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INTRODUCTION 

The fame of Oscar Wilde was o f t en r e p r e s e n t e d by the 

success of "Lady Windermere 's Pan" and "The impor tance of 

Being E a r n e s t " , c h i e f l y as a d r a m a t i s t of a new comedy. 

Indeed , i t i s unden iab le t h a t he d e s e r v e s such p r a i s e . But, 

i n a d d i t i o n t o t h i s , Wilde, as a w r i t e r of many t a l e n t s , had 

o the r l i t e r a r y achievements which should n o t be d i s r e g a r d e d . 

However, a p a r t from t h e two mentioned p l a y s , only 

The P i c t u r e of Dorian Gray and p a r t of "De P ro fund i s " a re 

f a m i l i a r to t h e g e n e r a l p u b l i c . The l a r g e number of e s s a y s , 

c r i t i c i s m s , l e c t u r e s , and rev iews i s l i t t l e known. S t i l l l e s s 

widely read a re h i s e ssays and c r i t i c i s m s which he wrote as an 

unde rg radua te • 

The fame of T i l d e as a d r a m a t i s t o f t en makes people 

t h i n k t h a t he was s u p e r f i c i a l l y c y n i c a l and w i t t y , always 

d e l i g h t f u l , though mocking and s a t i r i c a l . But t h a t i s only 

one s i d e of t h e p i c t u r e . I n a d d i t i o n t o t h i s s u p e r f i c i a l 

s i d e , Wilde had a l so shown h i s deep t h o u g h t and i n s i g h t i n t o 

human n a t u r e and s o c i e t y and t h e s e are e x h i b i t e d mainly i n h i s 

e s s a y s and c r i t i c i s m s . Probably W i l d e ' s r e p u t a t i o n as a 

s u c c e s s f u l d r a m a t i s t i s the f i r s t s t age of t h e a p p r e c i a t i o n of 

h i s l i t e r a r y c a r e e r . But such growth I n r e p u t a t i o n t a k e s a 

long p e r i o d of t i m e . 

The main o b s t a c l e t o W i l d e ' s fame as a l i t e r a r y 

f i g u r e and as an a r t i s t was h i s f a i l u r e i n the famous 1895 

t r i a l s . The whole of s o c i e t y denounced him as a p e r s o n , and 
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with this went his literary works. The press, after the 

trial, was unanimous in its condemnation of Wilde'a work 

even to the extent of his dramas which were then quite popu­

lar. The Echo, one of the leading evening papers of his 

time, denounced him like this: 

And so a most miserable case is ended. Lord Queens-
bury is triumphant, and Dr. Oscar Wilde is "damned 
and done for". The best thing for everybody now is 
to forget all about Oscar Wilde, his perpetual 
posings, his aesthetical teaohings and his theatrical 
productions. Let him go into silence, and be hsard 
no more.x 

Wilde's books were withdrawn from circulation, his plays from 

the stage. What made things worse were the publishers of 

obscene books of i-arls who attributed their authorship to 

Oscar Wilde. However, after his death Wilde began to be less 

obnoxious to the public With the publication of "The Ballad 

of Reading Ooal" and "De Profundis", Wilde's fame began to 

grow for the better. His plays were often staged and between 

the two wars they were filmed and re-filmed. In 1954, the 

centenary of Osoar Wilde's olrth, he was highly commemorated. 

The London County Council put a plaque on the house in his old 

TIte Street house. In Paris, a meeting was held at his tomb 

In Pere Lachaise cemetery and a special programme was given 

in his honour at the Sorbonne. A special display of manu­

scripts and books connected with Wilde was held in the Trinity 

1. 
Son of Oscar Wilde, V. Holland, Appendix E, p. 836. 
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College Library of Dublin. 

But Wilde's fame wag an si s t i l l i s higher in foreign 

countr ies than i t i s e i t h e r on the European continent or the 

new con t inen t . His plays are t r a n s l a t e d into numerous 

languages. This can be supported by the fact tha t the 

William Andrew Clark Memorial Library of Los Angeles, U.S.A. 

has a l a rge r co l l ec t i on of ma te r i a l s connected with Wilde than 

any co l l ec t i on of s imi la r m a t e r i a l , e i t h e r p r iva te or 

i n s t i t u t i o n a l . The progress of h i s fame i s slow and, with the 

predominant wi t t i c i sm of h i s comedies, Wilde's essays and 

c r i t i c i sms even take more time before they can be appreciated. 

The objec t ive of t h i s t hes i s I s , however, not an 

attempt to r e s t o r e Wilde's fame as a l i t e r a r y f igure for tha t 

i s p r a c t i c a l l y impossible wi th in the l i m i t of one t h e s i s . 

But, with the understanding that Wilde should not be merely 

regarded as a comedy-writer, t h i s t h e s i s wi l l aim a t the 

p resen ta t ion of his deeper thought and i n s i g h t , as r e l a t ed to 

h is age. Wilde was the chief f igure of the "decadents" and 

the " a e s t h e t i c movement" of the " f in de s i e d e " . Hence the 

necess i ty of studying him as a champion of a "new romanticism" 

with i t s cry for a r t for a r t ' s sake. Andre Oide, French 

contemporary of Wilde, said "People do not always r e a l i z e how 

much t r u t h , wisdom and seriousness were concealed under the 
2 

mask of the j e s t e r " and t h i s would well f i t i n t o the general 

2. 
As quoted in Oscar Wilde by James Laver, p. 25. 



INTRODUCTION v i i 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g of Wilde . H. Ta ine , i n h i s famous p r e s e n t a t i o n 

of the H i s t o r y of E n g l i s h L i t e r a t u r e , remarks , "Beneath every 

l i t e r a t u r e , t h e r e i s a p h i l o s o p h y . Beneath every #ork of a r t , 

t h e r e i s an idea 01 n a t u r e and of l i f e . " 3 W i l d e ' s w r i t i n g s 

indeed ca r ry a ph i losophy and convey an i d e a of n a t u r e and of 

l i f e . 

Many of the books wr i t t en about '^'ilde have not 

s a t i s f a c t o r i l y presented him as a great l i t e r a r y figure who 

offered to share h i s opinions oi' l i f e , of soc ie ty , of beauty 

with the world. The l i f e of Wilde i s a legend. li'or t h i s 

reason most of the wr i t ings in apprecia t ion of Wilde cannot 

help but be mere biographical s t u d i e s . There has not been 

any deep study of h i s a e s t h e t i c theory which, besides 

represent ing the a r t for a r t ' s sake theory of a r t of h is own 

age, has in fact an important place in subsequent wr i t i ngs . 

This t h e s i s , the re fore , wi l l aim at the presenta t ion 

of Wilde 's Idea of a r t e spec ia l ly from the point of view that 

Wilde had intended to introduce a r t in to l i f e and soc ie ty . In 

matter of content , t h i s thes i s w i l l offer to study h i s theory 

of a e s t h e t i c s , of socie ty , and of l i f e and how Wilde had 

extended h i s theory of aes the t ics in to soc i a l and individual 

problems. 

3 ,Book I , ( i l l ) , p . 132. 
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CHAPTER ONE x 

THE CONCEPT OP ART POR ART'S SAKE 

The concept of a r t f o r a r t ' s sake was formulated not 

by p h i l o s o p h e r s but by a r t i s t s who were p u t t i n g ph i losophy 

t o u s e . While remain ing a mere concept - o r an i d e a l - i t i s 

not a system of ph i losophy which can be pinned down as a s e t 

of r u l e s o r sequence of t h o u g h t s . Ra the r , i t i s merely a 

good number of i d e a s o r i d e a l s sought a f t e r by a ? r e a t 

number of w r i t e r s o r a r t i s t s i n more o r l e s s t h e same f i e l d . 

While t h e e a r l y r o m a n t i c s s e t out t o search for freedom of 

the imag ina t i on and c u l t i v a t i o n of the s e n s e s , the a r t f o r 

a r t ' s sake b a n n e r - c a r r i e r s showed t h e i r c r a v i n g f o r a new 

type of romant ic i sm, t h a t a s n a t u r e f a i l s t o march wi th the 

p r o g r e s s of man 's i m a g i n a t i o n , i t I s up t o t h e a r t i s t t o 

c r e a t e something out of h i s imag ina t i on as an end of beauty 

i t s e l f * I t sugges ted the autonomy of t h e a r t i s t , and h i s 

a r t r e j e c t e d d i d a c t i c aim and re fused s u b j e c t i o n to moral or 

s o c i a l judgements . A l l a r t i s t i c forms must be judged by 

beau ty a lone and i t i a to beauty t h a t every a r t i s t must aim 

i n h i s c r e a t i o n . A r t , accord ing to the a r t f o r a r t ' s school , 

was supreme* 

The a r t for a r t ' s sake concept which flowered 

d u r i n g t h e E i g h t i e s and the N i n e t i e s , i n t h e work of Wilde, 

Moore, Syraons, and l a t e r in t h e works of Joyce , had many 

r o o t s i n t h e p a s t . The u l t i m a t e o r i g i n s were, however, not 

E n g l i s h , nor French , a l though i t f l o u r i s h e d exceed ing ly i n 
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t h e s e two c o u n t r i e s , bu t i n t h e German romant ic p h i l o s o p h e r s . 

By t h e f i r s t decade of the 19th c e n t u r y , however, such 

i d e a s , whether c o n s c i o u s l y o r n o t , were t aken up and 

p r a c t i c e d by Keats I n England. Th i s was followed by 

Swinburne and t h e p r e ~ R a p h a l i t e b r o t h e r s . The concept was 

a l so we l l r e c e i v e d i n the new c o n t i n e n t where Poe sugges t s i n 

The P o e t i c P r i n c i p l e 

That p l e a s u r e which i s at once t h e most p u r e , the 
most e l e v a t i n g and t h e most i n t e n s e i s d e r i v e d , I 
m a i n t a i n , from t h e c o n t e m p l a t i o n of the B e a u t i f u l . 
. . . . . I make Beauty t h e p rov ince of the poem, simply 
because i t i s an obvious r u l e of Art t h a t e f f e c t s 
should be made to s p r i n g as d i r e c t l y a s p o s s i b l e 
from t h e i r c a u s e s . . . . . t h e t r u e a r t i s t w i l l always 
c o n t r i v e t o tone them down i n p r o p e r s u b j e c t i o n t o 
t h a t Beauty which i s the atmosphere and t h e r e a l 
e s sence of t h e poem. 

F l a u b e r t ' s n o v e l , B a u d e l a i r e ' s poems ( In p a r t i c u l a r , 

h i s p r e f a c e t o Poe) i l l u s t r a t e and recommend t h i s new 

concept I n some d e t a i l . However, the beg inn ing of t h e ap­

pearance of t h e phrase ' l ' a r t pour l ' a r t ' I n p r i n t seems to 

d a t e from 1833 accord ing t o O a u t i e r ' s t e s t imony l e s s t h a n 

f i f t e e n y e a r s l a t e r . By t h e time of C o u s i n ' s long a r t i c l e 

i n t h e Revue d e s deux mondes, 1845, i t has become common­

p l a c e * P robab ly a a u t i e r * s i dea may se rve as a good explana­

t i o n of t h e new a e s t h e t i c t h e o r y : 

From a l l t h i s one must not conclude t h a t an a r t i s t 
i s p u r e l y s u b j e c t i v e , he g i v e s and r e c e i v e s . I f 

1. 

& Co 

X*Complete Poetical Work of E. A. Poer Hew York, Hurst 
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the model of beauty e x i s t s i n h i s mind in an i d e a l 
s t a t e , he takes from nature the s igns which i t 
needs to express i t . . . . . L ' a r t pour l ' a r t s i g n i f i e s 
a work disengaged from a l l preoccupation other than 
with the beau t i fu l i n i t s e l f * The programme of the 
modern school i s to seek beauty for i t s e l f wi th 
complete i m p a r t i a l l t y , perfect d i s i n t e r e s t e d n e s s , 
without asking r e s u l t s through any reference or 
through any tendencies foreign t o the subjects 
t rea ted and we be l ieve t h a t the re l i e s the most 
elevated and phi losophic way to envisage a r t . . . . . 
The g rea t e r ro r of adversa r ies of the doctr ine of 
L ' a r t pour l ' a r t . . , . • i s to be l ieve t h a t the form 
can be independent of the idea . L ' a r t pour l ' a r t 
would say, not form for form as an adversary had 
sa id , but r e a l l y form for beauty, withdrawing a l l 
foreign ideas , a l l d i r e c t u t i l i t y . . . In i t s 
absolute essence, t he beau t i fu l i s g o d . . . . . 2 

Whether i t was Qautier, or Poe or Hugo or Thackeray 

who f i r s t employed the term a r t for a r t ' s sake, hasnot been 

made sure* I t i s known only that a l l these people, Gautier 

and h i s fol lowers in Prance, Poe and h i s i n the United States 

and the " ae s the t i c Moore" i n England had fu l l -he a r t edly 

defended and prac t i sed t h i s theory of the supremacy of a r t . 

In ngland th i s theory of ar t for a r t ' s sake was bes t 

received by Swinburne, Pater and then Wilde, who together 

with t h e p a i n t e r Whistler g rea t ly provoked t h e i r own 

soc ie ty both by t h e i r idea l s and t h e i r behaviour. Riddle 

and Whist ler had been engaged in l i b e l act ions which, 

through the f ront page news, had speedi ly spread t h e i r 

theory t o the world. P a t e r ' s conclusion t o h i s Renaissance 

8"A* quoted in Journal of Aesthet ic and Art Cr i t ic ism, 
June, 1953, p . 361. "The beginning ot Vari pour l ' a r t 7 1 

John Wilcox* 



THE CONCEPT OP ART POR ART'S SAKE 4 

i n 1873 o f f e r s a good summary of such t h e o r y of h i s predeces­

so r s and i t was t o t h i s c o n c l u s i o n , a s Wilde had openly 

admi t t ed , t h a t he based a g r e a t d e a l of h i s l a t e r a e s t h e t i c 

development* P a t e r s aya ; 

Of such wisdom, t h e p o e t i c p a s s i o n , t h e d e s i r e of 
b e a u t y , the love of a r t f o r I t s own sake , has mos t . 
For a r t cornea t o you p ropos ing f r a n k l y t o g ive 
n o t h i n g bu t t h e h i g h e s t q u a l i t y t o your moment as 
they p a s s and s imply f o r those moment's s a k e . 

1* Oscar Wilde and the Theory of Art for 

A r t ' s Sake 

Wilde r e p e a t e d l y echoed P a t e r ' s view I n most of h i s 

w r i t i n g s * To him beauty was a r e l i g i o n , hav ing i t s own 

rea lm, no t w i t h i n the l i m i t of t ime and space . He s a y s , 

"Al l b e a u t i f u l t h i n g s belong t o the same age" , whi le 

a g r e e i n g w i t h Walnewright t h a t 

A r t touched h e r r enegade ; by her p u r e and high i n ­
f luence t h e noisome m i s t s were purged; my f e e l i n g s , 
pa r ched , h o t , and t a r n i s h e d , were r enova ted w i t h 
c o o l , f r e s h bloom, s imple , b e a u t i f u l to t h e s imple 
h e a r t e d . . . 5 

°*prom Beowulf to Thomas Hardy. Robert Sha fe r , New 
York, p* 8 6 3 . Volume I I . 

4*The Works of Oscar Wilde, p . 935 . "Pen, P e n c i l and 
Po l son" , C o l l i n s , IM&. ~"" 

5-Thomaa G r i f f i t h s Wainwright (1794-1803) t o whom 
"Pen, P e n c i l and Poison" - a s tudy i n Green - i s devoted as 
an a p p r e c i a t i o n of h i s c a r e e r as a w r i t e r of p r o s e , p a i n t e r , 
and a r t - c r i t i c . I b i d , p . 933-947. 
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In the same essay, attributed to the apprehension of 

Wainwright's special a r t i s t i c ins ight , he hinted that "Life 

i t s e l f i s an art and has i t s modes of s ty le no l e s s than the 

arts that seek to express l t . w 6 

I t i s In the Preface to The ploture of Dorian Gray 

that Wilde expounds most of h is aesthet ic theory. I t i s 

©specially i n th i s novel that aroused general cr i t ic ism. 

The prefaoe, in particular, i s in fact a nutshell of his 

theory of art for the sake of art, and he chose to write i t 

in epigramatic form* With t h i s , he covered a greater f ield 

of his thinking than a few words in abrupt sentences could 

offer* Through h i s epigrams, he related art and beauty, the 

function of the a r t i s t , the scope of art* He deal t with 

art and morality and usage* 

Compared to other writers , Wilde did not write a 

great deal. But with what he did write he covered, in the 

f i e l d of art and l i t erature , enough ground to es tabl i sh his 

own theory of aesthetics* Apart from t h i s , he also touched 

upon other fine arts* He talked about music of which, ac­

cording to a majority of c r i t i c s and biographers, he did not 

seem to know much* He even talked about painting* Perhaps 

i t was in h i s associat ion with Whistler that he learned 

something about painting, as whistler said that he "dines 

at" h i s table and "picks. . . the plums for the pudding" from 

6 *Ibid , p. 934* 
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h i s p l a t t e r s . Redman i s of the opinion tha t Wilde introduced 

h i s t heo r i e s of music in to h i s conversation because he 

wanted t o add to the p i c tu r e of himself as the complete 
7 

a r t i s t * From what Wilde had said about music t h i s i s qui te 

t r u e . To him, music appeals only to ce r t a in p a r t i c u l a r 

emotions. He says: 

Music makes one fee l so romantic - at l ea s t i t 
always got on one ' s nerve - which i s the same 
thing nowadays.® 

In the 'C r i t i c as A r t i s t " , he says again: 

After playing Chopin, I f e e l as i f I had been 
weeping over s ins t h a t I had never coral t t ed , 
and mourning over t r aged ies that were not my own. 
Music always seems to me to produce tha t e f f ec t . 
I t c rea tes for one a past of which one has been 
ignorant and f i l l s one with a sense of sorrows 
t h a t have been hidden from one ' s t e a r s . 9 

Music, whether he ranked i t "good" or "bad" was to him a 

so r t of a s t imulat ing l iquor which exc i t e s the f ee l ings , 

but whether he had ac tua l ly experienced such fee l ing has not 

been found* 

However, his major interest is in literature as an 

art. Like his predecessors he put literature into the 

realm of "Pure art", strictly isolated from any other 

influencing factors such as morality, truth or didacticism. 

''The Epigrams of Oscar Wilde. A. Redman, London, 1954, 
p. 88. 

8,Ibid, p. 88. 
9»"The Critic as Artist", p. 950, The Works of Oscar 

Wilde. - - — — 
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A r t , acco rd ing t o him, " n e i t h e r appea l s to t h e i n t e l l e c t 

nor t o t h e emotions but p u r e l y t o t h e a r t i s t i c temperament "JP 

He cons idered t h a t " a r t never e x p r e s s e s any th ing b u t i t s e l f " , 

" i t has an independent l i f e . . . a n d deve lops p u r e l y on i t s 
11 own l i n e s " . As a s e l f - a p p o i n t e d champion of the a e s t h e t i c 

movement, of t h e a r t f o r a r t ' s sake s c h o o l , he adhered to 

t h e c r eed , some of which he modif ied and gave new i n t e r p r e ­

t a t i o n s * 

2* Subsequent In f luence of t h e Theory of 

Art fo r A r t ' s Sake 

The i n f l u e n c e of t h e theory of a r t fo r a r t ' s sake on 

subsequent l i t e r a r y t r e n d s i s n o t d i r e c t . As i t has been 

po in t ed o u t , t h e t h e o r y su rv ived only as c a t c h words of t h e 

e n t h u s i a s t s and, be ing vague and d i f fused t o some e x t e n t , 

I t o f fe red no s y s t e m a t i c l i t e r a r y programme. But even s o , 

i t was th rough t h i s t heo ry t h a t a r t i s t s and c r i t i c s were 

ab l e t o fo rmula te a s i g n i f i c a n t world a t t i t u d e of t h e i r own. 

The t h e o r y , though confusing, was p o n e t r a t i n g In to the age 

and t h a t to f o l l o w . I t was th rough t h i s t h e o r y t h a t t h e 

a r t i s t s could come t o r e a l i s e themselves - a s o r t of 

I n d i v i d u a l i s m . 

1Q*The Epigrams of Oscar Wilde, p . 5 6 . 

1 1 # I b l d , p . 59 . 
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The English Decadents' thought, as Cazaralan points 

out, was "vague and diffused"* Yet " in i t t he most various 

l i t e r a r y In ten t ions are found side by s i d e " , and, 

Aesthetes such as Wilde, n a t u r a l i s t s l i k e George Moore, 
r e a l i s t s l i k e Crackanthorype, neo-Catholics l i k e 
Lionel Johnson, i d e a l i s t s and Ce l t i c r e v i v a l i s t s l i ke 
Yeats, are thus brought t o g e t h e r . . . . L i t t l e cons is ten t 
as i t i s , decadent ism a t l e a s t contains the germs of 
many fur ther g r o w t h s . ^ 

Moore came to conceive of the idea tha t l i t e r a t u r e , 

being separated from soc ie ty , had become a sor t of " s t y l e " 

separated from substance. His The Brook Kerlty (1916), and 

Keloise and Abelard £1912) can be read for t h e i r s t y l e a lone. 

The concept of pure poetry then came t o find expres­

sion through members of the Rhymer's Club of 1891, founded 

by William Butler Yeats, Ernest Rhy, and T. W. Rol les ton. I t 

a l so comprised prominent wr i t e r s such as Arthur Symons, 

Ernest Dowson, and Lionel Johnson as i t s members, binding 

such organisa t ion a refuge from confusion and the time, they 

pursued beauty as fa r as decorum permi t ted . The poems of 

Dowson f i x f ine sensations and moods, f inding impurity of 

form of vehicle that was i t s own end. His poem, "Non SUM 

Qualis Eram Bonae Sub Regno Cynarae" symbolises the conf l ic t 

between P a t e r ' s i d e a l and r e a l i t y , and with f l ing ing roses , 

crying for madder music, and stronger wine* Dowson in fact 

followed the course of Dorian Gray and the A Rebour. 

12»A History of KngUsh L i t e r a t u r e . Legouis and 
Cazamian, p7 280. 
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The verse of Arthur Symons devoted to exquisite 

emotions owed almost as much to Pater as to Baudelaire* From 

Pater's "Renaissance", Symons learned that life and prose 

could be fine arts. 

Max Beerbohm probably was the closest to Wilde as 

far as literary relationship is concerned* Much of 

Beerbohm's early work was influenced by Wilde* The exact 

nature of this influence, however, is often difficult to 

assess because, through his fine sense of decorum, 

Beerbohm had sought to exclude Wilde* But "Wilde's influence 

on him ranged from unconscious and conscious imitation to 

pastiohe, and from pastiche to parody and affected his sub-

13 
ject matter or style, or both"* The most striking proof 

of the spiritual kinship between Wilde and Beerbohm is to be 

found In their ideas on individualism, education, realism, 

and the antagonism between art and experience* Beerbohm 

agreed with Wilde that "art was the product of passionate 

14 

observations, not of experience". Beerbohm's "The In­

comparable Beauty of Modern Dress", the first essay he 

published, at least shows either conscious or unconscious 

imitation and parody of Wilde* When Beerbohm wrote "To tho 

^'Sir Max Beerbohm, Man and Writer. J. G. Riewald, 
Martlnus Nijhoff, l»oo, p. 129. 

14,"Max Beerbohm" Journal of English and Germanic 
Philology, April, 1920, p. 254-26&. 
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a e s t h e t i c temperament no th ing seems u g l y . There a re deg rees 

of beau ty - t h a t I s a l l " , t he parody I s unmis takably of 

Wi lde ' s n o t o r i o u s l i n e i n the P re face t o Dorian Gray. "There 

i s not such t h i n g as a moral o r an i raaoral book* Books a re 

we l l w r i t t e n o r bad ly w r i t t e n t h a t i s a l l . " 

Apart from such immediate I n f l u e n c e on w r i t e r s of 

the end of tho n i n e t e e n t h and t h e beg inn ing of t w e n t i e t h 

cen tu ry England, t h e t h e o r y of a r t f o r a r t ' s sake found a l so 

e x p r e s s i o n over the Channel . The French Symbo l i s t s , f o r 

example, r e j e c t e d s o c i o l o g i c a l and e t h i c a l themes Jus t the 

same a s Wilde and P a t e r d i d . They i n s i s t e d t h a t a r t must 

pursue t h e " s e n s a t i o n of b e a u t y " a p a r t from mora l o r s o c i o ­

l o g i c a l r e s p o n s i b i l i t y . However, t h e subsequent i n f l u e n c e 

of the French Symbol i s t s on l i t e r a t u r e I s no t w i t h i n the 

scope of t h i s e s s a y . 

Back t o t h e i s l a n d I t a e l f , Yeats i s one of t h e 

r e c e n t w r i t e r s who f e l t t h e In f luence of the a r t for a r t ' s 

sake t h e o r y . His p o e t r y , and more e s p e c i a l l y h i s p rose of 

the N i n e t i e s , rovoa led the c u l t of Morr i s and R o s s e t t i . 

Like Swinburne, who preceded him, Yeats based h i s a e s t h e t i c s 

l a r g e l y upon B l a k e ' s tnd conformed to t h e law of the imagina­

t i o n . I n h i s Au tob iograph ies Yeats s a y s : 

Yet I was i n a l l t h i n g s pre-Raphae l i t e , when T was 
f i f t e e n o r s i x t e e n ray f a t h e r had t o l d me about 

1S*Autobiographies. W. B. Yeats, 1955. Maomillan, p. 
114. 
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R o s s e t t i and Blake and g iven me t h e i r p o e t r y to 
r e a d , . . . . 

t h rough t h e e f f e c t of whioh he even c r e a t e d t h e dogma 

Because those Imaginary people a re c r e a t e d out of 
t h e d e e p e s t i n s t i n c t of man, to be h i s measure and 
h i s norm, whatever I can imagine those months 
speaking may be t h e n e a r e s t I can go t o t r u t h . 1 6 

I n h i s i n t r o d u c t i o n to The Oxford Book of Modern Verse . 1936, 

looking back a t t he p o e t s of h i s g roup , Yeats saw Pa t e r 

behind t h e i r s t r i v i n g away from "moral e a r n e s t n e s s " and 

t h e i r a t t emp t t o p u r i f y "poe t ry of a l l t h a t i s n o t p o e t r y " . 

The s t y l e of "Rosa Alchemlca" shows t h i s i n f l u e n c e . 

Probably t h e most a p p a r e n t and y e t s t i l l a rguab le 

i n f l u e n c e of t h e t heo ry of a r t for a r t ' s sake i s seen i n the 

a e s t h e t i c s of James Joyce . Joyce claimed t h a t h i s 

a e s t h e t i c s was indebted only to A r i s t o t l e and S t . Thomas. 

But t h e e f f o r t t o l o c a t e and l a b e l t h e Thomist a e s t h e t i c s 

t h a t i s t o be found i n J o y c e ' s works i s d i f f i c u l t because i t 

i s not a l t o g e t h e r c l e a r y e t what a Thomist a e s t h e t i c c o n s i s t s 

of, o r indeed t h a t a Thomist a e s t h e t i c e x i s t s a t a l l . S t . 

Thomas did not w r i t e a t r e a t i s e De A e s t h e t i c a and i t was not 

u n t i l f i v e hundred y e a r s a f t e r h i s d e a t h t h a t Baumgarten 

inven ted t h e modern term " A e s t h e t i c a " . 

But t i l l s i s no t to d i sp rove J o y c e ' s own s t a t ement 

and t h a t even J o y c e ' s a e s t h e t i c s b e a r s c e r t a i n s i m i l a r i t y to 

l 6 « l b i d , p . 116. 
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that of Wilde, we can say that the l a t t e r had direct in ­

fluence over the former. 

When Joyce defines art as "the human disposit ion of 
17 sensible or i n t e l l i g i b l e matter for aesthet ic ends" i t 

seems an echo of the art for ar t ' s sake school, i f not of 

Wilde's theory alone. I t i s not by chance that Wilde began 

his preface to Dorian Gray with these two epigrams: "The 

ar t i s t i s the creator of beautiful things* To reveal art and 

conceal the a r t i s t I s ar t ' s aim", and Joyce summed up the 

movement when he said that "beauty i s beheld by the imagina­

tion which i s appeased by the most sat is fy ing relat ions of 

the sensible". 

S t . Thomas considered art only as only subordinate 

to prudence in the effect ing of human ends and a l l 
I n 

temporal ac t iv i ty as subject to divine sanction*4"° What 

Joyce said he was driving at , with regard to h i s theory of 

aes thet ics , was to push Aquinas' def ini t ion of art to a 

"proper" conclusion, which was objected to by his col lege 

president on grounds that "i f pushed to i t s logical conclu-
19 si on, It would emancipate the poet from a l l moral laws". 

'& Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, New 
AmericanUFrary sig&et, p. 161. 

18«Art and sohplastiqlam. J. Jiaritain, t r . J. F. 
Scanlan, Sheed and ward, p. 15-16. 

1 9 'Stephen Hero, p. 95. 
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But J o y c e ' s t h e o r y , l i k e the a r t f o r a r t ' s sake one, 

appears q u i t e on the l i n e of emancipa t ing t h e p o e t from 

moral l a w s . J o y c e ' s t h e o r y of the a r t i s t b e a r s a remarkable 

resemblance to W i l d e ' s t h e o r y of t h e a r t i s t . Joyce con­

s ide red t h a t the a r t i s t ' s temper must be exe rc i sed i n an 

atmosphere of complete freedom, and t h e a r t i s t as a c r e a t i v e 

agent i s s u b j e c t on ly t o t h e laws of h i s a r t . Wilde con­

s ide red t h e a r t i s t a man "who b e l i e v e s a b s o l u t e l y In h imse l f 
20 because he i s a b s o l u t e l y h i m s e l f " . Wilde seemed t o sug­

g e s t t h e t h e o r y of i s o l a t i o n which Joyce regarded as the 

" f i r s t p r i n c i p l e of a r t i s t i c economy". Joyce regarded 

I s o l a t i o n of t h e a r t i s t as t h e on ly form of p r o t e s t a g a i n s t 

a e s t h e t i c i n d i f f e r e n c e , a g a i n s t a world I n which "no one 

would l i s t e n to h i s t h e o r i e s and no one was i n t e r e s t e d in 
21 h i s a r t " . Th is idea was conceived e a r l i e r by Wilde when 

he s a i d t h a t 

any a t t empt to extend the s u b j e c t - m a t t e r of a r t 
i s ex t remely d i s t a s t e f u l to the p u b l i c , and y e t 
t h e v i t a l i t y and p rog re s s of a r t depend i n l a r g e 
measure on t h e c o n t i n u a l e x t e n s i o n of s u b j e c t -
m a t t e r . 2 2 

,Vith s o c i a l p r o g r e s s o r i n d i v i d u a l r e s p o n s i b i l i t y , t h e 

S 0 , " T h e Soul of Man under Soc ia l i sm" i n Se lec ted Essays 
and Poems of Oscar Wilde. Penguin, p . 3 8 . 

g l * S t e p h e n Hero, p . 34 . 

22 
*Penpuin, Selected Essays and Poems, p. 36. 
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a r t i s t , as T i l d e and Joyce b e l i e v e d , has no th ing whatsoever 

to d o . Art to them i s se l f -knowledge and a s o r t of s e l f -

l i b e r a t i o n , j ' o r t h i s r e a s o n , bo th r e j e c t t h e world of t h e i r 

environment wi th a v i o l e n t "non Serviam". 

The resemblance of such i d a a s , however, would n o t 

f u r n i s h enough proof of W i l d e ' s I n f l u e n c e on Joyce , bu t i t 

may be con jec tu red t h a t a t l e a s t Joyce r/as conscious of the 

a r t f o r a r t ' s sake school when he "push Aquinas p theory to 

a proper conclusion". 



CHAPTER TWO 15 

THE ABILITY OF THE ARTIST, AND THE 

CRITIC AS ARTIST 

The f i r s t s ign i f i cant point of the art for a r t ' s sake 

creed i s that the ar t i s t i s extremely elevated to such a 

posit ion that he d i f fers from ordinary men in having a pre­

dominance of sensuous intu i t ion and creative imagination. 

Ever since the Renaissance, the ar t i s t had become 

increasingly se l f -consc ious . Hence the development of the 

school of romantics, character is t ica l ly famous for their 

erot ic s e n s i b i l i t y . Chesterton saw that the romantic move­

ment lent to English l i terature a "bent towards independence 

and eccentr ic i ty , which in the brighter wit became individu­

a l i t y and in the duller ones, individualism". This aware­

ness of self-consciousness eventuated, as i t might be 

expected, in the p o l i t i c a l , soc ia l as well as re l ig ious 

withdrawal of the a r t i s t s , developing to a large extent, what 

might be called abstract thought. After the influence of 

Kantian Idealism, which was the most v i t a l European 

philosophy of the time, there arose this new conception of 

beauty and the aesthetic att i tude. This concept, although 

i t often remained unstated, aotually served as the basis for 

a l l the tho see of the art for a r t ' s sake school* I t 

followed that th i s concept provided the key to much of the 

A*The Victorian Age in Literature, o. K. Chesterton, p. 
15* 
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confus ion i n h e r e n t i n them. Tn i t s broad i s s u e s , e s p e c i a l l y 

t hose p o i n t s which were a p p r o p r i a t e d by t h e t h e o r y of a r t fo r 

a r t ' s s a k e , German a e s t h e t i c s g r e a t l y resembled t h e t r a d i ­

t i o n a l l n t u i t i o n i s t i o a e s t h e t i c s . As did t h e t r a d i t i o n a l 

view, German a e s t h e t i c s saw t h e c lose r e l a t i o n s h i p between 

beauty and p l e a s u r e . But i t a l s o held t h a t the p l e a s u r e s 

t h a t a r e u s u a l l y a s s o c i a t e d when i n c o n t a c t with b e a u t i f u l 

t h i n g s must n o t be mis taken f o r t h e o t h e r kind of p l e a s u r e s 

t h a t a r e u s u a l l y a s s o c i a t e d w i t h d e s i r e and i n t e r e s t . 

The medium of exper i ence i n German a e s t h e t i c s 

d i s t i n g u i s h e d and con t r a s t ed two a s p e c t s j two l i m i t s 

towards which expe r i ence might approx imate . In t h e world 

of p r a c t i c e - which i n c l u d e s s c i ence - one u s e s d i s c u r s i v e 

r e a s o n so as t o connect sensuous p r e s e n t a t i o n s t h a t were 

g iven i n "Immediate e x p e r i e n c e " , wi th sensuous p r e s e n t a t i o n s 

t h a t were not g iven except i n memory or e x p e c t a t i o n . Through 

t h i s - t h e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the Immediate exper i ence - one 

i s a b l e t o fo rmula te some concept abou t r e a l i t y . A e s t h e t i c 

con t empla t i on , on the o t h e r hand, does not need t h e i n t e r p r e ­

t a t i o n of memory o r e x p e c t a t i o n , and wi thou t the i n t r u s i o n 

of u l t e r i o r g o a l s . The a r t i s t merely a t t e n d s t o t h a t which 

i s g iven t o s e n s e . 

I t was up t o t h i s p o i n t t h a t the a r t f o r a r t ' s sake 

schoo l ceased upon t h e German d o c t r i n e of a e s t h e t i c s , and 

t a i l o r e d I t to f i t t h e i r own i m a g i n e t i o n . T h e r e f o r e , Wilde 
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pu t i t t h a t t h e a r t i s t , be ing the e x p e r t i n b e a u t y , " i s t h e 

c r e a t o r of b e a u t i f u l t M n g a " ; and t h a t a t r u e a r t i s t i s him­

s e l f , t r u s t i n g only I n h i s own expe r i ence and h i s own p e r ­

c e p t i o n and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of b e a u t y . "A t r u e a r t i s t t ake s 

no t n o t i c e of t h e p u b l i c " , Wild© went on t o say , "The pub l i c 

a re t o him n o n - e x i s t o n t . " 8 By the " p u b l i c " , he meant 

probably t h e n o n - a r t i s t s , which comprised of t hema jo r i t y of 

p e o p l e . I t seemed t o Wilde, t h a t r e a l a r t i s t s a r e mi se rab ly 

r a r e . He accused t h e p u b l i c because "The p u b l i c imagine t h a t 

because they a r e I n t e r e s t e d In t h e i r immediate su r round ings , 

a r t should be I n t e r e s t e d i n them a l s o , and should take them 

as i t s s u b j e c t m a t t e r . But t h e mere f a c t t h a t they are 

i n t e r e s t e d i n t h e s e t h i n g s makes them u n s u i t a b l e s u b j e c t s 

for a r t . " What he wanted of an a r t i s t was t . e a b i l i t y t o 

e n t e r i n t o a r ea lm of abso lu t e I d e a l i s m f r ee from any 

i n f l u e n c e , o r t o be p laced i n a p o s i t i o n which would pe rmi t 

him to i n t e n s i f y h i s p e r s o n a l i t y , th rough only t h e "companion-
4 

ship of ideas and intellectual atmosphere". Under such 

circumstances, the artist can rely on himself because as an 

artist, "Whatever Is realised is right."5 

g*Selected Essays and Poems. Penguin, p. 45. 

5'The Works of Oscar Wilde, Collins, p. 915. 

4,"De Profundis", Selected Essays and loems. Penguin, 
p. 99. 

5*lbld, p. 130. 



THE ABILITY OF THE ARTIST, AND THE 18 

CRITIC AS ARTIST 

Hence, the word "artist** comes t o have a new meaning, 

quite d i f f e r e n t from pre -n ine teenth century concept . How­

ever , i t was not Wilde alone who contributed to t h i s new 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . Ever s ince the romantic "revolt" the word 

"ar t i s t" became l e s s and l e s s a s soc ia ted wi th "art i san , 

s c i e n t i s t , pa inter" , or even "writer". Thus according to 

Wilde and h i s art for a r t ' s sake c o l l e a g u e s , an a r t i s t was 

i n fac t an "imaginative creator". The a r t i s t was no more 

assumed t o be a member of any s p e c i f i c gui ld or union, 

pro fe s s ion o r occupation as t h e a r t i s a n pa in ters or 

s c i e n t i s t s were. He was no longer thought of e i t h e r i n terms 

of h i s o l a s s a f f i l i a t i o n s or h i s means of earning a l i v e l i ­

hood. As he declared that " a l l art i s quite u s e l e s s " , he 

echoed h i s ideas i n "The Soul of Man Under soc ia l i sm", that 

"a work of art i s t h e unique r e s u l t of a unique temperament. 

I t s beauty comes from the fac t that the author i s what he i s" , 

because "the moment, that an a r t i s t takes not i ce of what the 

people want, and t r i e s to supply the demand, he ceases to be 

an a r t i s t , and becomes e i t h e r a d u l l or amusing craftsman, or 

an honest or dishonest tradesman". Therefore, the eighteenth 

oentury concept of t he a r t i s t was then supplied with a new 

vocabulary by way o f d i s t i n g u i s h i n g each Into various f i e l d s 

' S e l e c t e d Essays and Poems. Penguin, p . 34 . 
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of s p e c i a l i s a t i o n . In shor t , the term " a r t i s t " was being 

redefined in accordance with the view of the a r t for a r t ' s 

sake school of t h e o r i s t s . 

Thus when Wilde sa id , "The true a r t i s t i s a man who 

bel ieves absolute ly i n himself because he i s absolute ly him­

self" , he suggested a form of individualism qui te d i f fe ren t 

from the ordinary concept of the term; s t i l l more d i f fe ren t 

was i t from the Chesterton i n t e r p r e t a t i o n that such i s a t ­

tained through d u l l wi t . By Individual ism, vllde meant more 

than GKC would mean by I n d i v i d u a l i t y . Wilde's theory 

j e t t i soned both the eighteenth century b e l i e f tha t the 

a r t i s t i c facul ty cons is t s i n the power of genera t ion and the 

Renaissance notion t h a t i t cons i s t s in the power of r e a l i s a ­

t i o n . In a way he reversed the s i t u a t i o n of the triumph of 

the understanding over the imagination. But he went one 

s t ep fur ther in e s t ab l i sh ing the i d e a l of the a r t i s t s . He 

argued: 

The v i t a l i t y and progress of a r t depend in a l a rge 
measure on the continual extension of subject 
ma t t e r . The public d i s l i k e novelty because they 
are afraid of i t . I t represents to them a mode of 
individual ism, an asse r t ion on the pa r t of the 
a r t i s t t ha t he s e l ec t s h i s own subject and t r e a t s 
as he chooses . . . .Ar t i s Individualism, and 
Individualism i s a d i s turb ing and d i s i n t e g r a t i n g 
f o r c e . Therein l i e s i t s Immense value. For what 
i t seeks to d i s turb i s monotony of type, slavery of 
custom, tyranny of hab i t , and the reduct ion of men 
to the l e v e l of m a c h i n e . . . . 7 

• I b i d , p . 36 . 
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Therefore t h i s type of Individualism, in the creative sense, 

was the entire subjective se lect ion in the a r t i s t . Trusting 

that the a r t i s t has specia l insight and having a predominance 

of sensuous intuit ion* he real ised that "whatever i s 

realised" by the ar t i s t "is right". He therefore i n s i s t s 

on the need for a r t i s t i c se l ec t ion . Since there was no 

reason for the a r t i s t to make h is work spec i f i ca l ly true to 

l i f e , or to any purposes save for that of beauty's sake, he 

was to have a free hand in se lect ing and even distorting his 

material. The ar t i s t has to make h i s work oongruent to his 

own vis ion of beauty. 

1. The Grltic as Artist 

Probably one of the most unique contributions Wilde 

made to l i terature was his proposal of the c r i t i c as an 

a r t i s t . Not only did he maintain that the c r i t i c a l function 

i s ident ica l to that of the a r t i s t i c , he in fact elevated 

the posi t ion of the c r i t i c s to a superior f i e ld of a r t i s t i c 

achievement. He claimed that "criticism demands in f in i t e ly 

more cul t ivat ion than creation does". This has some truth 

in i t , for at l e a s t he hinted that the c r i t i c a l function 

should not be what the ordinary people think, as a mere mode 

of subjective impressionism. A c r i t i c needs culture. He 

needs the cult ivat ion of his taste for beautiful things . 

But besides that, Wilde had conceived of the idea that 
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c r i t i c i s m I s an " e s s e n t i a l part of the c r e a t i v e s p i r i t , " 

because "an age that has no c r i t i c i s m I s e i t h e r an age i n 

which art i s immobile, h i e r a t i c , and confined to the repro­

duction of formal t y p e s , or an age that pos se s se s no art at 

a l l " . He was of the opinion that the "higher" c l a s s of 

c r i t i c s (those who wrote for s ixpence paper) are "far more 

cultured than the people whose work they are c a l l e d upon t o 

review**. He defended h i s propos i t ion by adding that 

Anybody can write a three-volume nove l . I t 
requires a complete Ignorance of both l i f e and 
l i t e r a t u r e . The d i f f i c u l t y that I should 
fancy the reviewers f e e l i s the d i f f l o u l t y of 
s u s t a i n i n g any s tandard. 8 

I t i s true that the c r i t i c should s u s t a i n a standard 

by which a l l ar t , regardless of the age, can be compared and 

judged. As far baek i n h i s t o r y as the Greek philosophers 

c r i t i c i s m was based e x c l u s i v e l y on the ob jec t ive elements of 

beauty, e i t h e r conf in ing the ir a t t ent ion to objec t s which 

revealed proport ion and harmony in t h e i r c o n s t i t u t i o n as the 

P la ton ic and A r i s t o t e l i a n school did, or cons ider ing beauty 

of a work as a transcendental a t t r i b u t e of Being as such, 

and therefore as abiding i n simple as we l l as i n composite 

th ings as the Neo-Platonic school suggested . 

When Wilde said that c r i t i c i s m i s e s s e n t i a l to the 

c r e a t i v e s p i r i t , he implied that c r i t i c i s m , though i t s e l f an 
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a r t , " c r e a t i v e and Independen t" , i s i n f a c t c o n t r i b u t i n g t o 

t h e c r e a t i v e f u n c t i o n . He gave as examples g r ea t a r t i s t s 

l i k e Homer and Aeschylus , Shakespeare and Kea t s , who did not 

go d i r e c t l y t o l i f e fo r t h e i r s u b j e c t - m a t t e r , but sought for 

i t i n myth, and legend and anc i en t t a l e . There fore , t h e 

c r i t i c " d e a l s wi th m a t e r i a l s t h a t o t h e r s have , as i t were, 

p u r i f i e d f o r him, and t o which i m a g i n a t i v e form and colour 
9 have been a l r e a d y added" . Hence the c r i t i c a l p r e s e n t a t i o n 

i s i n f a c t a " c r e a t i o n w i t h i n a c r e a t i o n . The c r i t i c a l 

f u n c t i o n , t h e r e f o r e , has of n e c e s s i t y reached the rea lm of 

what M a r i t a i n c a l l e d t h e " t o t a l i t y " , which i s a blend of the 

c r i t i c h imself , h i s imag ina t i on , and h i s sensuous p e r c e p t i o n s 

t o form and a r t i s t i c i d e a l . Wilde r e a l i s e d t h a t such 

a r t i s t i c i d e a l , when produced In t h e p r o p e r form, can be 

"more c r e a t i v e than c r e a t i o n " , because something of the c r i t ­

i c ' s p e r s o n a l i t y has been added t o the i n i t i a l c r e a t i o n . He 

gave an example i n music p r e s e n t a t i o n : 

And i n the case of a l l t h e s e c r e a t i v e c r i t i c s of 
a r t i t I s ev iden t t h a t p e r s o n a l i t y i s an a b s o l u t e 
e s s e n t i a l f o r any r e a l I n t e r p r e t a t i o n . When 
R u b i n s t e i n p laya to u s , t h e Gonata Appass iona ta of 
Beethoven, he g ive s us not merely Beethoven, but 
a l s o h imse l f and so g i v e s us Beethoven a b s o l u t e l y -
- - Beethoven r e i n t e r p r e t e d through a r i c h a r t i s t i c 
n a t u r e , and made v i v i d and wonderful t o us by a new 

9 ' l b l d , p . 966. 

1 0 * I b i d , p . 966. 
1 1 # I b i d , p . 973 . 
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and i n t e n s e p e r s o n a l i t y . 
12 

He saw the same thing in dramatic acting. 

When a great actor plays Shakespeare we have the 
same experience. His own individuality becomes 
a vital part of the interpretation. 

To Wilde, the critical function was not what Arnold 

believed to be the setting of itself a task to point out to 

people all that is best, both In former and in contemporary 

writers. To Wilde, the critical function was not the 

ultimate end but rather a means towards an end. Criticism 

to him was, in process, a channel through which a great 

artistic work can be produced. 

"ibid, p. 973. 
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Therefore I t can be said t h a t Wilde had t ransformed 

t h e func t ion of a r t from r e a s o n , from u n d e r s t a n d i n g , and 

from having a p u r p o s e , t o a sphere of pure a e s t h e t i o l s m , which 

then can be c a l l e d a r t fo r b e a u t y ' s s a k e . Apart from t h i s , 

however, he was q u i t e consc ious of t h e importance of t h e 

l i t e r a r y forms. Before the a r t i s t s e t s out t o c r e a t e some­

t h i n g b e a u t i f u l , he must have r e a l i s e d the importance of 

forms which, t o g e t h e r w i th the s u b j e c t m a t t e r , c o n t r i b u t e 

to make a t h i n g " formal ly p e r f e c t " . Wilde d id not p a r t i c u l a r ­

l y s t r e s s t h i s p o i n t . But, I n d i r e c t l y , he had h in t ed t h a t 

b e a u t y , which was t h e end of a r t i s t i c c r e a t i o n , could be 

apprehended only by sensuous i n t u i t i o n . I n p a r t i c u l a r , 

t h e r e f o r e , t h i s apprehens ion depended upon t h e p rope r use of 

sense m o d a l i t i e s such as s i g h t , h e a r i n g which l ed to t h e 

p e r f e c t i o n of t h e "outward". He s a i d , 

What t h e a r t i s t I s a lways look ing f o r I s t h e mode 
of e x i s t e n c e i n which s o u l and body a r e one and 
i n d i v i s i b l e ; i n which the outward i s e x p r e s s i v e 
of the inward; i n which form r e v e a l s . 1 

He sa id a g a i n , "Truth i n a r t i s the u n i t y of a t h i n g wi th 
p 

i t s e l f j the outward rendered e x p r e s s i v e of t h e Inward . " 

He r e a l i s e d t h a t as he took "drama, the most o b j e c t i v e form 

l«'«De P r o f u n d i s " , i n Se l ec t ed Essays and poems, Penguin, 
p . 1 6 1 . 

2 * I b l d , p . 1 5 1 . 
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known to art", he could "make i t as personal a mode of 

express ion as the l y r i c or sonnetw . He appraised h i s own 

success i n t h i s re spec t , "Drama novel , poem i n prose , poem 

i n rhyme, subt l e or f a n t a s t i c d ia logue whatever I touched, I 

make as b e a u t i f u l i n a new mode of beauty. He found him­

s e l f j u s t i f i e d i n us ing epigrams, because "I sunaaed up a l l 

system in a phrase and a l l ex i s t ence i n an epigram."3 

I t i s apparent that h i s success depended on the 

r i g h t choice o f forms. He chose the epigram because by such 

he could sum up a l l systems of argument and philosophy, a 

form which requires understanding and c u l t i v a t e d t a s t e i n 

the reader. Hence the n e c e s s i t y for an a r t i s t to have 

t e c h n i c a l or formal pro f i c i ency , and i t might be said 

further that a r t i s t i c t a l e n t was conceived as proport ional 

to t e c h n i c a l s k i l l . 

Wilde, as other members o f the art for a r t ' s sake 

school d id , se t out to emancipate the a r t i s t from cer ta in 

purposes of wr i t ing or oreat ing. His i d e a l was to detach 

the a r t i s t from the aim of the mora l i s t , t h e phi losopher or 

the s c i e n t i s t , and the aim of the propagandists . He seemed 

to agree with Goethe that to demand a moral aim of the a r t i s t 

i s to r u i n h i s work. He admired Charles Reade t o the extent 

3 . 
I b i d , p . 151. 
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that he had created a beautiful book, The Cloister and the 

Hearth. However, I f he had tr ied "To draw public attention 

to the s tate of our convict prison, and the management of 

our private lunatic asylums" he would have "wasted the rest 

of h i s l i f e " in such "foolish" attempts. He argued that 

Reade, as "an a r t i s t , a scholar, a man with a true sense of 

beauty, raging and roaring over the abuses of contemporary 

l i f e l ike a common phanphleteer or a sensational journalist" 

was wasting h i s ta lent .* Therefore, once getting into a 

moralist ic or didactic purpose the ar t i s t would be degraded 

to what he called common phanphleteer or sensational journal­

i s t , whose end i s not beauty but propaganda. 

Somewhat along th i s l i n e , Wilde had most emphatical­

ly attacked the ugl iness of Realism. He devoted the whole 

essay "The Decay of Lying" to such purpose. Art, according 

to Wilde, has independent existence and has direct re lat ion 

neither to i t s own time nor to external nature. I t appeal i s 

t imeless and "so far from being the creation of i t s time, i t 

i s usually in direct opposition to i t , and the only history 

that i t preserves for us i s the history of progress". Art 

i s e s s e n t i a l l y Imaginative and therefore, while nature and 

l i f e may be i t s raw materials, they can never be I t s real 

motives and are of use to i t only after they have been con-

4 # I b i d , "The Decay of Lying", p. 66. 
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verted into terms of a r t i s t i c convention. What wilde wanted 

of art was "dist inct ion, charm, beauty and imaginative 

power" which he thought realism could not offer . He saw the 

weakness of Elizabethan and Jacobian a r t i s t s in that they 

"used l i f e as rough material and drew a l l i t s weakness from 

using l i f e as an a r t i s t i c method". Therefore, th i s 

inevitably resulted in the surrender of an imaginative form, 

as they took directly from l i f e and reproduced i t s "vulgar­

i t y down to the smallest detai l"• He saw further that these 

groups of writers did not succeed even i n "producing that 

Impression of r e a l i t y at which they aim". As a re su l t , 

Realism as a method was a "complete fai lure". 

Talking about realism, there inevitably arises the 

familiar terra "nature" which has been so frequently and 

widely interpreted. Ordinary people would say that a r t i s t s 

copy nature or re f l ec t nature. But Wilde took the opposite 

approach that Nature copies l i f e . He was very right in 

seeing that Wordsworth did not use nature as an end in his 

creation* He did not give to h i s reader photographic preci­

sion of the scenes of the lake d i s t r i c t . Wilde said: 

Wordsworth went to the lakes, but he was never a 
lake poet. He found in stones the sermons he had 
already hidden there. He went moralising about 
the d i s t r i c t , but his good work was produced when 

6 * lb id , p. 69. 
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6 

he r e t u r n e d , n o t to n a t u r e , but to p o e t r y . 

Wilde r e a l i s e d t h a t t h e s u c c e s s of Wordsworth l a y i n h i s 

" r e c o l l e c t i o n i n t r a n q u i l i t y " which was a mode of imag ina t ion 

e n t i r e l y based on h i s own " p e r s o n a l i t y " and h i s c u l t i v a t e d 

t a s t e . Wilde t h e r e b y s e t ou t t h r e e s t a g e s o f the deve lop ­

ment of a r t i s t i c c r e a t i o n as r e l a t e d to n a t u r e i n l i t e r a r y 

h i s t o r y . F i r s t , " a r t beg ins wi th a b s t r a c t d e c o r a t i o n , wi th 

pure imag ina t ion and p l e a s u r a b l e work d e a l i n g wi th what i s 

u n r e a l and n o n - e x i s t e n t " . Secondly, " a r t t akes l i f e as p a r t 

of he r rough m a t e r i a l , r e c r e a t e s i t , and r e f a s h i o n s i t i n 

f r e s h forms , I s a b s o l u t e l y I n d i f f e r e n t to f a c t , i n v e n t s , 

imag ines , dreams and keeps between h e r s e l f and r e a l i t y the 

impene t rab le b a r r i e r of b e a u t i f u l s t y l e , of d e c o r a t i v e or 

i d e a l t r e a t m e n t " . Probably i t was good so far as T i l d e ' s 

i d e a l s a re concerned . But i n e v i t a b l y the pendulum would 

swing and, i n the t h i r d s t a g e , he saw the s i t u a t i o n when 

" l i f e g e t s the upper hand, and d r i v e s a r t out i n t o the 

w i l d e r n e s s , and i t was from t h i s t h a t h i s age s u f f e r e d . " 

The t h e s i s ?/ilde put f o r t h I n "The Decay of Lying" 

i s t h a t t h e c r e a t i o n of a r t should depend upon the working 

of the i m a g i n a t i o n which i s d ivorced from any i n f l u e n c e of 

r e a l i t y . I n h i s own t e r m s , the a r t i s t should be a c u l t u r e d 

6 , I b i d , p . 67 . 

8 - I b i d , p . 6 8 . 
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and f a s c i n a t i n g l i a r . I t I s in the l y i n g t h a t a new p r o d u c t , 

e n t i r e l y out of t h e i m a g i n a t i o n , can be produced . But he 

denouncedhis and the p r e c e d i n g age i n t h a t w r i t e r s had 

tended to be too t r u e to r e a l i t y , and t h i s i s why he saw the 

"decay" of l y i n g . To Wilde only t h e " l i a r " can give charm, 

d e l i g h t , and p l e a s u r e . He i s t h e "very b a s i s of c i v i l i s e d 

s o c i e t y " . Real ism, t o him, was merely a m i r r o r th rough which 

t h e ob jec t i s p re sen ted as i t i s . T h e r e f o r e , i f one copies 

r e a l i t y he i s merely reduc ing h i s gen ius ( i f he has possessed 

such) t o the p o s i t i o n of a "cracked l o o k i n g g l a s s " . The 

copying of r e a l i t y , which i s merely t r u t h t e l l i n g , i s morbid 

and unhea l thy e x e r c i s e s of o n e ' s c r e a t i v e f a c u l t y . 

While admi t t ing S t e v e n s o n ' s mas tery of d e l i c a t e and 

f a n c i f u l p r o s e , Wilde had found him " f a i n t e d with t h i s 

modern v i c e " i n making h i s s t o r y such as The Black Arrow too 

t r u e . He a t t a c k e d Kenry James on t h e ground t h a t he wrote 

f i c t i o n s "as i f i t were a p a i n f u l du ty and wasted upon mean 
9 

motive and impe rcep t ib l e p o i n t s of v iew". 

' I b i d , p . 6 1 . 
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P r i o r t o P a t e r ' s view of a r t f o r i t s own sake , 

c r i t i c s , w r i t e r s , and p h i l o s o p h e r s had always mainta ined the 

Idea t h a t mora l , o r o t h e r s o c i o l o g i c a l f a c t o r s played a g r e a t 

p a r t i n t h e c r e a t i o n o r a p p r e c i a t i o n of a p iece of a r t . 

P l a to ques t ioned Homer's competence i n dea l ing with h i s 

chosen s u b j e c t s on t h e grounds t h a t Homer had never h imsel f 

governed a s t a t e and was l a c k i n g in f i r s t hand knowledge 

about human a f f a i r s . I t seemed, t h e r e f o r e , t h a t the value 

of a p i e c e of a r t s t a n d s i n d i r e c t p r o p o r t i o n t o the mora l , 

s p i r i t u a l , or i d e a l o g l c a l a t t r i b u t e s of t h e a r t i s t who 

c r e a t e s I t . Ruskin u s u a l l y r e f e r r e d t o t h i s view whenever he 

d i s cus sed " t h e m o r a l i t y of a r t " , even though he was r e a l l y 

not p r i m a r i l y mot iva ted by the i d e a t h a t a p i ece of a r t 

should be judged on the moral worth of i t s c r e a t o r . Ra ther , 

i t was an e x p r e s s i o n of Rusk in ' a b e l i e f t h a t the p e r c e p t i o n 

of b e a u t y was i t s e l f a func t ion of an " e x u l t i n g , r e v e r e n t , 

and g r a t e f u l " a t t i t u d e , wi thout which a man could not c r e a t e 

g r e a t a r t . 

But , i n response to t h i s i d e a , Oscar ' / i l d e and h i s 

a r t f o r a r t ' s sake co l l eagues c a r r i e d t h e i r argument beyond 

t h e i r d e f i n i t i o n of the term " a r t i s t " . As i t h a s been 

po in t ed ou t , he he ld t h a t a man was an a r t i s t on ly I n s o f a r as 

h i s aims were t h e t e c h n i c a l ones of a s p e c i a l i s t I n b e a u t y . 

Over and above t h i s , he he ld f i r m l y t h a t I t was u n l i k e l y ( i f 



ART, MORALITY, AND THE ARTIST'S END 31 

not Imposs ib le ) for a man whose behav iour was mot iva ted by 

moral aims on some occas ions to have a predominance of the 

d i s t i n c t i v e l y a e s t h e t i c ones on o t h e r o c c a s i o n s . He 

mainta ined t h a t i n s o f a r a s a man has the d i d a c t i c aims of t h e 

m o r a l i s t , he i s not an a r t i s t , and from t h i s he Implied t h a t 

the aim of t h e a r t i s t and t h e aim of t h e m o r a l i s t cannot 

r e s i d e w i t h i n t h e same i n d i v i d u a l . 

When ques t ioned about the m o r a l i t y of The P i c t u r e of 

Dorian Gray Wilde e x p l i c i t l y r u l e d t h a t "no work of a r t ever 

p u t s forward v i e w s . Views belong t o people who a r e no t 

a r t i s t s . " I n the Preface t o t h e sa.ae n o v e l , Wilde s t a t e d 

t h a t "There i s no such t h i n g as a moral o r i:nmoral book. 

Books a r e w e l l w r i t t e n o r bad ly w r i t t e n , t h a t i s a l l . " And 

f u r t h e r , he went on to say 

The moral l i f e of man forms p a r t of t h e sub jec t 
m a t t e r of the a r t i s t , but the m o r a l i t y of a r t 
c o n s i s t s i n the p e r f e c t use of an Imperfec t 
medium. No a r t i s t d e s i r e s t o prove a n y t h i n g . 
Even t h i n g s t ha t are t rue can be p roved . 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
ism of s t y l e . No a r t i s t i s eve r morbid . The 
a r t i s t can expres s everything."* 5 

What Wilde meant t o be "unpardonable mannerism of 

s t y l e " pe rhaps suggested t h a t he did not merely t r y t o 

d i s t i n g u i s h between e t h i c a l a t t i t u d e and a e s t h e t i c o r 

^ 'The 3 T r i a l s of Oscar Wilde. H. M. Hyde, New York, 
p . 124. 

2 , P r e f a c e t o The P i c t u r e of Dorian Gray, p . 17, Co l l in s 
The Works of o s o a r wixae. — — * • ' 
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a r t i s t i c ones ; but t o r u l e t h a t the former i s d e t r i m e n t a l t o 

the l a t t e r . I n t h i s r e s p e c t , he comple te ly d ivorced m o r a l i t y 

from a r t . Art and m o r a l i t y , t h e r e f o r e , were incompat ib le as 

wel l a s Independent . He s a i d , "The sphere of a r t and t h e 

shpere o f e t h i c s a re a b s o l u t e l y d i s t i n c t and s e p a r a t e . " 3 

As r e s u l t of t h i s d e n i a l t h a t a mora l l y good man 

could a l s o be good as an a r t i s t , the a loo fnes s of the a r t i s t 

became a m a t t e r of p r i n c i p l e as w e l l as p r a c t i c e . The "move­

ment" of t h e s o c a l l e d " P r e - R a p h a l i t e s n o r t h e " f i n de 

s i e c l e " was p r i m a r i l y to emancipate t h e a r t i s t , and was i t ­

s e l f a p o l i t i c a l and s o c i a l movement which served to de tach 

the a r t i s t from a l l o t h e r p o l i t i c a l and s o c i a l movements. 

I d e a l i s i n g t h e ragged Bohemians of t h e L a t i n Quar t e r , Oscar 

Wilde came t o conceive of t h e a r t i s t no t merely as a person 

i n whom c r e a t i v e power was c o n c e n t r a t e d but a lso as a kind 

of s a c r o s a n c t b e i n g above t h e o rd ina ry b a t t l e of mankind. At 

a l l c o s t s , he must be kept pu re , even a t t h e expense of 

b u i l d i n g an ivo ry tower t o s h e l t e r him. Wilde demanded " the 

r e c o g n i t i o n of a s e p a r a t e realm for t h e a r t i s t " on grounds 

t h a t i t was a c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of a l l g r e a t imag ina t ive work 

and of a l l g r e a t e r a s of a r t i s t i c c r e a t i o n . He b e l i e v e d t h a t 

a r t never harms i t s e l f by keeping a loof from t h e s o c i a l 

problems of t h e day . In t h i s f a s h i o n , Wilde, a t tempted to 

* l n a r e p l y t o a c r i t i c , as quoted i n Redman's 
Epigrams of Oscar Wilde, p . 174. 
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secu re t h e complete detachment of the a r t i s t . He was t o 

enjoy s t y l i s t i c i m p e r s o n a l i t y , e t h i c a l and p o l i t i c a l a loof­

n e s s , and v i r t u a l anonymity . He was t o be t h e unseen 

obse rve r and t h e u n r e s t r i c t e d c r e a t o r . He was to owe 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y only t o h i s work and n o t h i n g e l s e . I t was 

only th rough h i s work t h a t t h e a r t i s t ' s gen ius was to mani­

f e s t i t s e l f . 

Need less , t h e r e f o r e , t o look to m o r a l i t y b u t to 

c o n c e n t r a t e on ly on h i s own s e n s a t i o n . Wilde came to con­

ce ive of t h e i d e a t h a t a r t i s t i c c r e a t i o n i s t h e h i g h e s t end 

of l i f e . Having e s t a b l i s h e d a f i rm and aloof p o s i t i o n for 

t h e a r t i s t , by d e t a c h i n g him from the e t h i c s , p o l i t i c o , and 

t h e s o c i e t y of most sub lunar b e i n g s , i t fol lowed t h a t the 

a r t i s t had on ly one end i n l i f e and t h a t was t o c r e a t e a r t . 

J u s t as the l i f e of a e s t h e t i c con templa t ion was s u p e r i o r t o 

the l i f e of p r a c t i c e , so too was t h e l i f o t o the a r t i s t 

s u p e r i o r to any o t h e r . I n o rde r t o a t t a i n the pure a r t i s t i c 

temperament t h a t was denied t o everyone e l3e save t h e a r t i s t , 

he d i s s o c i a t e d h imse l f from the o r d i n a r y i n t e r e s t s of man­

kind and p reven ted t h e herd m o r a l i t y from contaminat ing h i s 

t a l e n t . Such a measure , to c r e a t e a t h i n g of beau ty had, 

t h e r e f o r e , become an e t h i c a l behaviour among the Wildean 

c i r c l e . I n m a i n t a i n i n g t h a t a r t i s t i c c r e a t i o n was t h e 

h i g h e s t end of l i f e , Wilde seemed to a s s e r t t h a t the l i f e of 

t h e a r t i s t was i n t r i n s i c a l l y v a l u a b l e . What Wilde r e f e r r e d 

t o a s "one g r e a t e x p e r i e n c e " was probably t h e a r t i s t i c one 



ART, MORALITY, AND THE ARTIST'S END 34 

which should be "reproduced as o f t e n a s p o s s i b l e " . Therefore, 

he s t r e s s e d t h a t " I f a man t r e a t s l i f e a r t i s t i c a l l y , h i s 

b r a i n i s i n h i s h e a r t " . I t fo l lowed, t h e r e f o r e , t h a t 

l e a d i n g an a r t i s t i c l i f e , t h e h i g h e s t and p o s s i b l y the most 

worthy aim of l i f e , I s a r t i s t i c c r e a t i o n by " rep roduc ing" 

the one g r e a t a r t i s t i c e x p e r i e n c e . As P a t e r had s a i d , 

"some mood of p a s s i o n o r i n s i g h t o r i n t e l l e c t u a l axci tement 

i s i r r e s i s t i b l y r e a l and a t t r a c t i v e for u s " , Wilde adopted 

the m a s t e r ' s i d e a . The " r e a l i t y " of such a r t i s t i c 

exper i ence was the h i g h e s t end of a r t . The re fo re , t h e 

h i g h e s t end of l i f e w i l l undoubtedly be to r e v e a l such mood 

or I n s i g h t th rough the proper form. 
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ART AND POPULARITY - WILDE'S IVORY TOWER 

I n r e p l y t o a c r i t i c , Oscar Wilde s a id 

I w r i t e because i t g i v e s me t h e g r e a t e s t p o s s i b l e 
a r t i s t i c p l e a s u r e t o w r i t e . I f my work p l e a s e s 
t h e few I am g r a t i f i e d . As for the mob, I have no 
d e s i r e t o be a popula r n o v e l i s t . I t i s f a r too 
e a s y . 1 

From t h i s he made i t p l a i n t h a t he s h e l t e r e d himself 

i n an i v o r y t o w e r . He formed a s p e c i a l o r d e r o r c a s t e of 

what he c a l l e d t r u e a r t i s t s which Inc luded , as he s a i d , " t h e 

few" who would be p l eased w i th h i s work. Together they 

would form themse lves I n t o a s p e c i a l c l i q u e . There fore , 

whatever I s w r i t t e n o r t a l ked abou t , whatever emotions they 

e x p r e s s w i l l be those of t h e i r c l i q u e . Consequently a l l 

t h e i r works became I n t e l l i g i b l e only t o t h e i r fe l low "art is ts*. 

Such s e g r e g a t i o n of a r t i s t s from t h e r e s t o f mankind 

reached i t s cu lmina t ion dur ing W i l d e ' s t ime - the f i n de 

S i e d e . The c o r p o r a t e l i f e of t h e group became, t h e r e f o r e , 

a kind of i v o r y tower whose p r i s o n e r s could t h i n k and t a l k of 

n o t h i n g except themse lves , and had only one ano the r fo r an 

a u d i e n c e . 2 But what made t h e s i t u a t i o n more complicated was 

t h a t t h e r e was no t only one ivory tower w i t h t h e l a b e l a r t 

f o r a r t ' s sake dur ing the V i c t o r i a n age . I n s t e a d of a 

^•The Epigrams of Oscar Wilde. Redman, p . 8 2 . 

2 , I t I s cu r ious t o no te t h a t Wilde was more l i nked t o 
t h e French Symbol i s t s than t o h i s Eng l i sh c o n t e m p o r a r i e s . 
Hence b u i l d i n g a tower ac ro s s the Channel . 
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s i n g l e ( though no doubt sub-d iv ided) c l l g u e of a r t i s t s , a l l 

i n h a b i t i n g t h e same tower , t h e tendency was f o r each a r t i s t 

o r group of a r t i s t s t o c o n s t r u c t a world of h i s or t h e i r own, 

t o l i v e i n a world of h i s o r t h e i r d e v i s i n g , cu t off not 

only from t h e o r d i n a r y world of common p e o p l e , bu t a l so from 

the cor respond ing towers of o t h e r a r t i s t s . Wilde, for 

example, had always t r i e d t o be obscure t o o the r peop le . He 

s a i d , "only t h e g r e a t m a s t e r s of s t y l e ever succeed i n being 

o b s c u r e " , a s i f o b s c u r i t y i n t h i s sense was a v i r t u e or a t 

l e a s t an a r t i s t i c d e v i c e , "t'ork of a r t might , t o t h e layman 

( In t h i s r e s p e c t those who had compara t ive ly l e s s c o n t a c t 

wi th a r t or l i t e r a t u r e ) be o b s c u r e , but I t was merely 

m i s t a k i n g the e f f e c t fo r t he cause t o be d e l i b e r a t e l y ob­

s c u r e , not only t o the layman p u b l i c bu t a l s o t o o t h e r 

a r t i s t s . I t would be an "unpardonable" mannerism of s t y l e , 

t o use W i l d e ' s own words, t o s t r i v e t o become obscure a s i f 

by doing so o n e ' s work would become h igh- sound ing and 

e l e v a t e d . 

Having thus t r i e d t o be obscu re , Wilde had r e p e a t e d ­

l y denounced p o p u l a r i t y In a r t . He thought t h a t t he only 

t h i n g not worth looking a t I s the obvious and t h a t " P o p u l a r i ­

t y i s t h e crown of l a u r e l which t h e world p u t s on bad a r t . 

5 Whatever I s popula r i s wrong". W i l d e ' s a r t i s t i c world 

3. 
"Lecture to Art Student", The Epigrams of oscar Wilde. 

Redman, p. 58. 
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would somehow f i t i n t o T o l s t o y ' s d e s c r i p t i o n t h a t 

I n s t e a d of an a r t i s t i c a c t i v i t y aiming a t t r a n s ­
m i t t i n g t h e h i g h e s t f e e l i n g s t o which humanity 
has a t t a i n e d we have an a c t i v i t y which aims a t 
a f f o r d i n g tho g r e a t e s t enjoyment t o a c e r t a i n 
c l a s s of s o c i e t y . And from a l l t h e Immense 
domain of a r t , t h a t p a r t has been fenced off and 
i s a lone c a l l e d a r t which a f fo rd s enjoyment t o 
t h e peop le of t h i s p a r t i c u l a r c i r c l e . 4 

This seems more apparent i f t h i s argument i s supported by 

t h e f a c t t h a t wl lde was b rough t up and educated In a 

s o p h i s t i c a t e d environment and t h a t t h e group he wrote about 

was t h a t of high s o c i e t y - as t h a t of h i s p l a y s . I t seemed 

to Wilde tha t l i f e , which lie d i f f e r e n t i a t e d from mere 

" s u r v i v a l " , must be a s o p h i s t i c a t e d and m y s t i c a l one; and 

such a kind of l i f e can be found only I n h igh s o c i e t y . When 

he sa id t h a t l i f e i m i t a t e s a r t , i t was t o t h e s o p h i s t i c a t e d 

form of l i f e which he r e f e r r e d . I t f o l l o w s , t h e r e f o r e , t h a t 

h igh s o c i e t y l i f e i s t he a r t i s t i c l i f e , which i s granted 

only to a l i -ni ted number of I n d i v i d u a l s . 

Having as i t s members only t h e s o p h i s t i c a t e d s o c i e t y , 

the ivo ry tower of Wilde afforded only a l i t e r a t u r e whose 

p o s s i b l e va lue was an amusement v a l u e by which pe r sons 

imprisoned w i t h i n t h e tower, whether by t h e i r mis fo r tune or 

t h e i r f a u l t , helped themse lves and each o t h e r t o p a s s the 

t ime without dying of boredom or homesickness for t h e world 

t hey l e f t b e h i n d . But, a p a r t from amusement v a l u e , W i l d e ' s 
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works, e s p e c i a l l y t h e p l a y s , have acclaimed g rea t success as 

works of a r t . A Lady Windemere and h e r c i r c l e , a Bunburyins; 

and an Ernes t i n towi , and Jack i n the coun t ry indeed are 

comical i n a s e t t i n g of h igh s o c i e t y which the popula r 

people knows l i t t l e of. Yet t h e s e p l a y s ach ieve g r e a t 

p o p u l a r i t y , charming both t h e men i n s i d e t h e tower and those 

o u t s i d e . 

I f " p o p u l a r i t y " i s t he s ign fo r bad a r t , Wilde would 

h e s i t a t e very much t o acoept t h e crown of l a u r e l . He aimed 

a t w r i t i n g good a r t more t han a t ach iev ing g r e a t p o p u l a r i t y . 

In r e p l y t o a c r i t i c , he sa id 

I w r i t e because i t g ive s me t h e g r e a t e s t p o s s i b l e 
a r t i s t i c p l e a s u r e to w r i t e . I f my work p l e a s e s 
t h e few I am g r a t i f i e d . As fo r the mob, I have 
no d e s i r e to be a popular n o v e l i s t . I t i s f a r too 
e a s y . " 

Not on ly did Wi lde ' s works p l e a s e the few i n h i s 

Ivory Tower, bu t a l s o to the "mob" t h e y are m a s t e r p i e c e s . 

Both t h e Towermen and t h e mob very much a p p r e c i a t e h i s works . 

I f man I s g iven a p i e c e of a r t I n terms of p o p u l a r i t y , Wilde 

would enjoy double I f n o t c o n t r a d i c t i n g a p p r a i s a l s from both 

s i d e s . Taking for g ran ted t ha t bad a r t l ends p o p u l a r i t y i s 

t r u e , a r t i s t i c judgement must a l t e r the c r i t e r i a of eva lua ­

t i o n because W i l d e ' s p l ays could not p o s s i b l y be inc luded i n 

bad a r t . 

5. 
The Epigrams of Oscar Wilde. Redman, p. 82. 



ART AND POPULARITY - WILDE'S IVORY TOWER 39 

I t would be more l i k e l y t ha t t h e concept of "what­

eve r i s popu la r i s wrong" i s wrong, f o r even though Oscar 

W i l d e ' s p l a y s are p o p u l a r , they a t l l l remain a g rea t success 

as a r t i s t i c c r e a t i o n s . The s h a r p wi t and pa radoxes , t h e 

f r e shnes s of form, not only made h i s p l a y s achieve g r ea t box-

o f f i c e s u c c e s s , but a l s o served to make h i s p l a y s a monument 

i n E n g l i s h d rama t i c h i s t o r y . I t i s u n f a i r though to say t h a t 

Wilde found Eng l i sh comedy a corpse and l e f t i t a h a r l o t . 

But even I f he r a i s e d comedy from the dead as a h a r l o t , he 

did r a i s e i t from t h e dead . I n t h e mids t of g i v i n g a 

s e n s i t i v e and s o p h i s t i c a t e d p l a y g o e r much t o shudder a t and 

shake h i s head over , he gave him much t o smi le a t and be 

charmed and d a s z l e d by . He might n o t , i n t h e f i r s t t h r e e 

p l ays - Lady Windermere 's Fan, An I d e a l Husband, and A 

Woman of No Importance - have brought comedy back i n t o the 

t h e a t r e , but he did b r i ng w i t . The c u r t a i n mieht c l a t t e r 

down, fo l lowing some t u r g i d g o s s i p s , but wh i l e the c u r t a i n 

was up t h e r e would be scenes i n which W i l d e ' s g r e a t g i f t for 

w r i t i n g p r a t t l e - a g i f t t h a t had ha rd ly e x i s t e d f o r a 

cen tu ry - b rought r e a l l i g h t n e s s and e x h i l a r a t i o n i n t o the 

t h e a t r e . 

He a c t u a l l y brought some kind of s t y l e and form In to 

the a r t of p l a y w r i t i n g . The paradox he chose to use had 

served h i s p a r t i c u l a r purpose . What is e a s i l y c a l l e d a 

paradox and d i smissed i s o f t e n something q u i t e t r u e . In 
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W i l d e ' s work we f ind what might be c a l l e d " t r u t h of t h e un­

c o n v e n t i o n a l " , t h e t r u t h of the masks which as a form of 

t e chn ique had d e l i b e r a t e l y omit ted the expec ted . W i l d e ' s 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c use of the comic d r a m a t i s t ' s weapon of 

s u r p r i s e i s a kind of amalgam of s u r p r i s e and r e c o g n i t i o n . 

His a n t i t h e t i c a l method i s a d e l i c a t e f l a v o u r i n g of s a t i r e 

imparted t o d i a logue t h a t i s no t ye t f a l s i f i e d beyond 

r e c o g n i t i o n of i t s e s s e n t i a l t r u t h . I n h i s comic d ia logue 

he had in t roduced the t echn ique of inconsequences which p lay 

as l a r g e a p a r t as the a n t i t h e t i c a l q u a l i t y . One comes In 

w i th t h e o t h e r . The inconsequence i s a kind of a n t i t h e s i s , 

such t h a t i t i s amusingly s t r a i n e d a s to give r i s e t o 

p l e a s u r e of s u r p r i s e s - and a n t i t h e s i s s e r v e s to t e l l the 

t r u t h . Another c h a r a c t e r i s t i c which aocounts for bo th h i s 

p o p u l a r i t y and a l s o s u c c e s s i s t h a t he had grasped the t r u e 

essence of comedy. The average p e r s o n p r e f e r s a comedy 

p r e c i s e l y because he f e e l s i t w i l l t a k e him ou t of h imsel f , 

w i l l o f f e r an e scape , w i l l make him laugh , and would not 

make him t h i n k of much. I t thus e x i s t s i n h i s mind as a 

h o l i d a y from the s e r ious bus inoss of l l f e j and j u s t as I t 

a f f o r d s r e l i e f from being s e r i o u s , so i t a f f o r d s r e l i e f from 

being d i g n i f i e d . 

But, fundamenta l ly , i t was s t i l l the urge w i t h i n him 

t o make something b e a u t i f u l t h a t he took t o w r i t i n g . Indeed , 

i t i s easy to w r i t e popular works, bu t to c r e a t e something 

b e a u t i f u l r e q u i r e s genuine good t a s t e i n t h e a u t h o r . S t i l l 



ART AND POPULARITY - WILDE'S IVuKY T017EK 41 

more Is the demand greater for one to create, as Wilde did, 

l i t e r iture which can both be popular and yet a r t i s t i c a l l y 

successful. 
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"LYING" AND REALISM1 

Probably what attacted Wilde most in his ideals form 

of life and art was the mysticism behind it. Therefore, 

"life's master", art was essentially to Wilde a mode of 

mysticism. Hence, in "The Decay of Lying" he said 

Art finds her own perfection within, and not out­
side of herself.,..She is a veil, rather than a 
mirror. She has flowers that no forest knows of, 
birds that no woodland possesses. She makes and 
unmakes many worlds and can draw the moon from 
heaven with a scarlet thread...2 

Talking about James Whistler, he said, "Jimmy explains things 

in the newspapers. Art should always remain mysterious. 

Artists, like gods, must never leave their pedestals." And 

he seemed to agree with Whistler. 

However, what Wilde and Whistler understood as 

mysticism was not as profound and deep as the theological 

mysticism, probably what they meant can be said to be that 

individuality within a piece of art which so characterised, 

distinguished itself from the exactness and photographic 

precision of realistic writings. The term "mysticism" to 

•̂ •Wilde regarded "lying" as an "art, a science, and a 
social pleasure". He believed "that lying andpoetry are 
arts, not unconnected with each otker". He was thinking of 
Plato's statement in The Republic 413, Book III. Everything 
that deceives may be said to enchant, and this he admitted. 

g*Selected Essays and Poems. Penguin, p. 73, "The Decay 
of Lying". 

'The Epigrams of Oscar Wilde. Redman, p. 57. 
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"fllde i s not so much an antonym to "Rea l i sm" . Ra the r , i t 

was to him an a t t r i b u t e towards n o n - r e a l i s m . His a n t i t h e s i s 

t o Realism was p robab ly what he c a l l e d "Lying" . 

The concept of r e a l i s m In l i t e r a t u r e had a r i s e n under 

c o n t r o v e r s y dur ing the V i c t o r i a n age . There were d i f f e r e n c e s 

of op in ion among p h i l o s o p h e r s , m o r a l i s t s , a e s t h e t e s , and 

r o m a n t a c i s t s . While Robert Buchanan sur rendered t o t&ie 

" e r o t i c madness" of Tola, Andrew Lang remained a cudgel of 

a t t a c k on the champion of r e a l i s m . J . E . Symonds, l e s s 

t r o u b l e d by t h e popular moral ques t i on of the Real ism-

Romance c o n t r o v e r s y , probed i n t o more of the fundamental 

i s s u e s t h a n h i s con t empora r i e s . 

Applying Darwin ' s e v o l u t i o n a r y concepts to l i f e 

c r i t i o i s m , he a t t empts to l i b e r a t e t h e mind from dogma 

th rough the i n s t r u m e n t a l i t y of s c i e n c e , t o r e c o n c i l e 

He l l e r i sm C h r i s t i a n i t y and modern s c i e n t i f i c thought and to 

j u s t i f y t h e democra t ic sptr l t i n a r t . 

But no t many of the V i c t o r i a n c r i t i c s and a r t i s t s 

could contend w i th 3ymond's compromise. Meredi th , for 

example, found a more fundamental q u a r r e l w i th t h e 

contemporary r e a l i s t s . His charge, i n b r i e f , I s t h a t the 

r e a l i s t ' s o b s e s s i o n with the p h y s i c a l ( p a r t i c u l a r l y i n the 

rea lm of sex) p r e v e n t s t h e i r s ee ing beyond i n t o the sphere 

of mind and s p i r i t . The theory of e v o l u t i o n suggested t h a t 

man i s a mere an ima l . But t h e h i g h e r func t ion of man, h i s 
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i n t e l l i g e n c e ( reason ing power) d i sproved of such and hence, 

merely t a k i n g the animal n a t u r e of man for g ran ted w i l l 

b l i n d one t o man 's h igher func t ions which a re of the utmost 

importance t o h i s p r o g r e s s . S t e v e n s o n ' s l i t e r a r y e f f o r t s and 

t h e o r i e s were roman t i c , to whom the n o v e l WHS a means of 

escape from l i f e . The re fo re , he came to conceive of t h e Idea 

t h a t l i t e r a t u r e was not a t r a n s c r i p t of l i t f e , bu t a mood, a 

mood which s a t i s f i e s t h e i m a g i n a t i o n . 

In c o n t r a s t w i th Z o l a ' s p r e o c c u p a t i o n with the ugly 

and low, wi th h i s n e g l e c t of s t y l e , w i th h i s i n s i s t e n c e t h a t 

a r t must be an exac t copy of l i f e , and wi th the s e r i o u s n e s s 

with which he approaches the b u s i n e s s of w r i t i n g , n i l d e p r o ­

ceeded t o aim a t t h e f a s t i d i o u s , s t y l i z e d , imag ina t ive ly 

c l e v e r and f l i p p a n t w r i t i n g . He a t t a c k e d Zola on grounds 

t h a t 

True t o t h e l o f t y p r i n c i p l e t h a t he l a y s down i n 
one of h i s pronunoiamlentos on l i t e r a t u r e , 'L'homrae 
de geue n ' a jamais d ' e s p r i t ' , i s determined to show 
t h a t , i f he has not got g e n i u s , he can a t l e a s t be 
d u l l . And how we l l he s u c c e e d s i . . . B u t h i s work i s 
e n t i r e l y wrong from beg inn ing to end, and wrong not 
on ground of m o r a l s , but on ground of a r t . . . f r o m t h e 
s t a n d p o i n t of a r t , what can be sa id I n favour of t h e 
au tho r of L'Assomnio Nana and P o t - B o u i l l e ? n o t h i n g . 

He c o n t i n u e s t o say t h a t Z o l a ' s c h a r a c t e r s havo 

eve ry " d r e a r y v i c e and t hen d r e a r i e r v i r t u e s " , nrA t h a t h i s 

r eco rd of t h e i r l i v e 3 was a b s o l u t e l y w i thou t i n t e r e s t . He 

4 
'•The Decay of Lying", Selected Essays and Poems, 

Penguin, p. 62. 
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judged Zola from the p o i n t t h a t t he high p r i e s t of r e a l i s m 

could n o t achieve d i s t i n c t i o n , charm, beau ty , and Imagina­

t i v e power, which t o Wilde were t h e c h i e f " r equ i r emen t s " of 

l i t e r a t u r e . 

"As a rasthod", Wilde s a i d , " r e a l i s m i s a complete 

f a i l u r e . " He saw t h a t a r t , l i k e t h o u g h t , has independent 

e x i s t e n c e , t h a t i t h a s d i r e c t r e l a t i o n n e i t h e r to i t s own 

t ime nor t o e x t e r n a l n a t u r e . I t s appea l i s t i m e l e s s and, as 

he s a id "so f a r from be ing the c r e a t i o n of i t s t i m e , i t 

u s u a l l y i s i n d i r e c t o p p o s i t i o n to I t and \h& only h i s t o r y 

t h a t i t p r e s e r v e s f o r us i s the h i s t o r y of p r o g r e s s . " Ar t , 

t o Wilde , deve lops p u r e l y on I t s own l i n e s , and " i t i s not 

n e c e s s a r i l y r e a l i s t i c i n an age of r e a l i s m , nor s p i r i t u a l i n 

an age of f a i t h " . 

Wilde po in ted out t h a t the extreme d i s t i n c t i o n 

between r e a l i s m and h i s own a e s t h e t i c Idea l i sm can be seen i n 

the d i f f e r e n c e between Z o l a ' s L'Assommoir and B a l z a c ' s 

I l l u s i o n s P e r d u e s . He regarded Balzac as t h e most remarkable 

combinat ion of the " a r t i s t i c temperament wi th the s c i e n t i f i c 

s p i r i t " . Hence, whi le 'Zola 's L'Assommoir I s s o r t o f an 

"un imag ina t ive r e a l i s m " , B a l z a c ' s I l l u s i o n s Perdues i s 

" i m a g i n a t i v e r e a l i t y " . He approved of B a u d e l a i r e ' s p r a i s e of 

Balzac 

A l l B a l z a c ' s c h a r a c t e r s a re g i f t e d w i th the same 
a rdour of l i f e t h a t animated h imse l f . Al l h i s 
f i c t i o n s a re as deeply coloured as dreams. Each 
mind I s a weapon loaded t o the muzzle with w i l l . 
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The very scul l ions have genius. 

He saw the c r e a t i v e genius of Balzac because "he 

created l i f e , he did not copy I t . " The "Imaginative r e a l i t y " 

of Balzac enabled him to achieve the making of characters 

that "have a kind, fe rvent , f iery-coloured exis tence" which 

"dominated us and defy skepticism". 

Many years ago, i n a number of Ail the Year Round 

Charles Dickens complained t h a t Balzac was very l i t t l e read 

In England and, although s ince then the publ ic has become 

more famil iar with the great masterpieces of French f i c t ion , 

s t i l l I t may be doubted whether the Cornedi© llumaine i s at a l l 

appreciated or understood by the genera l run of novel 

r e a d e r s . I t i s r e a l l y the g rea t e s t monument t h a t l i t e r a t u r e 

has produced in our century. andH. Taine hardly exaggerates 

when he says t h a t , a f t e r Shakespear, Balzac i s our most 

important magazine of documents on human n a t u r e . . . t h e 

d i s t i n c t i o n between such a book as M. Zola ' s L'Assommoir and 

such a book as Balzac 's I l l u s i o n Perdues i s the d i s t i n c t i o n 

between unimaginative real ism and imaginative r e a l i t y 

He was, of course, accused of being Immoral. Pew wr i t e r s 

who dea l d i r e c t l y with l l f o esoape that charge. The morals 

of the personages of the Comedie ^umaine are simply the 

morals of the world around u s . They are pa r t of the a r t i s t ' s 

5 ' l b i d , p. 65. 
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subject mat ter ; they a re pa r t of h i s method. 

His a t t ack on Realism as an a r t i s t i c method can be 

seen in his cr i t icism of the Russian novel is ts . 

Of the three great Russian novelists of our time 
Turgenev i s by far the finest a r t i s t . . . .Coun t 
Tolstoy's method is much larger, and his field of 
vision more extended....Dostoyevsky differs widely 
from both of his r iva l s . He i s not so fine an 
a r t i s t as Turgenev, for he deals more with the 
facts than with the effects of l i f e ; nor has he 
Tolstoy's largeness of vision and epic dignity; 
but he has qual i t ies that are d is t inc t ive ly and 
absolutely his own, such as a f ierce intensi ty of 
passion and concentration of impulse, a power of 
dealing with the deepest mysteries of psychology 
and the most hidden springs of l i f e , and a realism 
that i s p i t i l e s s in i t s f ide l i ty , and t e r r i b l e 
because i t i s t r u e . 7 

Wilde saw that realism as a method would not leave 

much work for the imaginative faculty from which a true 

piece of art must or iginate . He was of the opinion that 

"when art surrenders her imaginative medium, she surrenders 

everything". While the imagination would set out to create 

new things realism, as a method, i s merely imitative and in 

fact the "surrender of an imaginative form". Realism as a 

method i s a failure because i t would take things directly 

from l i f e and "reproduce i t s vulgarity down to the smallest 

d e t a i l " . 

b,As quoted in "The Aesthetic Revolt against Naturalism 
in Victorian Criticism", Clarence Dekker, P. M. L. A., Vol. 
LIII, Mr. 1938, pp. 853-854. This passage, slightly 
moderated, was repeated in "The Decay of Lying", Selected 
Essays and Poems, Penguin, p. 65. 

'ibid, p. 854. 
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I n f a c t , W i l d e ' s argument fo r and a g a i n s t r e a l i s m 

could be sa id t o be s t i l l w i t h i n t h e realm of r e a l i s m . The 

con t rove r sy t h a t arose i n h i s argument was a m a t t e r of method 

and t h a t of a r t i s t i c end. Using l i f e a s m a t e r i a l , one s t i l l 

can ge t an impres s ion of r e a l i t y which then can be reproduced 

i n the i d e a l form of w r i t i n g . Th i s i s s t i l l c r e a t i v e , a n d he 

somehow approved of the Jacobean a r t i s t i n t h i s r e s p e c t . 

But, once an a r t i s t s e t out to use l i f e a s a method, he i s 

bound t o be i m i t a t i v e and such exac t copy of l i f e or r e a l i t y , 

wi thout the fus ing w i th the a r t i s t ' s own p e r s o n a l i t y and 

t a s t e I s indeed t h e wrong approach. Using r e a l i t y as raw 

m a t e r i a l , " t h e v i s i b l e t h i n g s of l i f e are t r ansmi t ed i n t o 

a r t i s t i c c o n v e n t i o n s " by t h e working of pure i m a g i n a t i o n . 

Wilde had h igh hope of the a r t i s t i c f u t u r e because he 

thought t h a t s o c i e t y would one day be bored wi th r e a l i s m and 

r e t u r n t o i t s l o s t l e a d e r - " the c u l t u r e d and f a s c i n a t i n g 

l i a r " who would "charm", " d e l i g h t " , and " t o g ive p l e a s u r e " . 

The " l i a r " i s " t h e ve ry b a s i s of c i v i l i z e d s o c i e t y " . 

One day , as Wilde would imagine , "Ar t , b reak ing from 

t h e p r i s o n - h o u s e of r e a l i s m , w i l l run t o g r e e t " t h e l l a r s and 

" w i l l k i s s h i s f a l s e b e a u t i f u l l i p s , knowing t h a t he alone i s 

In p o s s e s s i o n of t h e g r e a t s e c r e t of a l l h e r m a n i f e s t a t i o n " . 

Only t h e " l i a r " can be a r t i s t , because i n l y i n g he would not 

r ep roduce t h i n g s a s they a r e . He sa id t h a t no g r e a t a r t i s t 

eve r s e e s t h i n g s a s they r e a l l y a r e . I f he d i d , he would 

cease to be an a r t i s t . E s s e n t i a l l y , the a r t i s t i s one who 
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I s supposed t o r e v e a l a r t , bu t he could succeed i n doing so 

only by a l l owing a r t to develop a long i t s own l i n e , "remote 

from r e a l i t y " and " f i n d i n g e x p r e s s i o n i n a new form" i n o rde r 

t o " r e v e a l he r own p e r f e c t i o n " . 

A l l W i l d e ' s t h e o r y of t h e e s sence o f l y i n g i n 

c r e a t i v e w r i t i n g can be suraaod up i n tho l a s t paragraph of 

"The Decay of Lying" , where h© ended up w i th four d o c t r i n e s 

of h i s "new a e s t h e t i c s " . His i d e a s ?er© soaewhat a long t h i s 

l i n e . 

1. Art i s Independent of the s p i r i t of the age in the sense 

that i t must not be a conformity to the fashion of the 

age. In other words, a r t i s t i c creation should not set 

to copy l i f e in i t s immediate surroundings. 

2. In order to introduce l i f e to a r t , the former must be 

"translated Into a r t i s t i c convention" because otherwise 

i t would be mere r e a l i s t i c copying «hich, as a method, 

i s a complete fa i lure . "Life goes faster than Realism, 

but Romanticism (in the sense that the a r t i s t i c 

imagination i s employed towards a new Ideal) Is always 

in front of l i f e " . 

3 . Life imitates art far more than otherwise because art 

Invents new form and manner which l i fe can copy. I t 

follows, therefore, Nature copies are . 

4 . Lying, the t e l l ing of beautiful, untrue things, i s the 

proper aim of a r t . 
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In conclusion, what is only good of realism, was to 

Wilde that it could only offer raw material to imitate 

artistic creation, as such, what Eliot would call the objec­

tive correlatives. According to Wilde, essential reality 

was not to be found in the surface appearance of life, it is 

to be found in the interpretation af the objective phenomena. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Oscar Wilde never established an entire system of 

Ideas about society. In fact, with what he understood of 

and what he wrote about "Socialism", he was never a social 

philosopher, not even to the extent of having certain keen 

interests in social reform as writers like Arnold, Ruskin, 

or Shaw had. 

But he had some theory of social reform, especially 

that on human behaviour and the process of achieving a better 

living. 

Brought up in a hone where rebellion was a tradition, 

Wilde showed his defiance not in the political field as did 

his mother. His idea towards revolution, particularly that 

towards the French Revolution of almost a century before, 

was quite confused in his mind. He saw the ill effect of the 

revolution. In the "Sonnet to Liberty", he sayst 

Not that I love thy children, whose dull eyes 
See nothing save their own unlovely woe, 
Whose minds know nothing care to know 
But that the roar of thy Democracie 
Thy Reigns of Terror thy great anarchies 
Mirrors my wildest passion like the sea 

And give my rage a brother. 

However, he also cherished the noble motive of the revolu­

tionary for the sake of liberty. In the same poem he sayst 

For this sake only do thy dissonant cries 

1*The Works of Oscar Wilde. Collins, p. 963. 
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Delight my d i s c r e e t soul , e l se might a l l kings 
By bloody knout or treacherous connoades 
Rob nat ions of the i r r i g h t s i n v i o l a t e . 

But s t i l l he "remained unmoved", and tended to temper h i s 

revolut ionary themes with appeals t o the supernatural s p i r i t 

of "order" and the poem concludes with 

These Ghris ts tha t die upon the barr icades 
God knows that I am with them, in some th ings . 

The only work in which Wilde used the word "Social­

ism" I s h is famous essay, "The Soul of Man under Socialism". 

I t I s a s a t i r i c and i ron ic ra ther than a suggestive piece of 

soc ia l reform. The t he s i s he put f o r th I s the development 

of the indiv idual - - he called i t individualism - - as the 

basis of s o c i a l improvements. The essay I t s e l f , as Hesketh 

Pearson po in t s out , i s not only the bes t but the grea tes t In 

the language and has the "qua l i ty of making people think for 

themselves, of j o l t i n g them out of t h e i r r u t s , Instead of 

inf luencing them to accept the thoughts of the w r i t e r , to 
o 

sink i n t o another r u t . " Perhaps, Wilde had de l i be r a t e ly 

r e t r ea t ed from d i d a c t i c wr i t i ng , hence i n v i t i n g his r eaders ' 

d iscuss ion and reasoning r a t h e r than j u s t t e l l i n g thera what 

social ism should be . 

The motive of writ ing the essay "The Soul of Man 

under Socialism" was cur ious . I t was said that he attended 

a meeting In Westminster where the chief speaker was Bernard 

2 *Seleoted Essays and Poems. Penguin, p . 15* 
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Shaw whose address on Socialism moved Tilde to wri te h i s 

essay . As a mat ter of f ac t , Wilde's socia l ism, i f ever i t i s 

a system of soc ia l philosophy, was not at a l l along the 

Idea l s of Shaw. Their viewpoints, as Pearson poin ts out 

again, "were r a d i c a l l y d i s s i m i l a r " , as "?/Ilde regarded. 

social ism merely as a means to an end; Shaw considered i t as 

an economic creed, an end i n I t s e l f . " However, h i s t r e a t ­

ment of soc i a l adjustment was more of the layman's Ideal 

ra ther than that a soc ia l philosopher would offer . 

5 - I b I d , p . 15 
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WILDE'S IDEAS OF SOCIAL REFORM 

Wilde as a grea t master of i rony, opened his essay 

on "The Soul of Man under Socialism" with a highly 

paradoxical remark* While most s o c i a l philosophers propose 

immediate s o c i a l adjustments, soc i a l r e l i e f or the l i k e , 

Wilde had gone to the most fundamental and the most ul t imate 

requirement of a s t ab l e soc ie ty . Therefore, when he says, 

"Socialism would r e l i eve us from tha t sordid necess i ty of 

l i v i n g for o the r s " , he hinted t h a t mere f inanc ia l or mater ia l 

aid to the under-pr ivi leged in socie ty i s not the method by 

which we should approach Utopia. His aim i s , as he says i n 

the essay, " to t r y to reconst ruct soc ie ty on such a bas is 

that poverty w i l l be impossible" . His continuing remarks 

seem shrewd and shocking* He said "the people who do most 

harm are the people who t ry to do most good". This i s a 

response to his b e l i e f that socie ty can never be b e t t e r by 

the equal d i s t r i b u t i o n of weal th . Hence such " A l t r u i s t i c 

v i r t u e s " as doing good and amusing the poor have " r ea l l y 

prevented the car ry ing out of the aim of recons t ruc t ing soc i ­

ety" i n such a manner that poverty wi l l no longer e x i s t . 

I t sounds paradoxical , too, when he said tha t " in 

the I n t e r e s t of the r i ch" , p r iva te proper ty should be 

abol i shed. But the fac t t h a t p r iva t e proper ty c a l l s for end­

l e s s a t t e n t i o n to such business and endless bother i s t r u e . 

Furthermore, Wilde pointed out tha t a man of property under 
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e x i s t i n g c o n d i t i o n s could be very i n s e c u r e . Take t h e example 

of an enormously weal thy merchant , "every moment of h i s l i f e " 

i s " a t t h e mercy of t h i n g s t h a t a re not under h i s c o n t r o l " . 

Shakespeare had the same i d e a as he pu t to G r a t i a n o ' s mouth 

i n The Merchant of Venice; 

You have too much r e s p e c t upon the world . 
They l o s e i t t h a t do buy i t w i t h much c a r e . 1 

On t a l k i n g about cr imes i n s o c i e t y , Wi lde ' s i dea s 

appear q u i t e modern t o our t i m e . He held t h a t crime i s t h e 

r e s u l t of unsolved s o c i a l problems r a t h e r t han of i n h e r e n t 

wickedness . People , he u rged , commit cr imes n o t because 

they a re i n themselves wicked but because p o v e r t y and 

c i rcumstance p l a c e them i n an i m p o s s i b l e p o s i t i o n . This idea 

i s more o r l e s s i n l i n e w i t h Confuc ius ' t h i n k i n g t h a t men a re 

born good and with a good n a t u r e I n them. Wilde f e l t t h a t 

"For what a re c a l l e d c r i m i n a l s nowadays a re not c r i m i n a l s at 

a l l , S t a r v a t i o n and n o t s i n , i s t h e p a r e n t of modern erimej"5 5 

La te r , i n "De P r o f u n d i s " he po in t ed out t h a t "S ins of t h e 

f l e s h a r e n o t h i n g . S ins of t h e sou l a lone are shamefu l . " 3 

H i s t o r y , accord ing t o " o r i g i n a l a u t h o r i t i e s of each 

kind of t i m e " , a s Wilde po in ted o u t , o f t e n r e l a t e s t o us 

x*The Merchant of Venice . Act I , Scene 1, l i n e s 74-75 , 
Shakespea re . 

2*"The Soul of Man under S o c i a l i s m " , S e l e c t e d Essays and 
Poems, Penguin, p . 3 1 . 

3«"De P r o f u n d i s " , Se l ec t ed Essays and Poems. Penguin, 
p . 333. 
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"not the crimes that the wicked have committed, but by the 

punishments that the good have inflicted". Based on the 

belief that men are born good and that punishment, if 

practised, would do more injustice than justice, he there­

fore proposed to abolish punishment. He argued: 

A community is infinitely more brutalised by the 
habitual employment of punishment than It is by 
the occasional occurrence of crime. Obviously 
follows that the more punishment is inflicted, 
the more crime Is produced, and most modern 
legislation has clearly recognised this, and has 
made it its task to diminish punishment as far as 
it thinks it can....The less punishment, the less 
crime. When there is no punishment at all, crime 
will either cease to exist, or if it occurs will 
be treated by physicians as a very distressing form 
of dementia, to be cured by care and kindness.4 

Some thanks must be expressed to Wilde then for the 

abolition of capital punishment in England with the passing 

of such laws by the Commons in 1956. This is not a direct 

influence of 'Vilde, but credit must be given for his 

penetrating Insight and most humanitarian proi osal. It is a 

pity that such a proposal had not received the attention of 

legal authorities of his time, other he himself would have 

reaped the harvest of being sentenced to a more moderate 

punishment than the two years imprisonment with hard labour 

he suffered during his last years. 

Ever since the beginning of tho Industrial Revolu­

tion, the English had suffered from its bad effects as much 

'"The Soul of Man under Socialism", Selected Assays and 
Poems, Penguin, p. 31. 
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as from the good ones. The principle of inventing machines 

was to ease man's burden from heavy, tedious, manual labour. 

But the Victorian age still saw the lack of proper adjustment 

In this respect when man was still then under "mechanical 

slavery". Wilde saw the tragic effect that "as soon as man 

had Invented a machine to do this work, he began to starve*"s 

He realised that under improper social adjustments we would 

see "one man owns a machine which does the work of five 

hundred men" but hereafter "five hundred men are In 

consequence thrown out of employment". Even up to this last 

half of the twentieth century this effect is still felt in 

the most modern industrial countries. However, Wilde still 

had high hope that "under proper conditions machinery will 

serve man, there Is no doubt at all that this Is the future 

of machinery", and that "human slavery Is wrong, insecure and 

demoralising". On mechanical slavery, on the slavery of the 

machine, the future of the world depends. 

Society, according to Wilde, is an ever progressing 

one. Mankind is constantly striving towards some ideal. 

Therefore, he says 

A map of the world that does not include Utopia is 
not worth even glancing at, for it leaves out the 

5,Ibid, p. 33. 

6,Ibid, p. 33. 

7,Ibid, p. 33. 
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one country a t which Humanity I s always l a n d i n g . 
And when Humanity l ands t h e r e , i t l ooks o u t , and 
s e e i n g a b e t t e r c o u n t r y , s e t s s a i l . P rogress i s 
t h e r e a l i s a t i o n of U t o p i a . 8 

Indeed, man needs to have an I d e a l t o l i v e up t o . I t I s 

th rough t h i s cons tan t y e a r n i n g fo r a b e t t e r I d e a l , th rough 

h i s eve r unappeased d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n w i th t h e p re sen t t h a t 

s o c i e t y can enjoy i t s p r o g r e s s . 

Wi lde ' s I d e a s on s o c i a l re form, as brought o u t , were 

i n themselves not a s c o n s t r u c t i v e as the s o c i a l ph i l o sophe r s 

would s u g g e s t . Shaw's r e sponse to G l i d e ' s i d e a was t h a t , to 

him, t h e y were merely w i t t y and e n t e r t a i n i n g , and had noth ing 

to do w i th s o c i a l i s m . But what Shaw probably had i n mind was 

t h a t , what can be c a l l e d soc i a l i sm had on ly one form and 

t h a t was only through t h e exp re s s ion of h i s Fab ian Soc i e ty . 

Wilde was never a member of such an o r g a n i s a t i o n , nor would 

he be i n t e r e s t e d i n i t . W i l d e ' s s a y i n g s , e s p e c i a l l y t h a t In 

the e s s a y on S o c i a l i s m , were most ly w i t t y and p a r a d o x i c a l . 

Hence the e r r o r t o respond to them with a mere laugh on t h e i r 

apparen t and s u p e r f i c i a l c o n t r a d i c t i o n of meaning. When Shaw 

sa id t h a t he enjoyed p a r t i c u l a r l y a paragraph as " a g i t a t o r s 

a re a s e t of I n t e r f e r i n g meddly people who come down t o some 

p e r f e c t l y con ten ted c l a s s of co:inunIty and sow t h e seeds of 

d i s c o n t e n t amongst them, tha t i s the reason why a g i t a t o r s a r e 

so a b s o l u t e l y n e c e s s a r y " . I t i s on ly admis s ib l e I f Shaw's 

8 « I b l d , p . 3 4 . 
9 » I b i d , p . 2 3 . 



WILDE'S IDEAS OF SOCIAL REFORM 61 

s t a t e m e n t was meant t o be j u s t p a r a d o x i c a l , o the rwise Wilde 

would be very much misunders tood . A g i t a t o r s a re nece s sa ry 

because i t i s only through them t h a t those who "made p r i v a t e 

terras wi th the enemy, and sold t h e i r b i r t h r i g h t for every 

bad p o t t a g e " 1 0 ( t h a t i s t h e seemingly con ten ted people) can 

be l i b e r a t e d towards a f a i r and s t a b l e s o c i a l c o n d i t i o n . 

Hesketh Pearson p o i n t s o u t both t h e Fabian and 

Marxian s o c i a l i s t s , accord ing to Shaw, laughed a t s t a t emen t s 

l i k e those t h a t fo l low: 

I f the s o c i a l i s m i s A u t h o r i t a r i a n ; i f t h e r e a re 
Governments armed w i t h economic power as they 
a re now wi th p o l i t i c a l power; i f i n a word, we 
a r e t o have I n d u s t r i a l T y r a n n i e s , t hen t h e l a s t 
s t a t e of man w i l l be worse t han the f i r s t . l i ­
l t i s t o be r e g r e t t e d t h a t a p o r t i o n of our com­
munity should be p r a c t i c a l l y i n s l a v e r y , bu t t o 
propose t o so lve t h e problem by e n s l a v i n g t h e 
e n t i r e community I s c h i l d i s h . l g 

A l l a u t h o r i t y i s q u i t e d e g r a d i n g . I t degrades 
those who e x e r c i s e i t , and i t degrades those 
over whom i t i s e x e r c i s e d . 1 3 

The form of government t h a t i s most s u i t a b l e t o 
the a r t i s t i s no government a t a l l . 1 4 

A conc lud ing remark from Pearson might we l l s e rve t o 

1 0 ' I b i d , 

1 3 - I b i d , 

12-Ibid, 

1 5 , I b i d , 

1 4 , I b i d , 

P» 

P . 

P-

P . 

P . 

22* 

2 1 . 

2 4 . 

3 0 . 

4 6 . 
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ju s t i f y Wilde's spec ia l i n s igh t and prophecy*10 

No doubt the ear ly s o c i a l i s t thought such remarks 
funny; and now t h a t Author i ta r ian Socialism i s the 
fashion, Wilde's warnings must s t r i k e bureaucrats 
as very old fashioned; but the joke i s not yet 
over, and i t may be as well to remember that he only 
conceived social ism as one of many poss ib le Utopias* 

A G . 

Hesketh Pearson 's In t roduct ion to Selected Essays and 
Poems, Penguin, p . 16. 
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SOCIAL REFORM THROUGH THE DEVELOPSalTT OF 

INDIVIDUALISM 

O c c a s i o n a l l y we f ind some r e a l a r t i s t s who a l s o 

c o n t r i b u t e d t o t h e wel l be ing of s o c i e t y . They did so by 

g i v i n g t h e i r o p i n i o n s on s o c i a l reform e i t h e r through 

economic, s o c i a l , o r p o l i t i c a l improvements. But they were 

u s u a l l y n e g l e c t e d by t h e S o c i a l p h i l o s o p h e r s . These a r t i s t s 

were u s u a l l y regarded as merely a s e c t of crazy dreamers . 

They were regarded a s those who would c u l t i v a t e themselves o r 

w i t h i n t h e i r own group only wi thout much care f o r the s o c i e t y 

as a whole . 

Hence, Oscar W i l d e ' s t h e o r y of s o c i a l i s m rece ived 

only a l augh from people under t h e Fabian and Marxian o r d e r . 

But as i t has been po in ted ou t , Wilde d id not propose t o be 

s e r i o u s i n d e a l i n g wi th such a t o p i c as immediate s o c i a l 

re form. He did no t b e l i e v e t h a t I n a s h o r t d u r a t i o n of t i m e , 

s o c i e t y could be changed down t o i t s r o o t s . His approach to 

reform was fundamental and he s t r o v e t o cure t h e b a s i c wrong 

of s o c i e t y . He proposed t o do t h i s through a r t i s t i c p r o g r e s s 

and t h i s , he t h o u g h t , could be achieved by t h e development of 

what he c a l l e d " I n d i v i d u a l i s m " . He s a i d " fo r t h e f u l l 

development of l i f e to i t s h i g h e s t mode of p e r f e c t i o n , some­

t h i n g more i s needed . What i s needed i s I n d i v i d u a l i s m . " 

What Wilde regarded as I n d i v i d u a l i s m was t h a t q u a l i t y 

! * S e l e c t e d Essays and Poems. Penguin, p . 2 1 . 
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which, If cultivated in the Individual, enables him to be 

outstanding and distinguished in personality among his 

fellow man. He gave examples of such personalities. 

Now and then in the course of the century, a great 
man of science, like Darwin, a great poet like 
Keats, a fine critical spirit like M. Renan, a 
supreme artist like Flaubert, has been able to 
Isolate himself, to keep himself out of reach of 
the olaraourous claims of others...as to realise the 
perfection of what was in him, to his own In­
comparable gain and to the incomparable and 
lasting gain of the whole world"^ 

Wilde realised that with the existence of such personalities 

there is hope for "Incomparable and lasting gain for the 

world". 

Paradoxical as his essay on socialism is from the 

beginning, his idea of the true beautiful and healthy 

individualism is equally Ironical in meaning. He dis­

tinguished living from mere existing. "To live is the 

rarest thing in the world. Most people exist, that is all", 

he said. What he really meant was the necessity of man to 

know himself and to live up to his own ideal. He urged that 

everyone should exercise his own "individualism". But, in 

order to do so, everyone must of necessity cultivate himself 

artistically at first. Only the artist can know himself 

fully. The only process by which "individualism" can be 

cultivated is through the contemplation of art. Wilde's 

*Ibid, p. 19. 
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I d e a l was, t h e r e f o r e , t o r e q u i r e a r t i s t i c c u l t i v a t i o n i n 

every i n d i v i d u a l . I t f o l l o w s , t h e r e f o r e , t h a t everyone w i l l 

be a b l e t o know h imse l f , and h l s p o s i t i o n i n s o c i e t y ; hence 

the p o s s i b i l i t y of e v e r y i n d i v i d u a l u t i l i s i n g h i s own power 

to t h e f u l l e s t e x t e n t . I t was, as Wilde b e l i e v e d , only 

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

f u t u r e s o c i e t y could improve I t s e l f . But, Wilde never 

s t r e s s e d (nor did he p l a n for ) the development of i n d i v i d ­

ua l i sm i n a p r o g r e s s i v e l y shor t d u r a t i o n of t i m e . Broadly 

speaking , and Indeed t h i s r e a l l y goes to the h e a r t of t he 

problem, wi lde sugges ted t h e c u l t i v a t i o n of t h e i n d i v i d u a l s 

as t h e b a s i c e lements of s o c i e t y . Such a fundamental 

p r i n c i p l e of s o c i a l reform i s q u i t e analogous to t h a t of 

Confucius, who t augh t t ha t one who wishes t o r u l e h i s 

country wel l must see t h a t t he f a m i l i e s a re wel l r e g u l a t e d , 

and t h a t i n o r d e r t o r e g u l a t e t h e family p r o p e r l y on© must 

see t o t h e development of the i n d i v i d u a l . Within the 

i n d i v i d u a l , Confucius went f u r t h e r t o demand t h e r e c t i f i c a ­

t i o n of the s p i r i t , a s t e p toward s i n c e r i t y of thought which 

then c o n t r i b u t e s t o t h e c u l t u r e of knowledge. But Wilde 

went on w i t h a d i f f e r e n t method i n t h e development of the 

i n d i v i d u a l . 

He t augh t t h a t I n d i v i d u a l i s m i s a mode of a r t , and 

t h e n t h e Immense value of I n d i v i d u a l i s m l i e s In I t s 

" 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 f o r c e " . I n d i v i d u a l i s m i s 



SOCIAL REFORM THROUGH THE DEVELOrr,!BNT OF 66 

INDIVIDUALISM 

sound because 

For what I t seeks to d i s tu rb i s monotony of type, 
s lavery of custom, tyranny of h a b i t , and the 
reduct ion of man to the l e v e l of a machine.* 

He was d i s i l l u s i o n e d with the general publ ic of England 

because 

The public accept what has been, because they could 
not alter It, not because they appreciate it. They 
swallow their classic whole, and never taste them. 
...In the case of Shakespeare...the public really 
see neither the beauties nor the defects of his 
plays...4 

What was worse of the general public was 

The public make use of classics of a country as a 
means of checking the progress of art. They de­
grade the classics into authorities. They use 
them as bludgeons x"or preventing the free expres­
sion of Beauty in a new form....A fresh mode of 
Beauty is absolutely distasteful to them...*5 

Hence, he saw grounds for the artistic improvement of the 

public, and this could be done only through the development 

of the individuals toward a more cultivated taste toward a 

more cultivated taste in them. "The public", as he says, 

has always and In every age, been badly brought up." It was 

time then that "the public should try to make itself artls-
6 

tic". He saw the reason why the public could not improve 

3*Ibid, p. 36. 

4,Ibid, p. 36. 

5*lbld, p. 37. 
6,Ibid, p. 35. 
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I t 3 t a s t e fo r a r t . I t was because t h e r e e x i s t e d a s o r t of 

e : f o r t to "a t t empt to i n t e r f e r e wi th the i n d i v i d u a l i s m of 

imag ina t i ve a r t " . The re fo re , even i f a p i ece of a r t , i f 

pure ly i m a g i n a t i v e , i t i s l i a b l e of being abused once i t 

becomes p o p u l a r . The p u b l i c , not hav ing c u l t i v a t e d t h e i r 

t a s t e p r o p e r l y , o f t e n misunders tand any pure form of a r t . 

There fo re , i f everyone can develop a s o r t of 

I n d i v i d u a l i s m i n h imse l f everyone can a t l e a s t give out 

h e a l t h y p r o t e s t a g a i n s t u n r e a s o n a b l e s o c i a l maladjus tments . 

To v/ i lde, t h e economic and s c i e n t i f i c f a c t o r s i n s o c i e t y are 

i m m a t e r i a l . They a r e no t the s o l u t i o n t o s t a b l e s o c i e t y . 

They only c o n t r i b u t e t o A u t h o r i t a r i a n government o r the 

mechanioal s l a v e r y i n men. 

T h e r e f o r e , he sought t o f ind a means on which s o c i e t y 

could r e l y for s t a b i l i t y . D i s i l l u s i o n e d i n bo th r e l i g i o n and 

s c i e n t i f i c p r o g r e s s , Wilde sought fo r t h e s o l u t i o n i n Ar t . 

He r e a l i s e d t h a t a r t was the h i g h e s t end of l i f e . Therefore 

with each i n d i v i d u a l a c h i e v i n g a t a s t e for a r t , I t fo l lows 

t h a t Utopia s h a l l be a t hand. 

C h e s t e r t o n , on rev iewing the V i c t o r i a n age i n 

l i t e r a t u r e , was u s u a l l y unsympathe t ic toward Wilde as a 

l i t e r a r y c a r e e r . But he admit ted i n Wilde one t h i n g which I s 

worth m e n t i o n i n g . 

But t h e r e i s one l i t e r a r y consequence of the t h i n g 
which i ius t be mentioned, because i t b e a r s us on t o 
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that much breezier movement which first began to 
break in upon all this ghastly idleness - — I 
mean the socialist movement... .1 mean the one real 
thing he ever wrote "The Ballad of Reading Goal" in 
which we hear a cry for COM!.!ON JUSTICE and BROTHER­
HOOD very much deeper more democratic and more true 
to the real trend of the populace of to-day than 
anything the socialist eger uttered even in the 
boldest pages of Bernard Shaw. 

"The Ballad of Reading Goal" was written eight years 

after "The Soul of Man under Socialism". It was written 

after he was released from prison, but still bore under 

authorship, his prison number C.3.3. The Idea Wilde ex­

pounded in the Ballad represents his more mature view of life 

and society. He continued to stick by the theory of art for 

art's sake, but he was no longer as consistent as before. 

However, as far as society is concerned, he still saw the 

existence of undiminished evils. Over and above this, time 

and suffering had made him more susceptible to social evils 

and he had acquired a deeper understanding and insight into 

the matter. It is unjust that "each man kills the thing he 

loves, yet each man does not die" except one who was bravest 

to do it with a sword, especially that he is considerably 

the kindest in doing so because "the dead so soon grow cold". 

In this respect, he says 

*Ths Victorian Age in Literature. G. K. Chesterton, 
p. 138. 
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The man had k i l l e d the t'lin-r he loved 
And so he had t o d i e . 

Yet each man k i l l s t h e t h i n g s he l o v e s 
By each l e t t h i s be heard 

i>ome do I t wi th a b i t t e r look 
Some with a f l a t t e r i n g word 

The coward does i t wi th a k i s s 
The b rave man w i t h a sword. 

Soma k i l l t h e i r love when they are yo-ung 
And some when they a re o ld ; 

Some s t r a n g l e wi th the hand of Lust 
Some wi th the hand of Gold: 

The k i n d e s t use a k n i f e , because 
The dead so soon grow c o l d . 

... 
For eich man kills tho thing he loves 

yet each man does not die. 

He felt that it was "strange to think that he had such a 

debt to pay". 

Wilde had a s t r o n g f e e l i n g a g a i n s t the i n j u s t i c e s of 

l aws . He r e a l i s e d t h a t s o c i e t y i s l a c k i n g t h e s p i r i t of 

C h r i s t . Man made laws are made no t f o r t h e good of man. 

Men u s u a l l y s t r u g g l e among themse lves . He goes on t o say: 

I know no t whether laws be r i g h t 
Or whether laws be w r o n g . . . 

But t h i s I know, t h a t every law 
Thut man has made for man 

Since f i r s t raan took h i s b r o t h e r ' s l i f e 
/»nd t h e sa id world b e g a n . . . 

This too I know - - and wise i t were 
I f each could know the same — 

That e v e r y p r i s o n t h a t men b u i l d 
I s b u i l t wi th b r i c k s of shame 

And bound wi th ba r s l e s t C h r i s t snould see 
How man t h e i r b r o t h e r s maim. 

and, 
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With bars they blur the gracious moon 
And blind the goodly sun 

And they do well to hide their Hell 
For in It things are done 

That Son of God nor son of man 
Ever should look upon. 

There is indeed a cry for men to wake up and realise 

that as God meant to make this a world of love, men had 

acted otherwise In exercising various cruel acts against 

their brothers. 

However, Wild© is often accused of trying to escape 

from reality through Art. It must be remembered that Wilde 

was himself a great artist. He was not a social thinker. He 

wa3 never an active member of the socialist organisation. 

He dealt with the difficult problem of social reform only 

because he had a deep and sympathetic realisation that as 

men are good by nature, there raust be a way of reforming 

society. 

There is reason by which artistic progress can 

contribute to society. Having a deep understanding of the 
8 

Russian revolution, he admired the conspirators for their 

healthy protest. In "The Soul of Man under Socialism", he 

said: 

8*The 1905 Russian Revolution had i t s roo t in the a s ­
s a s s ina t i on of Alexander I I In 1881. By the time Wilde wrote 
t h i s essay in 1890, Russia was in a re ign of t e r r o r opened 
by the Revo lu t ion i s t s . 
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No one who l i v e d I n modern Russ ian could p o s s i b l y 
r e a l i s e h i s p e r f e c t i o n except by p a i n . . . . A Russian 
who l i v e s h a p p i l y under the p r e s e n t system of 
government i n Russ ia must e i t h e r b e l i e v e t h a t man 
has no sou l o r t h a t I f he h a s , i t i s not worth 
d e v e l o p i n g . A N i h i l i s t who r e j e c t s a l l a u t h o r i t y 
because he knows a u t h o r i t y to be e v i l , and welcomes a l l 
p a i n , because th rough t h a t he r e a l i s e s h i s p e r s o n a l ­
i t y i s a r e a l C h r i s t i a n . To him the C h r i s t i a n I d e a l 
i s a t r u e t h i n g . y 

He admired Dostoevsky as a man who expres-ed t h i s s p i r i t in 

Russia. Therefore i t r e a l l y needs men l ike Dostoevsky who 

oould represent the t rue s p i r i t , because of being an a r t i s t . 

Wilde concluded his es*iay on the soul of man under 

socialism by br inging In happiness >*nd pleasure to the 

indiv idual as the bas ic mode of heal thy soc i e ty . 

Man has sought to l i v e in tense ly , fu l ly , pe r f ec t ly . 
When he can do so without exerc is ing r e s t r a i n t on 
o the r s , or suffer ing i t over and h is a c t i v i t i e s are 
a l l p leasurab le to him, he w i l l be saner, h e a l t h i e r , 
more c i v i l i z e d , more himself. Pleasure i s Nature ' s 
b e s t , her s ign of approval. When man i s happy, he i s 
In harmony with himself and h i s environment.!« 

The essay did represent Wilde 's r e a l s o c i a l be l i e f . 

I t i s not merely the r e s u l t of a passing enthusiasm inspired 

by hear ing Shaw's l ec tu res on socia l ism. Hesketh Pearson 

po in t s out t h a t "his whole trend of thought was antagonis t ic 

to the Webbshavian de i f ica t ion of the S t a t e " , and there is no 

doubt that "The Soul of Man under Socialism" r e a l l y did 

"The Soul of Man under Socialism", Selected Essays and 
Poems, Penguin, p . 52. * 

1 0 *Ib id , p . 53 . 
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m i r r o r Wi lde ' s p e r s o n a l d i s c o n t e n t with s o c i e t y a s he found 

i t , and gave a p i c t u r e of the kind of <?orld i n which he would 

l i k e men t o l i v e . He did n o t , a s I t has been pointed ou t , 

s t r i v e to work out a reform scheme. But h i s i d e a s were at 

l e a s t a h e a l t h y p r o t e s t . At l e a s t he could r e a l i s e t h a t the 

s o c i a l i s t i c i dea t h e n In the a i r would i n e v i t a b l y become 

a u t h o r i t a r i a n s o c i a l i s m which would be j u s t as undes i r ab l e 

as t h e former s t a t e of government. His i d e a s were too much 

In o p p o s i t i o n t o the dominant t e n d e n c i e s of t h e day In 

England. Hence h i s essay was no t regarded as impor tant In 

the E n g l i s h s o l c l a l l s t movement. But , a c ro s s the Channel, 

m i l l i o n s of c o p i e s were sold i n c e n t r a l and e a s t e r n Europe, 

g a i n i n g r e p u t a t i o n fo r him araor,g the d i s c o n t e n t e d c l a s s e s 

under Russ ian , German, and A u s t r i a n despot i sms of the t ime . 

I n America, l a r g e p i r a t e d e d i t i o n s were p r i n t e d and sold by 

r e v o l u t i o n a r y g r o u p s . But, a l l i n a l l , he main ta ined h i s 

a r t i s t i c approach towards s o c i a l reform even though h i s 

Utopia i s too f a r t o be a t t a i n e d . Remoteness t o a t t a i n such 

an i d e a l i s n o t t o suggest t h a t such a t tempt would be Im­

p o s s i b l e . W i l d e ' s i d e a l s t i l l r e t a i n s i t s o b j e c t i v e t r u t h . 
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"I put genius in to my l i f e ; I only put t a l en t In to 

my work".1 Thi3 remark, which was spoken by Wilde to Andre 

Gide In Alg ie rs , can well serve as an expression of Wilde's 

philosophy of l i f e . When saying t h i s , Wilde was probably 

conscious of the d i f fe rence in meaning between the two words 

"genius" and " t a l e n t " . r>r* Henry Bradley, in the Oxford 

English Dict ionary, t r a c e s the d i s t i n c t i o n of the two meanings 

back to the e ighteenth century German w r i t e r s , and to some 

foundation in French usage, and concludes that "The dif­

ference between 'gen ius ' and ' t a l e n t ' i s formulated very 

variously by d i f f e r en t w r i t e r s , but there i s general agree­

ment in regarding the former as the higher of the two as 

' c r e a t i v e ' and ' o r i g i n a l ' and as achieving i t s r e s u l t s by 

i n s t i n c t i v e percept ion and spontaneous a c t i v i t y , r a the r than 

by processes which admit of being d i s t i n c t l y analysed." 

This i n t e r p r e t a t i o n would, therefore , agree with 

Wilde's d i s t i n c t i o n of the two words. To him, t o " l i v e " was 

the most important t h i n g . To him, l i v i n g was the most 

c rea t ive of a l l a r t s , hence the necess i ty of moulding h i s 

l i f e in to a beau t i fu l form and express ion. He sa id , 

. . .what man has sought for i s , Indeed, ne i ther 
pain nor p leasure but simply Life . Man has 
sought to l i v e In tense ly , f u l l y , p e r f e c t l y . 

Wilde's l i f e was more than a mere sequence of events and 

#As quoted In The Epigrams of Oscar Wilde, Redman, p . 
64. 
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a c t i o n s . According to him, l i f e was al.nost a programme. Re 

acted according to h is own idea l of l i v i n g , and put in to 

ac t ion h i s philosophy of l i f e . When he said "the world i s a 

s t age , but the play I s badly c a s t " 2 , he was probably thinking 

of appointing himself t o play the main p a r t in h is new cas t , 

which Included only the "se lec ted" and the " a r t i s t s " . The 

reason why he saw the cast badly chosen was tha t "Most men 

and women are forced t o perform p a r t s for which they have no 

q u a l i f i c a t i o n s . " 3 Therefore, r e a l i s i n g h i s own genius as an 

a r t i s t , he se t to p r a c t i s e what he preached and did what he 

advocated. To a c e r t a i n ex tent , the Lord Arthur in h is 

s tory i s a p o r t r a i t of Wilde himself. He described Lord 

Arthur as "no mere dreamer, or i d l e d i l e t t a n t e " , but as one 

who was " e s s e n t i a l l y p r a c t i c a l " . "Life to him meant act ion, 

r a the r than thought . " This a l so serves to add to the 

descr ip t ion of himself, 

Webster 's Dict ionary defines genius as an 

innate bent of mind or d i s p o s i t i o n ; remarkable 
ap t i tude or n a t u r a l endowment for some specia l 
p u r s u i t ; character or e s s e n t i a l p r inc ip l e embodiment; 
a person possessed of high mental powers or f a c u l t i e s . 

This t h e s i s wil l not concern I t s e l f with the l a s t de f in i t i on 

of the term l i s t e d by Webster, because the e a r l i e r attempts 

of Webster would b e t t e r f i t s l i d e ' s claim of h i s own genius. 

2 , "Lord Arthur S a v i l e ' s Crime*, The WorScs of Oscar Wilde. 
Col l ins , p . 174. 

5 , I b i d , p . 178. 
4 ' I b i d , p . 178. 

http://al.no
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The objec t ive of t h i s p a r t of the thes i s i s to show t h a t 

Wilde's philosophy of a e s t h e t i c s i s to be seen in h i s l i f e . 

Or, to borrow from V.'ebster again, Wilde's Innate bent of 

mind i s t o be seen in h is l i f e . The remarkable apt i tude or 

na tura l endowment for the p u r s u i t of beauty appears again and 

again in h i s biography. His l i f e can be studied as the 

embodiment of an e s s e n t i a l p r i n c i p l e — t h a t of the pursu i t 

and enjoyment of beauty. This sec t ion on the l i f e of Wilde, 

the re fore , i s not mere padding. I t I s based upon Wilde's own 

reference to h i s pu t t ing h i s genius i n to h i s l i f e . What at 

f i r s t s ight might be taken l i g h t l y as a t yp ica l facet ious 

remark takes on more meaning when the true meaning of t h e 

word "genius" i s more fu l l y apprec ia ted . Many examples of 

his pu r su i t and apprecia t ion of the beaut i fu l and of h is 

horror of ug l iness can be found i n Wilde's l i f e . 

Oscar wilde showed h i s remarkable t a l en t for 

l i t e r a t u r e from his school days. At Oxford, where he held a 

scholarship (demyship) from 1874-1879, he obtained the double 

d i s t i n c t i o n of a " F i r s t " i n Class ica l Moderations and in 

"Literae Humaniores". He pretented to be i d l e at col lege , 

but the re i s evidence tha t he read voraciously. For t h i s , he 

was very fami l ia r with Plato and A r i s t o t l e , Spinoza, Goethe, 

Hegel, Renan, Kant, Matthew Arnold, Emerson, and Baudelaire, 

apar t from h i s being able to furnish c r i t i c a l apprecia t ions 

of works of h i s contemporaries. Although he believed tha t 

"Genius i s born", ye t he, on the other hand, r ea l i s ed the 
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necess i ty of the contemplation of the beau t i fu l , which he 

found In l i t e r a r y works and other "obje ts d ' a r t " . The 

dominant philosophy of h i s school daysin England was that of 

the Neo-Kegelians led by T. K. Green. But the more 

cul t iva ted undergraduates ivere a t t r ac t ed to Swinburne and the 

new ideas of i n t e r i o r decorat ions expounded by the Pre-

Raphael l tes . Wilde was p a r t i c u l a r l y a t t r ac ted to Whis t ler ' s 

passion for "blue china", and h i s room i n Magdalen was f u l l 

of blue china and peacook f ea the r s , which he declared to 

" l ive up t o " . 

Wilde had always t r i ed to find an ae s the t i c 

philosophy of un iversa l app l i ca t i on . An opportunity came 

when he was inv i ted to America to l ec tu re about a e s t h e t i c s . 

He accepted g lad ly . He arr ived at New York on January 2, 

1882, A remarkable Incident happened at the custom of f ice . 

He was asked i f he had anything to d e c l a r e . He r ep l i ed , 

"Nothing but my gen ius . " Indeed, Wilde never doubted h i s 

own genius . He was conscious always of h i s own power and 

his own I n t e l l e c t u a l qua l i t y . 

For h i s f i r s t l e c t u r e in New York, he appeared in 

"Aesthet ic" costume, with knee breeches, but he refused t o 

oarry a but ton hole with a sun flower to t h e platform. Later 

at Camden, New Jersey, Wilde cal led on Walt whitman, with 

whom he talked about Rosse t t l , Morris , Swinburne, Tennyson, 

and Browning and, more important than these , they talked 
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about "beauty". A reco l l e c t i o n of t h e i r conversation i s 

remarkable as an exchange of opinion between a grea t 

American poet and a young but promising f igure of English 

l i t e r a t u r e . According to Pearson, t h e i r conversation went 

l i ke t h i s : 6 

Wilde: "I c an ' t l i s t e n to anyone unless he a t t r a c t s 
me by a charming s t y l e or beauty of theme." 

Whitman: "Why, Oscar, i t always seems to me t h a t 
the fellow who makes a dead set at beauty 
by i t s e l f i s In a bad way. My idea i s tha t 
beauty I s a r e s u l t , not an abs t r ac t i on . " 

Wildet "Yes, I remember you have said 'Al l beauty 
comes from beaut i fu l blood and a beau t i fu l 
b r a i n ' . And, a f t e r a l l , I think so t o o . " 

Whitman regarded Wilde as a "genuine, honest and manly . . .h i s 

youthful h e a l t h , enthusiasm and buoyancy are r e f r e sh ing" . 6 

Wilde, as a p e r s o n a l i t y , was charming. He quelled the 

Harvard s tuden t s ' pre-arranged r i o t by t he force of h i s 

charm and h i s pene t ra t ing voice i n l e c tu r i ng . Later , he 

lectured i n f i f t y or s ix ty c i t i e s of the West, and i f he did 

not persuade h i s h a r d - b i t t e n audiences to adopt h i s ideas , 

at l e a s t he had earned t h e i r r e s p e c t . 

"The Engl ish Renaissance", the subject of Wilde's 

l ec tu re i n America, carr ied h i s main theme of a e s t h e t i c s . 

The Sun evaluated h i s l ec tu re with t h i s remark! 

#As recorded I n Qacar wilde. His Life and Wit by H. 
Pearson, p . 56. 

6-As quoted i n Oscar wilde. James Laver, p . 13 . 
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I t i s not a performance so t r i f l i n g as to Insu l t the 
i n t e l l i g e n c e of the audience, but a careful ly pre­
pared essay which proves I t s author to be a man of 
c u l t i v a t i o n , t a s t e , Imagination, education, and 
ref inement . 6 

7/1 Ide was married to Constance Lloyd in 1884. 

Between the 1882 and 1888, he did not wr i te much, although he 

wrote reviews (unsigned) for various papers , and took the 

ed i to rsh ip of The Woman's World. But t h i s period i s one of 

the most important i n Wilde's l i f e , for h i s frequent v i s i t s 

to Par i s enabled him to get Into close contact with the French 

men of l e t t e r s , espec ia l ly the symbolis ts . However, p r i o r to 

t h a t , he was aware of the exis tence of the French "Decadent" 

school, because the influence of Baudelaire had preceded 

that of Swinburne, Huysmans', A Reboura was published in 

1884, and must have appealed to Wilde fe rv id ly . Mario Praz, 

in h i s book, The Romantic A&ony, affirms that the d i rec t 

source of Dorian Gray i s the A Rebours. With his keen 

i n t e r e s t In the "Decadent" Ideas , h i s excellent French, h i s 

charm and easy manner, 'A'llde was well received in France. 

The year 1888 narked the beginning of a period of 

progressive l i t e r a r y a c t i v i t y which lasted u n t i l 1895. Among 

the major works were "The Happy Prince and Other Tales" (1888), 

"The Decay of Lying" (1889), "Pen, Penci l and Poison" (1889), 

"The P o r t r a i t of Mr. W. H." (1889), "The C r i t i c as A r t i s t " 
> 

(1890). "The Picture of Dorian Gray" was published in the 

*As quoted In Oscar wilde, James Laver, p . 13. 
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L l p p l n c o t t ' s Magazine, i n 1889, to which he added t h e p re face 

a y e a r l a t e r . The n o v e l was pub l i shed i n book form i n 1891 

wi th an a d d i t i o n a l p r e f a c e . A l l t h e s e works e s t a b l i s h e d for 

him a more or l e s s s y s t e m a t i c sequence of a e s t h e t i c i d e a s . 

He began h i s p l a y s i n 1892 s t a r t i n g wi th "Lady Windermere's 

Fan" and "Salome" (which i s w r i t t e n I n F r e n c h ) , and wi th the 

p roduc t i on of "The Importance of Being E a r n e s t " , he reached 

t h e cl imax of h i s fame. 

P r a c t i c a l l y a l l t h e p l a y s of " I l d e have a s e t t i n g In 

high s o c i e t y . P e r s o n a l l y , he l i k e d h igh s o c i e t y and i t s 

s o p h i s t i c a t i o n . I n "An I d e a l Husband", he s a i d , 

I love London Soc ie ty1 I t h i n k I t has immensely 
Improved. I t i s e n t i r e l y composed now of 
b e a u t i f u l i d i o t s and b r i l l i a n t l u n a t i c s . Jus t 
what S o c i e t y should b e . " 

He l i k e d t h e mask which everyone wore i n h igh s o c i e t y . I n 

"'^he Decay of Ly ing" , he remarks , "What i s i n t e r e s t i n g about 

people I n good s o c i e t y i s t h e mask t h a t each one of them 
8 wears , n o t the r e a l i t y t h a t l i e s behind t h e mask ." I t was 

In h igh s o c i e t y t h a t he found what he c a l l e d "charming 

P e r s o n a l i t i e s " . P r i o r to h i s s o c i a l downfal l , h i s only 

acqua in t ances were w i t h h igh s o c i e t y f i g u r e s — f i g u r e s l i k e 

t h o s e he p o r t r a y e d i n h i s p l a y s . 

P robab ly , I t was i n h igh s o c i e t y t h a t he could f ind 

'The Works of Oscar wilde. Collins, p. 469. 

'ibid, p. 914. 



WILDE'S LII"E AND :.TS IDi-AL OF LIFE 81 

u t i l i t y f o r h i s e loquent t o n g u e . He was a superb conversa­

t i o n a l i s t . Moreover, he l i k e d to l i v e i n a world of 

g e s t u r e s . Although he was e s s e n t i a l l y e c c e n t r i c and an 

i n d i v i d u a l i s t , y e t behind the flambuoyant facade t h e r e existed 

a genuine u n d e r s t a n d i n g of o t h e r p o i n t s of view b e s i d e s h i s 

own. a l t hough h i s whole manner was one of s e l f conf idence , 

he was seldom condescending. He p r e f e r r e d s h a r i n g views a t a 

d i n n e r t a b l e to making t h e dogmatic s t a t emen t s of a l e c t u r e r . 

He spoke i n p a r a b l e s , t o l d anecdo tes , f a i r y s t o r i e s , mainta in­

ing t h e same degree of f a s c i n a t i o n whether h i s t a l k prompted 

l a u g h t e r o r t e a r s . A l l i n a l l , ho viewed h i s own l i f e as a 

work of a r t , and he took t h e u tmost ca re to use h i s conversa ­

t i o n as a means of exp re s s ing h imse l f and t h e g r e a t c r e a t i v e 

emotion w i t h i n h imse l f . Por t h i s r e a s o n , h i s s t a t e m e n t , "I 

pu t gen ius t o my l i f e " i s well j u s t i f i e d . 

Af ter 1895, however, be ing sentenced to two y e a r s 

hard l a b o u r , the joyous , s p i r i t e d , and gay p e r s o n a l i t y of 

Wilde su f f e red a g r e a t t u r n . Wilde, t o o , r e a l i s e d a g r e a t 

change i n h imse l f . I n a l e t t e r from P a r i s , 1898, he wrote* 

I d o n ' t t h i n k I s h a l l ever w r i t e a g a i n . Something 
i s k i l l e d i n me. I f e e l no d e s i r e t o w r i t e — I am 
unconsc ious of power. Of course my f i r s t yea r i n 
p r i s o n d e s t r o y e d me body and s o u l . I t could not be 
o t h e r w i s e . 9 

But s t i l l , he f i n i s h e d wi th "De P ro fund i s " which conveys a 

*As quoted i n The Epigrams of Oscar Wilde. Redman, p . 
246 . 
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h e a v i e r and gloomy tone i n c o n t r a s t wi th t h e gay and merry 

themes of h i s e a r l i e r works. W. W. Ward's "Reminiscence" 

g ive s a good account of "De p r o f u n d i s " . 

I know t h a t some say t h e y d e t e c t i n i t t h e f a l s e 
r i n g of s e l f p i t y , the Neronian cry of "Qua i l s 
a r t l f e x p e r e o " I hear no such n o t e . D e l i b e r a t e l y 
he had c u l t i v a t e d as I t seems t o me, moods and 
f e e l i n g s and a p p e t i t e s and s t a t e s of t hough t so 
war r ing and so c o n t r a d i c t o r y t h a t a t l e n g t h the 
mould of s a n i t y and s e l f c o n t r o l b r o k e . He had 
made h i s mind a s t age on which incongruous scenes 
c o n t i n u a l l y s h i f t e d across which s t r a n g e c h a r a c t e r s , 
each t h e p r o t a g o n i s t of t h e moment, passed and r e ­
passed i n a c a r n i v a l of mad confusion while he him­
s e l f s a t , as he fondly t h o u g h t , a p a s s i v e s p e c t a t o r 
In the s t a l l s and watched the p l a y proceed - - wi th 
a p p r o p r i a t e emot ions . He had turned h i s mind i n t o 
a l a b o r a t o r y In which he might t e a t h i s own 
e x p e r i e n c e s and he f e l l a v i c t i m t o h i s expe r imen t s . 
For he searched o n ~ - - i n d I v i d u a l i 3 r a - s e l f - r e a l I s a t i o n 
as he c a l l e d was h i s P h i l o s o p h e r ' s S tone , o r r a t h e r 
t h e Helen f o r whom he lest a l l . l ° 

The o t h e r major work he wrote a f t e r be ing r e l e a s e d from 

p r i s o n i s "The 3a l l ad of Reading Goal" which, l a c k i n g e n t i r e ­

ly t h e e a r n e s t i n s i n c e r i t y of h i s e a r l i e r works, r e v e a l s i n 

another mainer , h i s deep unders tand ing of t h e brotherhood of 

men. The gay, sweet- tempered e legance of h i s e a r l i e r work i s 

r e p l a c e d by a gravo and solemn e x p o s i t i o n , which probed deep 

I n t o humani ty . However, the whole of h i s l i f e ph i losophy was 

concerned wi th an a t t e m p t t o prove t h a t p e r s o n a l i t y shouldbe 

t h e f i n a l work of a r t , and he sought to prove t h i s th rough 

a c t i o n . 

*As quoted i n Appendix B, of ^on of Oscar Wilde. V. 
Hol land , p . 223 . 
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Although t h i s l a s t p a r t of t h i s t h e s i s has not t r i e d 

t o prove t h e v a l i d i t y of the s t a t emen t , " I only pu t my t a l e n t 

I n t o my works", t h e r e would be room enough t o s t a t e t h a t 

Wilde had underes t ima ted h i s works i n t h i s r e s p e c t . As an 

approach, Wilde had Indeed t r i e d t o l i v e up t o h i s own i d e a l s 

of a e s t h e t i c s . But as a r e s u l t , he had e q u a l l y put h i s 

genius i n t o h i s work. At l e a s t , as a l i t e r a r y - h i s t o r i c a l 

f i g u r e , h i s p l a c e i s un ique . He served wel l as a "symbolic 

r e l a t i o n to h i s a g e " . He has h i s permanent p o s i t i o n i n the 

l i t e r a t u r e of England and i n t h a t of the wor ld . 
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Having d e a l t with Wilde's theory of ae s the t i c s of 

socie ty and of a r t , i t can be seen that the basic theme of 

h i s theor i e s i s h i s advocacy of a r t for the sake of a r t . 

The idea of a r t for a r t ' s sake was not new when 'Jllde took i t 

up. But he remodelled and s l i g h t l y modified i t In h i s own 

manner. He therefore s t rongly urged the creat ing of pure a r t 

as an end of beauty i t s e l f . Such a r t i s t i c process can a lso 

be applied to s o c i a l reform and for the betterment of l i f e . 

Hence there i s a common thread of the theory of a r t for a r t ' s 

sake running through h i s Ideal concept of a r t , socie ty , and 

l i f e . I t i s only through a r t t h a t man can s t r i v e at be t t e r 

l i v ing . I t I s only through ar t as a bas ic c u l t i v a t i o n of 

the ind iv idua ls tha t society can be hea l thy . Art , as Wilde 

conceived i t , i s i n I t s e l f a thing of beauty. I t owes I t s 

Influences not to moral i ty , nor to other things other than 

the a r t i s t i c temperament I t s e l f . 

For a l l such t heo r i e s , i t can also be seen that 

Wilde i s not i n fact the supe r f i c i a l , wi t ty creator of a 

Lady Windermere, a Lord Darl ington, an Ernest or an inventor 

of "Banburyism". He was not what tne public considered as 

merely a supreme t a l k e r , s t i l l l e s s was h i s pose t h a t of a 

mere dandy of h i s own aes the t i c c u l t . His a e s t h e t i c s , though 

wrong to the extent that they de l i be ra t e ly detach a r t from 

mora l i ty , have some fundamental t r u t h s . Although i t could 

not be sa id t ha t the twent ie th century "beauty maze" i s 

d i r e c t l y indebted t o Wilde, yet he had contributed a great 
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deal to modern aesthetics, especially as an English l i terary 

f igure. Since Sir Philip Sidney's time, aesthetiolsm had 

not be given a careful consideration in respect to l i terature. 

I t was not un t i l Wilde that people began to rea l i se the 

essence of "beauty" in l i t e r a t u r e . The Romantic movement 

of the early nineteenth cmtury revolted against the 

morbidity of the eighteenth century, hence giving the a r t i s t 

the power of se l f - rea l i sa t ion . The Romantic movement taught 

the importance of the individual or the Individual a r t i s t . 

Somehow, the concept of the individual taste entered the 

picture of a r t i s t i c creation, t i l d e ' s art for a r t ' s sake 

theory, which could be called a "new Romanticism", went a 

step further. Realising the importance of the cultivation of 

the individual t a s t e , i t s t r ives to specialise the work of 

the a r t i s t s to the realm of ar t for beauty's sake, whereby 

"beauty" i s the f inal aim of a r t i s t i c creation. No history 

of aesthetics could afford to miss the important part V/ilde 

played In such a field, especially in England where 

aestheticians are comparatively r a re . Wilde's aesthetics 

are more than a mere link between the Romantics and the 

moderns. I t i s more than a deliberate revolt against 

dogmatic and didactic writ ings. Wilde's theory, in fact, 

transcends the realm of l i t e ra ture and enters into the field 

of pure ar t whose aim is nothing but beauty. This no study 

of l i t e r a tu re could afford to miss, because the essence of 

beauty i s necessary for l i t e r a tu r e . 
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A B S T R A C T 

Oaear Aildo remodelled the old concept of Art for art's sake and put 

it in a way that the artist is different from other toon in having a pre­

dominance of sensuous intuition or creative imagination, lie believed that 

an artiat is a specialist in the techniques of his own art, and insofar, 

as a man is a philosopher, scientist, moralist, propagandist etc., he is 

not an artist, (treat art, he considered, ia not created by men of high 

coral character, and the artistic creation is the highest end of life. The 

critical function is in fact a form of artistic creatiun other than a mere 

appreciation as generally regarded, iftilde regarded that art should never 

be popular, because true art can only be appreciated by men oi cultivated 

taste which the general pfchlic lacks. Art, according to ttilde, should not 

be realistic. Instead, the artist should 'lie', because it is only through 

'lying* that tho imagination can perform its work aa the principle faculty 

in artistic creation. 

This theory of Art for Art's Sake receives a considerable response 

in the writings of Beerbohm, Yeats, and James Joyce, but it could not be 

said that such has been a direct influence. 

Wilde's theory of social reform was not a systematic one, but if ofiera 

a utopie in which 9^ry individual is to be artistically cultivated. He believed 

that the world can only be better of if every one can see the 'beauty' of living. 

Be gave 'socialisn* an artistic twist. 

Wilde's life is legendary. He was a genius. Ue wtta a hard worker aa 

a defender of his aesthetics. Although he claimed that he put his genius 

into his life and his talent into his works, yet the work of a genius can 

be seen in both. However, his ideal of life was still * living for beauty's 



fsnsfessten 

Therefore, it can be established that the theory of art in fact runs 

through Wilde* ŝ  concept of literature and art, his concept of society and 

that of life. Although his contemporaries had been highly prejudiced 

against hla», yet his theory of art is receiving keen attention alter the 

turn of the flfa century. 


