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INTRODUCTION 

"In this late day certainly, no critical process can be 
conducted reasonably without eclecticism" 

--Pater 

With the ever-increasing number of academic journals 

presenting the critic with a burgeoning number of articles 

ranging from the inane and insipid to the pointed and 

insightful, it has become increasingly difficult, of late, 

for the critic not only to keep up with the constant influx 

of new secondary material on a given topic, but also to 

evaluate this influx on a quantitative level. The work 

that has been done by members of the academic community in 

the last fifty years alone easily outweighs (in sheer 

volume, at least) the work of the previous century. Faced 

with this almost exponential rate of increase, the 

contemporary critic confronts a number of challenges. As a 

Postmodern critic, one must not only be familiar with the 

primary and secondary material in one's field, but with the 

theoretical bases, as well. If we assume that M. H. Abrams 

is correct in his delineation of the four ages of critical 

theory: Mimetic, Pragmatic, Expressivist, and Objectivist, 

then we are standing at the pinnacle of critical thought 

amidst a "cacophony of voices"^ which is, according to 

1 Hazard Adams, "Introduction," Critical Theory 
Since Plato, ed. Hazard Adams, revised ed. (New York: 
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1992) 3. 
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Hazard Adams, almost entirely the product of the reaction 

against the New Critics and Russian Formalists who have come 

"under severe attack from a variety of quarters for 

attempting to isolate the poem from life and particularly 

from politics."2 I would add that what we, as Postmoderns. 

will find at this pinnacle of critical thought is an 

aesthetically motivated and eclectic Subjectivist critical 

theory. 

The rise of such reactionary critical groups as the 

Deconstructionists, Marxists, New Historicists, and the 

Feminists has caused a disturbing fragmentation within the 

Academy and is primarily responsible for the great upsurge 

in the amount of secondary work being done on any given 

literary topic. The common thread which runs through every 

theory is the tendency to look to the past and the 

motivation of the aesthetic impulse, which is, perhaps, the 

one true dominant of critical and artistic theory. Perhaps 

the stage of historical reflection in the development of a 

new critical theory may last for only a brief while: 

furthermore, it may only occur in the form of an exercise 

meant to fix the "enemy" as it were and provide a concrete 

image of that against which a new theory may rebel. The act 

of looking to the past, however, is universal in the 

2 Adams 3 



development of all critical theories as each builds upon, or 

attempts to disprove, or incorporates its predecessors. The 

cyclic nature of critical theory has been noted by many 

theorists,3 and as we stand on the cusp of a new age in 

critical history we would do well to take note. It is only 

by looking to the past that we become fully aware of the 

possibilites for the fulfillment of the aesthetic impulse in 

the present and for the future, as well. 

Though many critics disagree as to the significance of 

the term "paradigm shift," and many assert that no such 

thing can occur, the concept is valid. Though the term 

connotes a sort of violent and radical change from one point 

of view to another, the historical evidence bears out the 

truth of shifts in philosophical thought which are, though 

deliquescent, no less significant as paradigm shifts than 

they would have been otherwise. With the gradual move away 

from Platonic Mimetic theories of art to the more Pragmatic 

theories of the Middle Ages to the beginnings of 

Expressivist theories with the rise of Romanticism, the 

train of theoretical thought seemed to be progressing at a 

steady pace. At the turn of the nineteenth century, 

however, changes in thought became more and more rapid and 

dramatic. The rise of more subjective theories of art, 

paired with an increasing emphasis, within the Academy, upon 

3 Adams 1. 



historical studies, led to the rise of a phenomenal number 

of "new" visions by the end of the century. This 

"cacophony" paved, almost violently, the way for the 

entrance of the "Modern" age. 

The Moderns worked with both the older theories and the 

newer theories written upon the historical palimpsest of 

theoretical development to evolve an astonishing number of 

theories of their own. We as Postmoderns are then left the 

task not only of cleaning up what, at times, seems to be an 

overwhelming number of loose ends in theory, with unexplored 

paths down the trail of any one of a dozen critical theories 

which have been proffered, but also devising a set of 

workable critical and artistic theories to call Postmodern. 

It is thus that we return, almost antistrophically, to the 

past for our example. 

If the Postmodern is a child of the Modern then so was 

Oscar Wilde a child of Walter Pater in the terpsichoreal 

progression of theory. The theories which Pater both 

developed and implemented in his work influenced Wilde 

significantly. By examining both Pater and Wilde and 

assessing the treatment of Pater by Wilde, perhaps we, as 

Postmoderns, holding the quill over the palimpsest of 

critical theory, may learn how to progress. 

I will define some of the most important aspects of 

Walter Pater's theories of art and criticism in an attempt, 

not only to provide a foil against which Oscar Wilde may be 
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measured, but also, so that by comparison, we as Postmoderns 

may have a standard by which to measure our relationship to 

the Moderns and our duties as offspring in the Critical 

Tradition. In Walter Pater, we will see a tightly woven and 

chronologically important development of the 

"transhistorical" aesthetic dominant which is as 

emphatically significant in its usefulness now as it was in 

Pater's day. In Oscar Wilde, we will see a gorgeous 

appropriation of Pater's theories: what was viewed, at the 

time and by many since, as a "dainty epicureanism." 

By explicating some (and, by no means all) of the 

aspects of Walter Pater's theories of art, criticism, and 

life, it is my hope that the tenets themselves will not be 

viewed as preimminent, but, rather, that the lessons we may 

learn from the progression of their usage in Wilde will 

provide a mirror for a vision of the Postmodern 

appropriation of Modern philosophy. For it is only by 

being, like Wilde, wholely anachronistic, eclectic, and 

fully aware of the tools at our disposal that the Postmodern 

may become successful in the appropriation of Modern theory. 

Hence, we look into the hazy mirror of the past to find a 

vision of the cloak of aesthetic criticism which has clothed 

critics throughout the ages. 

5 



CHAPTER I 

THE MODEL: WALTER PATER 

"I propose to treat of Poetry in itself and of its various 
kinds, noting the essential quality of each." 

--Aristotle 

It is not the goal here to provide a comprehensive and 

detailed study of Walter Pater per se; rather, my coverage 

of Pater will be geared toward providing an outline for the 

remainder of my thesis. There are numerous studies of 

Pater, his life, and his work extant which provide much more 

detailed analyses."* Critics such as Peter Allan Dale, 

Graham Hough, and Carolyn Williams agree that Pater is 

important in the history of criticism and especially with 

regard to the history of criticism leading to the Moderns 

and Postmoderns. According to Dale, "in America an 

ascendant postmodernism has been considerably more 

forthcoming regarding Pater's importance."^ The individual 

aspects of Pater's theories, as outlined here, are 

significant not so much in themselves literally but, rather, 

as figurative models upon which to build. For this study, I 

4 Most notably, Ruth C. Child's The Aesthetic of 
Walter Pater and Carolyn Williams' Transfigured World 
Walter Pater's Aesthetic Historicism. 

5 Peter Allan Dale, "'Distractions of Spirit': 
Walter Pater and Modernity," Papers on Language and 
Literature 28.4 (1992): 319. 



have selected what I feel are the major points of Pater's 

theories which will be useful in contextualizing both him 

and Oscar Wilde and which will provide for a discussion of 

the Postmodern predicament. 

Throughout his career, Walter Pater underwent numerous 

philosophic expansions and modifications. Insofar as the 

purpose of this study is to establish Pater as a sort of 

mirror, I will concentrate on the aspects of his philosophy, 

which I feel are most significant, as entities unto 

themselves. I will first discuss Pater's emphasis on the 

importance of the ability of the critic to know his or her 

own perception as it really is and to be aware of aesthetic 

sensations as they come. This leads naturally into a 

discussion of the importance of impressions, not only on the 

artist, but also on the critic. Next, I will discuss 

Pater's emphasis on the importance of experience and the 

idea of I'art pour I'art. From there, the emphasis will 

move to a discussion of Pater's opinions on the 

individuality and relativism of both art and criticism. 

Finally, I will discuss amorality and the end goal of art 

and criticism according to Pater. 

It is my hope that my discussion of each of these 

aspects will provide the groundwork for not only a useful 

analysis of Wilde, his appropriation of Pater, and his 

failures and successes as a critic, but also a lesson for 

the Postmodern. For, as all new criticism must spring from 
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old, so we must take our lessons from our critical 

forebears. The lessons of how to go about appropriating our 

past are there for the taking in the panorama of critical 

history, and it is only by learning them that we will see 

progress in our move toward a fuller and richer 

understanding of both our literary and critical heritage. 

With this understanding, we, as individuals, will reach that 

supreme state of self-education through contemplation which 

was to become, in Wilde's appropriation and development of 

Pater's theories, the apotheosis of existence and without 

which not only does the individual fail, but the society of 

art and criticism, as well. 

Knowing Impressions 

"To see the object as it really is . 
--Arnold 

For Pater, the first and foremost responsibility of the 

critic of art is to effectively and accurately recognize 

aesthetic sensation. The ability to be aware of one's 

impressions of a work of art paired with the capability of 

expressing one's impressions of a work of art are the 

supreme duties of the critic. As both the recognition of 

the impression and the impression itself are interior to the 

individual, the expression of that impression becomes an 
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externalization of that which is internal. In his "Preface" 

lo Studies in the History of the Renaissance, he states this 

aim clearly: 

The function of the aesthetic critic is to 
distinguish, to analyse, and separate from 
its adjuncts, the virtue by which a picture, 
landscape, a fair personality in life or in a 
book, produces this special impression of 
beauty or pleasure, to indicate what the 
source of that impression is, and under what 
condition it is experienced. His end is 
reached when he has disengaged that virtue, 
and noted it, as a chemist notes some natural 
element, for himself and others.^ 

This aim is clearly derived from the Arnoldian vision of art 

and criticism which depended almost solely upon a 

reification of the object through the viewer; however. Pater 

subjectifies the already subjective stance of Arnold to 

create what will become, for Wilde at least, an objective. 

He states: 

'To see the object as in itself it really 
is,' has been justly said to be the aim of 
all true criticism whatever; and in aesthetic 
criticism the first step towards seeing one's 
object as it really is, is to know one's own 
impression as it really is, to discriminate 
it, to realize it distinctly. . . . What is 
this song or picture, this engaging 
personality presented in life or book, to roe? 
What effect does it really produce on me? 
Does it give me pleasure? . . . How is my 
nature modified by its presence, and under 
its influence? The answers to these 
questions are the original facts with which 

« Walter Pater, "Preface" to The Renaissance 
(London: Windmill Press, 1948) 47. 



the aesthetic critic has to do; and, as in 
the study of light, of morals, of number, one 
must realise such primary data for one's 
self, or not at all.^ 

The importance of realizing one's own impression of a work 

is closely linked to the importance of making note of it for 

others. This then becomes the end goal of the critical 

exercise. Furthermore, the idea of realizing one's 

impressions, fully and for oneself, is especially 

significant with regard to the discussion of both Oscar 

Wilde and the Postmoderns. For Wilde, his appropriation of 

certain aspects of Pater's aesthetic theory became so 

pervasive that his perceptions and impressions became 

clouded. Wilde's intense devotion was at once his success 

and his failure. For the Postmodern, too intent in loyalty 

to some school of thought, the impressions are no longer 

those of the individual, but of the individual as determined 

by a group: all is viewed through the lens of a tyrannical 

hermeneutic which seeks to hegemonize impressions, thus 

denuding them of their significance for the individual. 

Thus, it is from Wilde that we may learn the importance of 

imitating the "impressionability" of our critical forbears 

and we may also learn to avoid the pitfall of developing 

such intensity of devotion to particulars that we lose sight 

of the larger vision of criticism. 

"7 "Preface" to The Renaissance 46 
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Postmodern critics working under the hegemony of 

Psychoanalytic Criticism, for example, in their attempt to 

objectify the work of art through the lens of psychoanalysis 

lose all individual sight. As opposed to being a 

Psychoanalytic critic per se, the Postmodern should develop 

the faculty needed to appropriate psychoanalysis, as a tool, 

into the bricolage of his or her critical armory when he or 

she deems it to be useful. The tendency toward eclecticism 

should be characteristic of the Postmodern critic who will 

not only be free to choose the critical vision which he or 

she deems appropriate to a given work of art, but will also 

avoid the subjugation of his or her own personality to a 

specific critical method and the resultant blindness to the 

inherently subjective nature of the artistic/critical 

experience. The subjugation of the individual impression to 

the predetermined and pre-conceived impressions of a 

critical school produces, for the critic too intent in his 

or her reliance upon it, reception of not impressions of the 

work of art, but clouded "meta-impressions" seen through a 

hazy screen. The goal must be to assess one's impressions 

and then apply the methodology. For Pater, this reliance on 

"meta-impressions" would have been a hubristic travesty. 

That the impression of an object on the mind of the 

critic is more important than the object itself becomes 

clear in Pater's work. This development of Arnoldian 

criticism is signficant and interpretations of Pater's 
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n •; impressionism" have been multitudinous and often at odds 

with one another. Pater's "impressionism" is a point of 

contention throughout Pater criticism.s According to Ruth 

C. Child, however, 

In [the] more objective sense of the word 
there is no doubt that Pater is an 
impressionist. His aim of finding the 
'formula' makes him distinctly that; he is 
trying to discover the special quality which 
accounts for the particular impression made 
by each individual artist's work.9 

The impressionism of Pater becomes one of the central tenets 

of Oscar Wilde's aesthetic and provides a useful clue in the 

problems faced by contemporary critics as it reminds us of 

the reason for criticism. Since all art and criticism are, 

by their very natures, subjective, the attempt by such 

schools as the Structuralists and Semanticists to completely 

objectify by breaking art down into its smallest components 

is misguided. The very act of breaking the object down is a 

subjective exercise as it requires an individual mind to 

accomplish the task: an individual mind which will be 

subject to the individual personality. The practice of 

8 See Ruth C. Child, The Aesthetic of Walter Pater 
(New York: Macmillan Company, 1940). It is irrelevant to go 
into a lengthy discussion of the different aspects of 
impressionism at this point. Suffice it to say, although 
critics disagree as to the degree to which Pater was 
imressionistic, or the style or manner in which his 
impressionism takes its form, all critics agree to the fact 
that, at least on some level, Pater was an impressionistic 
critic. 

9 Ruth C. Child 129. 
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Structuralism and Semanticism is only useful if the 

realization is made, on the part of the critic employing 

these methodologies, that they are merely that: 

methodologies, tools. For the contemporary critic, then, a 

return to a more impressionistic view will provide some 

validation, a new raison d'etre. 

Experience 

"To burn always with this hard gem-like flame, to maintain 
this ecstasy, is success in life." 

--Pater 

Directly related to the notion of the importance of 

impressions on the artist and the critic is the notion of 

the importance of experience in itself. For Pater, whereas 

the ultimate goal of both art and criticism is to be aware 

of impressions, the heightened experience of actually 

gaining these impressions is the ultimate goal of existence 

These artistic experiences and the awareness and self-

conscious knowledge of the impressions which they make are 

then the ultimate goal of life. He emphasizes the 

importance of experience when he states, "to burn always 

with this hard gem-like flame, to maintain this ecstasy, is 

13 



success in life."!" That experience comes to us and can 

only be appreciated moment by moment he makes clear earlier 

in the "Conclusion" to The Renaissance when he states: 

To regard all things and principles of things 
as inconstant modes or fashions has more and 
more become the tendency of modern thought. 
Let us begin with that which is without--our 
physical life. Fix upon it one of its more 
exquisite intervals, the moment, for 
instance, of delicious recoil from the flood 
of water in summer heat. What is the whole 
physical life in that moment but a 
combination of natural elements to which 
science gives their names? . . . This at 
least of flame-like our life has, that it is 
but the concurrence, renewed from moment to 
moment, of forces parting sooner or later on 
their ways.'^ 

The object, then, for the artist or the critic is to 

assimilate these individual aesthetic experiences and derive 

from them individual aesthetic impressions. According to 

Pater, 

At first sight experience seems to bury us 
under a flood of external objects, pressing 
upon us with a sharp importunate reality, 
calling us out of ourselves in a thousand 
forms of action. But when reflection begins 
to act upon these objects they are dissipated 
under its influence; the cohesive force is 
suspended like a trick of magic: each object 
is loosed into a group of impressions--
colour, odour, texture,--in the mind of the 
observer.^ 2 

10 Walter Pater, "Conclusion" to The Renaissance 
(London: Windmill Press, 1948) 85. 

11 "Conclusion" to The Renaissance 84. 

12 "Conclusion" to The Renaissance 84. 

14 



Thus, it is through reflection on these objects (aesthetic 

experiences) that we arrive at aesthetic impressions which 

then become the tools of both the artist and the critic. 

As we will see, Oscar Wilde furthered this philosophy 

by concentrating even more heavily on the reflection, which 

he termed contemplation, than on the experience itself. He 

significantly altered Pater's vision by privileging the 

contemplation of the experience over the experience itself: 

whereas, for Pater, the object of criticism and life, 

primarily, was the acquisition of aesthetic experiences, for 

Wilde the object of life and criticism, primarily, became 

the contemplation of these aesthetic experiences. For the 

Postmodern the anomie of the Moderns and the cloud of their 

critical schools have brought a shade over our ability to 

even experience as individuals without the controlling pre-

definition of our experiences by a specific hermeneutic. 

Furthermore, it has become impossible for the individual to 

contemplate a given experience or impression as an 

individual, at all, because of the destructive forces of the 

hegemonic interpretive methodologies which disallow the 

subjective and the individual. Thus, from Pater, we learn 

the importance of actively pursuing the acquisition of 

artistic impressions and experiences; from Wilde, even more 

significantly, we learn the importance of cultivating the 

ability to passionately reflect upon these impressions and 

experiences. 

15 



Individuality 

"I am not made like any one else I have ever known: yet, if 
I am not better, at least I am 

different." 
--Rousseau 

That experience and impression are terms of 

individuality was no mystery to Pater. A consummate 

individualist and humanist, he emphasized the individual 

nature of both experience and impression throughout his 

work, and it became a major theme of his aesthetic. This 

individuality was, for Pater, grounded in his awareness of 

the inability of the individual human to overcome his or her 

own self. 

Logically, though we may attempt to affect an objective 

stance, the individual can only realistically see through 

his or her own eyes, hear through his or her own ears. 

Clearly, Pater was not only aware of this fact which has 

become a problem with many of our contemporary critical 

schools, but he was quite willing to embrace the fact that 

both art and criticism are ruled by the subjective reality 

of the individual personality. For Pater, 

the whole scope of observation is dwarfed 
into the narrow chamber of the individual 
mind. Experience, already reduced to a swarm 
of impressions, is ringed round for each one 
of us by that thick wall of personality 
through which no real voice has ever pierced 
on its way to us, or from us to that which we 
can only conjecture to be without. Every one 
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of those impressions is the impression of the 
individual in his isolation, each mind 
keeping as a solitary prisoner its own dream 
of a world.^3 

Here Pater seems to adumbrate, if not emphatically 

anticipate, the work of Twentieth-Century semioticians and 

linguists who emphasize the impossibility of truly effective 

communication using such overladen and recondite things as 

words. For Pater, the value was in the advertent attempt to 

communicate, for he did not succumb to the ennui which has 

plagued contemporary theorists of language, intent on the 

impossibility of deriving substantive meaning from 

polysemous ŵ ords bearing so many levels of meaning and open 

to such varied interpretation. Pater realized the 

connotative and denotative pitfalls of language and embraced 

them as adding depth and intricacy to both art and 

criticism. 

For Pater, not only was each individual bound as a 

prisoner in "his own dream world" with relation to art and 

interpretation, but also in life generally. For Pater, art 

and life were merged: each meaningless without the other, 

and both interdependent. These entities, as inseparable, 

are experienced on an individual level. Pater states: 

The picture, the landscape, the engaging 
personality in life or in book. La Gioconda, 
the hills of Carrara, Pico of Mirandola, are 
valuable for their virtues, as we say in 

13 "Conclusion" to The Renaissance 85 
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speaking of a herb, a wine, a gem; for the 
property each has of affecting one with a 
special, a unique, impression of pleasure, i"* 

Even for the sympathetic contemporary critic, this stance 

may be problematic. Jay B. Losey muses that "Pater does not 

explain, however, the 'special' or 'unique' impression these 

apparently simple products--'a herb, a wine, a gem'-- make 

on him."i^ This lack of plenary understanding is not 

surprising given the heritage of critical thought which 

produces in the contemporary critic an almost all-consuming 

need for concrete terms and answers to questions. The 

inability of Losey to accept a purely subjective 

interpretation of the impression which "a herb, a wine, a 

gem" has made upon Pater as "special" or "unique" is 

indicative of the problem with much Modern criticism. 

Ironically, Losey is willing to accept Pater's subjective 

assessment of the "identifying property" of a given work of 

art; however, he is either unwilling or unable to make the 

connection between art and life for himself which he insists 

is a major theme of Pater's work. For the critic then, 

according to Child, 

His aim will not be to see to what extent a 
work of art conforms to some absolute 
standard; it will be to analyze each 

14 "Preface" to The Renaissance 47. 

15 Jay B. Losey, "Pater's Epiphanies" South 
Central Review 6.4 (1989): 30. 
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particular manifestation of beauty, to note 
fine distinctions, to define the 
individual.i^ 

The definition of the individual was, for Pater, of 

paramount importance. 

As we will see, one of the major problems with 

contemporary theories is the denial of the individual. 

Through the New Critical emphasis on absolute objectivity 

and the overpowering allegiance to a strong social, moral, 

or ethical code among members of more philosophic schools, 

the individual, as such, has been overshadowed and, in some 

instances, entirely obliterated. We will see that this loss 

of the individual is, in all actuality, a hypostatic 

impossibility, a logical fallacy. Working in his own time 

and dealing with contemporary problems. Pater successfully 

anticipated this problem which we face so emphatically. He 

states, 

People have often tried to find a type of 
life that might serve as a basement type. 
The philosopher, the saint, the artist, 
neither of them can be this type; the order 
of nature itself makes them exceptional. It 
cannot be the pedant, or the conservative, or 
anything rash and irreverent. Also the type 
must be one discontented with society as it 
is. The nature here indicated alone is 
worthy to be this type. A majority of such 
would be the regeneration of the world, i"̂  

16 Child 109. 

1 "7 Walter Pater, "Diapheneite" from Miscellaneous 
Essays (London: Macmillan and Co, 1907) 254. 
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For Pater, the "type" was synonymous with "archetype" or 

"model" and could be discovered through enlightened 

contemplation of the beauties in life such as art and 

nature. Once discovered, then, this type could serve as a 

model for the contemplator. This, then, is one of the main 

values of art for Pater because it provides for an 

improvement in the condition of the individual life. 

For Oscar Wilde, the problem was his rashness and 

irreverence, his eccentricity and excess. He neglected to 

study "types" and he ceased, too soon, the attempt to become 

one himself. He was content merely with half of the 

philosophy. His life was made no better (in fact, it was 

made quite worse) through his pursuit of one impassioned 

contemplation after another because he ceased to be content 

with what he teaches us is the goal of existence: 

impassioned reflection, and it became necessary for him to 

proselytize. Interested only in the moment and never 

concerned with the implications of his actions, he 

completely ignored the vital second half of the exercise. 

Ironically, in his meliorism, he held firmly to the belief 

that the improvement of the individual within society, 

through impassioned contemplation, and the development of 

taste would necessarily have the effect of improving society 

itself. He took this to such an extreme, however, that it 

became impossible continue his own self-education through 

contemplation which is the most significant lesson we can 
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learn from him. This was a position which he strongly 

advocated and, yet, admitted that he had neglected in his 

more mercenary pursuits. This was partly the result of his 

own anachronism as a character, but more significantly, for 

the Postmodern at least, was that he, in fact, did the thing 

which he ostensibly abhorred and which we must actively 

shun: he created a dogma and lost his ability to vacillate 

in eclecticism. 

The problem which we, as Postmoderns, face, however, is 

one of having no "type." In Modern attempts to define a 

"type" for criticism, the individual has been frequently 

overshadowed and often entirely obliterated. For Pater, the 

"type" was an individual, for he uses the term with a 

definition which, in our contemporary period, seems to have 

become conflated with the term "stereotype." For Modern 

critics adhering to the majority of critical methods extant, 

they have become less individuals than stereotypes. They 

have clung so wrenchingly to their theories that they have 

lost the ability to see things as they are, or even as they 

may be, and can only see things as their theories tell them 

they should. The true type should be a model, not a clone, 

and "a majority of such would be the regeneration of the 

world," and perhaps of contemporary criticism. For it is 

only through learning the lesson of types as being 

individual constructs, from Pater, and the lesson of the 
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necessary inconstancy of these types, from Wilde, that we, 

as Postmoderns, may find true success in criticism. 

Relativism and Truth 

"Beauty is truth, truth beauty,--that is all Ye know on 
earth, and all ye need to know" 

--Keats 

As has already been established, individuality is an 

important aspect of Walter Pater's aesthetic theory. That 

experience and impression are relative, then, should also be 

clear. For Pater, everything was relative--even Truth. By 

extension, the goal of the individual existence is to reach 

an individual definition of truth. For Pater, this was best 

facilitated through the impassioned reflection required for 

an enlightened contemplation of art. For Pater, the 

enlightenment gained through the impressions made by a given 

aesthetic experience could be easily clouded. He states, 

"that truthfulness of temper, that receptivity, which 

professors often strive in vain to form, is engendered here 

less by wisdom than by innocence."i^ por Wilde, impressions 

became clouded because his motivations were misguided. 

Likewise, for many contemporary critics who insist too 

emphatically upon being involved in the "wisdom" of a given 

i« "Diapheneite" 251. 
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school of thought, the faculty for truth is impaired because 

they have lost the innocence requisite for a candid 

reception of impression. For Pater, "the faculty for truth 

is recognized as a power of distinguishing and fixing 

delicate and fugitive detail."i9 The critic soon loses this 

ability if it is not paired with an awareness that this 

"fixing delicate and fugitive detail" is an individual 

exercise of expressing an awareness of impressions. 

The relativity of Truth was an important aspect of 

Pater's aesthetic theory and. according to Ruth C. Child, 

"Pater, through his whole life, [was] unwilling to accept an 

absolute."20 According to Pater, "to the modern spirit 

nothing is, or can be rightly known, except relatively and 

under conditions."2i This relativity is a product of the 

individuality of the human condition and is an aspect which, 

when they deny subjectivity, contemporary critics also deny. 

The quest of contemporary critics for an absolute Truth in 

criticism has led to the destruction of both art and 

criticism. For, by attempting to apply absolutes where none 

can exist, in the subjective realm of the wr»rld of art and 

creative production, these critics not only devalue the 

19 Walter Pater, "Coleridge" from Appreciations in 
The Works of Walter Pater in Eight Volumes, vol. 3 (London 

Macmillan. 1901) 66. 

20 Child 30. 

1̂ "Coleridge" 66. 
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works which they are attempting to interpret, but their 

interpretations themselves. Thus truth must be, "Truth to 

the artist's own sense of fact," and, "therefore, is the 

fundamental in art."22 The Truth then, for Pater, becomes 

the goal. To reach the truth of each work of art is. 

afterall. the end goal of criticism. He states. 

In the highest as in the lowliest literature, 
then, the one indispensable beauty is, after 
all, truth:--truth to bare fact in the 
latter, as to some personal sense of fact, 
diverted somewhat from men's ordinary sense 
of it, in the former; truth there as 
accuracy, truth here as expression, that 
finest and most intimate form of truth, the 
vraie verite. And what an eclectic principle 
this really is!23 

And, truly, it is an eclectic principle. We, as 

Postmoderns, are presented with a veritable armory of tools 

which we may use to ascertain both the individual truth of a 

work of art and the individual truth for ourselves. Some 

contemporary schools seek to achieve this goal, most notably 

those which concentrate on the variance of interpretation 

and the subjectivity of language. Pater provides a lengthy 

discussion, in his essay on Style which lays the groundwork 

for much of this theory. His discussion of the individual 

connotations of words is particularly useful. As an example 

of the subjectivity of Truth, Pater states. 

22 Child 31. 

3̂ Walter Pater, "Style" from Appreciations 34 
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your historian, for instance, with absolutely 
truthful intention, amid the multitude of 
facts presented to him must needs select, and 
in selecting assert something of his own 
humour, something that comes not of the world 
without but of a vision within.24 

This is not merely a statement of the possibility of some 

subjectivity in a historical (or critical) presentation, but 

a statement of the absolute fact that it will be subjective. 

There is no way to avoid this subjectivity. We will see how 

the putative desire of the New Critics and others for 

absolute objectivity is then a critical red herring, a 

misleading and ill-founded objective, and in their attempts 

to displace the actual subjectivity of art and criticism 

with a fictive objectivity they, in effect, destroy the 

value of both. The absolute lesson, then, for the critic is 

not to be found objectively within the world for it is most 

emphatically "not of the world, not of mere fact, but of his 

sense of it."25 The critic, then, 

becomes an artist, his work fine art; and 
good art (as I hope ultimately to show) in 
proportion to the truth of his presentment of 
that sense; as in those humbler or plainer 
functions of literature also, truth--truth to 
bare fact, there--is the essence of such 
artistic quality as they may have. Truth! 
there can be no merit, no craft at all, 
without that. And further, all beauty is in 

2̂  "Style" 9. 

25 "Style" 9. 
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the long run only fineness of truth, or what 
we call expression, the finer accomodation of 
speech to that vision within.26 

Though most adherents of contemporary critical schools claim 

objectivity, by the very act of exercising critical 

judgment, selecting works of art upon which to exercise 

their critical judgments, and presenting those critical 

judgments, they are, in effect, participating in the 

subjectivity of art and of life. This contradiction serves 

no other purpose than to negate the significance of their 

work as they are working under the faulty assumptions of a 

misguided belief in the possibility of discovering objective 

truth. Suffice it to say that, at least for Pater, the 

truth was a subjective construct, a product of the 

individual expression of the individual impression. 

Amorality 

"To demand a moral aim of the artist is 
to ruin his work." 

--Goethe 

Many critics of Pater stress what they see as a 

problematic outcome of his emphasis on subjectivity: 

immorality. For, many critics believe, if we have no 

further than to ourselves to look for truth, then we will 

26 "Style" 10. 

26 



have no exterior moral code. In contemporary terms, this 

moral code may take the form of a Marxist anti-hierarchy, or 

a Deconstructionist aporial quest; in any case, however, 

these codes and definitions, when applied homogenously to 

all art serve as a type of moral code. To require the 

presence of aporia or to devalue a work of art based simply 

on the evidence of a distasteful political stance destroys 

the integrity of the individuality of a work of art and 

indicates the very subjectivity which these schools so 

adamantly deny. 

Charges of immorality, however, were a calumny to Pater 

as the idea of immorality itself was quite foreign to him. 

He stressed, on numerous occasions, the amorality of art, 

its independence from moral obligation. This is not to say 

that he condoned immorality, rather far from it, merely that 

he felt that an artistic production (and the criticism 

surrounding it) should be completely adiaphorous: free from 

any moral agenda, as the presence of such an agenda has the 

tendency to destroy the Truth within the work. For Pater, 

this was true of any agenda per se, as an agenda is wholly 

exterior to the individual. For Pater, 

The beauty of the Greek statues was a sexless 
beauty; the statues of the gods had the least 
traces of sex. Here there is a moral 
sexlessness, a kind of impotence, an 
ineffectual wholeness of nature, yet with a 
divine beauty and significance of its own.27 

2 7 "Diapheneite" 253. 
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For Pater, this "moral sexlessness" was his form of 

antinomianism which he viewed as the means to achieving 

ultimate beauty. A moral agenda would have impeded the 

power of the artistic production of the Greeks and. 

likewise, it constricts the progress of both artistic and 

critical production in the contemporary world: for art and 

criticism are not of the moral world, but independent of it. 

Pater's amorality, however, did not actively conflict 

with the prevailing Zeitgeist. His contemporaries 

criticized him, not for being immoral for he certainly was 

not, but for neglecting to forward a strong moral or 

didactic agenda within his work, which neglect they viewed 

as in itself immoral. Unlike Oscar Wilde, whose rebellion 

against the moral codes of the time took on a distinctly 

aggressive air. Pater concentrated on living life to the 

fullest and not allowing himself to be bothered with what he 

viewed as the destructive (of beauty) force of didactic 

morality in art. According to Ruth C. Child, in Pater's 

view, the artist 

was not to write in the interests of 
morality, religion, humanitarian progress, 
popular favor, commercial gain, or even the 
revelation of his own personality. He was to 
work only in the service of beauty, obedient 
to no laws save the laws of art. devoted to 
art for its own sake.28 

28 Child 13. 
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The beauty of this stance is that it allows for the 

inclusion of morality, religion, etc. without requiring them 

to be present to the exclusion of all else. This is a 

pitfall for many contemporary scholars who, like many of 

Pater's contemporaries, view this sort of amorality as a 

form of immorality. 

Because a work does not forward an agenda it is open to 

condemnation from all quarters in contemporary criticism. 

Furthermore, each critical stance has a favored agenda, 

social position, or moral requirement which it privileges. 

This is highly ineffective as it disallows too much of 

artistic worth as being beyond the pale of a given critical 

stance and therefore unworthy of consideration. I will 

discuss this problem in greater depth at a later point. 

Suffice it to say, however, that Pater was by no means an 

advocate of the overthrowal of all morals in art. Only when 

the moral impulse overrides the impulse to portray the truth 

of the expression of the individual impression does it 

become a problem; however, when it coincides with this 

truth, then it, too. becomes a tool for the enhancement of 

the artistic (or critical) production. This, in fact, is 

the obverse side of the coin. 

For Pater, "even though art is pursued for its own 

sake, it does at the same time contribute to the ethical 
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nature of man, enlarging the very stature of his soul."29 

Thus, the very act of artistic production raises man's soul 

and instructs mankind: "If a poet has as high a soul as 

Sophocles, his influence will always be moral, let him do 

what he will."3o jt was to Pater's dismay that his 

"disciples" neglected to see both sides of this position. 

"His celebration of artistic perfection as an end in itself 

produced a group of disciples who, in striving for beauty 

for its own sake, forgot that true beauty includes spiritual 

as well as sensuous loveliness."3i This was most 

significant for Oscar Wilde who, in his complete and utter 

rejection of all things moral in favor of a quest for beauty 

and experience, neglected to see the destruction of truth 

and meaning in his existence until it was too late. Wilde 

neglected to see, in such works as Pater's essay on 

Wordsworth, the dual nature of this philosophy. Pater 

states: 

The office of the poet is not that of the 
moralist, and the first aim of Wordsworth's 
poetry is to give the reader a peculiar kind 
of pleasure. But through his poetry, and 

29 Child 20. 

3 0 J.p. Eckermann, Gesprache mit Goethe quoted 

from Child, 90. 

31 Child 22. 
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through this pleasure in it, he does actually 
convey to the reader an extraordinary wisdom 
in the things of practice.32 

Though Wilde was, perhaps, overly aggressive toward 

morality, there is a value in his stance because it did free 

him more emphatically to view all art as valuable 

independent of the constraints of morality with the goal 

being purely the pleasure to be gained from self-education 

rather than from attempts at conversion. The predominant 

group of Twentieth-Century critics have erred in the 

direction away from Wilde. They have neglected the elements 

of "pleasure" and have allowed themselves to be chained to 

one moral or social agenda. 

Many Twentieth-Century critical schools have, in 

effect, destroyed their own ability to be of any use in the 

artistic community. These critics seem to be acting out a 

form of self-negation because of their prioritization of 

moral aim over artistic truth. Critics such as Feminists 

and New Historicists forget that their agendas of political 

and socio-cultural morality, respectively, are merely means 

to the end of an enhanced personal perception and they allow 

their own perceptions to be displaced utterly by the agenda 

of the group. By concentrating solely on the aim of 

defining themselves as a group or emphatically placing a 

3 2 "Wordsworth" from Appreciations 59 
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work firmly within its socio-cultural context, these critics 

forget that morality is but a tool in art and 

it is not always that poetry can be the 
exponent of morality; but it is this aspect 
of morals which it represents most naturally, 
for this true justice is dependent on just 
those finer appreciations which poetry 
cultivates in us the power of making, those 
peculiar valuations of action and its effect 
which poetry actually requires.33 

Contemporary critics, then, in their insistence on a firm 

objective definition of art and interpretation are denying 

that the very reality of art and interpretation necessarily 

produces a moral/ethical effect. The very fact that art and 

criticism exist is enough, for together they symbolize 

thought and culture. Then, like Wilde, the contemporary 

critic must be willing to view the importance and value of 

educating himself or herself as an individual as preimminent 

over any moral claim which we may lay on art. 

The fact that most contemporary critics seem to have 

gotten the cart before the horse, as it were, and placed the 

Feminist or New Historicist, Marxist or Deconstructionist 

agenda ahead of the artistic quality of the works which they 

attempt to interpret is, in fact, the downfall of the Modern 

critic. Suffice it to say at this moment that Pater 

developed an intricately woven system of artistic production 

and criticism which allowed him to remain true to his 

3 3 "Measure for Measure" from Appreciations 184 
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primary objectives: experience and impression, without 

neglecting the moral implications of his work. This 

develops in Wilde to become the model for Postmodern 

appropriation of Modern philosophy, free from any moral 

agenda and content in the knowledge that Pater's 

"regeneration of the world" will come in Wilde's "perfection 

of the individual." 

The Goal 

"There are no beautiful thoughts without beautiful form, and 
conversely" 

--Flaubert 

In conclusion, then, we see a theory which is dense in 

its development and encompassing in its depth. Walter 

Pater's ability to formulate a theory with both a clearly 

defined goal for criticism and artistic production as well 

as a methodolgy for the achievement of that goal is 

impressive. For Pater, 

The artist and he who has treated life in the 
spirit of art desires only to be shown to the 
world as he really is; as he comes nearer and 
nearer to perfection, the veil of an outer 
life not simply expressive of the inward 
becomes thinner and thinner.34 

The ultimate goal, then, for Pater was not only to express 

himself, but to exist as an expression of his true inner 

34 "Diapheneite" 249. 
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self as he believed was the case with good art. Pater came 

to believe "that art actually enlarges and purifies the 

soul, by developing the emotions and intellect and by 

holding up a vision of the ideal."3 5 por Pater, the end 

goal, then, is to be found in the wisdom of: 

the poetic passion, the desire of beauty, the 
love of art for its own sake . . . for art 
comes to you proposing frankly to give 
nothing but the highest quality to your 
moments as they pass, and simply for those 
moments' sake.3 6 

I agree with Child when she states. "There is no 

contradiction here, though Pater speaks in the same breath 

of art for the sake of art, and art for the sake of life. 

Appreciation of beauty is to be the direct aim, enhancement 

of life the indirect result."37 por the Postmodern critic, 

then, attempting to appropriate Modern theory, it is 

imperative that he or she realize that the goals of a given 

school should be subjugate to the goal of art and criticism: 

self-perfection. With this realization comes the awareness 

that the end (art) effectively and efficaciously justifies 

the means (critical philosophy and morals) by nurturing 

within the practioner the necessary temperament required to 

35 Child 10. 

36 "Conclusion" to The Renaissance 86 

37 Child 23. 
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move toward perfection individually. Pater presents a clear 

idea of the responsibilty of the modern artist (critic) when 

he states: 

What modern art has to do in the service of 
culture is so to rearrange the details of 
modern life, so to reflect it, that it may 
satisfy the spirit. And what does the spirit 
need in the face of modern life? The sense 
of freedom.38 

It is this sense of freedom which we will see is distinctly 

lacking in Wilde toward the end of his career and which is 

distinctly absent from the work of most of our contemporary 

critics. It was, however, a freedom for which Wilde yearned 

and probably could have had, had he lived in another time; 

it is a freedom of which the Moderns seemed to have been 

unaware and which we, as Postmoderns, are emphatically 

called upon to cultivate. 

This freedom was, for Pater, the ability to view art 

for its own sake as indicative of life. Pater's mature 

theory involves much discussion of "the ideal" and it is 

toward this ideal perception, impression, expression we 

should all strive. For Pater, then, it was through the work 

of the imaginative mind upon individual objects that a type, 

or ideal, could be reached and this seems to be the thrust 

of his later theory and, in fact, the goal of all his 

criticism. From this emphasis we can see the goal of 

38 "Winckelmann" from Appreciations 230-1 
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criticism: to define in art those aspects of impressions 

which, for us as individuals, provide some key to life. Art 

provides "a sort of cloistral refuge, from certain vulgarity 

in the actual world."39 However, it has been the work of 

most contemporary schools of criticism to destroy this 

refuge and dismantle the cloister. In so doing, beauty has 

been destroyed and, finally, no real aid to truth has been 

given. The work of these critics ceases to be useful 

insofar as it is incapable of giving any new insight into 

life through looking at the arts. 

It will be the goal of the Postmodern to rise out of 

this stagnation and implement the tools which the Moderns 

and their predecessors have bequeathed us and to return to 

the goal of art and criticism. To cultivate within 

ourselves the freedom to gain impression from artistic 

experience, the freedom to work as individuals and 

contemplate the relativity of art and life, the freedom to 

operate adiaphorously within the world of criticism: a 

broad and encompassing world partially cultivated for us by 

Walter Pater and even further developed and reflected in the 

mirror by Oscar Wilde. 

39 "Style" 18. 
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CHAPTER II 

THE MIRROR: OSCAR WILDE 

"Not to know that a hind has no horns is a less serious 
matter than to paint it inartistically." 

--Aristotle 

Throughout his career, Oscar Wilde looked to Walter 

Pater, with respect and admiration, for guidance and, at 

times, affirmation. Although Wilde was aware of the 

differences between his theories and those of Pater, he was 

also aware of the immense influence which his senior had had 

upon him as a theorist, as an artist, and as a critic. Even 

while he was on the witness stand in his action against the 

Marquess of Queensbury (which action eventually led to his 

public humiliation and the decline of his standing in 

society), he stated, with regard to modifications made to 

Dorian Gray, 

No. Additions were made. In one case it was 
pointed out to me--not in a newspaper or 
anything of that sort, but by the only critic 
of the century whose opinion I set high, Mr. 
Walter Pater--that a certain passage was 
liable to misconstruction, and I made an 
addition.40 

Needless to say, Wilde held Pater's opinions in the highest 

regard. It is, therefore, very interesting to view Oscar 

40 Oscar Wilde, The Artist as Critic. "Oscar Wilde 
on the Witness Stand" (Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1969) 437 
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Wilde in light of his appropriations and modifications of 

some of the most profound tenets of Walter Pater's aesthetic 

theories; not only to view these appropriations and 

modifications, but also to analyze the effects of the 

changes which Wilde made and the developments of thought 

which took place in this transference of theory from one 

critic to the next. The legacy, then, of Oscar Wilde is a 

lesson for the Postmoderns in the appropriation and 

modification of theory. 

Wilde was an idealist. He took each of the tenets of 

Pater's philosophy to the absolute extension of its logical 

compass and attempted to put them to useful praxis. Wilde's 

idealism was his major downfall; however, his optimism is 

perhaps the major ingredient lacking in Modern philosophy. 

For both Pater and Wilde, the goal of art, in its simplest 

expression, was itself: I'art pour I'art. However, Pater 

viewed criticism as being clearly a product of art; whereas, 

Wilde viewed criticism as being, "in fact, both creative and 

independent. ""* ̂  

The major shifts in thought between Pater and Wilde 

took place in their conceptions of both art itself and the 

actual role of criticism. For Pater, the secret to good 

criticism was to find the formula of a given work of art and 

then judge its consistency with its own formula. The 

4 1 Intentions 364. 
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perfect work of art, for Pater, was the work which could 

seamlessly join form and subject matter and remain 

consistent with its own formula; likewise, the perfect 

criticism. Through this seamless perfection. Pater 

believed, the highest art would have the greatest ethical 

effect. This was an idea completely foreign to Wilde. 

Wilde believed that art never expresses anything but itself; 

all bad art is a product of the return to life and nature, 

and the elevation of these things into ideals; life imitates 

art and, by extension, so does nature; and, finally, that 

"Lying, the telling of beautiful untrue things is the proper 

aim of art."42 Likewise, Wilde applied these premises to 

his criticism. "That the proper aim of Criticism is to see 

the object as in itself it really is," in Wilde's view "is a 

very serious error, and takes no cognizance of Criticism's 

most perfect form." This perfect form, for Wilde, is "in 

its essence purely subjective, and seeks to reveal its own 

secret and not the secret of another. For the highest 

Criticism deals with art not as expressive but as impressive 

purely."43 He believed that contemplation was the key in 

both art and criticism and, by extension, life. For Wilde, 

"the true critic can, if it be his pleasure so to direct or 

waste his faculty of contemplation, produce work that will 

4 2 "The Decay of Lying" 319-20 
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be flawless in beauty and instinct with intellectual 

subtlety. "44 poj, Pater. criticism was the ability to 

ascertain the impression made by a work of art; for Wilde, 

"criticism [was] a creation within a creation."45 

Whereas Pater found strength and stability in knowing 

his impressions, experiencing aesthetic sensation, 

individuality and subjectivity within a community, 

relativism with regard to Truth, and amorality because they 

led him to the Truth of a given work of art and, by 

extension, life; for Wilde, strength and satisfaction came 

in the impossibility of knowing one's impressions, the 

transience and indefinability of aesthetic sensation, 

individuality and subjectivity without a community, 

relativism with regard to the absence of Truth, and 

immorality because they led him to the perfect state of the 

contemplative life where Truth was irrelevant. For Wilde, 

there were an infinite number of variables and possibilities 

and no real Truth except that truth which is discovered by 

the individual through the contemplation of aesthetic 

experiences. It is in Wilde's appropriation and development 

of Pater's aesthetic that we, as Postmoderns will find the 

keys to a successful appropriation and development of 

theory. 

44 Intentions 364. 

45 Intentions 365. 
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Not Knowing Impressions 

"That is what the highest criticism really is, the record of 
one's own soul." 

--Wilde 

For Walter Pater, as we have seen, "to see the object 

as in itself it really is" beginning with knowing one's 

impressions as they really are is the "aim of all true 

criticism."46 wilde takes the subjectivity of Pater's 

modification of the Arnoldian theme: "to see the object as 

in itself it really is." and further subjectifies it. 

Later, we will see how, for Wilde, this subjectification 

became the ultimate objectification. For Oscar Wilde, the 

"aim of all true criticism" was the perfection of itself, 

just as the aim of all art was the perfection of itself and 

the aim of beauty was the perfection of itself. This is a 

natural progression in the logic behind the Aesthetic of 

Walter Pater. As with Pater, it is not so much the 

individual aspect of the theory which is important here but, 

rather, it is important to note the progression. 

For Wilde, "The first duty in life [was] to be as 

artificial as possible," and he believed that "only the 

shallow know themselves."4^ Wilde willingly upended many 

46 Walter Pater "Preface" to The Renaissance 46. 

4 7 Oscar Wilde, "Phrases and Philosophies for the 
Use of the Young" 433-34. 
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seemingly logical conceptions and. though aware of his own 

extreme flippancy at times, especially closer to the end of 

his career, he was unwilling to back down because he saw the 

incommensurable value of the point he was attempting to 

make. For Wilde, the critic could not know his or her own 

impressions as they were strictly a product of something 

revealed within the creative process. He states, "Art, even 

the art of fullest scope and widest vision, can never really 

show us the external world. All that it shows us is our own 

soul, the one world of which we have any real cognizance."4 8 

Wilde viewed the critic as a creative individual of, 

perhaps, even higher standing than the artist. 

For Wilde, "No great artist [or critic] ever sees 

things as they really are";49 rather. "To arrive at what one 

really believes, one must speak through lips different from 

one's own."50 por Pater, it was possible to receive an 

impression from a work of art, and it was one's ability to 

know this impression which would set one apart from the 

"criminal courts" of criticism; however, for Wilde, 

impressions did not come from the work of art to be merely 

admired for their own sake but, rather, were revelatory of 

something internal to the critic. "It is Art, and Art only. 

48 "The Portrait of Mr. W. H." 209 

49 Intentions 315. 

50 Intentions 391. 
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that reveals us to ourselves,"5i and for the critic, "His 

sole aim is to chronicle his own impressions."52 

Whereas Pater had been willing to merely say that one 

should live life in the manner of art, Wilde was only 

content doing it. He states, "One should either be a work 

of art, or wear a work of art."53 He viewed the fickle 

nature of art and the creative community as representative 

of the only really human things about humanity. It was thus 

he ascertained the value of the impossibility of actually 

knowing one's own impressions as they really are as a 

motivation for continually renewed creativity. This 

continually renewed creativity is a product of criticism not 

merely content with making a chronicle of impressions, but 

"criticism of the highest kind . . . [which] treats the work 

of art simply as a starting-point for a new creation," and; 

furthermore, not merely content to "confine itself . . . to 

discovering the real intention of the artist and accepting 

that as final." for "it is rather the beholder who lends to 

the beautiful thing its myriad meanings, and makes it 

marvellous for us."5 4 

51 "The Portrait of Mr. W. H." 209. 

52 Intentions 366. 

53 "Phrases and Philosophies . . . " 434 

54 Intentions 367. 
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For Wilde, then, it was not important so much to know 

one's personal impressions of a work of art, but to be able 

to re-express the work of art, to create. "For the critic 

is he who exhibits to us a work of art in a form different 

from that of the work itself, and the employment of a new 

material is a critical as well as a creative element."55 

Thus, the work of criticism is not, as it was for Pater, 

merely a discovery and revelation of impressions presented 

in a form consistent with the work of art being critiqued; 

rather, it was a new creation, independent of the work in 

question. According to Wilde, "The critic is he who can 

translate into another manner or a new material his 

impression of beautiful things"; furthermore, "The highest 

as the lowest form of criticism is a mode of 

autobiography."56 Whereas, for Pater, criticism was clearly 

a secondary product of the artistic production; for Wilde. 

the positions were reversed because, he would say. 

The highest Criticism, being the purest form 
of personal impression, is in its way more 
creative than creation, as it has least 
reference to any standard external to itself, 
and is, in fact, its own reason for existing, 
and, as the Greeks would put it, in itself, 
and to itself, an end.57 

55 Intentions 374. 

56 "Preface" to The Picture of Dorian Gray 235 

57 Intentions 365. 
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Whereas for Pater, this concept of meta-creation through 

meta-criticism would have been an impossible incongruity, 

for Wilde it was, as it will be for the Postmodern, a 

springboard. 

For Wilde, aesthetic impressions were just as important 

for what they were NOT as for what they were. The aesthetic 

impression provides a mirror for the soul of the viewer, 

"and as art springs from personality, so it is only to 

personality that it can be revealed, and from the meeting of 

the two comes right interpretive criticism."58 Critics 

"will seek to gain their impression[s] almost entirely from 

what Art has touched."59 The role of the critic, then, is 

not merely that of passive receiver of impressions but, 

rather, is one of active application of personality to a 

work of art. Wilde states: 

So the critic reproduces the work that he 
criticises in a mode that is never imitative, 
and part of whose charm may really consist in 
rejection of resemblance, and shows us in 
this way not merely the meaning but also the 
mystery of Beauty, and. by transforming each 
art into literature, solves once for all the 
problem of Art's unity,6o 

Thus, for Wilde, the final goal of criticism is not merely 

knowing one's impressions, but also being able to apply 

58 Intentions 374 

9 Intentions 375 
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those impressions to the work of art and recreate it in a 

completely independent form. This new artwork could, in 

fact, add mystery and meaning to the work of art in 

question; however, this was a purely secondary goal. The 

primary goal was the perfection of the individual through 

contemplation. The progression from Pater's theory, here, 

is marked. Wilde is not merely content to solve the formula 

of a work of art and accept the intention of the artist as 

the "final word"; rather, he sees the work of art as a 

creature to be completely re-made in the hands of the 

critic. In order to do this, the critic would, in fact, be 

forced to know him or her self to a degree; however, this 

was not the end goal; as Wilde states. 

in one sense of the word it is of course 
necessary, as the Greek oracle said, to know 
oneself: that is the first achievement of 
knowledge. But to recognise that the soul of 
a man is unknowable, is the ultimate 
achievement of wisdom. The final mystery is 
oneself.6i 

That this is a distinct departure from Pater should be 

clear. Pater believed in the possibility and necessity of 

knowing oneself in order to produce valid criticism; Wilde, 

on the other hand, believed firmly in the impossiblity of 

truly knowing oneself and in the necessity of creating 

oneself through the creation of a new artifact: the re

creation of art in criticism. 

61 De Profundis 129-30. 
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The re-creation of the work of art by the critic takes 

place when the personality of the critic is applied to the 

work of art. For Wilde, then, there is a distinctly broad 

definition of interpretation which is highly subjective and 

entirely reliant upon personality. He states: 

The critic will certainly be an interpreter, 
but he will not treat Art as a riddling 
Sphinx, whose shallow secret may be guessed 
and revealed by one whose feet are wounded 
and who knows not his name. Rather, he will 
look upon Art as a goddess whose mystery it 
is his province to intensify, and whose 
majesty his privelege to make more marvellous 
in the eyes of men.62 

Whereas, for Pater. Art was indeed a "riddling Sphinx" and 

he saw his goal as the delineation of the artist's formula. 

Wilde clearly recognized the possibility of adding something 

of of substantive meaning to the work of art by creating a 

new work: the criticism. This criticism, this new work of 

art. is created by the critic 

Only by intensifying his own personality 
. . . the more strongly this personality 
enters into the interpretation the more real 
the interpretation becomes, the more 
satisfying, the more convincing, and the more 
true.63 

Here. then, is a crux. Not only do the critics adhering to 

Modern schools lack "temperament" which "is the primary 

requisite for the critic--a temperament exquisitely 

62 Intentions, 373. 
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susceptible to beauty, and to the various impressions beauty 

gives us."64 but also the ability to break free from the 

chains of a doctrinaire reading of a given text and bring to 

bear our own individual personalities. The Postmodern, 

chained to impressions predetermined by forceful adherence 

to a given critical stance, is not only unable to 

acknowledge a subjective impression and its value in terms 

of Paterian philosophy, but is also completely unable to be 

self-consciously aware of what a given work of art reveals 

about himself or herself. All personality is lost. 

Experience? 

"Pleasure is the only thing one should live for. Nothing 
ages like happiness." 

--Wilde 

For Walter Pater, the ultimate goal of existence was 

the experience and impression gained through aesthetic 

sensations. For Oscar Wilde, however, the ultimate goal of 

existence was not experience and impression, but Art itself 

For Wilde, then, impressions gained from aesthetic 

experiences were merely means to the end of self-awareness 

through art. For Pater, one could become more aware of 

aesthetic sensation (a laudable purpose) through an intense 

6 4 Intentions 394. 
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self-awareness of the individual impressions made by a given 

work of art; however, for Wilde, it was impossible to be 

self-consciously aware without Art, nothing could be without 

Art. Furthermore. Wilde viewed nature and life as imitative 

of art and. hence, "Art, as so often happens, had taken the 

place of experience."65 

That aesthetic experience was of great importance to 

Wilde is clear, he states: 

I myself would sacrifice everything for a new 
experience, and I know there is no such thing 
as new experience at all. I think I would 
more readily die for what I do not believe in 
than for what I hold to be true. I would go 
to the stake for a sensation and be a sceptic 
to the last! Only one thing remains 
infinitely fascinating to me, the mystery of 
moods. To be master of these moods is 
exquisite, to be mastered by them more 
exquisite still. Sometimes I think the 
artistic life is a long and lovely suicide, 
and I am not sorry that it is so.66 

For Pater this would have been an unconscionable stance as 

he viewed experience as a thing to be mastered and 

understood and appreciated. In contrast, it is clear, that 

for Wilde, experience is a thing to be mastered by, to never 

fully understand, and to appreciate most emphatically. The 

willingness to surrender to a work of art and to the 

aesthetic impression is distinctly lacking in Modern 

philosophy; however, it is hopeful that through a Postmodern 

65 "The Portrait of Mr. W.H." 210 
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appropriation of theory we may come closer to a true 

appreciation of art and experience. We may come closer to 

the realization that our goal is, in fact, appreciation, 

which is subjective, and allow ourselves to be ruled by 

aesthetic experience as opposed to coninually attempting to 

subjugate it to our will, or what has ostensibly become our 

will. 

The closest Wilde could come to controlling experience 

was choosing the next artifact for contemplation. Whereas, 

for Pater, "experience seem[ed] to bury us under a flood of 

external objects,"67 requiring reflection to gain 

impression; for Wilde, the tide of this flow was easily 

stemmed. He states: 

There is no mood or passion that Art cannot 
give us, and those of us who have discovered 
her secret can settle beforehand what our 
experiences are going to be. We can say to 
ourselves, 'To-morrow, at dawn, we shall walk 
with grave Virgil through the valley of the 
shadow of death,' and lo! the dawn finds us 
in the obscure wood, and the Mantuan stands 
by our side.68 

By choosing one's aesthetic occupations, i.e., by reading 

certain books, admiring certain paintings, listening to 

certain music, one could easily pre-determine one's 

experience. In fact, for Wilde, the importance of having 

67 Walter Pater. "Conclusion" to The Renaissance 

84. 
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experiences, doing things, was not nearly as significant as 

vicariously appropriating those more beautiful experiences 

to be gained in artistic contemplation. Through reading, 

Wilde could, in effect, decipher "the story of a life that 

had once been [his]."69 Like Pater before him, Wilde sought 

for a release from the pain of being surrounded by sordidity 

and turpitude in his dally life. According to Wilde, art 

"can teach us how to escape from our experience, and to 

realize the experiences of those who are greater than we 

are."70 The contemplation of the ideal, then, lends 

perspicuity to our existence. He was adamant on this point; 

he states: 

Life! Life! Don't let us go to life for our 
fulfillment or our experience. It is a thing 
narrowed by circumstances, incoherent in its 
utterance, and without that fine 
correspondence of form and spirit which is 
the only thing that can satisfy the artistic 
and critical temperament. It makes us pay 
too high a price for its wares, and we 
purchase the meanest of its secrets at a cost 
that is monstrous and infinite.''^ 

By avoiding life as the "incoherent" provider of narrowed 

experience and returning to art as the source of all 

experience, Wilde could be assured of experiences 

appropriate for impassioned contemplation. 

69 "The Portrait of Mr. W.H." 210 
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By choosing aesthetic sensations, the artist and the 

critic move closer to that ideal of the contemplative life; 

however, the ability to choose aesthetic sensation is 

developed through what are termed, throughout Wilde, as 

taste and temperament. That a certain temperament is 

required to be a successful selector of aesthetic sensations 

is made clear when Wilde states, "the true artist does not 

wait for life to be made picturesque for him, but sees life 

under picturesque conditions always--under conditions, that 

is to say. which are at once new and delightful. ""̂2 The 

ability, then, to "see life under picturesque conditions" is 

an ability which must be cultivated if the critic is to be 

successful. 

Furthermore, this ability is a purely individual and 

subjective ability. The temperament and taste required to 

make selection from among the many available aesthetic 

sensations is a thing solely to be found within the 

individual. No adherence to the dogma of a given school of 

thought or philosophy can supply the absence of it. It is 

the very lack of respect for the individuality of the 

aesthetic experience, the attempt among members of the 

Modern schools of criticism to universalize experience and 

forcefully hegemonize all art to suit the tenets of the 

72 "The Relation of Dress to Art. A Note in Black 
and White on Mr. Whistler's Lecture" 17. 
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dogma, which destroys the success of much contemporary,, 

criticism. It is only when we, as Postmoderns. view the 

critical school of thought as a tool to be put to use by the 

individual under the influence of the individual taste and 

temperament that success in criticism will be reached. 

Individuality 

"One should always be a little improbable." 
--Wilde 

There is much agreement between the theories of Walter 

Pater and Oscar Wilde when it comes the the notion of 

individuality. The major difference between the two 

interpretations of this most vital aspect of Aesthetic 

Theory comes in the discussions of subjectivity versus 

objectivity. Because of Wilde's ability, and willingness, 

to make meaning and re-make meaning with words, he could 

easily provide a plausible definition of absolute 

subjectivity which firmly establishes it as most 

emphatically objective. 

The other major departure between the two occurs in 

their respective interpretations of the importance of the 

type, or the archetype, and universality. For Pater, 

individual usage and experience comes to synechdochally 

symbolize the whole, thereby creating the type. For 

53 



example, the experiences of a character within a novel could 

be transferred to the experiences of an individual in life 

and, in that individual's mind, could become standards, or 

universals. This, then, as we have seen in Pater, is the 

artist's ability to portray Truth. The ability to present 

the experiences of the individual as representative of the 

whole becomes the ethical function of art, as we have seen, 

in Pater. The role of the critic, then, becomes the 

discovery of this Truth. On the other hand, Wilde sees no 

universals; he only sees the subjective subjectivity of art 

and criticism as a completely objective expression of the 

individual and an end in itself independent of any moral 

value whatsoever. The value, according to Wilde, was not so 

much in divining the Truth, but in realizing the self. This 

realization of self, according to Wilde, can only come 

through a realization of the "collective life of the race." 

He states: 

It seems to me that with the development of 
the critical spirit we shall be able to 
realize, not merely our own lives, but the 
collective life of the race, and so to make 
ourselves absolutely modern, in the true 
meaning of the word modernity. For he to 
whom the present is the only thing that is 
present, knows nothing of the age in which he 
lives. To realize the nineteenth century, 
one must realize every century that has 
proceeded it and that has contributed to its 
making. To know anything about oneself, one 
must know all about others.''3 

73 Intentions 382. 
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Thus, the realization of the individual comes from an 

awareness of others. This is the end goal of criticism, the 

ultimate realization of self, and it cannot be reached 

through the strict adherence to a given school of thought as 

this limits the ability of the individual to know others 

personally by providing a hermeneutic window through which 

others are viewed hegemonically with no relation to how they 

actually affect the individual. 

The idea of self-realization was very important to 

Wilde. He believed that "the development of the race 

depends on the development of the individual, and where 

self-culture has ceased to be the ideal, the intellectual 

standard is instantly lowered, and. often, ultimately 

lost. ""74 Furthermore, toward the end of his career even, he 

stated, "I am far more of an individualist than I ever was. 

Nothing seems to me of the smallest value except what one 

gets out of oneself. My nature is seeking a fresh mode of 

self-realization."75 Wilde would view the efforts of the 

Modern schools of criticism as attempts to educate others as 

opposed to attempts to educate self. For Wilde, "the 

nuisance of the intellectual sphere is the man who is so 

occupied in trying to educate others, that he has never had 

any time to educate himself . . . self culture is the true 

74 Intentions 386. 
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ideal of man."76 por the Moderns, in their quest to educate 

everyone in the tenets of, let us say. Feminism, for 

instance, they have lost sight of what is essentially the 

end goal of criticism: the education of the self. Rather 

than striving to work alone to contribute to the development 

of the race, they have attempted to "enlighten" the race as 

a whole. As this is clearly an impossible goal, it should 

be foregone. 

According to Wilde, "the history of each separate 

individual is, or can be made, the history of the world."^7 

The goal of the Postmodern must be to educate himself or 

herself as an individual. This, and only this, will 

contribute to the survival and growth of the human mind; for 

only by appropriating the legacy of Modernity and using it 

as a tool for the self-realization of the individual may we, 

as Postmoderns. hope for continued creativity. This 

individuality is a precious goal, the means to which are 

perhaps clouded by the external pressures of Academia and 

the growing strength of the more mercenary concerns within 

the walls of the once cloistral ivory tower. Too many 

times, individuality and independence of thought and 

impression are viewed, within Academia. as an unholy form of 

isolation; however, this has always been the challenge of 

76 Intentions 387. 

77 De Profundis 100. 

56 



the individual within a society which is fearful of the 

threat to its own domination which is the necessary product 

of independence and individuality. 

Wilde believes that the only Truth in art is individual 

and, in fact, he makes this the subject of his entire essay 

on "The Decay of Lying." For Wilde, all art is lies. For 

the critic, according to Wilde, bias is the ultimate tool. 

He states. 

Where there is no exaggeration there is no 
love, and where there is no love there is no 
understanding. It is only about things that 
do not interest one, that one can give a 
really unbiassed opinion; and this is no 
doubt the reason why an unbiassed opinion is 
always absolutely valueless.^e 

This is only a slight modification of Pater's stance. For 

Pater, it was important for the critic to deal only with 

works for which he or she has an affinity. As we have seen, 

for Wilde, the critic's main purpose is to rewrite or remake 

the work of art. to use it as a starting point for a new 

creation; hence, the importance of choosing those works 

which appeal personally to the critic is highly significant. 

For the Postmodern, faced with the opportunity to read all 

literature using the eyes, as it were, given to him or her 

by a specific school, the ability to choose only those works 

which appeal to him or her as an individual is subjugated to 

the desire to interpret all things. This is an idea which 

78 "Mr. Pater's Last Volume" 230 
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is unhealthy for criticism. As Wilde would say. "It is only 

an auctioneer who can equally and impartially admire all 

schools of art."79 por Wilde, then, a choice was evidently 

to be made and this is a choice which we. as Postmoderns, 

must finally be willing to make: to choose to interpret 

only those works which appeal to us individually and then to 

use the appropriate bias. Rather than being displaced by 

the ''objective" school of criticism, the critic should 

marshall the forces of the various schools as tools for 

interpretation of those things which appeal to him or her as 

an individual. The Postmodern critic must develop a 

personal sense of taste. 

Clearly, here, a discussion of Wilde's definitions of 

subjectivity and objectivity is in order. For Wilde, there 

was a rampant misconception tied up in the definitions of 

these two words, and he sought to disentangle their 

meanings. In his attempt both to define and illustrate his 

meaning. Wilde wrote two essays using an ancient 

methodologic form of critical objectification: the 

dialogue. Here. Wilde not only defines the words but 

illustrates one of the major tenets of his philosophy: that 

it is only through lying (fictionalization) that the author 

ever reveals himself. The misconception is stated clearly 

79 Intentions 392. 
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by Ernest, his foil character in Part II of the dialogue 

entitled "The Artist as Critic" from Intentions. He states 

I must admit that I feel very strongly that 
such work as you describe the critic 
producing--and creative such work must 
undoubtedly be admitted to be--is, of 
necessity, purely subjective, whereas the 
greatest work is objective always, objective 
and impersonal. 

The response and revelation comes in the voice of Gilbert. 

Wilde's voice, when he states: 

The difference between objective and 
subjective work is one of external form 
merely. It is accidental, not essential. All 
artistic creation is absolutely subjective . 
. . . For out of ourselves we can never 
pass, nor can there be in creation what in 
the creator was not. Nay, I would say that 
the more objective a creation appears to be. 
the more subjective it really is . . . . 
Action being limited would have left 
Shakespeare unsatisfied and unexpressed; and 
just as it is because he did nothing that he 
has been able to achieve everything, so it is 
because he never speaks to us of himself in 
his plays that his plays reveal him to us 
absolutely, and show us his true nature and 
temperament far more completely than do those 
strange and exquisite sonnets, even, in which 
he bares to crystal eyes the secret closet of 
his heart. Yes. the objective form is the 
most subjective in matter. Man is least 
himself when he talks in his own person. 
Give him a mask, and he will tell you the 
truth.80 

Thus, it is only in works of autobiography that we find the 

artist, or critic, being truly objective and, even then, 

more often than not. according to Wilde, we will see less. 

80 Intentions 388-89. 



actually, of the author than we would in a work of fiction: 

for only a mask reveals truth. According to Wilde, we see 

the element of subjectivity in all works of creation; 

however, the critic is not "really limited to the subjective 

form of expression,"8 1 for he or she can. in fact, objectify 

the awareness of subjectivity through the presentation and 

form of his criticism. Although each "mode of criticism is 

. . . simply a mood . . . we are never more true to 

ourselves than when we are inconsistent."82 por Wilde, the 

critic could "both reveal and conceal himself, and give form 

to every fancy, and reality to every mood"8 3 by using 

various techniques, among them dialogue, the form which he 

uses in his essay, "The Artist as Critic." Furthermore, 

The Aesthetic critic, constant only to the 
principle of beauty in all things, will ever 
be looking for fresh impressions, winning 
from the various schools the secret of their 
charm, bowing, it may be, before foreign 
altars, or smiling, if it be his fancy, at 
strange new gods . . . . But Criticism is 
always moving on and the critic is always 
developing.84 

Clearly, then, the role of the critic is not to be an 

advocate for a specific dogma or critical stance with any 

stringent loyalty, but. rather, is to be true only to 

8 1 Intentions 390. 

82 Intentions 390. 

83 Intentions 391. 
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himself and his quest for beauty. This is clearly more 

easily facilitated through a willingness to view "schools" 

as creative implements. 

Ironically. Wilde himself was incapable of avoiding the 

tyranny of that which was exterior to himself. He carried 

his attempt to remain solely individualistic to such an 

extreme that he disabled his capacity for constant change; 

in effect, he stagnated. In De Profundis he stated. "I 

curse myself night and day for my folly in allowing 

something to dominate my life."85 The value, then, of a 

critical interpretation lies in its ability to reveal the 

critic as artist, not in its ability to reveal, yet again, 

the dogma of a critical stance. The individual is 

important, not as a member of a group, but solely as an 

individual. 

Relativism and Contemplation 

"It is Art. and Art only, that reveals us to ourselves." 
--Wilde 

As we have seen, individuality is an important aspect 

of both the philosophy of Walter Pater and the philosophy of 

Oscar Wilde. That experience and impression are relative is 

8 5 De Profundis 9. 
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also clear. Whereas for Pater, everything was relative 

including Truth, everything was relative for Wilde, as well, 

but there was no real universal Truth. For Wilde, then, the 

goal of the individual existence was to reach a state of 

self-definition and awareness through contemplation. For 

him. doing nothing was harder than action. 

Pater's goal was to reach a definition of Truth through 

impassioned contemplation; however, for Wilde, the goal was 

merely the impassioned contemplation. "The order of nature 

is rest, repetition, and peace,"86 he states in his essay on 

Confucius. The influence of this Oriental pundit is evident 

throughout much of the work Wilde produced after this essay. 

This philosophy stresses absolute individuality, the 

futility of government and organized education, and the 

value of the individual contemplative life. This is a 

philosophy which struck a significant chord in the heart of 

Oscar Wilde, and he referred to it with regularity 

throughout the remainder of his writing career. In De 

Profundis, he stated, "Still I believe that at the beginning 

God made a world for each separate man, and in that world 

which is within us we should seek to live."87 This is, of 

course, the "natural life." the "unconscious life."88 Por 

8 6 "The Chinese Sage" 224. 
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Wilde, relativity was modernity. He stated. "Modern life is 

complex and relative; those are its two distinguishing 

notes."89 Por him. there was no real truth, only art. 

Everything was relative to art. He stated. 

I made beautiful in a new mode of beauty: to 
truth itself I gave what is false no less 
than what is true as its rightful province, 
and showed that the false and the true are 
merely forms of intellectual existence. I 
treated art as the supreme reality and life 
as a mere mode of fiction.9o 

He realized, however, that he had allowed himself "to be 

lured into long spells of senseless and sensual ease."9i In 

essence, he took the contemplative life and perverted it 

into a waste of his existence. There was no substance or 

progress in his thinking and he failed in his goal. For the 

Postmodern, the lesson is that, though we must strive for 

that individual self-awareness and education, we must not 

allow it to become a mere excuse for decadence and 

dissolution. This is. of course, why Walter Pater was 

unwilling to take his Aesthetic to the extreme to which it 

was carried by Oscar Wilde and why he was only partially 

successful because of the limitations he self-imposed: 

Truth. Oscar Wilde stated. "For is not truth in art. as I 

have said, 'that in which the outward is expressive of the 

89 De Profundis 38. 

90 De Profundis 45-6. 
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inward; in which the soul is made flesh and the body 

instinct with spirit in which form reveals.'"92 Adherence 

to a particular school of critical thought, denying the 

creative faculty of the critic and the relativity of truth, 

was fatal in the eyes of Wilde; it was, "everything that is 

made from without and by dead rules, and does not spring 

from within through some spirit informing it. "93 The 

lesson, then, for Postmoderns is that we must actually make 

that step toward self-education, toward the perfect state of 

the contemplative life; however, we must also avoid the 

pitfalls into which Oscar Wilde stumbled in his naivete. We 

must retain the purpose of Pater with the praxis of Wilde. 

Immorality 

"Wickedness is a myth invented by good people to account for 
the curious attractiveness of others." 

--Wilde 

Immorality was a thing foreign to Walter Pater with his 

adiaphorous conception of art and criticism. Although he 

did believe that art and criticism were free of any moral 

obligation, he also believed that good art and good 

criticism would have a necessarily and inherent ethical 

92 De Profundis 106. 

93 De Profundis 106-7. 
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effect. This was an idea foreign to Oscar Wilde. He 

believed that, not only were art and criticism free of any 

moral obligation, but they were also capable of having an 

immoral effect. Pater criticized Wilde's "dainty 

Epicureanism" in his review of The Picture of Dorian Gray, 

and this criticism shows the huge gulf which had arisen 

between mentor and pupil over this point of their Aesthetic. 

Whereas Pater discusses doing and organization as evolution, 

for Wilde doing and organization were terms denoting a 

devolution in existence. This is because, for Wilde at 

least. the highest form of existence was the state of 

impassioned contemplation as this is entirely free of any 

morality whatsoever. Wilde ridiculed the idea that there 

could even exist a moral book, "There is no such thing as a 

moral or an immoral book. Books are well written, or badly 

written. That is all."94 As moralism and didacticism 

tended to inhibit contemplation, Wilde was "Quite incapable 

of understanding how any work of art can be criticised from 

a moral standpoint. The sphere of art and the sphere of 

ethics are absolutely distinct and separate."9 5 

Contemplation can be of either the "good" in life or the 

"bad," it matters not. 

94 "Preface" to The Picture of Dorian Gray 235 

9 5 "Defense" of Dorian Gray 237. 
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In fact, for Wilde, "sin" was, at times, a benefactor 

to art and the creative process. He states: "One can fancy 

an intense personality being created out of sin."96 wilde 

established Sir Thomas Griffiths Wainewright, an artist and 

convicted poisoner, as the "type" of the artist in his essay 

entitled "Pen Pencil and Poison." from Intentions. In so 

doing, he made it amply clear that not only was art free 

from any moral obligation or didactic purpose, but so far 

from it, in fact, that it was quite capable of being 

perfectly immoral. He believed that, "bad people are. from 

the point of view of art. fascinating studies. They 

represent colour, variety and strangeness. Good people 

exasperate one's reason; bad people stir one's 

imagination. "97 Por Wilde, this was not to be viewed as a 

negative. 

Much of this stance is entwined with Wilde's philosophy 

on religion and life generally. In his "Phrases and 

Philosophies for the Use of the Young." he stated, "those 

who see any difference between soul and body have neither"; 

furthermore. "Religions die when they are proved to be true. 

Science is the record of dead religions."98 These ideas 

were closely linked to his notions about the relativity of 

96 Intentions 338. 
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truth. The very individual nature of truth and morality is 

expressed in yet another "Phrase" when he states. "A truth 

ceases to be true when more than one person believes in 

it. "99 This was indicative of his absolute and emphatic 

belief in the individual nature of existence and was the 

root of his further philosophy that good art could easily be 

immoral according to prevailing standards because prevailing 

standards were, for Wilde, of absolutely no significance. 

He felt that, "any preoccupation with ideas of what is right 

or wrong in conduct shows an arrested intellectual 

development," and further, "If one tells the truth, one is 

sure, sooner or later, to be found out."ioo This is clearly 

linked to his belief that the only effective way to reveal 

oneself was by concealment. The critic, then, by viewing 

the concealment of the artist could not only discover the 

artist, but himself or herself, as well. 

For Wilde, sin was a necessary part of life and, by 

extension, art. Without sin. or something called sin. life 

and art would be completely homogenous. He states: 

What is termed Sin is an essential element of 
progress. Without it the world would 
stagnate, or grow old. or become colourless. 
By its curiosity, Sin increases the 
experience of the race. Through its 
intensified assertion of individualism, it 

99 "Phrases and Philosophies . . . " 434 
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saves us from monotony of type In its 
rejection of the current notions about 
morality, it is one with the higher 
ethics,101 

Wilde does not deny that morals are necessary, nor does he 

deny that they may be evident in a work of art; however, he 

emphasizes that they are only necessary insofar as they 

provide some definition for sin: for without morals, sin 

would be impossible. He states, "The moral life of man 

forms part of the subject-matter of the artist, but the 

morality of art consists in the perfect use of an imperfect 

medium."102 That morality is not of primary importance in 

art and life is clear when Wilde states: 

To discern the beauty of a thing is the 
finest point to which we can arrive. Even a 
colour-sense is more important, in the 
development of the individual, than a sense 
of right and wrong. Aesthetics, in fact are 
to Ethics in the sphere of conscious 
civilization, what, in the sphere of the 
external world, sexual is to natural 
selection. Ethics, like natural selection 
make existence possible. Aesthetics, like 
sexual selection, make life lovely and 
wonderful, fill it with new forms, and give 
it progress, and variety and change. i o3 

Clearly, then, ethics are subjugate to aesthetics. They are 

only necessary insofar as they provide for the existence of 

sin which is a necessary part of the variety of existence. 

101 Intentions 360. 

102 "Preface" to Dorian Gray 236 

103 Intentions 406. 
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The individual critic, then, is perfectly within his rights 

to interpret a work of art as he or she sees fit, 

for if a work of art is rich, and vital, and 
complete, those who have artistic instincts 
will see Its beauty, and those to whom ethics 
appeal more strongly than aesthetics will see 
Its moral lesson. It will fill the cowardly 
with terror, and the unclean will see in it 
their own shame. It will be to each man what 
he is himself. It is the spectator, and not 
life, that art really mirrors.104 

Thus, the morality or immorality of a work of art would be 

determined by the viewer and not by the artist or the work 

itself. It was merely a matter of appeal. For Wilde. 

however, it was important to note that a purely moral 

concern when viewing art was. for the critic at least, a 

complete waste of the contemplative faculty. 

For Wilde, art free of morals provided a surer route to 

perfection through the contemplation of the ideal than did 

art weighed down under the burden of some didactic message. 

The critic, then, bent upon forcing some didactic or moral 

position onto a work of art was accomplishing nothing other 

than his own impediment on the road to perfected 

contemplation. Wilde was fully aware that humans are 

imperfect creatures and incapable of truly attaining the 

"perfection" required of the saint or ascetic and that the 

101 "Defense" of Dorian Gray 249 
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closest the individual could hope to come to this perfection 

was through the impassioned contemplation of the artistic 

object. He states: 

When we reach the true culture that is our 
aim, we attain to that perfection of which 
the saints have dreamed, the perfection of 
those to whom sin is impossible, not because 
they make the renunciations of the ascetic, 
but because they can do everything they wish 
without hurt to the soul, and can wish for 
nothing that can do the soul harm, the soul 
being an entity so divine that it is able to 
transform into elements of richer experience, 
or a finer susceptibility, or a newer mode of 
thought, acts or passions that with the 
common would be commonplace, or with the 
uneducated ignoble, or with the shameful 
vile.10 5 

Thus, for Wilde, at least, the possibility existed for the 

individual artist or critic to transcend the need for morals 

and ethics and find within himself or herself a soul which 

would allow for all things, experiences, etc., through art 

and artistic production without the vileness and ignominy of 

action. 

He states. "No artist has ethical sympathies. An 

ethical sympathy in an artist is an unpardonable mannerism 

of style . . . . Vice and virtue are to the artist 

materials for an art."io6 of the great artist Honore de 

Balzac, Wilde stated, ''II cree un monde et se tait."^^'' 

105 Intentions 406-7. 

106 "Preface" to Dorian Gray 236 
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Thus, it is not that with which the artist or the critic has 

to do to pronounce a moral in a work of art; rather, it is 

to create a world and keep silent. 

As with Walter Pater, many Modern critics will take 

umbrage with the stance of Oscar Wilde here. It is we, the 

Postmoderns. however, who are left the task of overcoming 

our moralistic forebears and realizing the plausability of 

Wilde's stance. The "moral" of Feminism may not be applied 

with the same good effect to Milton as to Browning; nor may 

the "moral" of Deconstruction be applied with the same good 

effect to James as to Joyce. Wilde would say. "We cannot 

rewrite the whole of history for the purpose of gratifying 

our moral sense of what should be."io8 jt is here that the 

Postmodern's aesthetic sense is most needed to overcome the 

moral sense. The habit of applying a moral whenever and 

wherever with no intelligent thought as to its 

appropriateness is "a foolish habit, and merely shows that 

the moral instinct can be brought to such a pitch of 

perfection that it will make its appearance wherever it is 

not required."109 it is only through individual 

interpretation and application that any critical hermeneutic 

may successfully be applied. 

108 Intentions 339. 

109 Intentions 339. 
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That the hegemonic application of a system of morals by 

a critical school is useless, Wilde makes clear when he 

states: 

A little sincerity is a dangerous thing, and 
a great deal of it is absolutely fatal. The 
true critic will, indeed, always be sincere 
in his devotion to the principle of beauty, 
but he will seek for beauty in every age and 
in each school, and will never suffer himself 
to be limited to any settled custom of 
thought, or stereotyped mode of looking at 
things. . . . and the first condition of 
criticism is that the critic should be able 
to recognize that the sphere of Art and the 
sphere of ethics are absolutely distinct and 
separate.iio 

Thus, as Postmoderns we must realize that "Art is out of the 

reach of morals for her eyes are fixed upon things beautiful 

and immortal and ever-changing."iii We must, likewise, fix 

our eyes on the "beautiful and immortal" in every age and in 

every school and search for the individual definition of 

self which can only be achieved through contemplation and 

self-education and is in itself "ever-changing." It is 

thus, freed from the mercenary moral concerns of strict 

adherance to a critical dogma, that the Postmodern will 

begin to develop that individual and personal temperament 

which is characteristic of the truly self-educated person. 

This self-perfection must be seen as the only goal of art 

and criticism, unto itself, and free from morality if the 

110 Intentions 393. 

111 Intentions 394. 
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Postmodern is to be successful in his or her appropriation 

of Modern theory. It is thus that we will contribute to the 

betterment of our age. 

The Goal 

"The contemplative life, the life that has for its aim not 
doing but being, and not being merely, but becoming--that is 

what the critical spirit can give us." 
--Wilde 

In conclusion, then, we see that Oscar Wilde was able 

to distill some of the major points of Walter Pater's 

theories into a distinct Aesthetic of his own. He 

concentrated on the transience of impressions and most 

heavily on the individuality of both the artist and the 

critic to produce a theory which emphasizes the importance 

of the contemplative life. Whereas, for Pater, it had been 

enough to treat life in the spirit of art, Wilde viewed life 

as secondary to Art. Whereas Pater had attempted to live as 

that expression of the impressions made by art, Wilde went 

to art to find his soul. He believed that, "To art belong 

all things that are and all things that are not,"i12 and 

that it was the realm of the artist to portray and the realm 

of the critic to re-portray these things. The creative 

12 "Defense" of Dorian Gray 243 
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process was a release of the soul and this process fell 

under the province of both the artist and the critic. 

Whereas Pater had viewed the critic as "kneeling" before the 

work of art, Wilde saw the critic as nothing if not superior 

to the artist, as his creation was a subjectification and 

perfection of something already subjectified and made 

perfect at the hand of the artist. He states that the 

object of the critic "will not always be to explain the work 

of art. He may seek rather to deepen its mystery, to raise 

round it. and round its maker, that mist of wonder which is 

dear to both gods and worshippers alike."ii3 This "mist" 

which the critic raises is a new creation: the criticism. 

Through this creative critical process, the critic "will be 

always showing us the work of art in some new relation to 

our age. He will always be reminding us that great works of 

art are living things--are, in fact, the only things that 

live."114 The goal of the creative process is the pleasure 

of the contemplative life as perfecting of the individual. 

Contemplation of beauty, for Wilde, is a pleasurable 

thing and. "the pleasure that one has in creating a work of 

art is a purely personal pleasure, and it is for the sake of 

this pleasure that one creates."n5 Out of the pleasure of 

113 Intentions 372. 
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creation come the increased faculties of taste and 

temperament in the critic which are requisite for the 

perfected life of contemplation. So. the circle comes full 

and the critic is left in that state of perfect 

contemplation which is the end-goal of existence and the 

product of art. 

The critic cannot be tied to a school of thought which 

is completely dominant over his or her own subjective 

awareness and self-awareness of the work of art. The very 

act of adhering too strictly to a given school of thought 

negates the necessity for further critical work as the 

answers become pre-determined. The ideal of art is no 

longer unique and individual to each work for each viewer, 

as it should be, but is relegated to a code of mythical 

mores for which the given critical school seeks in a work of 

art; thus, the ideal for the school has already been 

reached. And. as Wilde would say. "When the ideal is 

realized, it is robbed of its wonder and its mystery, and 

becomes simply a new starting-point for an ideal that is 

other than itself."n6 This is why we, as Postmoderns, are 

in such a wonderful position, because we have at our 

fingertips the ideals of each Modern school and lack only 

the willingess to take each of them up, in turn, to find the 

most appropriate, and implement it with regard to a given 

116 Intentions 370. 
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work of art and to begin the creation of a new work of art. 

Being tied to one school of thought limits meaning in both 

the interpreter and the object of interpretation and. 

according to Wilde, 

The aesthetic critic rejects those obvious 
modes of art [or criticism] that have but one 
message to deliver, and having delivered it 
become dumb and sterile, and seeks rather for 
such modes as suggest reverie and mood, and 
by their imaginative beauty make all 
interpretations true and no interpretation 
final.117 

If the critic allows himself or herself to be completely 

displaced as an individual by his or her critical stance, 

the ability of the individual to absolutely educate himself 

or herself will be destroyed or relegated to a position of 

secondary importance. Wilde would say, "Just as those who 

do not love Plato more than the Truth cannot pass beyond the 

threshold of the Academe, so those who do not love Beauty 

more than Truth never know the inmost shrine of Art."ii8 

This is highly apropos for the contemporary critic who is 

sequestered, almost without exception, within the confines 

of the Academic cloister, this cloister being the only 

ostensibly sympathetic environment and "safe" haven for the 

critic and scholar. However, the Postmodern is left to 

shake off the habit of Modernity and take up a new cloak 

117 Intentions 370. 
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which is more iridescent in shade, a cloak of contemplation. 

This capacious cloak may allow for the use of many of the 

tools left to us by the Moderns, but will certainly require 

the development of the critical faculty beyond the mere 

application of dogma into the realm of the more subjective 

and personal appreciation and re-creation of art. 

This cloak of contemplation for Wilde became, as it 

must become for the Postmodern, a "spirit of choice, that 

subtle tact of omission, [which] is really the critical 

faculty in one of its most characteristic moods."n9 

Without this spirit, this temperament, no one "can create 

anything at all in art."i2o por it is this faculty for 

contemplation in the critic, especially, which allows him or 

her to look to the work of art as merely a starting point 

for another creation of his or her own. For it is only in 

good criticism that the work of art "becomes more wonderful 

to us than it really is, and reveals to us a secret of 

which, in truth, it knows nothing."i21 The secret to be 

revealed in the work of art. through this criticism, is the 

secret of the soul of the critic. Thus, it is a completely 

personal experience. This is not merely reader-response, 

for its ramifications are much greater. It is through the 

119 Intentions 355. 
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perfection of the individuals within a group that the 

perfection of the race is to come. The effort to educate 

others by presenting a reader-response criticism is wasted; 

whereas, the discovery of one's soul in a work of art, 

through contemplation, takes the individual closer to 

perfection and, thereby, takes the race one step closer. 

Wilde states: 

Art's first appeal is neither to the 
intellect nor to the emotions, but purely to 
the artistic temperament, and . . . this 
temperament, this "taste,". . . being 
unconsciously guided and made perfect by 
frequent contact with the best work, becomes 
in the end a form of right judgement.122 

Thus, by the same token as the critic, by being constantly 

exposed to beauty and the contemplation thereof, slowly 

begins to gain in taste and temperament, we. by being 

constantly exposed to his or her re-portrayal, re-creation, 

as it were, also begin to increase in this faculty. It is 

because the true aesthetic critic does not treat the work of 

art as merely a subject for a reader-response criticism, but 

as a "starting point for a new creation,"i 23 that he or she. 

in effect, by producing a new work of art, contributes to 

the material available for contemplation by others. Wilde 

states: 

122 Intentions 327. 
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Contemplation. I said to you some time ago 
that it was far more difficult to talk about 
a thing than to do it. Let me say to you now 
that to do nothing at all is the most 
difficult thing in the world, the most 
difficult and the most intellectual. . . . 
It is to do nothing that the elect exist.124 

It is not the opinions or impressions of the critic which 

are important for Wilde, as they were for Pater; rather, it 

is the fact that a new work of art is created which is 

significant. "But we who are born at the close of this 

wonderful age. are at once too cultured and too critical. 

too intellectually subtle and too curious of exquisite 

pleasures, to accept any speculations about life in exchange 

for life itself."125 

124 Intentions 381. 
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CHAPTER III 

THE REFLECTION: TOWARD A MORE 

AESTHETIC POSTMODERNISM 

"Since the objects of imitation are men in action, and these 
men must be either of a higher or a lower 

type . . . it follows that we must represent men 
either as better than real life, or as worse, 

or as they are." 
--Aristotle 

"La philosophic, c'est la microscope de la pensee." 
--Hugo 

The legacy of Modernity has been much like the legacy 

of many previous critical eras: confused, misinterpreted, 

misleading, and overwhelming. Just as Oscar Wilde was faced 

with the task of appropriating and putting into useful 

practice the theories of Walter Pater, we are left the task 

of assimilating and familiarizing ourselves with the 

theories left to us by the Moderns. For Oscar Wilde, the 

goal was to appropriate a theory and develop it into a new 

form which he felt would be both useful and appropriate for 

his "modern" times. The growing pains of moving into what 

is undoubtedly a new era of art and criticism are perhaps 

even more painful in this later day. According to Richard 

Ellman, 

In 1914 Henry James could complain that there 
was not enough theory about to give novelists 
their bearings, while T. S. Eliot and Saul 
Bellow have since regretted, for different 
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reasons and in different tones of voice, that 
there is now too much. The obtrusive place 
of the critic today can be related to a 
methodological emphasis which is conspicuous 
in other disciplines as well. But Wilde was 
one of the first to see that the exaltation 
of the artist required a concomitant 
exaltation of the critic.126 

The Moderns have bequeathed us an overwhelming and. at 

times, frightening legacy. In their attempts to grapple 

with many of the age-old questions in theory and praxis, the 

Moderns have reached some disturbing ends. As with all 

nascent theories, when they are fresh, they may show great 

promise for the future of art and criticism; as they age. 

they may become comfortable; and. as they have reached 

maturity, they have attained the point of nihilism, which 

has plagued theory throughout its history. As Wilde put it. 

"The old believe everything: the middle-aged suspect 

everything: the young know everything."i27 

It seems that if one looks at the history of criticism 

one is left with a fairly disturbing picture of the cycle 

which seems to dominate criticism. Despite the fact that 

there is much discussion and disagreement within the 

Postmodern community about shifts in the dominant from age 

to age. such critics as Brian McHale admit that the 

126 Richard Ellman. "The Critic as Artist as 
Wilde" ix. 
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"aesthetic function is a transhistorical dominant."i28 with 

this in mind, it would seem possible to avoid the disturbing 

cycle of criticism which tends toward nihilism. The fathers 

of philosophy, however, inevitably present their theories in 

an optimistic light, many times declaring themselves to have 

reached the pinnacle of critical thought. It is, however, 

the child of the father who must attempt to successfully 

develop and mature under theory. In so doing, these 

children have, inevitably, reached the same conclusion, 

generation after generation: the theories of our fathers do 

not work for our children. Sadly, the cycle continues, 

seemingly hopeless. It is this hopelessness that I believe 

we as Postmoderns may avoid. 

We may avoid this pitfall by asking different questions 

of critical philosophy, "in short, different dominants 

emerge depending upon which questions we ask of the text, 

and the position from which we interrogate it."i29 Armed 

with the ability to shift positions with regard to our 

critical forebears and ask different questions of their 

philosophies than perhaps they were prepared to ask 

themselves, the Postmodern critic, then, may succumb to the 

everlasting dominant: Aesthetics. It is by appropriating 

128 Brian McHale, Postmodernist Fiction (London 

Methuen, 1987) 6. 
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the work of our forebears that we enable ourselves to 

continue to be creative and this is, after all. the 

aesthetic impulse in action. This is what lends vitality to 

the artistic and critical community, this ability to shift 

back and forth and continually strive toward new creation. 

This eclecticism and tendency toward pastiche in criticism 

must, in fact, become a dominant of the Postmodern Aesthetic 

if the Postmodern is to avoid overworking philosophy and 

arriving at the point of nihilism. 

Barring some conscious move to the contrary on the part 

of practitioners, theory and philosophy will necessarily 

lead to nihilism. If one thinks about something long enough 

and attempts to fill every gap with a single theory, one 

will, eventually, reach that point of aporia and antinomy 

which the Deconstructionists are so fond of pointing out; 

however, one need not even approach this abyss. The abyss, 

the almost black-hole nature, of theory and philosophy is 

the necessary product of the attempt at universality and 

absolute definition. A return to a more aesthetic criticism 

takes the pressure off to define and allows for the variance 

in interpretation which adds life and vitality to criticism 

and which should, in fact, become the predominant 

characteristic of Postmodern Aesthetics. 

The point of nihilism is reached when the hermeneutic 

takes precedence over the individual critic's personality 

and displaces the critic's personality utterly. The critic 
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ceases to function as an interlocutor with the work of art 

and receives all impulse and impression solely by way of the 

intervening hermeneutic. According to Pater, 

The theory, or idea, or system, which 
requires of us the sacrifice of any part of 
this experience, in consideration of some 
interest into which we cannot enter, or some 
abstract morality we have not identified with 
ourselves, or what is only conventional, has 
no real claim upon us.i3o 

Too many times, the Modern finds his or her self subjugated 

to the will of a not disinterested hermeneutic hegemony 

which disallows the individuality of experience and 

impression in favor of a morality or methodology exterior to 

the individual. As the individual can receive no real 

satisfaction or catharsis from this simulacrum of personal 

impression the result is a fulminatory psychomachia which 

generally results in the acquiescence of the individual 

critic. 177 nihil, to the will of the more powerful 

methodology. 

Postmodernity has already shown hints of moving away 

from this abyss into the more labyrinthine corridors of 

Subjectivist bricolage. From Julian Barnes' attempts to 

show the relativity of time and history in A History of the 

World in 10 1/2 Chapters, to the concentration on the 

individual in B. S. Johnson's Christie Malry's Own Double-

Entry, the Postmoderns have already shown an increasing 

130 "Conclusion" to The Renaissance 86 
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interest in eclecticism and a move away from the abyss to a 

stance far enough away for a tentative safety, but close 

enough still to take a peep over the edge, occasionally. 

This backing away has, however, caused many Postmoderns to 

fall off backwards into the abyss on the other side, for the 

pinnacle of theory and philosophy is a very narrow plateau 

surrounded on all sides by that purgatorial pit: nihilism. 

The question then is where do we go from here? The answer 

is up. 

For the Postmodern, with access to the literature and 

theory of the ages, the only direction to go is up. There 

must be engendered in the Postmodern a desire for an 

awareness of self. This is already a leading characteristic 

of many Postmoderns: a self-conscious awareness of the 

author, for example, in John Fowles; a self-conscious 

awareness of the text in B. S. Johnson; and a self-conscious 

awareness of literature itself in Christine Brooke-Rose. 

Throughout much of the work of the Postmoderns, there 

is a constant quest for identity, a shift away from the more 

disintersted epistemology of the Moderns toward the more 

dangerous and discursive ontological. The possibility and 

the nature of being are addressed using techniques such as 

defamiliarization. intertextuality, polyphony, and 

dialogism. However, in many cases, answers are not so much 

reached as an awareness of the still more nihilistic 

impossibility of an answer. This has produced a certain 
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amount of anomie which is evident in much of the Postmodern 

literature and criticism. It is by looking into the hazy 

mirror of the past that the Postmoderns will see themselves 

reflected in the images of Oscar Wilde's appropriation of 

Walter Pater's aesthetic. 

One hundred years ago. Walter Pater and Oscar Wilde 

added to the development of what. I believe, is the anodyne 

for the hopelessness and anomie of the Postmodern laboring 

under Modern hermeneutics. In their concentration on the 

importance and inherent value of aesthetic sensation; the 

individual nature of existence, art, and criticism; the 

relativism or lack of universal Truth; and the independence 

of creative work from morality. Pater and Wilde established 

what will be for the Postmodern, the groundwork for a 

plausible and optimistic methodology for art and criticism. 

I will discuss several schools of Modern Criticism in 

context with each of the aspects of Wilde's development of 

Paterian Aesthetics and attempt to show how a Postmodern 

appropriation and application of these schools within the 

framework of Aesthetic Criticism will provide, perhaps, some 

solution to the growing sense of anomie which is prevalent 

throughout the Modern artistic and critical community. The 

points which I will use to discuss several of the many 

Modern schools are not applicable solely to those schools 

which I discuss in conjunction with them, but, rather, I 

will use each of the schools to illustrate the possible 
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application of Wildean Aesthetics to the Postmodern usage of 

any of the Modern philosophies. I also hope to show the 

necessity of a willingness to be inconsistent in theoretical 

praxis and the invaluable nature of an ability to 

effectively use any of a number of Modern theories. This 

usage will become, as I hope to show, not a plenary 

philosophy, as no philosophy can be final, but a starting 

point for new creative work. Oscar Wilde's appropriation of 

Walter Pater's Aesthetic, then, provides a mirror for the 

Postmodern appropriation of Modern philosophy and hopefully 

a few useful tools for the praxis of both. In this 

chryselephantine mirror we will see hope for the future of 

art and criticism, Jacob's ladder descending out of the sky 

to allow us to step up off the plateau and above the abyss, 

a new raison d'etre. 

The first and foremost lesson which we should learn 

from Oscar Wilde's appropriation of Walter Pater is that no 

philosophy is final, a lesson once learned is valuable only 

insofar as it serves as a basis for a new work of art. 

Oscar Wilde freely admitted, toward the end of his career. 

that this was a lesson he had forgotton: he had stopped 

springing forward and had stagnated. Similarly, the goal of 

the individual should only be to educate himself or herself. 

This is another lesson which Wilde admitted he had 

forgotten, as he had gotten so tied up in attempting to 

proselytize that he had lost sight of his goal: 
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self-perfection. if the Postmoderns. then, will learn these 

lessons; will see in Modern philosophy the potential for new 

and exciting creation, as opposed to viewing Modern 

philosophy as a dogma demanding strict adherence; and will 

concentrate solely on self-perfection, satisfaction, and 

education, as opposed to insisting upon educating others and 

gaining converts; then, and only then, will the Postmoderns 

be freed to proceed into the new realms of possibility open 

before them. 

Questionable Impressions 

"It is immoral in a man to believe more than he can 
spontaneously receive as being congenial to his mental and 

moral nature." 
--Newman 

"There always appear to be two explanations for everything. 
That is why we have been given free will, in order that we 

may choose the correct one." 
--Barnes 

In the period Postmodern, the word impression has, 

along with a great number of other words, come to mean more 

and less than its standard denotative definition allows. In 

an age, post-semiology, the meanings of words have become 

questionable, qualified. No discussion is free from some 

sort of semantic recursion, especially a discussion 

involving "loaded" code words such as impression. Because 

of this fact, no discussion of impressions would be complete 

88 



without its own qualification. Let us. then, return to 

Webster who defines impression as "mental effect."i3i 

Working with this definition, it should be safe to assume 

that the impression made by a subject upon an artist is the 

effect of the subject upon the mind of the artist; likewise, 

the impression of a work of art upon a critic is the effect 

of the work of art upon the mind of the critic. Working in 

these simplistic terms, then, how is it that impressions 

have become so lost in Postmodernist criticism? This is 

largely the result of the work of many of the major 

Postmodern theorists who, in working away from the 

epistemological stance of their Modern predecessors toward a 

more ontological stance, have made it a matter of course to 

question the very nature and possibility of being and have 

found it, therefore, necessary to question the very 

possibility of communication through language. The fact of 

the matter is, however, that sooner or later this turns out 

to be a self-destructive exercise in that it only leads to 

more and more questions and never any answers. This is one 

sure route into the abyss of nihilism and is, at the very 

least, an unnecessary and almost masturbatory form of 

exhibitionist erudition. 

13 1 Webster's 21st Century Dictionary of the 

English Language Walter C. Kidney, ed. (Nashville: Thomas 

Nelson, 1978). 
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Impressions do exist. We, as critics, do have them. 

That is all. As we have seen, for both Walter Pater and 

Oscar Wilde impressions were highly important as they 

allowed for an escape from the turpitude and sordidity of 

quotidian existence. In the Postmodern community, however, 

there is much confusion even about the possibility of having 

an impression. This is purely affected overcomplication and 

casuistry on the part of concupiscent linguists and 

theorists. Objects, works of art, pieces of literature all 

strike the mind of the observer in some way and leave an 

impression, naturally. 

It would seem, then, in this age of questionable 

impressions that the development of Pater's Aesthetic in 

Wilde's theory is highly suited to the temper of the times. 

However, in so much of Modern criticism, the curiosity and 

desire for new impressions have been lost. The base 

contentment and laxity of the Modern artistic theorist is 

culpable. According to Pater, "When one's curiosity is 

deficient, when one is not eager enough for new impressions, 

and new pleasures, one is liable to value mere academical 

proprieties too highly, to be satisfied with worn-out or 

conventional types."i32 AS a result of the emphasis on the 

production of increasing quantities of secondary material 

within the Academy, too many Postmoderns. with curiosity 

132 "Postscript" to Appreciat ions 549 

90 



deficient and no eagerness in their pursuit of new 

impressions, have neglected to see in Modern methodology the 

tools for the enhancement of their own curiosity and 

impression and have satisfied themselves with the "mere 

academical proprieties" of practicing a given hermeneutic. 

For Wilde, the critic could not know his or her own 

impressions as they were strictly a product of the creative 

process. Hence, for the Postmodern, a shift away from 

theorizing about the possibility of gaining an impression 

toward the practice of creation seems the only sure way to 

successfully maintain i/npression-ability. This increased 

curiosity and thirst for personal impressions will lead the 

Postmodern away from the Modern "academical proprieties" 

into the true spirit of creativity and criticism. According 

to Pater. 

Outbreaks of this spirit, that is, come 
naturally with particular periods--times, 
when, in men's approaches to art and poetry, 
curiosity may be noticed to take the lead, 
when men come to art and poetry, with a deep 
thirst for intellectual excitement after a 
long ennui, or in reaction against the strain 
of outward, practical things.i33 

It is in such a period that we, as Postmoderns, find 

ourselves. We must be willing to throw off the bonds of 

Modernist "ennui" and react against the strain of such 

"outward, practical things" as Modernist theory. This will 

33 "Postscript" to Appreciations 551 
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finally lead the Postmodern critic back to the root of all 

good criticism, the aesthetic impression, and the 

contemplation in mansuetude thereon. It is this revelation 

and inculcation of that which is interior to the critic 

(impression) which should be the goal of criticism for it is 

only through this revelation that the critic will have 

contributed anything of significance to his own self-

education which is, as we have seen, the end-goal of 

existence itself, according to Wilde. 

The very impossibility or questionable nature of 

gaining Impressions is the thing which gives the word 

impression its power. Through the search for impressions, 

the quest for self-knowledge, the Postmodern critic can and 

will rise above the drudgery of Modernist methodology into 

the realm of truly creative thought. It is this creation 

which will define the age. 

For the Modern Old Historicist critic, the goal was 

plain: to establish the historical context of a work of art 

and use it as a backdrop for a given text. For the New 

Historicist, however, the goal has become less clear. The 

New Historicist realizes a vital fact about history: it is 

subjective. This is a point with which Oscar Wilde would 

have agreed wholeheartedly. The very nature of written 

history indicates its subjectivity. That it is "written by 
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people whose personal biases affect their interpretation of 

the past"i34 should be clear. 

The problem with New Historicism. as based on the 

writings of Michel Foucault, is the very impossibility of 

reconstructing the past. Even such preimminent linguistic-

anthropologists as Edward Sapir and Benjamin Whorf have 

declared the impossibility of actually accurately 

reconstructing the past.i35 Ironically, New Historicists 

reject the work of Old Historicists because it is based on 

the faulty assumption of the objectivity (accuracy) of 

written history and. New Historicists believe, is therefore 

a useless foil for a work of art which they believe is, in 

any case, inferior to its historical context. However, this 

seems to be a fault in logic, if not a complete incongruity. 

How can the New Historicist free himself or herself from the 

very subjectivity, which they claim plagues the history 

texts of their predecessors, and contextualize a work of art 

using it as a mirror for the historical period being 

studied? 

According to Oscar Wilde, "To give an accurate 

description of what has never occurrred is not merely the 

134 Charles E. Bressler, Literary Criticism. 
(Englewood Cliffs. NJ: Prentice Hall. 1994) 128. 

135 Edward Sapir and Benjamin Whorf. "The Sapir-Whorf 
Hypothesis," in Language in Culture, ed. Harry Hoijer (\tn> 
York: American Anthropology Association, 1985). 
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proper occupation of the historian, but the inalienable 

privilege of any man of parts and culture."i36 The fact of 

the matter is that the only thing even close to reality is. 

as Oscar Wilde stated. Art, and "Art, even art of fullest 

scope and widest vision, can never really show us the 

external world. All that it shows us is our own soul, the 

one world of which we have any real cognizance."i37 por it 

is the individual soul, however that term may come to be 

defined by the individual, which is the one true reality--

existence within that contemplative, personal realm of the 

soul alleviates the pain of daily life, frees the individual 

from concerns about epistemology and ontology and whether or 

not the gas bill is due, frees the student of self-

perfection to surround himself or herself with those objects 

which appeal, as beautiful, to his or her own soul 

independent of any exterior formula. 

The attempt of the New Historicists, like so many of 

the Modernist's progeny, has been to apply a formula to art. 

According to Wilde, "in matters of art, at any rate, thought 

is inevitably coloured by emotion, and so is fluid rather 

than fixed, and, recognizing its dependence upon moods and 

upon the passion of fine moments, will not accept the 

136 "The Artist as Critic" 349. 
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rigidity of scientific formula or a theological dogma."i^Q 

The very act of attempting to apply an abstract and 

objective form to criticism is hopeless, unless the attempt 

is viewed as a tool for the advancement of the real agenda 

of art criticism: the self-education of the critic. 

With this in mind, then, how can we validate New 

Historicism, or any other school, which seeks to somehow 

objectify the work of art or history. For the Postmodern, 

New Historicism provides an invaluable tool for an increased 

awareness of personal impression. If the realization is 

made that the New Historical exercise is, in fact, just 

that: an exercise, then, and only then, does it become 

worthwhile and valuable. If the New Historicist. or any 

other Postmodern using the hermeneutic, keeps in mind the 

fact that "the one duty we owe to history is to rewrite 

it,"139 then by the very attempt to contextualize a work of 

art or a time period using a work of art. the New 

Historicist should learn something invaluable about his or 

her own impressions of a work of art. It is, in fact, for 

the Postmodern to put into praxis the philosophy of Oscar 

Wilde with regard to impressions. The Postmodern must, from 

the individual perspective, ascertain the usefulness of any 

given school with regard to the enhancement of his or her 

138 "Mr. Pater's Last Volume" 232 

139 "The Critic as Artist" 359. 
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own perception and impression of a given work of art and 

thereby increase his or her ability to explicate and develop 

the text into a new work of art: criticism. 

For Oscar Wilde, strength lay in the fact that he "felt 

he was superior to both classical and romantic modes, 

because he could manipulate both."i4o Likewise, the 

strength of the Postmodern lies in the power to manipulate 

each of the Modernist methodologies for the impression given 

to the individual perspective. This power to manipulate the 

various methodologies of Modern theory provides the 

Postmodern theorist the tools necessary for a complete re

creation of the work of art. By using the hermeneutic of 

New Historicism in tandem with any of a number of other 

hermeneutics, the Postmodern critic, much like Oscar Wilde 

using romanticism or classicism, is capable of altering his 

or her impressions at will; thereby, enabling himself or 

herself to fulfill the duty of the critic: to "translate 

into another manner or a new material his or her impression 

of beautiful things."i4i It is extremely important, 

however, that this translation of the work of art be viewed 

as contingent upon the personal nature of impression. It is 

important for the Postmodern to have the ability to step 

back from the critical hermeneutic and assess his or her own 

140 "The Critic as Artist as Wilde" xvii. 
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personal impression of the work of art. If this impression 

is not amicable to the critical stance being affected, then 

the Postmodern MUST be willing to take a new approach. An 

antistrophic move toward a more eclectic aestheticism is 

required. 

The failure of Postmodernity will be in a too strict 

adherence to a specific school of criticism. The lack of 

eclecticism destroys the creative faculty in the critic and, 

to the degree that the personal nature of impressions is 

foregone in favor of a pre-determined interpretation based 

on the methodology of a critical school, criticism ceases to 

be creative valuable and becomes a rote recitation of dogma 

applied in various ways. This variety, in itself, is not 

enough: only true creativity in the critical process will 

produce in the critic an increased self-awareness and the 

perfection of the individual through contemplation. Truth 

to the individual impression, as seen in the work of Oscar 

Wilde, is. for the Postmodern, a goal of utmost importance. 

The basis of all useful criticism is the aesthetic 

impression as defined by Pater and developed by Wilde, and 

this impression allows the critic to move forward into the 

realm of creation. The creation of art in criticism will 

lead to a new Postmodern: a pasticheur fully aware of the 

impossibility of knowing himself or herself and content in 

this awareness. 
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Experience! 

"Nothing that actually occurs is of the smallest 
importance." 

--Wilde 

"What seemed to underlie that position was the desire to 
make the most of every experience that might come, outwardly 

or from within. . ." 
--Pater 

As we have seen, experience was not so much important 

to Oscar Wilde as the contemplation of experience, or the 

artistic object. This surrender to the aesthetic experience 

is a thing sorely lacking in Modern philosophy. A 

Postmodern appropriation of Modern philosophy, however, and 

a willingness to surrender to the work of art and the 

experience and impression gained from the work of art rather 

than to the hermeneutic of a given critical school will lead 

the Postmodern away from the abyss into which so many of our 

Modern predecessors have fallen. Most individuals adhering 

to Modern methodologies become so intent in their theories 

and the practice of them that they lose sight, almost 

entirely, of the Aesthetic object. According to Walter 

Pater, theory is only useful insofar as it allows us to 

notice things which might otherwise have gone unnoticed. 

With this sense of the splendour of our 
existence and of its awful brevity, gathering 
all we are into one desperate effort to see 
and touch, we shall hardly have time to make 
theories about the things we see and touch. 
What we have to do is to be ever curiously 
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testing new opinions and courting new 
impressions, never acquiescing in a facile 
orthodoxy of Comte or of Hegel, or of our 
own. Theories, religious or philosophical 
ideas, as points of view, intruments of 
criticism, may help us to gather up what 
might otherwise pass unregarded by us.i42 

There is a problem with much Modern criticism because, in 

the strict adherence to the objectives of the school, many 

critics lose sight of the aesthetic experience itself. They 

become so engrossed in the practice of their hermeneutics 

and "facile orthodoxy" that they lose sight of the end-goal 

of the critical exercise and forget the very implement 

nature of a hermeneutic and prioritize it, sometimes even 

above themselves as independent and thinking individuals. 

As with many Modern methodologies, Reader-Response 

criticism has fallen into the trap of denying the artistic 

experience its rightful place of preeminence. Ironically, 

Reader-Response criticism would seem to have its roots in 

the work of such subjectivists as Pater and Wilde; however, 

for the Reader-Response critic, the importance of the work 

of art itself (as it is revelatory of something interior to 

the critic) is quickly subjugated to the importance of the 

reader's interpretation of the text. Very quickly, in a 

Structuralist or Phenomenological reading of a text, the 

aesthetic experience is lost, covered over by either an 

attempt at defining the systems within the text which allow 

142 "Conclusion" to The Renaissance 86 
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meaning to occur, or in creating the text through 

interaction between the text and the perceiver. The problem 

with this approach, when avowed too emphatically, is that 

the end-goal of criticism is lost. The adamant 

Structuralist is so caught up in the attempt to define a 

formulaic system of meanings within the text that he or she 

is no longer even capable of surrendering to the experience 

and creating a new work of art in his or her criticism of a 

given text. Likewise, the Phenomenologist, too wrapped up 

in the initial creation of the text through his or her own 

interaction with it loses sight of the end-goal of 

criticism, to provide a new object for aesthetic 

contemplation: the criticism. These critics do not 

appreciate the aesthetic experience for the element of 

control which it exercises over them as individual, but 

attempt, instead, to exercise some control over the text 

through the use of a hermeneutic approach ostensibly 

subjective in its emphasis on the response of the reader. 

For these critics, the moods do not come from the text, 

but are created through the interaction of the perceiver 

with the text. This is certainly a healthy development of 

Wildean Aesthetics. However, the emphasis has broken down 

into such a multitude of readings that the work of the 

individual Reader-Response critic becomes lost in the miasma 

of other various interpretations proferred by his or her 

colleagues. This overwhelming tide, does not lend 
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perspicuity to the existence of the individual, but. rather, 

expands the confusion indefinitely. This is a direct result 

of the fact that Reader-Response critics have lost sight of 

the fact that the end-goal of criticism should, in fact, be 

their own self-perfection, and not the submission of yet 

another interpretation to the public. The attempt to 

provide a new and varied, if only ever so slightly, personal 

interpretation of a work of art, on the part of Reader-

Response critics, then, has become actually a denial of 

their original purpose. This is not to say that the 

possibility of infinite interpretation does not exist, but 

merely to state that the attempt to produce a unique 

reading, at times, becomes counterfeit. The initial 

subjectivity of the hermeneutic has become lost, especially 

within Academia, where the importance of producing a new and 

unique interpretation of a text has led to an 

objectification of Reader-Response criticism. The 

contemporary Reader-Response critic then, is not so much 

interested in the interpretation or impression he or she 

actually gains from a given aesthetic experience, but merely 

in cataloguing in his or her mind the interpretations which 

have gone before and developing something different from 

them. This is not truth to the individual interpretation; 

rather, it is an exercise in the objective derivation of a 

possible meaning which is different than the meanings 

proferred by others. This is actually the obverse of the 
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Reader-Response critic's ostensible purpose. For the 

Reader-Response critic, today, then, the effort is not so 

much to delineate his or her own personal impression of a 

work of art (which is a laudable purpose), but to 

objectively derive an interpretation which is at some minor 

or significant variance with all other extant 

interpretations. The exercise has become not so much a 

personal and individual one. but an attempt at universal 

refutation and a general display of extravagant and 

superficial erudition which is characteristic of the pedant, 

Philistine, and dilettante in every age. 

Through the experiences gained and the impressions 

received from the aesthetic object, it is the individual who 

grows and becomes more perfected in his or her own 

sensibility. The fact that an individual impression, when 

presented as a new work of art. may or may not increase the 

material available for the contemplation of others is 

entirely irrelevant and, ideally, should be of no concern to 

the individual; for, it is only through the perfection of 

the individual within the human community, that improvement 

will be made in the race. 

The goal of most Reader-Response critics, and adherents 

to any of a number of other Modern critical methodologies, 

has shifted away from the ostensible purpose of providing an 

individual impression of the work of art to providing a 

synthetically produced impression different from all otht̂ rs. 
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This reversal of objectives has produced a most significant 

problem with Reader-Response criticism, as well as other 

critical schools, in that the individual impression has. in 

fact, found itself subjugated to a universality of necessary 

opposition. Thus. Reader-Response criticism has become, in 

many instances, mere pedantry. According to Walter Pater, 

the true critic will be 

jealous, if he have a really quickening 
motive within, of all that does not hold 
directly to that [the immediate impression 
provided by an aesthetic object] of the 
facile, the otiose, he will ever depart from 
the strictly pedestrian process, unless he 
gains a ponderable something thereby.i43 

The attempt on the part of Reader-Response critics to create 

a different interpretation for the sake of having a 

different interpretation falls under the category of facile 

and otiose pedantry as it becomes merely more extraneous 

material, which not only does not apply constructively in 

any mensurable way to the material available for aesthetic 

contemplation, but. in fact, detracts and impedes it 

significantly. 

For in truth all art does but consist in the 
removal of surplusage, from the last finish 
of the gem-engraver blowing away the last 
particle of invisible dust, back to the 
earliest divination of the finished work to 
be, lying somewhere, according to 
Michelangelo's fancy, in the rough-hewn block 
of stone.144 

143 "Style" 19. 
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The attempt to be different for the sake of being different, 

then, is sheer "surplusage" as there is no real awareness of 

the "finished work . . . lying . . . in the rough-hewn block 

of stone." The attempt to assimilate various other 

interpretations before an awareness of the individual 

impression is gained and then to develop a different 

impression is neither true to the spirit of artistic and 

critical production, nor to the ostensible goals of the 

Reader-Response critics themselves. It becomes, in effect, 

a "critical effort to limit art a priori, by anticipations 

regarding the natural incapacity of the material with which 

this or that artist works . . . [which is] always liable to 

be discredited by the facts of artistic production."i4s 

With the Postmodern ability to incorporate the tenets 

of Reader-Response hermeneutics into an armory of critical 

approaches, however, the possibility exists for a quite 

dramatic conversion. If the Postmodern is willing to see 

the uniqueness of his or her own impression of a given 

aesthetic experience, independent of what others have 

written, it will have value. If the Postmodern is willing 

to see overlaps and similarities between his interpretation 

and that of others and not attempt to synthetically produce 

an alternate impression in the gratuitous cause of being 

45 "Style" 5-6. 
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different for its own sake, then the integrity of Reader-

Response criticism may be maintained. This should not be 

viewed as a hopeless endeavor for. despite the fact that an 

individual may have gained an almost identical impression 

from a given work of art as that gained by another 

individual, the fully armed Postmodern will see any number 

of alternate avenues for the interpretation of the work in 

question. 

Individuality not Isolation 

"The necessity for a career forces every one to take sides." 
--Wilde 

"It is in thy power to think as thou wilt: The essence of 
things is in thy thoughts about them: All is opinion. 

conception: No man can be hindered by another: What is 
outside thy circle of thought is nothing at all to it; hold 
to this, and you are safe: One thing is needful--to live 

close to the divine genius within thee, and minister thereto 
worthily." 

--Pater 

As we have seen, Wilde's definition of individuality 

was strongly dependent upon an awareness of others. In 

order to know oneself, one must be aware of those other 

individuals around. This concept becomes especially 

applicable to the plight of the Postmodern fighting for a 

self-identity and awareness amidst the many different 

schools of Modern critical theory. The usual recourse for 

the individual, especially in the Academic community, has 
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been to lose himself or herself in the dogma of a critical 

hermeneutic; however, this is completely unnecessary. 

Unnecessary and, finally, destructive as Oscar Wilde states, 

"there is no art where there is no style, and no style where 

there is no unity, and unity is of the individual."i 4e The 

loss of the individual in the critical stance is prevalent 

throughout much of Modern Criticism and it is that with 

which the Postmodern critic has to do to rediscover 

individuality by working with the various critical 

approaches left to us by Modernity. 

For the Postmodern to gain a true sense of self-

identity, it is important to be aware of the critical 

methodologies extant and, as I have said before, to 

willingly appropriate these methodologies on an individual 

basis. The very individuality and subjectivity of the 

appropriation of various critical stances will add to the 

definition of the self in the individual. This will 

alleviate the problem of the displacement of the individual 

by the school which takes place so often when contemporary 

academics allow themselves to become slaves to the agenda of 

a specific hermeneutic. The tendency toward energumenity 

within the Modern critical school has produced, in the midst 

of the Postmodern critical community, a group of enfants 

terrible, incapable of valid contribution to the critical 

146 "The Critic as Artist" 356 
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community because of their fanatic loyalty and their loss of 

individuality. Individuality and appropriation of various 

schools does not necessarily imply the isolation of the 

individual, however, rather far from it. 

As the individual becomes more and more aware of the 

trains of thought operating around himself or herself, he or 

she will come closer to a surer awareness of his or her own 

individual identity. It is important for the Postmodern to 

be capable of working within a methodology as an individual 

rather than allowing the methodology to determine his or her 

interpretation of a work of art. This is not merely a 

semantic distinction between working within and belonging to 

a given methodology; rather, it is an important aspect of 

the appropriation of theory with which the Postmodern must 

come to terms if he or she is to successfully maintain an 

identity as an individual. Furthermore, in the spirit of 

Oscar Wilde, the Postmodern must concentrate on self-

education rather than upon an attempt to educate the masses. 

Rather than attempting to educate the race as a whole which 

attempt is. according to Wilde, "the nuisance of the 

intellectual sphere."i47 the Postmodern should strive toward 

self-education which will contribute to the development of 

the race as a whole. 

1̂ 7 Intentions 387. 
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Although the displacement of the individual by the 

hermeneutic takes place in any case where the critic is 

unwilling to recognize his or her own individuality and is 

content to merely regurgitate the "party" line with regard 

to the interpretation and criticism of a given text, this 

displacement is most notable in individuals belonging to 

such schools as Marxism. The ability of the critic to 

subjectively choose the works of art which appeal to him or 

her on an individual basis and then use the appropriate bias 

in interpreting that work of art is completely subjugated to 

the agenda of the critical hermeneutic. 

In Marxism, the very philosophy of social construction 

has turned its adherents into an enslaved proletariat. By 

denying the possibility of individual experience as 

independent from some socially constructed ideology, the 

Marxist, in effect, becomes slave to a new bourgeoisie: the 

hegemony of Marxism, itself. The belief that universal 

change may occur through the enlightenment of the members of 

the proletariat about their oppression by the bourgeoisie is 

mistaken; in truth, the Marxist critic has fallen prey to 

his own ideology. No longer thinking independently and 

individually, how can the Marxist critic hope to contribute 

to the increased welfare of the socialistic society? 

According to Wilde, it is only through the realization of 

the individual that society may progress. The kind of 

ideologic compassion engendered in the most ardent Marxists 
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has very little effect toward real change. It is just such 

"emotional sympathy . . . [which] limits knowledge, and so 

prevents us from solving any single social problem."i48 By 

limiting knowledge to only those works of art which adhere 

to the Marxist agenda and decrying all else, ironically. 

Marxist critics allow themselves to be enslaved by an 

academic and elitist intelligentsia intent on forwarding the 

agenda of a specific and dogmatic ideology. 

The problem arises when the individual critic, no 

longer working within the school, but displaced and 

belonging to it, finds himself or herself faced with a text 

or work of art which is not concerned with the working class 

and the individual. The very lack of individuality and 

independence in this critic disables him or her from 

providing a useful analysis of the work. He or she can no 

longer see the work independent of the massive 

superstructure of Marxist criticism and therefore, if it 

does not forward the proper agenda, it becomes denigrated, 

depleted, meaningless. The critic, in effect, isolates 

himself or herself from a great deal of artwork extant 

because of his or her own dependence upon Marxism. The 

critical school has, in effect, displaced the individual and 

the individual has, in effect, become isolated. This is a 

problem with any critical hermeneutic which is strongly 

148 "The Critic as Artist" 386 
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founded on some philosophic idealism. According to Wilde, 

"what we want are more unpractical people who see beyond the 

moment, and think beyond the day. Those who try to lead the 

people can only do so by following the mob. It is through 

the voice of one crying in the wilderness that the ways of 

the gods must be prepared."i49 Because not all of life, nor 

all of art. will fit into the schemata of the Marxist ideal, 

as delineated by the hermeneutic, not all of life, nor all 

of art, is open to the interpretation of those slaving under 

its hegemony. Thus, rather than attempting to lead the 

people out of the wilderness of one oppression into the iron 

fist of another: the idealistic hegemony, the critic should 

strive to become that "voice of one crying in the 

wilderness" (my emphasis). By becoming an individual, 

independent of any hegemony, the Postmodern will be freed to 

contribute to his or her own seif-perfection, the perfection 

of one, and thereby, to the perfection of the race. 

The solution, then, is for the Postmodern to see the 

value of such ideologic schools of criticism for the ability 

they have of revealing what might otherwise have been 

overlooked. This awareness of the value of the various 

schools will increase the awareness within the individual of 

the many facets of interpretation available with regard to a 

given work of art. This will truly develop the individual 
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and. according to Oscar Wilde, "the development of the race 

depends on the development of the individual, and where 

self-culture has ceased to be the ideal, the intellectual 

standard is instantly lowered, and, often, ultimately 

lost."150 By allowing themselves to be displaced as 

individuals. Marxists, in effect, subjugate self-culture to 

the attempt to achieve social enculturization; thereby, 

lowering the intellectual standard. The goal of the 

Postmodern should be working within rather than belonging to 

a given school of critical thought as this is the only 

feasible manner in which individuality may be maintained and 

progress attained. 

Contemplation of a New World 

"Thus the reason why men enjoy seeing a likeness is that in 
contemplating it they find themselves learning or 

inferring . . . " 
--Aristotle 

"Could there be Cosmos, that wonderful, reasonable order, in 
him, and nothing but disorder in the world without?" 

--Pater 

To reach the ultimate state of perfection in the 

contemplative life will be, for most Postmoderns, the most 

difficult challenge. The greatest barrier to contemplation 
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in the lives of most critics is the necessity for a career. 

As most literary critics find themselves employed within the 

cloistral walls of Academia, contemplation should come 

naturally; however, it generally does not. The pressure 

from various schools of criticism and administrators and 

program directors to constantly publish articles and attend 

conferences has had the negative effect of making mere 

contemplation of a work of art almost impossible. Most 

contemporary critics find themselves relegated to the 

"criminal courts" of criticism, assessing not art and its 

impressions upon them as individuals, but one secondary 

article after another. 

The ability to be familiar with many schools and 

practice them, eclecticly and at will, has been emphatically 

subjugated to the desire, which is firmly inculcated early 

on in the Academic career, to become an expert in a very 

specific area and to limit discourse by clinging to one 

specific school. Sadly, this has left little time for the 

contemporary critic to reach a state of calm and reflection 

on the work of art because of the requirements placed on the 

critic to familiarize himself or herself with one school and 

then produce secondary material for Academia. 

As we have seen, for Oscar Wilde, the calm reflection 

on a work of art was the one sure route to self-perfection. 

This was purely a personal goal and the critic so motivated 

was free, as he or she should be. from exterior concerns 
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such as producing secondary material or educating others. 

Through the contemplation of a work of art. the critic was 

allowed the opportunity to come to a profound self-

realization and allowed to put this realization into 

practice by creating a new work of art: his or her 

criticism. However, in the contemporary world of criticism, 

such is not the case. As I have shown, even in such 

supposedly subjective schools as Reader-Response, there is 

very little time for true contemplation and self-reflection. 

The goal has become merely the production of synthetically 

produced responses to artworks. 

Whereas the goal of criticism for Wilde was impassioned 

contemplation and the self-perfection gained thereby, the 

goals of criticism have long since passed aesthetic 

contemplation by in favor of more mercenary concerns. My 

dream, then, is for a New World of criticism. In this 

world. Aesthetic Postmoderns work under the assumption that 

"diversity of opinion about a work of art shows that the 

work is new. complex, and vital [and] when critics disagree 

the artist is in accord with himself."i5i 

Perhaps the concept of a contemplative Aesthetic 

Postmodernism seems to lead directly to Jacques Derrida and 

his concept of differance. Deconstruction does seem to be 

clearly foreshadowed in some of the work of Oscar Wilde as 
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when he states. "To know the truth one must imagine myriads 

of falsehoods. For what is Truth?"i52 This certainly seems 

to pre-figure, or at least adumbrate. Derrida's concept of 

differance, and Derrida's Deconstruction certainly allows 

for the importance of impressions (as being defined by their 

difference from other impressions), and the importance of 

experience (as being free from any metaphysical truth), and 

the importance of individuality . . . but does it? Derrida 

claims that nothing can exist without something against 

which to compare it. Existence is based upon difference. 

All texts, therefore, are inter-textual and inter-dependent 

for existence. However, despite the fact that this is a 

particularly romantic notion and the idea of turning Western 

philosophy since Plato on its head may be appealing, where 

is the use of this romance? If the individual cannot exist 

without a foil and the text cannot exist without a foil--

then what is the point of even attempting individual 

contemplation? Derrida's Deconstruction is, perhaps, the 

abyss of nihilism embodied. Derrida has reified nihilism 

and made it forever a part of Postmodern discourse by giving 

it a discourse of it own: Deconstruction. 

I would like to put forth a position at this point and, 

in an attempt to emphatically reify my own point through 

illustration {deus ex machina), 1 am moving firmly into the 
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first person. I am writing this thesis. I am your ecrivain 

manque.^-^^ [He is quite vain and so I hope you noted the 

symmetry of that last bit]. Whether you would like to view 

my writing as a form of arc77e-ecri ture--something superior 

to speech,--or whether you view my absence as being superior 

to my presence is entirely irrelevant to me.i54 i am, in 

fact, writing this thesis. I do. in fact, exist here in 

this time and this place.i55 Granted, when you are through 

reading this thesis, the time and the place will have passed 

and I may no longer exist;i56 however, the point is that, 

for the time being, at least, you are. in fact, 

contemplating my thesis. That is the reality. It exists 

153 Hi! I am the author of the footnotes here to tell 
you that this construction will not be found in any French 
text; however, the term manque is, occasionally, used alone 
in literary circles to denote a writer lacking fulfillment 
(i.e., the reader who creates him). Therefore, by preceding 
the already independent term with ecrivain, I create a very 
tiny mise-en-abyme, which, effectually distances myself 
belonging to "the reality of the footnote" yet one step away 
from myself belonging to "the reality of the text" which is 
yet another step removed from "the reality of the reader." 

154 And me. too! 

155 Here, too! As I believe I have already 
demonstrated, I also exist, en differance, down here in 
footnote purgatory and I am quite different, much chattier 
and informal and not nearly so pompous and so by my very 
difference here and there. I exist. You see--by this little 
exercise. I have reified my own existence in both places 
and, therefore, I no longer need Jacques Derrida, or you, 
for that matter. Ta! 

156 I think, perhaps, by now we have all of us 
realized, most emphatically, that this is not true. Point 
made? 
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not because it is different from some other thesis, or even 

a dissertation next to it on the shelf, or the novel you 

just finished reading--it is my creation--intertextual or 

not. Contemplate. 

I invite you to contemplate the position I have set 

forth. I have stressed the importance of impressions. What 

is the impression this work has made upon you? Have you 

gained, after reading some hundred odd pages, a new insight 

into the manner in which you, as an individual, may 

appropriate Modern theories of interpretation for the 

enhancement of your own Aesthetic experience? Do you see 

the end-goal? Do you understand that Beauty is everything 

and that, many times, we as critics cease to contribute to 

our own self-education and, thereby, cease to contribute to 

the improvement of the race? This is the New World. Post-

Deconstruction, we now must return to reality: a world made 

up of objects and events which we, sometimes feebly, attempt 

to name, describe, interpret, and signify. "All art is at 

once surface and symbol,"i57 and for the Aesthetic 

Postmodern, then, the power to use the tools of 

Deconstruction in his or her own contemplation is paramount. 

Deconstruction is perhaps the most contemplative set of 

critical methodologies yet produced, but it is only by 

appropriating these tools along with all the other tools 
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which have been bequeathed us by Modernity that we will 

continue to be creative and move forward in criticism. Just 

as Wilde did, Derrida realized that "It is Criticism that, 

recognizing no position as final, and refusing to bind 

itself by the shallow shibboleths of any sect or school, 

creates that serene philosophic temper which loves truth for 

its own sake, and loves it not less because it knows it to 

be unattainable."158 Deconstruction is valuable in that it 

may reveal to us things which otherwise might have gone 

unnoticed, but even Jacques Derrida himself did not view it 

as a plenary end unto itself. So must not we, for 

"Criticism is always moving on, and the critic is always 

developing."i59 

Derrida's theories make it clear that everything is 

relative, but in so doing, despite the efforts on the part 

of Derrida to avoid this problem, many adherents of 

Deconstruction have attempted to derive a sort of hegemonic 

hermeneutic from his writings. The resultant practice of 

the romance of Deconstruction has produced yet another 

problematic critical morality which requires its followers 

to adhere strictly to its methodology without regard to the 

efficacy of its application in a given context. Without 

regard for the individual perception of a work of art, it 
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has become a mere excuse for decadence and dissolution. 

This has become the sort of sincerity which was to be 

considered, for Wilde, at least "a dangerous thing [because] 

. . . the true critic will, indeed, always be sincere in his 

devotion to the principle of beauty, but he will never 

suffer himself to be limited to any settled custom of 

thought, or stereotyped mode of looking at things."i6o 

Hopefully, however, the introduction of Deconstruction 

has provided a new and valuable tool for the Postmodern: a 

tool for the furtherance of contemplation within the 

Academic community, a tool which will allow individuals 

within that community to rise above mere mercenary concerns 

and reach that state of self-perfection through 

contemplation which must be the only true goal of art and 

criticism. Deconstruction should then provide, for the 

Postmodern critic, another tool in an encompassing armory of 

critical tools, independent of some new moral which may or 

may not seem to find its derivation in the tenets of 

difference and aporia. The Postmodern must become an 

eclectic aesthetic critic because it is "the aesthetic 

critic, and the aesthetic critic alone, [who] can appreciate 

all forms and modes [of criticism]. It is to him that Art 

makes her appeal."i6i 
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The New Immorality 

"Warning: The Surgeon General (or whoever) Has Determined 
That Reading Postmodernist Fiction Is Dangerous to Your 

Health" 
--McHale 

"When tempted by didacticism, the writer should imagine a 
spruce sea-captain eyeing the storm ahead, bustling 
from instrument to instrument in a Catherine wheel of 

gold braid, expelling crisp orders down the speaking tube. 
But there is nobody below decks . . . " 

--Barnes 

Brian McHale presents an amusing discussion in his 

Postmodernist Fiction about the apparent immorality of much 

Postmodernist fiction. In this period, when almost all 

within the realm of morals and ethics is open to question 

and debate, and a good portion of society is largely 

concerned with problems of morals and ethics, crime and 

punishment, it is difficult to conceive of something so 

harmless as fiction being decried for its immorality. Much 

like Oscar Wilde in his own time, however, the writer of 

Postmodernist fiction is, in fact, coming under many of the 

same charges of immorality as did Oscar Wilde. The charges. 

though, are generally from within the Academic community, 

and are of a different type of immorality, the New 

Immorality. According to McHale, "Postmodernist fiction, if 

critics such as John Gardner, Gerald Graff, and Charles 

Newman are to be believed, is morally bad art, and tends to 
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corrupt its readers. It does so by denying external, 

objective reality."^62 According to McHale, as this denial 

of external, objective reality has become the standard 

within Postmodernist society, Postmodernist fiction remains 

essentially mimetic in its function, and is therefore a 

contributor to the problems of society rather than a 

provider of solutions. 

For most critics, however, the morality of a work of 

art is not so clearly defined as whether or not it provides 

solutions to problems faced by society. Generally, the 

moral which is favored by a given interpretive school is 

disguised as it has become passe to discuss morality in 

works of art. The fact remains, however, that nearly all 

critical schools search for a specific moral in a work of 

art. Ostensibly, the New Critics search for an objective 

representation, the Reader-Response critics search for the 

ability of a work of art to make an impression upon them, 

the Structuralists search for "Structure. Sign, and Play," 

the Deconstructionists search for aporia and differance, the 

Psychoanalytic critics search for psychological motivations, 

the Feminists and Marxists search for minority 

identification, and the New Historicists search for the 

mirror of a time-period to be found within the work of art. 

162 Brian McHale. Postmodernist Fiction, (London 
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Upon being disappointed in their quest, any of the critics 

listed above will, disappointedly, turn away from a work of 

art and declare it inferior based on the absence of their 

"moral." 

Once again, the morality of a work of art, its ability 

or inability to present the characteristics required of it 

by a given school of criticism, is essentially irrelevant. 

The critic must meet the work of art on its own ground and 

bring to bear his or her own personality. Having done this, 

then, and only then, should the critic attempt the 

application of a given hermeneutic. For it is only after 

the critic has evaluated his or her own impression of a work 

of art that he or she will be able to assess the critical 

stance most valid with regard to that work of art. This 

enables the critic to have a broader range of aesthetic 

experiences from which to choose, as his or her choices are 

not limited a priori by the critical approach he or she 

wishes to employ, or by the presence of some "moral" within 

that methodology. 

This freedom from the moral implications of an 

overpowering sincerity in critical approach allows for 

greater variety in choice of aesthetic experience and, 

thereby, a greater number of opportunities for the Aesthetic 

Postmodern to contemplate. This contemplation, then, will 

allow the Postmodern to rise above the control of a specific 

critical stance to the realm of self-awareness and 
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perfection as an individual. The only moral which should be 

of concern to the contemplative critic is that which comes 

from within. Paired with the heightened sensibilities 

gained through the impassioned contemplation of the wide 

range of artworks extant, using the various eyes of the many 

critical approaches available, the Aesthetic Postmodern, so 

armed, cannot fail but 

reach the true culture that is our aim, . . . 
that perfection of which the saints have 
dreamed, the perfection of those to whom sin 
is impossible, not because they make the 
renunciations of the ascetic, but because 
they can do everything they wish without hurt 
to the soul, and can wish for nothing that 
can do the soul harm.i63 

Thus, the sensibility engendered within the Aesthetic 

Postmodern critic through his or her contemplation of the 

artistic object will produce in him or her a susceptibility 

to aesthetic experience and an incapability of sin. 

Thus, despite the fact that Postmodern fiction may or 

may not be representative of the exterior Postmodern world, 

and despite the fact that it may or may not contribute to 

solving the problems faced by Postmodern society, if it is 

worth contemplating, it can and will have only an ethical 

influence upon its readers. This is the direct result of 

the fact that the very contemplation of the beautiful 

(however that may be defined within the soul of the 
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individual) in Postmodernist fiction engenders within the 

critic that susceptibility to Beauty, in general, which is 

characteristic of the self-aware, self-educated, self-

perfected. Aesthetic critic. Here is the tautological basis 

of Aesthetic Postmodernism: contemplation of art in itself 

produces, within the critic, the susceptibility to beauty 

which is necessary for a right contemplation of art free of 

morality and other mercenary concerns. 
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CONCLUSION 

"It is a natural prophecy of what the next generation will 
appear, renerved, modified by the ideas of this." 

--Pater 

"It behooves 
Our critics to make poets more aware of 
What they're doing, so that the poets in turn 
Can stand back from their work and be enchanted by it 
And in this way make room for the general public 
To crowd around and be enchanted by it too. . . . " 

--Ashbery 

It is then, finally, the goal of this study to renerve 

and modify the ideas of Postmodernism based on the picture 

presented by Oscar Wilde's appropriation of Walter Pater's 

aesthetic. For the Postmodern to be successful in the 

appropriation of Modern theories of art and criticism, he or 

she will have to realize the importance of the aesthetic 

impression upon the individual. That this impression is a 

direct result of the aesthetic experiences chosen by the 

individual should indicate the importance of the development 

of those impressions into a specific awareness of the 

individual susceptibility to Beauty. As beauty will find a 

different definition in each of its advocates, the 

Postmodern Aesthetic will be forced to embrace the quality 

of his or her own individual perception as valuable in and 

of itself for the quality of self-perfection it engenders. 

The Modern period has been an age "in which the spirit 

of man has sought to set in order the treasures of his 
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treasure-house, to separate the gold from the silver, and 

the silver from the lead, to count over the jewels, and to 

give names to the pearls"i64 and it is now the task of the 

Postmodern to appropriate these counted jewels and named 

pearls and put them to use in the service of self-perfection 

and contemplation. The Moderns became complacent in their 

supposed objectivity and "Philistinism was the note of the 

age . . . [and], in their heavy inaccessibility to ideas, 

their dull respectablity, their tedious orthodoxy, their 

worship of vulgar success, their entire preoccupation with 

the gross materialistic side of life, and their ridiculous 

estimate of themselves and their importance,"i65 the British 

Philistines of Oscar Wilde's day were the exact counterpart 

of the Modern Philistines of our own. The Postmodern, then, 

must overcome this "inaccessability to ideas, etc.." if he 

or she is to become truly successful as a critic. For the 

Postmodern to be successful in his or her appropriation of 

Modernist theories of art. then, there must be a return to a 

form of true subjectivity and individuality which is lacking 

in the adherents of even the most subjectivist schools. 

The Postmodern must realize that operating as an 

individual in the community of voices does not necessarily 

produce isolation. It must become the personal satisfaction 
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of each Aesthetic critic working in the Postmodern era to 

contemplate his or her own self-perfection through the 

exposure to art. "There is nothing sane about the worship 

of beauty. It is too splendid to be sane. Those of whose 

lives it forms the dominant note will always seem to the 

world to be pure visionaries";i66 however, despite this 

fact, the Aesthetic Postmodern must realize that it is only 

through the contemplation of Beauty that he or she will be 

able to rise above the philistine vulgarity of academic and 

pedantic existence. The Aesthetic Postmodern will be forced 

to contemplate a New World in which he or she is freed, from 

the mercenary concerns and pressures of Academia. to pursue 

his or her own seJ/"-education and perfection. For. "in 

truth, the legitimate contention is. not of one age or 

school of literary art against another, but of all 

successive schools alike, against the stupidity which is 

dead to the substance and the vulgarity which is dead to 

form."167 The realization must be reached that the work of 

the critic is nothing if it is not an aesthetic object unto 

itself. 

The Postmodern Aesthetic critic will, in fact, be 

forced to eclecticism. It is no longer sufficient to avow a 

critical stance and remain loyal. Too much of this loyalty 
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impedes the contemplative process and limits the aesthetic 

objects available for a successful aesthetic contemplation, 

as the very act of adhering too strictly to a given school 

of thought negates the necessity for further critical work. 

In this case, the ideal of the critical school will have 

already been reached and further work becomes redundant, and 

"when the ideal is realized, it is robbed of its wonder and 

its mystery, and becomes simply a new starting-point for an 

ideal that is other than itself."i68 it is left for the 

Postmodern to take up the tools bequeathed us by the Moderns 

and develop the critical faculty beyond the mere application 

of dogma into the realm of the more subjective and personal 

appreciation and re-creation of art; thus, avoiding the 

plight of many Nineteenth-Century critics described by Wilde 

as follows: 

The members of the Browning society, like the 
theologians of the Broad Church Party, or the 
authors of Mr. Walter Scott's Great Writer's 
series, seems [sic] to me to spend their time 
in trying to explain their divinity away. 
Where one had hoped that Browning was a 
mystic, they have sought to show that he was 
simply inarticulate. Where one had fancied 
that he had something to conceal, they have 
proved that he had but little to reveal.i69 

This has been the function of many Modern methodologies: to 

destroy or dismantle the works of art and their creators; 
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whereas, the goal of the Postmodern should be the 

development of a new creation out of the old which will 

hopefully serve to "deepen its mystery, to raise round it, 

and round its maker, that mist of wonder which is dear to 

both gods and worshippers alike."i7o 

In this age, post-Modernity, the role of the critic 

will be of ever-increasing importance as the artistic 

community begins to truly feel the growing pains of a 

gradual paradigm shift. "There was never a time when 

Criticism was more needed than it is now. It is only by its 

means that Humanity can become conscious of the point at 

which it has arrived."i7i Por it is the role of criticism 

to re-create the artistic world and further perfect and 

subjectify that which is already perfected and subjectified, 

in effect creating reality: the one true reality, the inner 

made outer. "It is Criticism, again, that, by 

concentration, makes culture possible. It takes the 

cumbersome mass of creative work, and distils it into a 

finer essence."i72 Por, without criticism, art, which is 

wholly dependent upon it for impetus, could not continue; 

furthermore, without art, life, which is dependent upon it 

for existence, would cease to be created. 
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