic idea that one 
gives to then that I was determined to put 
my new views on art, and particularly on 
the relations of art and history, in a form 
that they could not understand, but would 
be understood by the few. . . . 156 

Within the above point of view can be discerned the same 

defensive motivation and desire to deceive that we ob- 

served in our discussions of 'wit'. In those particular 

chapters we pointed out that the function of the purveyor 

of wit is to carry out a verbal guerilla warfare on a 

person or persons who possess (either collectively or 

by law) more power. Wit is a simultaneous effort to 

short-circuit the alien power and create allies. The 

result, however, is a verbal attack which may be almost 



incomprehensible,  except  t o  t h e  few, and o f t e n  involves 

a s l i d i n g  r a t h e r  than a  f i x e d  p o i n t  of view. After  a l l ,  

what e l s e  are Oscar Wilde's epigrams but  the  non-l inear  

p r o j e c t i o n s  of r e a l i t y  which a t tempt  t o  oppose and con- 

found t h e  f a n t a s y  of r a t i o n a l i s m  by p r o f f e r i n g  i t s  

opposi te .  The o t h e r  voice t h a t  i s  apparent  w i t h i n  the  

canon of Wilde i s  t h e  one t h a t  we may des ignate  a s  t h e  

' e t h i c a l t  point  of view, whose f u n c t i o n  it i s  t o  view 

a c t i o n s  i n  terms of moral i ty .  This i s  t h e  p o i n t  of view 
C 

t h a t  Wilde tends  t o  take when he i s  i n c l i n e d  t o  view 

a c t i o n s  i n  terms of mora l i ty  i n  t h e  sense t h a t  he i s  
/ 

tak ing  a moral a s  w e l l  a s  an a e s t h e t i c  s tand on an 

i ssue .  Th i s  p o i n t  of view becomes most apparent  i n  h i s  

l e t t e r s  on The P i c t u r e  of Dorian Gray, i n  D e  Profundis ,  

and i n  many of h i s  s h o r t  s t o r i e s .  I n  many ways t h i s  

po in t  of view i s  n o t  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  of t h e  b e s t  of 

Oscar Wilde f o r  t h e  v i s i o n  does tend t o  become r a t h e r  

s t r i d e n t  and maudlin a t  t imes ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  De Fro- 

fund i s ,  bu t  i t  does g ive  us  a f a i r  i d e a  of t h e  complex- 

i t y  of h i s  a t t i t u d e  and an i n s i g h t  i n t o  h i s  e f f o r t s  t o  

c r e a t e  an amalgamation of t h e  two v i s i o n s .  

The i n e v i t a b l e  r e s u l t  of 2 i l d e t s  concern wi th  

apparent ly  i r r e c o n c i l a b l e  oppos i tes  i s ,  t o  paraphrase 

Jung, t o  make t h e  symbolism of C h r i s t  i n e v i t a b l e .  In 



Aion Jung talks about the kind of thinking which trans- - 
pires when one identifies the self with Christ and that 

section has a good deal of validity in our present dis- 

cussion of Wilde: 

Accordingly, the realization of the self, 
which would logically follow from a re- 
cognition of its supremacy, leads to a 
fundamental conflict, to a real suspen- 
sion between two opposites (reminiscent 
of the crucified Christ hanging between 
the two thieves), and to an approximate 
state of wholeness that lacks perfection. 
To strive after lteliosis~--cornpletion-- 
in this sense is not only legitimate but 
is inborn in man as a peculiarity which 
provides civiliza on with one of its 
strongest roots. 155 

What Jung is essentially saying here is that only in the 

projections of contradictions is man definitely increas- 

ing his awareness and lperfectionl. A realistic real- 

ization of the self inevitably leads to two irrecon- 

cilable opposites (or apparently irreconcilable opposites), 

and it is in the striving to merge and complete these 

two opposites that man achieves his highest conscious- 

ness and also his lowest degradation. That is: 

The individual may strive after perfection . . . . but must suffer from the opposite 
of his intentions for the sake of his com- 
pleteness. . . . 

The Christ-image fully corresponds to 
this situation: Christ is the perfect man 
who is crucified. One could hardly think 



of a truer picture of the goal of ethi- 
cal behaviour. . . . Whenever the arche- 
type of the self predominates, the inevi- 
table psychological consequence is a 
state of conflict vividly exemplified by 
the Christian symbol of crucifixion--that 
acute state of unredeemedness which comes 

nd only with the words lconsummatum 
:f1% est 

No one who has read the sections of De Profundis relat- 

ing to the relationship between the artist and Christ 

can deny the validity of the above statemsnt in rela- 

tion to Wilde. Our original statement at the beginning 

of the chapter asserting that one of the secrets of under- 

standing Oscar Wilde resides in the image of Wilde as 

Christ; a view which coalesces all of the polarities 

that exist in Wilde and reveal the ethical nature of his 

endeavors. The above aspect of Wilde has already been 

dealt with in depth by G. Wilson Knight in "Christ and 

Wilde ," 159 so I needn't attempt to justify my relating 

Wilde to Christ at this point. Besides, we are not so 

much interested in a tiresome pursuit of Christ sym- 

bolism as in the dynamics and conditions which make such 

symbolism necessary. Needless to say I am postulating 

that the central tensions which provide the motivations 

for such symbolism in Oscar Wilde are related to a con- 

flict of aesthetics and ethics. 

We have already dealt with the somewhat ambiguous 



na tu re  of the above t ens ions  i n  t h e  previous chap te r s ,  

most notably  i n  Chapter f o u r  where we showed t h a t  both 

an a e s t h e t i c a l  and e t h i c a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  can be de- 

r i v e d  from The P i c t u r e  of Dorian Gray, both of which 

tend t o  c o n t r a d i c t  each o the r .  There i s  evidence i n  

t h e  novel ,  when viewed i n  t h e  l i g h t  of I n t e n t i o n s ,  which 

can j u s t i f y  t h e  unbridled p u r s u i t  of aes the t i c i sm,  while 

t h e r e  i s  a l s o  evidence t o  support  a moral i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  

of t h e  novel. I n  o t h e r  words t h e r e  t ends  t o  be an ambi- 

v a l e n t  a t t i t u d e  towards a r t  i n  t h e  novel. I f  we move 

i n t o  a d i scuss ion  of s e v e r a l  of the  o t h e r  prose works 

of Oscar Wilde, many of t h e  t h i n g s  t h a t  we have s a i d  

about t h e  t ens ion  of a e s t h e t i c s  and e t h i c s  inLOscar 

Wilde w i l l  be more c l e a r l y  revealed  and t h e  two d i s -  

p a r a t e  a t t i t u d e s  t h a t  I have pos tu la ted  i n  t h e  workg 

of Oscar Wilde w i l l  become more apparent .  

The Younn Kinq i s  a prime example of t h i s  ambiguous 

dua l i ty .  The n a t u r e  and func t ion  of a r t  i s  t r e a t e d  with 

a g r e a t  d e a l  of equivocat ion  i n  t h i s  s h o r t  s t o r y  i n  t h a t  

a r t  i s  envisaged a s  both c o r r u p t  and d iv ine ;  both t h e  

o b j e c t i f i c a t i o n  of e v i l  and t h e  source of redemption 

i n  t h e  s to ry .  The s t rong in f luence  of a e s t h e t i c i s m  i n  

t h e  e a r l y  l i f e  of t h e  young King i s  accentuated i n  t h e  

i n i t i a l  paragraphs of t h e  s to ry :  



. . . and it seems t h a t  from t h e  ve ry  
f i r s t  moment of h i s  r e c o g n i t i o n  he had 
shown s i g n s  of t h a t  g r e a t  passion f o r  
beauty t h a t  was des t ined  t o  have so  g r e a t  
an in f luence  over h i s  l i f e ,  Those who 
had accompanied him t o  t h e  s u i t e  of rooms 
set a p a r t  f o r  h i s  s e r v i c e ,  o f t e n  spoke 
of t h e  c r y  of p leasure  t h a t  broke from 
l i p s  when he saw t h e  d e l i c a t e  ra iment  and 
r i c h  jewels t h a t  had been prepared f o r  
him, and of t h e  almost f i e r c e  joy wi th  
which he f lung  a s i d e  h i s  rough l e a t h e r n  
t u n i c  and coa r se  sheepskin c o a t  . . . as 
soon as he could escape t h e  counci l -  
board o r  audience chamber . . . and 
wander from room t o  room, and from c o r r i -  
do r  t o  c o r r i d o r ,  l i k e  one who was seeking 
t o  f i n d  i n  beauty an anodyne f o r  pa in ,  a 
s o r t  of r e s t o r a t i o n  from s ickness .  160 

I n  th6  above quo ta t ion  i t  i s  q u i t e  apparent  t h a t  beauty 

se rves  an  ambiguous dua l  func t ion  i n  t h e  l i f e  of t h e  

young King. The a e s t h e t i c i s m  of t h e  young King se rves  

a s  t h e  inducement t o  passion and p leasure ,  a s  w e l l  a s  

i n f l i c t i n g  t h e  psychic  numbing of an anodyne. The young 

King's f e e l i n g s  wi th  r e s p e c t  t o  a e s t h e t i c i s m  gradua l ly  

he ighten  u n t i l  t h e  time a r r i v e s  f o r  h i s  coronat ion.  

A t  t h i s  p o i n t  t h e  passion f o r  beauty becomes so power- 

f u l l y  f e l t  t h a t  "Never before had he f e l t  so keenly,  

o r  wi th  such e x q u i s i t e  joy,  t h e  magic and mystery of 

b e a u t i f u l  th ings .  ,1161 

A t  t h i s  p o i n t  t h e  young King undergoes a series 

of dreams t h a t  r e v e a l  t o  him t h e  demonic na tu re  of h i s  

k ingly  and b e a u t i f u l  ra iments ,  and t h e  o r i g i n s  of t h e  



beauty which had been h i s  p leasure  and anodyne. The 

weaver who i s  waving t h e  k ing ' s  robes i n  t h e  dream seems 

t o  be saying t h a t  I1Through our  sun less  l anes  creeps  Po- 

v e r t y  wi th  h e r  hungry eyes ,  and S in  wi th  h i s  sodden 

face  fo l lows c l o s e  behind her .  Misery wakes us  i n  t h e  

morning and Shame s i t s  wi th  u s  a t  n igh t .  "I6* Associated 

wi th  t h e  robes  of t h e  young King a r e  a l l  of t h e  above 

degradat ions.  The rest  of t h e  k ing ly  ra iments  have a 

s i m i l a r  symbolic na ture .  The ' p e a r l '  t h a t  w i l l  adorn 

t h e  s c e p t r e  of t h e  k ing ,  t h e  emblem of r e g a l  a u t h o r i t y  

and j u s t i c e ,  i s  produced a t  t h e  expense of a c a l l o u s  hu- 

man s a c r i f i c e ,  and t h e  rubb ies  t h a t  w i l l  adorn t h e  k ing ' s  

crown a r e  seen t o  be harvested i n  t h e  misery of a v a r i c e ,  

p e s t i l e n c e  and death.  Through the  i n s i g h t  provided i n  

h i s  dreams t h e  young King s e e s  t h a t  t h e  beauty t h a t  he 

admires i n  h i s  k ing ly  r a i n e n t s  emanates from t h e  pa in ,  

s ickness  and dea th  of h i s  sub jec t s .  S t i r r e d  by t h e  

c a l l o u s  subjugat ion  of h i s  s u b j e c t s ,  t h e  young King re- 

acts t o  t h e  o b j e c t s  of r e g a l  a u t h o r i t y  t h a t  he had form- 

e r l y  envisaged as beaut i fu l : ,  "Take t h e s e  t h i n g s  may, 

and h ide  them from me. Though i t  be t h e  day of my 

coronat ion I w i l l  no t  wear them. For on the  loom of 

Sorrow, and by t h e  white  hands of Pa in ,  has  my robe  been 

woven. There i s  blood i n  t h e  h e a r t  of t h e  ruby and 

Death i n  t h e  h e a r t  of the  pearl.I1 
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In  t h e  above 



quo ta t ion  t h e r e  i s  an e x p l i c i t  r e n d i t i o n  of t h e  demonic 

and e v i l  q u a l i t y  of beauty, and al though i t  could be 

argued t h a t  it i s  t h e  young King's misplaced sense of 

beauty which causes the  problem, i t  i s  a l s o  c l e a r l y  

s t a t e d  t h a t  the  beauty i s  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  power of the  

king and t h a t  t h e  source of beauty i s  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  

dea th  and pa in  of o the r s .  I t  i s  important  t o  no te ,  how- 

ever, t h a t  a l though beauty i s  implied t o  have a sorne- 

what demonic and e v i l  o r i g i n ,  a e s t h e t i c i s m  i s  q u i t e  

c l e a r l y  revealed  t o  be t h e  source of redemption of t h e  

young King, I t  i s  only  through t h e  s e n s i t i v i t y  induced 

by h i s  worship of beauty t h a t  the  young king becomes 

a w a r e  of t h e  subjugat ion  of h i s  people,  Through t h e  

s e n s i t i v i t y  induced by beauty,  the  young King i s  a b l e  

t o  f e e l  t h e  i n j u s t i c e s  i n f l i c t e d  on h i s  people i n  the  

name of t h e  power t h a t  he had i n t e r p r e t e d  as b e a u t i f u l ,  

A t  t h i s  p o i n t  it should be re-emphasized t h a t  t h e  

young King never r e a l l y  s e e s  t h e  i n j u s t i c e s  done t o  

h i s  people and only becomes i n t u i t i v e l y  aware of t h e i r  

subjugat ion i n  dreams a f t e r  long contemplation of t h e  

symbols of power. One cannot he lp  f e e l i n g  t h a t  Wilde 

intended t h e  r e a d e r  t o  see  t h a t  it i s  t h e  i n s i g h t  gained 

by t h e  a e s t h e t i c  contemplation of t h e  symbols of power 

inheren t  i n  t h e  robe ,  s c e p t r e  and crown t h a t  induced 



the change in consciousness of the King. Thus it is 

quite ironic that the sensitivity and vision which will 

eventually provide the stimulus leading to a change in 

consciousness which will free the people, is built on 

their pain and sorrow. 

Antithetical to the above short story on the rela- 

tionship of power and art, and to help clarify the idea 

of aestheticism as a redeeming factor, we should look 

at The Birthday of the Infanta. In this short story 

we again have a tale which discusses the consciousness 

relating to the holding of absolute power, and see 

that there are no redeeming characteristics in the In- 

fanta as are to be found in the young King. It can be 

argued that the difference between rhe young King and 

the Infanta revolves mainly around the differences in 

aesthetic consciousness of the two. The 1nf anta possesses 

only a limited degree of aestheticism related more to 

the pursuit of raw pleasure than beauty, and the distinc- 

tion between her aestheticism and the aestheticism of 

the young King is succinctly expressed in the final lines 

of the story when she comments on the dwarf who has 

died of a broken heart: "For the future let those who 

come to play with me have no hearts. Thus where 

a humanist aestheticism redeems our vision of the young 



King, no such humanism o r  i n s i g h t  i s  r e l a t e d  t o  the  

Infanta .  I t  should a l s o  be noted t h a t  t h e  I n f a n t a  i s  

t h e  main a e s t h e t i c  o b j e c t  i n  t h e  s t o r y ,  and much of h e r  

power i s  implied t o  be r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  decept ive  na tu re  

of h e r  beauty. This  i s  because everyone f e l t  ". . . sure  

t h a t  one s o  love ly  a s  she could never be c r u e l  t o  any- 

body.1t165 The somambulent q u a l i t y  of h e r  beauty dazes 

those who would oppose he r  and she i s  c o n s t a n t l y  sh ie lded  

from any oppos i t ion  and, i n  f a c t ,  from t h e  n e c e s s i t y  of 

ever  f e e l i n g  any pa in  h e r s e l f .  In  t h i s  s h o r t  s t o r y  

t h e r e  i s  again  a r e n d i t i o n  of a circumstance where beauty 

i s  r e l a t e d  t o  power, co r rup t ion  and death.  I n  t h i s  

p a r t i c u l a r  case  t h e  In fan ta  i s  so e f f e c t i v e l y  sh ie lded  

from r e a l i t y  by h e r  beauty t h a t  she never moves beyond 

t h e  n a r c i s s i s t i c  a e s t h e t i c i s m  of Dorian Gray b u t  i n -  

s t ead  remains t rapped i n  h e r  own myth. 

Both of t h e  above tales can be i n t e r p r e t e d  a s  moral 

parables  on a e s t h e t i c i s m  and i t s  r e l a t i o n  t o  l i f e .  I n  

one of Wildels  prose  poems, The Artist, a  comment i s  

made which t y p i f i e s  t h e  na tu re  of t h e  problem; 

And ou t  of t h e  bronze of the  image of ' t h e  
Sorrow t h a t  endureth f o r e v e r '  he [ t h e  a r -  
t i s t ]  fashioned an image of ' t h e  Pleasure  
t h a t  a b i d e t h  f o r  a moment. '166 

Although t h i s  quo ta t ion  may a t  f i r s t  seem l i k e  a v e r b a l  



equ iva len t  of t h e  Gordian Knot, one i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  a t  

l e a s t  i s  r e a l l y  q u i t e  ev iden t ,  f o r  t h e  s ta tement  a p p l i e s  

t o  much of what we have been saying about  a r t  and aes-  

the t ic i sm.  What Wilde i s  r e a l l y  saying is:  'Out of 

t h e  p leasure  t h a t  we achieve i n  perce iv ing  some g r e a t  

t r u t h  o r  i n s i g h t  emerges a  l i f e t i m e  of sorrow because 

of t h e  a l i e n a t i o n  t h a t  it  induce^,^ Each work of a r t  

t h a t  t h e  a r t i s t  c r e a t e s  embodies some t r u t h  t h a t  he has  

perceived and t h i s  percept ion  p laces  him t h a t  much 

f u r t h e r  than h i s  f e l low man. This a p p l i e s  a l s o  t o  those 

who a r e  a b l e  t o  perce ive  what t h e  a r t i s t  has  t o  communi- 

c a t e .  W e  have previous ly  noted t h a t  it i s  one of t h e  

func t ions  of a e s t h e t i c i s m  t o  i n c r e a s e  i n s i g h t ,  t o  make 

one more aware of t h e  s o c i a l  and n a t u r a l  environment. 

In  o t h e r  words it could be s a i d  t h a t  it i s  t h e  func t ion  

of a e s t h e t i c i s m  t o  inc rease  awareness. I n  t h e  above 

s h o r t  s t o r i e s  t h e r e  i s  a d i scuss ion  of t h e  na tu re  of 

t h i s  awareness. The p leasure  of t h e  young Kiqg i s  seen 

t o  emerge from t h e  i n s i g h t  i n t o  t h e  pa in  and sorrow of 

h i s  people,  while  t h e  p leasure  of t h e  In fan ta  i s  based 

on no such i n s i g h t  and, i n  f a c t ,  emanates from t h e  pain 

and se l f -abasenent  of the  dwarf. The p leasure  of t h e  

In fan ta  r e s u l t s  i n  no increased  awareness s ince  she 

i s  i n s u l a t e d  by h e r  own beauty from any n e c e s s i t y  t o  

f e e l  pain.  I n  t h e  case of t h e  young King t h e r e  i s  a 



C h r i s t - l i k e  t r ans fe rence  of t h e  pa in  of t h e  people onto 

the  young King as a  r e s u l t  of h i s  a e s t h e t i c  i n s i g h t .  

This  i s  t h e  area where it could be argued t h a t  both the  

In fan ta  and Dorian Gray f a i l ,  s i n c e  t h e r e  i s  l i t t l e  

evidence of any increased  awareness on t h e i r  p a r t .  This  

i s  n o t  e n t i r e l y  t r u e ,  f o r  where t h e  I n f a n t a  r e l i n q u i s h e s  

no evidence of having a conscience,  Dorian i s  destroyed 

because he i s  unable t o  f a c e  h i s  conscience.  

There can be l i t t l e  doubt t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a d i a l e c t i c  

i n  process  i n  t h e  above two s h o r t  s t o r i e s  which involves 

both t h e  a e s t h e t i c a l  and e t h i c a l  p o i n t s  of view. Aes- 

t h e t i c i s m  se rves  a c r i t i c a l  func t ion  i n  t h e  educat ion  

of t h e  young King, y e t  i t  i s  q u i t e  apparent  t h a t  t h e  

i n t e n t i o n  of t h e  above s h o r t  s t o r y  i s  t o  convey an e t h i -  

c a l  theme. There i s  a s t rong  e f f o r t  t o  i n d i c a t e  t h e  

source of i n j u s t i c e  i n  t h e  above s h o r t  s t o r i e s  and t o  

r e v e a l  t h e  ambiguous na tu re  of beauty and aes the t ic i sm.  

The Birthday of t h e  In fan ta  accentua tes  t h e  conclusions 

of The Young King* through c o n t r a s t .  Th i s  i s  achieved 

by present ing  two d i f f e r e n t  t a l e s  of omnipotent despots ,  

one of whom i s  redeemed by a e s t h e t i c i s m ,  the  o t h e r  who 

i s  so  i n s u l a t e d  by h e r  own beauty t h a t  she i s  unable t o  

develop any s e n s i t i v i t y  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  pain of h e r  

sub jec t s .  Thus t h e r e  i s  no t  only a d i a l e c t i c  i n  process  



with respect to the various kinds of aestheticism within 

the two short stories, but this differentiation tends 

to be viewed in ethical terms in that there is quite 

obviously an ethical condemnation of the Infanta and an 

affirmation of the young King. 

Lord Arthur Savile's Crime is another exploration 

in the ethical consequences of art and the ensuing 

'criminality1 of art. The discuss%on in Lord Arthur 

Savile's Crime is much more subtle than in the above 

short stories and retribution is subverted through the 

use of comedy and satire. It is fairly simplem see 

and understand the basic movement of Lord Arthur Savile's 

Crime if one keeps in mind the theory that Wilde has - 
expressed in Intentions that 'art tends to shape life.' 

This short story is essentially an exemplification of 

the ironic relationship of art and life through 'duty', 

for the complete title of the story is: Lord Arthur 

Savile's Crime: A Study of Duty. Of particular interest 

in Lord Arthur Savile is the subversive role that 

'suggestion' or art plays in the crime. In essence the 

artist is the chiromantist--the one whose 'science is 

so dangerous1--who suggests that Lord Savile will mur- 

der someone. The irony and humour in the story evolves 

from the fact that Lord Arthur, since he is a 'dutiful 



young man,' b e l i e v e s  t h a t  he must commit a crime t o  obey 

t h e  prophecy and t h a t  s ince  one has  t o  commit a  crime, 

one might as w e l l  g e t  it over with. Beneath t h i s  facade 

of humour, however, a  sense of the  determinent  na tu re  

of a r t  begins t o  evolve and i s  c l o s e l y  r e l a t e d  t o  the  

sense of p r e d e s t i n a t i o n  t h a t  emerges i n  The P i c t u r e  of 

Dorian Gray when Dorian a t t empts  t o  blame t h e  e t h i c a l  

consequences of h i s  a c t i o n s  on t h e  in f luences  of Lord 

Henry and t h e  decadent book' t h a t  Lord Henry l e n t  him. 

Af ter  Lord S a v i l e  r e c e i v e s  t h e  prophecy t h a t  he 

w i l l  be a murderer and s t e p s  ou t  i n t o  t h e  s t r e e t  t o  look 

a t  t h e  people and t o  ponder h i s  next  s t e p ,  a I t .  . . 
s t r ange  p i t y  came over  him. Were t h e s e  c h i l d r e n  of s i n  

and misery predes t ined  t o  t h e i r  end as he w a s  t o  h i s ?  

Were they ,  l i k e  him, merely t h e  puppets of a monstrous 

I m p l i c i t  i n  t h i s  quo ta t ion  a r e  two important 

elements of a r t  t h a t  we have d e a l t  wi th  i n  t h e  pas t .  

One t h i n g  t h a t  i s  implied i s  t h a t  somehow through t h e  

experience wi th  t h e  chi romant is t  Lord S a v i l e  has  managed 

t o  develop an i n t u i t i v e  i n s i g h t  i n t o  t h e  f o r c e s  which 

d i r e c t  h i s  l i f e .  We won't comment on t h e  v a l i d i t y  of 

h i s  i n s i g h t s  o r  whether he consciously r e a l i z e s  t h i s  

change, but  some change of percept ion i s  i m p l i c i t  i n  

the  comment t h a t  he makes about how he f e e l s  i n  r e l a -  



tion to the experience that he has undergone. The 

most obvious element in the above quotation is the func- 

tion of the artist as the manipulator of puppets; it 

is implied that the rest of the citizens are under a 

similar compulsion to 'do their duty.' This implies 

a problem. for if we can relate the chiromantist to an 

artist (which I. think we can), this creates the vision 

of the artist as manipulator and propagandist. It must 

be pointed out however, that this probLem is not nec- 

essarily the fault of the artist, but rather the fault 

of the uncritical perception which we will deal with in 

a moment. 

The separation and alienation of Lord Savile from 

the rest of the inhabitants of London is a direct result 

of the increased level of consciousness that he possesses 

as 8 result of his experience with the chiromantist: 

"He envied them [the other inhabitants of London] all 

that they did not know." 169 The insight which the chiro- 

mantist had given him with respect to his duty, along 

with the resulting separation of himself from the rest 

of humanity makes his transition to crime that much 

easier. Mhile the other citizens of London can rest 

easily in their acquiescence to the dictates of social 

morality and still reaain in harmony with themselves, 



Lord Arthur Savile now feels that due to his greater 

insight he must commit a crime to achieve the same de- 

gree of harmony. Now the only question that bothers 

him is the purely practical and mundane one " . . . 
whom to make away with. . . . I, 170 The irony is similar 

to that in The Picture of Dorian Gray in that it is the 

artist who creates the conditions for the crime in the 

first place who is the one who must be destroyed: Basil 

Hallward because he first made Dorian aware of the 

'apple' of beauty; the chiromantist because he puts the 

idea of murder in the mind of a tdutiful' young man. 

In any case there is a suggestion of the powerful and 

subversive nature of art--be it poetry or palmistry-- 

in the influence that it has on peoplest lives. 

The subversive nature of art is satirized in this 

story as if to offset the more dangerous consequences 

in The Ficture of Dorian Gray. It should also be noted 

that the main brunt of the satire actually falls on the 

Victorian concept of 'dutyt which is ostensibly the 

force which compels Lord Savile to carry out the dic- 

tates of the chiromantist's art. No matter what the 

functional causes of Lord Savile's motivation are, it 

must be implied that the root cause of his actions are 

implicit in the art of the chiromantist. Thus we have 



the situation where the art of the chiromantist, when 

ironically fused with the misplaced sense of duty of a 

young man, is visualized as being archetypal of the 

predicament of art in relation to man where 'I. . . the 
world is a stage, but the play is badly cast," where 

'I. . . most men and women are forced to play parts for 
which they have no qualifications and our Guildensterns 

play Hamlet for us [and our] . . . Hamlets have to jest 
like Prince Hal. rg 171 

Implicit in the above discussions of Lord Arthur 

Savile's Crime and The Young K i n g  are ethical con~ents 

on art in which the position of art is viewed as very 

tenuous and ambiguous, combining elements of subversion 

and criminality with redemption and Christ. The effects 

and influences of art in The Eicture of Dorian Gray and 

Lord Arthur Savile's Crime are viewed as being possibly 

criminal and subversive in the sense that the sensitive 

young aesthetes in them succumb to the magic of art. 

As a result they place themselves outside of social 

morality and commit acts for the mere sensation of com- 

mitting the acts. However, there is a lesson being im- 

plied in the above stories also. What is being said 

is that it is necessary for the individual to rise above 

his art (particularly art as propaganda) and it is in 



the cases where the individual is unable to do this that 

the problem arises. For example: where both Dorian 

Gray and Lord Savile were unable to accomplish this pri- 

mary requirement; Lord Arthur because of his misplaced 

sense of duty and Dorian Gray because he was 'premature' 

and too shallow, the young King is redeemed because he 

is able to rise above his art and move beyond its hyp- 

notic influence as is the "star child" in the short story 

of the same name. The problem that has occurred in 

each of the short stories where the influence of art 

is deemed to be lsubversivel in an inhuman or criminal 

sense is due to the fact that each of the characters 

who misuses the influence of aestheticism does so because 

they tend to believe implicitly in the prophetic nature 

of art rather than realizing its transitory and rele- 

vatory nature. That art is transitory and offers in- 

sight and not predictions, is not to imply that art 

and aestheticism are not useful and that it is necessary 

to immediately rise above art and ignore its perceptions. 

The story of the young King is a succinct reminder that 

man must be constantly aesthetically aware of the world 

around him and must constantly be in the process of 

attempting to achieve finer levels of discrimination 

and sensitization, for it is in these acts that the 

finest elements in man are released and become real- 



i z e d  i n  the o u t s i d e  world.  
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CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION 

But t hey  [ t h e  a r t i s t s ]  have given form and subs tance  
t o  what w a s  w i t h i n  u s ;  they  have enabled  u s  t o  r e a l i s e  
ou r  p e r s o n a l i t y ;  and a  sense  of p e r i l o u s  j oy ,  o r  some 
touch o r  t h r i l l  of p a i n ,  o r  t h a t  s t r a n g e  s e l f - p i t y  t h a t  
man s o  o f t e n  f e e l s  f o r  h i m s e l f ,  cones ove r  u s  and l eaves  
u s  d i f f e r e n t .  

Wilde, The P o r t r a i t  of M r .  W.H., p. 1194. 

Soc ie ty  o f t e n  f o r g i v e s  t h e  c r i m i n a l ;  it never  f o r g i v e s  
t h e  dreamer. The b e a u t i f u l  s t e r i l e  emotions t h a t  a r t  
excites i n  u s  a r e  h a t e f u l  i n  i t s  eyes .  . . . Contem- 
p l a t i o n  i s  t h e  g r a v e s t  s i n  t h a t  any c i t i z e n  can be 
g u i l t y ,  i n  t h e  op in ion  of t h e  h i g h e s t  c u l t u r e  it i s  
t h e  proper  occupa t ion  of man. 

Wilde, The. C r i t i c  A s  Artist, p. 1039. 



I n  t h e  p rev ious  c h a p t e r  we have emphasized t h e  

n a t u r e  of t h e  two c o n t r a r y  v o i c e s  i n  t h e  prose  works 

of Oscar Wilde i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  c o n f l i c t  of a e s t h e -  

t ics  and e t h i c s .  What t h i s  problem reduces  t o  i n  t h e  

works of Oscar Wilde, a t  l e a s t  once t h e  d r o s s  h a s  been 

removed from t h e  d i s c u s s i o n ,  i s  a c o n f l i c t  between 

r a t i o n a l  and i r r a t i o n a l  thought ;  t h e  e s s e n t i a l  c o n f l i c t  

between a c c e p t i n g  a view of t h e  world which i s  t o t a l l y  

based on r a t i o n a l i s m ,  o r  a c c e p t i n g  a view of t h e  world 

which i n c l u d e s  a so -ca l l ed  i r r a t i o n a l  p o i n t  of view. 

The c o n f l i c t  of a e s t h e t i c s  and e t h i c s  as I have des ig -  

na ted  it i n  t h e  works of Oscar Wilde i s  n o t  p r e c i s e l y  

r e l a t e d  t o  a e s t h e t i c s  and e t h i c s ,  a l t hough  t h i s  i s  t h e  

terminology t h a t  he tended t o  use .  A more a c c u r a t e  de- 

l i n e a t i o n  of t h e  problem would e n t a i l  p o i n t i n g  o u t  t h e  

appa ren t  chasm between r a t i o n a l i s m  and i r r a t i o n a l i s m  

(of  a c e r t a i n  k i n d ) .  Aes the t ic i sm happened t o  be t h e  

I red  f l a g '  which s o  angered 'John B u l l 1  and,  as a r e s u l t ,  

a e s t h e t i c i s m  became t h e  most e f f e c t i v e  banner t o  wave 

t o  induce con t rove r sy  and q u e s t i o n  c e r t a i n  v a l u e s  r e -  

l a t e d  t o  i n d u s t r i a l i s m .  A s  I i n d i c a t e d  i n  Chapter  I11 

and have s i n c e  po in t ed  o u t  i n  c l o s e r  examinat ions  of 

h i s  works, Osoar Vi lde  was no t  o v e r l y  concerned w i t h  

i n t e l l e c t u a l  d i s c u s s i o n s  of e t h i c s ,  b u t  r a t h e r  tended 

t o  be u p s e t  w i t h  what such contemporary d i s c u s s i o n s  de- 



genera ted  i n t o .  What Wilde o b j e c t s  t o  i n  t h e  d i s c u s s i o n  

of e t h i c s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  a e s t h e t i c s ,  i s  

t h e  single-minded,  s u r f a c e  o r i e n t a t i o n  of e t h i c a l  argu- 

ments,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  t h e  ones  which w e r e  more i n t e r e s t e d  

i n  j u s t i f y i n g  t h e  ' o f f i c i a l  V i c t o r i a n  f a n t a s y 1  than  i n  

a t t empt ing  t o  e x p l a i n  t h e  ' e t h o s 1  of B r i t a i n  a t  t h e  end 

of t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  cen tury .  The c o n s t a n t  s o - c a l l e d  r a t i o n -  

a l  concern wi th  immediate ends ,  p a r t l y  due t o  t h e  type 

of t h i n k i n g  t h a t  d e a l s  s o l e l y  i n  t e r m s  of m a t e r i a l  ends 

l ead ing  t o  a pseudo o b j e c t i v i t y  i n  d e a l i n g  wi th  moral 

problems,  c r e a t e s  a  s i t u a t i o n  whereby on ly  t h o s e  e l e -  

ments of man t h a t  can be d e a l t  w i t h  r a t i o n a l l y  and on 

t h e  s u r f a c e  a r e  d e a l t  w i t h  and a l l  o t h e r  c o n s i d e r a t i o n s  

a r e  ignored.  One might say  t h a t  r a t i o n a l  thought  i s  

mainly concerned w i t h  consc iousness  and s u r f a c e s  and 

y e t ,  l i k e  Jung,  Wilde i s  concerned w i t h  w h a t  i s  below 

t h e  s u r f a c e  and i n  t h e  unconscious.  I n  a sense  t h e  con- 

t r a d i c t i o n s  t h a t  would make a man ' k i l l  t h e  t h i n g  he 

loves1  a r e  what Wilde i s  r e a l l y  i n t e r e s t e d  i n .  This  

i s  t h e  rea lm of i r r a t i o n a l  thought ,  t h e  abode where con- 

t r a d i c t i o n s  are r e c o n c i l e d  and t h e  suppressed e lements  

and mot iva t ions  of man p r e v a i l .  I 

The above i s  h a r d l y  an i n t e l l e c t u a l  r e v e l a t i o n  f o r  

modern man, and we do no t  tend t o  be a s  concerned w i t h  



rationalism and 'surface1 considerations since we have 

had the benefit of Freud, Jung and other psychoanalysts 

to help us realize the existence of the unconscious. 

These influences make us aware of the fact that man, in 

spite of his pretensions, is embued with only a facade 

of rationality, and that there are other, more primal 

and obscure considerations that influence the life of 

man and influence our ways of looking at the world. 

In a sense--a very v3ial sense at that--it is these un- 

conscious and recondite considerations that Wilde is con- 

cerned with. This is not to imply that what Wilde has 
\ 

to say is commonplace for modern man, for it still seems 

that it is necessary for a KcLuhan to say: 'I. . . 
what is meant by the irrational and the non-logical 

in much modern discussion is merely the rediscovery of 

the ordinary transactions between the self and the 

world, or between subject and object." 172 It is pre- 

cisely this attitude that Wilde has in mind when he says: 

"We call ourselves a utilitarian age, and we do not know 

the uses of any single thing. We have forgotten that 

Water can cleanse, and Fire purify, and that the Earth 

is mother to us all. ,1173 Wilde is also asserting the 

same thing as McLuhan when he says that "what the artist 

is looking for is that mode of existence in which soul 

and body are one and indivisible: in which the outward 



is expressive af the inward: in which f o m  reveals. t, 174 

The above, in their essence, are merely expressions of 

the realization that attempts to over-rationalize the 

life of man by basing man's values on surface consider- 

ations alone is doomed to failure. Many of the other 

artists of the period had begun to question the ultimate 

values of Rationalism, and in fact this strain of anti- 

rationalism was nothing new, having been expressed par- 

ticularly well in the mysticism of Blake which lauded 

the Imagination. In The Eighteen Kineties Holbrook 

Jackson quotes John Davidson as saying: "Art knows very 

well that the world cones to an end when it is purged 

of Imagination. Rationalism was only a stage in the 

process. 175 Davidson continues to say that ". . . I, 
for one, decline to continue the eviscerated Life in 

Death of Rationalism. I devour, digest, and assimilate 

the Universe; make for myself in my testaments and 

Tragedies a new form and substance of Imagination; and 

by poetic power certify the semi-certitudes of Science." 
176 

The problem, of course, is not really rationalism, but 

merely the foundations on which we are basing rational- 

ism. The attitude which tended to propound the theories 

of aestheticism then and 'irrationalismt now only wishes 

to make the irrational rational, and the aesthetic and 

artistic real. This is really no different from what 



Wilde says above: "What the artist is looking for is 

that mode of existance . . . in which the outward is 
expressive of the inward: in which form  reveal^.'^ 177 

In this way Wilde is asserting that one of the main justi- 

fications for art is that it does tend to express the 

irrationalism of the 'inner1 in a rational manner in 

which "form revealsf1 and outer contradictions become a 

part of inner unity. 

The above attitude has been dealt with in relation 

to aestheticism in the earlier chapters where I pointed 

out that it was the hope of the aesthetes that through 

the pursuit of aestheticisa, man would begin to re-attain 

vital relationships with the environment that he had 

begun to lose through extensive urbanization and indus- 

trialization. McLuhan argues that a major part of this 

alienation is due to man's inability to move beyond the 

'content' of any media and perceive that there are many 

things that influence the life of man besides 'fact'. 

Much of the energy of the aesthetes was spent in attempt- 

ing to show that 'facts1 are dead--"Science is the record 

of dead religions, f1178--and that it is constantly nec- 

essary to move beyond facts. An attempt to justify 

McLuhanls arguments would go beyond the scope of this 

thesis, but I will assert that both NcLuhan and Wilde 

are essentially attempting to talk about the same problem 



in the sense that they are both concerned with emphasizing 

those aspects of man that man tends to be most unaware 

of and yet influence him the most. McLuhanls attempt 

to reveal the 'folklore of industrial man1 in The Mech- 

anical Bride is an example of an attempt to release man 

from the numbing vision of twentieth century advertising 

and industrialism. Similarly, Wildels paradoxes are 

an imaginative attempt to release men from the 'official 

Victorian fantasy.' Wilde's somewhat outrageous re- 

marks in Intentions represent an attempt to reveal to 

what degree 'life follows art,' while McLuhanls comments 

in The Mechanical Bride represent a similar attempt to 

demonstrate to what degree the art of advertising is im- 

plicated in our lives. The point is not whether life 

tends to follow art, but whether life is tending to fol- 

low 'good art1 in the sense that is the art leading to 

a greater awareness of the world, or is it merely being 

used as a tool to shut out and ignore problems; is art 

being used as an instrument of psychic emancipation, 

or is it a tool of oppression? ' 

Whether McLuhan and Wilde are 'right1 in the sense 

that their theories are scientific, provable and explain- 

able is not the point. The important thing is whether 

we even see that there are irrational and somewhat ob- 



scure influences on our lives and to establish to what 

extent we are being influenced by them. By merely be- 

coming aware of these influences, we become more capable 

of understanding and being able to deal with the world 

in a semi-rational fashion. 

An indication that we have made some steps in the 

right direction is apparent in the sudden influ and 

popularity of 'sensitivity training' and other techniques 

and attempts at re-orientating man to his environment 

and himself. Everett L. Shostrom in Man. the Manipulator 

is primarily concerned with pointing out how our so-called 

objective thinking tends to alienate us from our world, 

and particularly other people, through the manipulative 

process of viewing people as objects. Frederick S. 

Ferls, a gestalt therapist who wrote the "Foreword" to 

Shostrom's book, says something about 'modern mani which 

is relevant to our discussion and points out some of the 

motivations behind Wildels theories: 

Modern man is dead, a puppet. This corpse- 
like behavior is part of every modern man. 
He is deliberate and without emotion--a 
marionette. He is reliable, but without live 
intentions, wishes, wants, and desires. His 
life is very boring, empty and meaningless. 
He controls and manipulates others and is 
caught in the web of his own manipulations. 



The po in t  i s  n o t  new. Anyone who r e a d s  D.H. Lawrence 

o r  any o t h e r  of a number of modern w r i t e r s  w i l l  see  them 

make t h e  same a s s e r t i o n s .  The po in t  i s  t h a t  an e f f o r t  

i s  being made t o  d e f i n e  t h e  continuum from 'deadness 

t o  a l i v e n e s s '  and t h a t  one of the  e f f o r t s  t o  accomplish 

t h i s  i s  through a non-l inear  fashion  which assumes t h a t  

each person possesses  a ' p e r s o n a l i t y 1  which can be 

r e  leased f rorn manipulat ive techniques and become ' actu-  

a l i z e d ' .  Shostromls s o l u t i o n  t o  t h e  problem i s  t o  at tempt  

t o  make people aware of what they r e a l l y  a r e  and what 

they r e a l l y  f e e l ,  s o  t h a t  through t h e  s t r i p p i n g  away 

of r e s t r i c t i n g  facades  and c u l t u r a l  p re jud ices  they l i v e  

l i f e  as they choose t o  l i v e  it r a t h e r  than  how o t h e r s  

motivate  them t o  l i v e  it. I n  a sense it i s  an a t tempt  

t o  r e p l a c e  'Dale Carnegiel  wi th  whatever happened t o  

be t h e r e  t o  begin with. 

The a t t i t u d e  t h a t  Oscar Wilde w a s  a t tempting t o  

counter  i s  s i m i l a r  t o  t h e  'manipulat ive1 one t h a t  F e r l s  

mentions above only Wilde saw a r t  and a e s t h e t i c s  r a t h e r  

than psych ia t ry  a s  t h e  means of accomplishing t h e  'actu-  

a l i z a t i o n ' .  In  a r a t h e r  cu r ious  and i r o n i c  s ta tement  

on the  p r e r e q u i s i t e s  of a s t a b l e  and t r a n q u i l  s o c i e t y  

Wilde f e e l s  compelled t o  say the  



. . . s e c u r i t y  of s o c i e t y  l ies i n  custom 
and unconscious  i n s t i n c t ,  and t h e  b a s i s  
of s t a b i l i t y  i n  s o c i e t y ,  as a h e a l t h y  o r -  
ganism, i s  t h e  complete l ack  of any i n t e l l -  
i gence  among i t s  members. The g r e a t  major- 
i t y  of people  being f u l l y  aware of t h i s ,  
r a n k  themselves  n a t u r a l l y  on t h e  s i d e  of 
t h a t  sp l end id  system t h a t  e l e v a t e s  them t o  
t h e  d i g n i t y  of machines. . . . 180 

The s o l u t i o n  t o  t h e  above problem, i n  Wilde 's  e y e s ,  i s  

t o  move t h e  people  t o  conternplate--". . . t h e  miss ion  

of t h e  a e s t h e t i c  movement i s  t o  lure people  t o  con- 

template .  . . . 11181--for i n  t h e  act of contemplat ion 

i t  may be p o s s i b l e  t o  f o r c e  people  t o  l i f t  themselves  

above t h e  l e v e l  of machinery and rea l ize  one s s e l f .  

This  i s  p o s s i b l e  because " A r t  i s  mind exp res s ing  i t s e l f  

under t h e  c o n d i t i o n s  of m a t t e r ,  and t h u s ,  even i n  t he  

l o w l i e s t  of h e r . m a n i f e s t a t i o n s ,  she  speaks  t o  bo th  sense  

and s o u l  I n  t h e  l i g h t  of t h e  above comments 

on t h e  p o s s i b l e  t h e r a p e u t i c  n a t u r e  of a r t  and a e s t h e t i c s ,  

Wilde says  something i n  The P o r t r a i t  of 1 . 3 .  5I.H. which 

c o a l e s c e s  much t h a t  w e  have po in t ed  o u t  above: 

A r t ,  even a r t  of t h e  f u l l e s t  scope and w i d e s t  
v i s i o n ,  can  never  r e a l l y  show u s  t h e  e x t e r n a l  
world. A l l  t h a t  i t  shows u s  i s  our own s o u l ,  
t h e  one world of which w e  have any real cog- 
nizance.  And t h e  s o u l  i t s e l f ,  t h e  s o u l  of 
eachcne of u s ,  i s  t o  each  one of u s  a mystery.  
I t  h i d e s  i t s e l f  i n  t h e  d a r k  and broods ,  and 
consc iousness  cannot  t e l l  us  of i t s  workings. 
Consciousness ,  indeed ,  i s  q u i t e  inadequa te  t o  
e x p l a i n  t h e  c o n t e n t s  of p e r s o n a l i t y .  I t  i s  
Art, and A r t  on ly ,  t h a t  r e v e a l s  u s  t o  o u r s e l v e s .  183 



Contained in the above lines are the ways out of "single 

vision and Newton's sleepu through the realization that 

only through the imaginative expression of art can man 

hope to achieve any substantial realization of the 

self and the complex workings of the human soul, and 
, 

only through this kind of achievement can man hope to 

elevate himself above the level of machine and , 

puppet 

i.-/ 

The above are expressions of what the aesthetes 

(and particularly Wilde) hoped to achieve through the 

pursuit of aestheticism. It is necessary to point out, 

however, that Wilde's attitude with respect to the 

ultimate success of such a technique seems to have con- 

cerned him almost as much as the promulgation of the 

theory itself. We have already noted his constant re- 

ference to art in a 'criminal', 'subversive1, and immoral 

sense, and it becomes quite obvious that his attitude 

towards art and aesthetics tended to be very anbivalent. 

I think that I have already offered most of the defenses 

that can be offered for his pursuit of aestheticism, 

and L think that it would be quite feasible to offer 

substantial rationalizations for Wilde's constant refer- 

ences to aesthetics and art as being 'immoral'. Irony 

and satire would probably be the two most obvious justi- 



f i c a t i o n s  of such an approach, y e t  even these  two a t t i -  

tudes do no t  take  i n t o  cons ide ra t ion  t h e  demonic imagery 

t h a t  Wilde uses  s o  o f t e n  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  a r t  and aes-  

the t i c i sm,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  Dorian Gray and t h e  ' s h o r t  

s t o r i e s 1 .  

One cannot h e l p  but f e e l  t h a t  a major p a r t  of t h e  

problem of a e s t h e t i c s  and e t h i c s  narrows down t o  a con- 

f l i c t  between r a t i o n a l  and imaginat ive thought i n  t h e  

sense t h a t  i t  i s  almost a by-product of t h e  heavy s t r e s s  

on r a t i o n a l  thought t h a t  man be wary of a l l  forms of 

communication t h a t  dev ia te  from t h a t  mode. McLuhan 

p o i n t s  o u t  t h a t  "Schizophrenia may be a necessary con- 

sequence of l i t e r a c y  ," 184 and t h a t  t h e  very p u r s u i t  of 

indiv idual i sm involves  being a " s p l i t  man t1185a in 

t h e  sense  t h a t  it becomes a problem t o  i n d i c a t e  where 

t h e  bounds between t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  ego and s o c i a l  moral- 

i t y  a r e .  McLuhan spends a g r e a t  d e a l  of time i n  the  

Gutenberl: Salaxy i n d i c a t i n g  t h a t  man's r e t r e a t  from t h e  

i r r a t i o n a l  modes of an o r a l  c u l t u r e  r a i s e s  d i f f i c u l t i e s  

i n  t h e  schizophrenia  t h a t  it induces,  but t h e  r e a l  pro- 

blem occurs  when man at tempts  t o  nove back through t h i s  

heavy s t r e s s  on r a t i o n a l  thougkand a t tempt  t o  " resacra-  

h i s  environment again.  I t  i s  very we l l  t o  

say ,  a s  both Yilde and IlcLuhan seem t o  be saying,  t h a t  



It. . . what is meant by the irrational and non-logical 
in much modern discussion is merely the rediscovery of 

the ordinary transactions between the self and the world, 

or between subject and object,I1 186 but we must keep 

in mind that the converse is also true in that in the 

midst of a psychic change to such a level of thought 

". . . our most ordinary and conventional attitudes seen 
suddenly twisted into gargoyles and grotesques. 11 187 

What KcLuhan is attempting to point out here is that 

while the 'galaxy is being reconfigured' and man is 

attempting to adjust to his newly found consciousness 

(a case in which the unconscious has become conscious), 

there will inevitably be accompanying psychic doubts 

in the life of man. In Wilde, these problems, which 

happen to be related to the ethical validity of what 

he is proposing, lead to a perception of the self as 

Christ, as a man who is torn between conflicting moral 

codes and creates the vision of the self as both criminal 

and saint, subversive and savior. The inevitable result 

of attempting to make the unconscious a conscious part 

of one's life leads to a situation which forms a major 

part of Jung's theories, and which leads to a commentary 

which is quite informative: 

The book of Genesis represents the act of 
becoming conscious as the breaking of a 



taboo,  a s  though the  ga in ing  of knowledge 
meant t h a t  a sacred b a r r i e r  had been i m -  
p ious ly  overstepped. Genesis i s  s u r e l y  
r i g h t ,  inasmuch a s  each s t e p  t o  a g r e a t e r  
consciousness  i s  a kind of Promethean 
g u i l t .  Through the  r e a l i z a t i o n ,  t h e  gods 
a r e  i n  a c e r t a i n  sense robbed of t h e i r  
f i r e .  That i s  t o  say ,  something belong- 
ing  t o  t h e  unconscious powers has  been 
t o r n  ou t  of i t s  n a t u r a l  connect ions and 
h a s  been subordinated t o  conscious choice.  
The man who has  usurped t h e  new knowledge 
s u f f e r s ,  however, a t ransformat ion  o r  en- 
largement of consciousness ,  which no long- 
er  resembles t h a t  of h i s  f e l low men. H e  
has  c e r t a i n l y  r a i s e d  himself above t h e  hu- 
man l e v e l  of h i s  time ("ye w i l l  become l i k e  
God8'), bu t  i n  doing s o ,  he has  a l i e n a t e d  
himself from humanity. The pa in  of t h i s  
l o n e l i n e s s  i s  t h e  God% revenge, f o r  he can 
never aga in  r e t u r n  t o  man. He i s ,  as t h e  
myth says ,  chained t o  t h e  lonely  c l i f f s  of 
t h e  Caucasus, forsaken of God and man.188 

The above i s  a succ inc t  reminder of t h e  courage neces- 

sa ry  t o  move t h e  consciousness beyond a c e r t a i n  p o i n t ,  

and t h e  dangers t h a t  must fo l low such a p u r s u i t .  One 

can also perce ive  wi th in  the statement  some of t h e  

dynamics which l i e  behind Wildels  l s u b v e r s i o n l ,  h i s  

i l l i c i t  theory of t h e  " t r u t h  of masks,I1 the  necess i ty  

of t h e  ' v e i l ' ,  and why it was so necessary f o r  Wilde 

t o  speak behind t h e  s h i e l d  of wi t t i c i sms .  A p o s i t i o n  

such as Wi ldens ,  which, through t h e  p u r s u i t  of aes-  

t h e t i c i s m ,  a t tempts  t o  c r e a t e  the  p o s s i b i l i t y  whereby 

t h e  unconscious of man w i l l  become conscious,  i n e v i t -  

ab ly  l e a d s  t o  a Fromethean g u i l t  whereby the  i n s t r u -  



ments of such a conversion become embued with demonic 

symbolism and the vision of the self is perceived as 

subversive . 



FOOTNOTES 

1 7 2 ~ a r s h a l l  ClcLuhan, The Gutcnbera Galaxy, p. 278. 

1730scar Wilde, " D e  Profundis, '  Works, p. 954. 

1 7 4 ~ b i d  -* 9 p. 919. 

1 7 5 ~ o l b t o o k  Jackson,  "John Davidson, The Einhteen L i n e t i e s ,  
p. 191. 

1 7 7 ~ i l d e ,  "De Frofundis  ," Xorks, p. 919. 

17*vilde,  l lPhrases  and Phi losophies  f o r  the  U s e  of the  
Young," Works, p. 1205. 

1 7 9 ~ e d e r i c k  S. P e r l s ,  vForewordll, 1-fan. The Manipulator,  
E v e r e t t  L. Shostrom, Bantam, Toronto, 1967, p. v i i .  - - 

180wilde, "The C r i t i c  A s  Artist," Works, p. 1044. 

18%ilde,  Works, p. 1194. 

84Nc~uhan, The G u t e n b e r ~  Galaxy, p . 22. 

185a~b id  . , p. 51. 

185b1bid . , pp. 69-71. 

1 8 6 ~ b i d  -* 9 P *  278. 

18'1bid -* 9 P. 279. 

188 Car l  Jung, F s ~ c h o l o ~ i c a l  Ref lec t ions ,  p. 28. 



SELECTED BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Al l en ,  IJalter. The Engl i sh  iiove 1. Penguin,  PIiddle- 
sex, England, 1954, pp. 258-340. 

A r i s t o t l e .  F o e t i c s .  trans. S.H. Butcher.  Co lon ia l  
P r e s s ,  C l i n t o n ,  Plass., 1966. 

Baude la i r e ,  Char les .  Flowers of E v i l .  t r a n s .  George 
D i l l o n  and Edna S t .  Vincent Pi i l lay .  Harper & Bros. ,  
New York, 1936. 

Baude la i re  , Char les .  "On t h e  Essence of Laughter ,  If 
The F l i r ror  of A r t .  t r a n s .  and ed.  Jonathan IIayne. 
Doubleday 61 Co. , Garden C i t y ,  iiew York, 1956, pp. 
131-153. 

Beckson, Karl, ed.  Aes the tes  and Decadents of t h e  
l89OV s. Itandom Eouse, 2;ew York, 1966. 

Beards ley ,  Aubrey & Glassco ,  John. Under the H i l l .  
Grove P r e s s ,  New York, 1959. 

Bullough, Edward. Aes the t i c s :  Lec tu re s  and Essays. 
ed. E.14. Willtinson. S t an fo rd  Un ive r s i t y  F r e s s  , 
S t a n f o r d ,  1957. 

Cassirer , Erns t .  L a n ~ u a a e  and Kyth. t r a n s .  Susanne 
K. Langer . Dover Fub. , tiew York, 1946. 

E l lnann ,  Richard ,  ed. Oscar Wilde; A C o l l e c t i o n  of 
C r i t i c a l  Essays.  P r e n t i c e - B a l l ,  Englewood C l i f f s ,  
New J e r s e y ,  1969. 

Freud,  Sigmund, W i t  and Its R e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  U n c o n s c i ~ u s , ' ~  
The Bas ic  Writin,?s of Sigmund Freud. Xodern L i b r a r y ,  
New York, 1938, pp. 656-769. 

Gombrich, E r n s t  Hans Joseph.  Med i t a t i ons  on a Hobby 
Horse. Fhaidon l u b l i s h i n g  , Greenwich, Conn. , 1963. 



Hallam, Arthur Henry. "On Some of t h e  C h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  
of Modern Poetry,"  Vic tor ian  Poetry and l o e t i c s .  
ed. N.E.  Houghton & G.K. Stange. Houghton Nif f l i n  
Co., Boston, Mass., 1959, pp. 802-811. 

Hart-Davis, Xupert ,  ed. The L e t t e r s  of Oscar Wilde. 
Harcourt ,  Brace & Yorld, iiew York, 1962. 

Hauser, Arnold. The S o c i a l  His tory  of A r t .  Vintage 
Books, Kew York, 1951, Vol. 3.  

Houghton, Walter E. The Vic to r i an  Frane of Mind. Yale 
Universi ty  P r e s s ,  1Vew i{aven, Conn., 1957. 

Huysmans, Jo r i s -Kar l .  Axainst Nature. t r a n s .  Robert  
Baldick. Fenguin , Baltimore,  ;iaryland, 1959. 

Jackson, Holbrook. The Eighteen ' ~ i n e t i ~ ~ .  Capricorn,  
New York, 1966. 

J u l l i a n ,  Phi l ippe .  Oscar Wilde. t r a n s .  V i o l e t  Wyndham. 
Viking P r e s s ,  hew York, 1969. 

Jung, C.G. & Rerenyi,  C.  Essays on a Science of l.?ytho- 
lop,y. Harper & Row, i k w  York, 1963. 

Jung, C.G. Psyche and Symbol. ed. Vio le t  S. de Laszlo,  
Doubleday & Co., Garden Ci ty ,  Hew York, 1958, PP- 
1-60. 

. P s ~ c h o l o ~ , i c a l  Ref lec t ions .  ed.  Jolonde Jacobi .  
Harper & Kow, ;stew York, 1961. 

Kennode, Frank. The Sense of an Endinq. Oxford Univer- 
s i t y  P r e s s ,  New York, 1967. 

Laing, K.D. The P o l i t i c s  of Experience & The Ei rd  of 
Faradise.  Penguin, I4iddlesex, England, 1968. 

Laver, James. Oscar Wilde. Longmans, Green & Co., 
London, England, 1968. 

McLuhan, Marshall .  The C u t e n b e r ~  Galaxy. Universi ty  
of Toronto P r e s s ,  Toronto, 1967. 

. The lTechanica1 ? r i d e ;  Folltlorc of 
I n d u s t r i a l  !.?an. Beacon Press, Loston, )lass. , 1968. 



Harcus, Steven. The Other Vic tor ians .  Bantam Books, 
Toronto, 1967. 

Marcuse, Herber t .  Eros and C i v i l i z a t i o n .  Vintage 
Boolcs, New York, 1955. 

l i a s t e r s ,  R.E.L. Eros and Ev i l .  Lancer Books, Rew York, 
1969. 

Piietzsche, F r i e d r i c h .  The B i r t h  of Tragedy and The 
Geneolozv of i.lorals. t r a n s .  Francis  Golf f ing.  
Doubleday, 1dew York , 1956. 

P a t e r ,  Walter H. Greek Studies .  Johnson Repr in t ,  
New York, 1967. 

. Harius the  Ep icmian .  Johnson Repr in t ,  
New York, 1967. 

. The Renaissance. Johnson Repr in t ,  
IL'ew Yorlc, 1967. 

F la to .  The Republic of F la tq .  t r a n s .  Francis  Cornford. 
Oxford Unive r s i ty  l-ress,  hew York, 1967. 

Pearson, Hesketh. Oscar Uilde: H i s  L i f e  and W i t .  
Grosset  & Dunlap, New York, 1946. 

Ransome, Arthur.  Oscar Wilde. Methuen & Co. , London, 
1913. 

R o d i t i ,  Edward. Oscar Wilde. New Di rec t ions ,  Norfolk, 
Conn. , 1947. 

Ryskamp, Char les ,  ed. Wilde and the  Mineties.  Prince- 
ton Univers i ty  Library ,  iJr ince ton ,  iiew J e r s e y ,  1966. 

Shostrom, E v e r e t t  L. Man. The I~!anipulator: The Inner  
Journey From Manipulation t o  Actua l iza t ion .  Bantam, 
Toronto, 196 / . 

Symons, Arthur. Images of Good and Evi l .  W i l l i a m  
Heinemann, London. 1899. 

. London N i ~ h t s .  J.W. Luce, Boston, 
Mass. , 1923. 

. The Sy9bol is t  Iiovement i n  L i t e r a t u r e .  
E.P. Dutton, N . Y . ,  1958. 



Sypher , Wylie. "Mannerism, Four S t a ~ e s  of Renaissance 
Style. Doubleday, Garden City, New York, 1955, 
pp. 100-179. 

Wilde, Oscar. The Artist As Critic: Critical Writings 
of Oscar Wilde. ed. Richard Ellmann. Random House. 
New York, 1968. 

. The Complete Works of Oscar Wilde. ed. 
J.B. Foreman. Collins, London, 1966. 

Yeats, William Butler. Autobiozraphy. Macmillan, New 
York, 1944. 


