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Abstract 

Oscar Wilde and Walter Pater have ordinarily been labelled 

Decadents. However, there are real differences between their systems 

of thought. An examination of Pater's The Renaissance and Wilde's 

Intentions shows that although Wilde was profoundly influenced by 

Pater he deviated widely from Pater's ideas. Pater's thought focused 

on the concept of individuation within an idealistic context. Wilde, 

on the other hand, was concerned less ~~ith the growth and development 

of the personality and more with the undermining of the personality 

for the sake of the glorification of the self. The same principles 

can be seen to exist in Wilde's The Picture of Dorian Gray and Pater's 

Marius the Epicurean. The conclusions reached is that Wilde's ideas 

developed in a perverse direction while Pater's remained within the 

realm of the ideal. 
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I NTRODUCTION 

In many respects , the critical writings of Oscar 

Wilde display characte ristics wh ich can easily be seen to 

h ave their orig ins in the ideas of Wilde 's artistic 

progenitor, t he nineteenth century critic and aesthe tician , 

Walter Pater. The similarities o f style and subject 

ma tter suggest , upon superficial r eading, little or no 

distinction between the two wr iters in terms o f basic 

preoccupat ions a nd emphases . While it is true that there 

is a direct continuity fr om Pa t e r to Wild e, the inference 

that Wilde's ideas were entirely derived from those o f 

Pat er results in a dangerou s confusion. Upon close 

examination of some o f thei r maj or works, it can be seen 

that there are clear d i st inctions between the t wo s e nsi b il

ities on the ver y basic level of ph ilosophica l cOPill1itment. 

The a i m of this the sis wi ll be to clari fy and 

define t he precise nature o f tllat commitment wi thin the 

context of the metaphys ical quest for ind i viduation or 

ide nt ity . Both Pate r and \qilde attempt , i n the ir writings , 

to achieve what mi g ht be called a hype raesthetic vision 

in which a total aff irmat ion of the self and the human 

spirit is found within the world of a rt. The d i ffere nt 

mea ns by wh ich eacll writer arrives at this e nd and reache s 
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a f orm of aesthetic ind i v idua tion will b e the s ubject of 

t h i s thes i s. The terms "indiv idua tion", " i d ent ity ", 

"or ientation" and " selfhood " will b e used thr oughout in 

r efer e nce to both Pa t e r a hd Wilde . It will be use f ul, 

therefo re , to provide the bac kground f or t hi s k ind of 

c ritica l approach as develo ped by Morse Peckham in his 

book , Beyo nd the Trag ic Visionl . The scope o f Peckham 's 

work is extremely b road s ince i t c overs the e ntire 

movement of European cu l ture from the Enlightenment to 

nietzsche. Its primary focus , however , i s not on the 

aesthetic i ss ues of the century , but rather, on the 

metaphysica l quest for meaning , order, and value , as 

manifested in the works of a number of nineteenth century 

artists. Peckham uses the term "orientat i on " t o des c ribe 

the experienc e of valu e and meaning that the i nd i v idua l 

finds in his relation with his environment. The l o s s of 

mean i nq, or disorientation , i nc l udes a l oss of the sense 

o f identity. In his survey of cultural movement in the 

nineteenth century, Peckham traces s e veral orientation s 

and reorienta tions which de rived value and meaning from 

I See Mors e Peckham, Devond t he Traqi c Vision 
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(New York : Georqe Braziller', 1962). 'l'he f olloWTrtg'outline 
is not intended as a summary o f Peckham ' s book , but rather 
is meant to establish the basis for the specific kind of 
critical approach used in this the s is. None o f Peckham ' s 
COJ".ments on Pate r or I'H lde have been used , and the con
clusions reached in l ater chapters of this thesis do not 
n e c essarily coincide with those of Peckham . 
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noumenal self was now seen as a source of value, the 

phenomenal self was equated with the social personality, 

which, as a product of society, was an aspect of it and 

was therefore worthless. With the growing loss of faith 

in revealed religion~ a new frame of reference had to be 

discovered which the self could enaage with in order to 

derive meaning, order, and value. ~s the realm of art 

became more and more to be seen as having the qualities 

formerly attributed to religion-order, structure, harmony 

and meaning , i t came to be a source of orientation: 

This was what distinguished art from all other 
orientative activities; its power to symbolize 
individuality and sel f hood as o?posed to personality 
and lack of identity meant that it was the opposite 
of hell-personality and the objective wor ld. 
Art , therefore, was not sy~bol ic of paradise; it 
was oaradise. I n itself it was order, mean ing and 
va lue ... The religion of beauty, 'aesthetici sm ' 
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was thus born. The word ' aesthet ic' w~s traditionallv 
applied both to, 'that wh ich is characteristic of 
works of art ,' and, 'that which is beautiful'. The 
relation between religion and art was conceived as 
symbolic; but the symbo lism went in the opposite 
direction. Art was not symbolic of the divine; 
rather the fiction or illusion of the divine was 
man's way of symbolizing the essence of ~rt. 3 

Since art was now the new religion where in beauty 

was the object of worship , the relationship of the 

individual with the external world-na ture, society, 

and the social personalit~ had value only to a limited 

ex t e nt. Sinc e nature a nd socie t y could not be "redeemed", 

3 Ib id., D. 311. 
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then art could have no social or moral purpose. It 

e x isted, therefore, for its own sake. The task of the 

individual was to achieve individuation in an aesthetic 

sense. By structuring and formalizing his experience 

through the aesthetic mani pulation of an artistic medium, 

he made manife s t the identity of the self.~ The i mportance 

of sty l e , in this s e nse , is paramount since style is the 

one e lement which gives a work of art its aesthetic quality : 

The new sty l e was at onc e i mper s ona l a nd indiv idua l, 
and the ar t o f t h e pas t wa s ne ither a tra dition to 
be tr i umphant l y exploited by the oer s ona lity nor 
t he s ourc e o f s t y l e s a nd forms to b e arb itra rily 
impos e d f r om wi thout. Rather, it became a model; 
and t hR art is t ' s t a sk was no t to i mita te it but to 
g r asp it s es s e nce . ~ t radit ion gave the art i s t 
i mpe r s ona lity ; to make a uniqu e u se o f t he tradition 
g a ve him ind ivid u a lity or se l f hood. 4 

Sty l e , then, was t o be t he mea ns by which t he 

a rtist s ymboli zed his ori e n t ative p ower a nd a chie v ed 

a e sthetic i ndividuat i on . The i rr.po r tanc e of "conten t " , 

the r ef o re , was r e l at i ve t o the d ema nd s of sty l e . Si n c e 

beauty wa s perc e ive d to r es i de within the s t r uc t ur ing 

p ower o f t he se l f r athe r than in the object i ve wo r l d , 

it \'las no l onger va l id for the art i s t t o "express " any t h i ng 

other t ha n h i s m'n i nd i v i d ua lity . ThE" un i on of form a nd 

matter was to be a tota l one ; hence , Pater ' s famous 

assert i on t ha t, " a ll ar t aspi r es t o ward the co nd i t ion of 

4 I bid ., F . 310. 
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music " . 

The aesthetic idealism which we find in Pater's 

~he Renaissance, might best be understood as the quest 

for individuation itself. For Pater, one could arrive at 

this aesthetic "state of grace" through a process of 

self -=cul ture a nd ref inement of sensibili t~l. BJ! i m..rner sing 

oneself in the world of art, and cultiva ting a sensitivity 

to beauty, one could reach the stage of refinement where 

the relationship to beauty v!as an intuitive and spontaneous 

one, becoming a total orientat ion in itsel f. In this way, 

li fe , experience, the natural world, and the human person-

a lity could be aesthet ica lly re-structured and i dealized , 

and in a. sense , "redeemed " through the appea l to a higher 

r ea l m o f value, namely , beauty. 

Al t houg h Peckham makes only a passing reference 

to Pater i n his book,S it cun be seen that Pater ' s The 

Renaissance is the embodiment o f the new orientation in 

that it presents an idea liz ed a e sthe tic vision o f Renaissance 

culture in which the e ntir e era is s ee n as an analogue 

for Pater ' s own sen se o f individuation. Althou0h The 

Re naissance is a work of criticism rather than a work of 

art , th i s d i st i nction hecomes a nebulou s one wh pn Pat e r 

SIbid ., p . 1 40 . Al though he describes Pa t er ' s 
assertion--n'i-a't " a ll urt aspires to the condition o f musi c" 
a s "one o f the c entral statcm0nts of the l a tter part of 
the century" , P0cJ:ham does not explore Pater ' s i deas any 
f urther. 
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rejects objectivity in favour of the idea of "impressionistic" 

criticism, which has the effect of re-locating the focus 

of the work from the sub ject matter to the form--that is, 

the style of the work. 

Pater ~m~~d ~Qm a tradition that includes Morris, 

Ruskin, and Arnold, all of whom emphasized the social 

and moral responsibility of the artist. In his departure 

from this, Pater was establishing a new ideal in which the 

world of art became totally independent of didactic 

pred is positions. ~his does not mean, however, that Pater's 

ideal was an amoral one. In s ofar as The Renaissance was 

a manifestation or s ymco lization of a new orienta tion--a 

ne~tl r ea l m of value--it ~'las inte nded to serve as an examole 

wh ich might be followed. As he suggest s in his conclusion, 

it is the realm of art, for art's sake, which holds the 

hi0hest potent ial for human se lf-realiz a tion. 

I f Pater's The Renaissance represented a genuine, 

if somewha t naive att empt to resolve the problem of 

identity, value, a nd meaning, the same could not he said 

of Wilde 's Intention s or The Picture o f Doria n Grav . Here 

ideal ism becomes tr ansformed into c ynicism and wha t results 

is not indiv i duat ion but a form of "aesthe tic narcissism". 

The re is a sense in whic h Wilde's i deas are simp l y 

progressive extensions o f tho se of Pater , carried to their 

log ical ex tremes. This , howev e r, seems inadequate to 



8 

account for the r adical shift of emnhasis which Wi lde ' s 

i dea s display . Aside from t he influenc e of Pater, the 

single most important factor in the d eve lopment of ~hlde_ ' s 

philosop hy was tha t aspect of French Romantic literature 

that Mario Praz, in The Romantic Agony, has described as 

sado-mas ochi s tic. Praz c haracter izes the wo r k of a number 

o f writers, (D e Sade , Stendhal , Byron, Maturin, Lewis, 

Baudelaire , Lautr ement, Verlaine, Swinburne, Huysmans, 

and Wilde) as informed by this sense of perverse eroticism . 

The pr i ncipa l characteristic of this tradition seems to be 

a reversa l of eros and thanatos. As Peckham has po inted 

out, society and nature were per c e i ved by the Romantics 

as l a cking in order and harmony. In this sense, a l ong 

wi th t he n ew distinction between the se l f and the soc ia l 

l--ersona lity , society was see n a s ana log ous to "he ll" or 

chao s , whi l e the se l f was seen as representative of paradise. 

The spirit that formed the sensibil ity of a wr iter l ike 

De Sade, for example, was one of violent self assertion by 

mea ns of the erot ic violation of another personality, or 

on a symbolic scale , o f society itself. 6 Praz has 

po inted out the emergence of a number of archetypa l 

patterns or themes wh ich have i n common the mor b i d 

6S ce Mario Praz , The Romant ic Agony (London: 
Ox ford University Press , 1970~ p . 104 . De Sade apparantl y 
c ame to t he conclusion tha t sir; c e everything i s evil , it 
was necessary to practice vice since it conforms to the 
lal-J of natur e . 
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o bsession wi th evil or sadistic violation. Among these 

are the figure of Satan as "nob le band it" or "heroic 

transgressor", and the figure of Medusa or "the fatal 

woman", the bes t example being Wilde's Salome , and, in 

general , the sense of e ro s as be i ng the rea lm of the 

d . 7 
emonlC. Although this tradition was largely confined 

to France, elements of it can be seen in the Byronic 

hero , in gothic novels such as Lewis' Monk and Matur in ' s 

Meln:oth the Wanderer , and in the poetry of Swinburne. 

As erotic i sm c ame to be seen as the ultima t e 

transgression within the contex t o f society , it became 

a source of fasc inatio~ for Wi l de. Since the world of 

art and the ex ternal ~ ·.ror ld \'7ere now separate , the s u b j ect 

matter of the decadents had to come , by ne c es sity, from 

th~ r ea lm of experience , or he ll, which could then be 

transforme d into an aesthet ic vis ion which would re-

affirm the spnse of i de ntity through the powe r of style. 

The g lorification of the sense of " s in" which we f ind 

hoth in Dorian Grav a nd in Wilde ' s critical writ ings 

7 For a fuller tr eatment of the "Fata l ~'loman" theme I 

see Praz , pp . 19 9-28 1, 301-313 . 
Although outside the scope of this thesis , it can 

be stated here that Wilde ' s Sa l om6 repr e sents the culmin
Rtion of the "Fatal ~ '!oma n" theme , comb ininq the eroticism 
and sensuality of Horeau ' s SR l omc (as descrihed by 
Des Essienti s in Huy sman ' s Au Rehours ) with the figure of 
the Medusa or the female vampire , dep icted in the gothic 
trad ition as wel l as in the poetry of Keats and Shelley. 



would seem, therefore, to be the result of his interest 

in 'the aesthetic possibi lity that these morbid themes 

could offer . The "forbidden fruit" of eroticism which 

was the source of Dorian Gray 's degeneration and eventual 

destruction, was thus frequently combined with the figure 
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of the t empter or seducer; a combination of a Bephistopheles 

~ith the deliberately or self consciously amoral figure 

of the manipulator, perhaps most evident in Lord Henry. 

The manipulator, in fact, is usually a Wilde persona in 

most of his works. This is evident even in the critical 

dialogues, "The Decay of Ly ing" and "The Cr i tic as Ar tist:' 

where consistency of argumentation is subordinated to the 

seductive appea l of wit and paradox. 

Wilde's departure from Pater , then, c a n be seen 

as a difference in kind, as well as degree. Whi l e Pater 

attempted to reach an ideal aesthetic vision through the 

power of sty l e , with individuation as the end result, 

Wilde atte mp ted to use style in order to destroy objective 

r ea lity , by establishing a strict polarity or antipathy 

be t wee n art a nd life on the leve ls of the edenic and 

demonic. In this way , Wilde could arrive a t a form o f 

individuation simply by r ejec ting any element o f the 

ex t e rnal world which did not provide the self with a 

satisfying reflection. In this sense , llilde ' s ver sion 

of individ uation was , in essence, narcissist ic. The 



result of the self-conscious cultivation of sin and 

guilt was the transcendence of the realms of good and 

evil and the acquisition of a manipulative power wh ich 

would have no moral or social limits. In this way, the 

realm of thanatos--society, nature, and the social 

personality, was not "redeemed " or idealized but VIas 

self-consciously and systp-matically destroyed. 

The terms "individuation" and "narcissism" then , 

will form the basis for this discussion of Pater and 

Wilde res pectively. In the first chapter, therefore, I 

have attempted to trace the development of ~'7alter Pater's 

aesthetic philosophy, which will form the starting point 

for a discussion of Wilde 's Intentions, in chapter two, 

und finally of The Picture of Dorian Gray in chapter 

three.8 The evo lution of an orientation based on the 

sense of identity and selfhood shows , in some ways, a 

linear progress ion from Pater to Wi lde. In another 

sense , however, Wilde 's deviation from Pater moves in a 

11 

p erverse dir e ction which ultimat e ly results, in Dorian Gray, 

ln a probl e m that Wilde was unahlc, or perha p s unwilling, 

to resolve. 

eIn orc1er to ]' alC'nc e ~ l i ld (O I S nov e l with one bv 
"Cltcr , 2nc i n t~_e i nt e r0st of' rrretJ.tcr (J cJlth , I hiJ.ve a clc.cd 
an iJ.lJpenc1i x on Pa to. r I c; I' ar i us the !";> i c tJ rca n . 
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bv as being, answerable or not , of no interest to 
him.l 

Nor does the aesthetic critic confine or narrow his 

perception of beauty to works of art. Indeed, anything 

that satisfies the instinctive receptivity to pleasure 

is a worthy subject of critical d e linea tion: 

To him, the picture, the landscape, the engaging 
personality in life or in a book, La Giaconda, the 
hills of Carrara , pico of Mirandola, are valuable 
for the ir virtues, as we say , in speaking of a herb, 
a wine, a gem , for the property each has of affecting 
o ne with a s pecial, a uniq u e impression o f pleasure. 
Our educa tion become s complete in p roportion as our 
susceptibility to these i mpressions increases in 
depth and variety.2 

14 

The aesthetic critic does not attempt to determine, 

through t he u se of a s cholarly me thodology, the cultura l, 

historical, or met aphysi c a l s i gn ificanc e o f a ny individual 

wor k of art . His only concern is to isolate and identify 

what is to him, the particu l ar virtue inher e nt in a work 

o f art and to characterize it as an operat ing pr inciple 

in t he work itself-"'l'o see the o b j ec t as in itself it 

* r e allv is. "-but totally independent of a n y preconceived 

l Walte r Pa t e r, The Renaissance : Studies in Art 
and Pop-trv , Voll1TT1e I of the \7orks o f toT;:; 1 ter PC! tn r (LO'lc\0n : 
~1acm i J.lan , 1 9 0() ), p . VIII . 

For the sake o f conv e ni e nc e , the short f orm o f 
the titl e (i. e . The Renaissa nc e ) has been u sed thr oughout 
the t ex t. 

2Ibid., p. I X. 

~1'1 Q11 h c ;,v !-\ (,)oJd 1 "011 Tr-:. V1 5{c-..11 '1(1 HO.!1l>(,"( /2 6 I ) 



notions or abstract definitions. Aesthetic criticism 

then , is not so much a method of intellectual inouiry as 

a process where in the critic achieves a high level of 

individuation and manifests a self-definition on the most 

satisfying possible basis--that of hea uty . The realm of 

beauty, unlike that of "truth " is, f or Pater , the one in 

which the most affirmative and positive value lie s, and 

as he indicates in his conclusion , the only one that is 

15 

no t reducable, by science or any phi losophical orthodoxy, 

to the valueless l e v e l of quantifiab l e and prosa ic reality. 

Pate r ' s conception o f Renaissance culture , on 

this basis, can be regard ed as deriving from an inward 

i mpe tus to externa liz e one's sense of identity in aesthetic 

t erms and projec t it onto an entire cul t ur e . His tr eatment 

o~ the Renais sanc e is not onl y hi?hly s e l e c tive , in terms 

of subject matte r, but i s r epr esentative onl y of the 

aesthet ic s e ns e rat~er tha n the historical, social , or 

ph ilo s ophica l sense. HR limits his subject ma tter to 

those art i s tic works a nd personalit ies by which he himse l f 

is charmed, and his consta n t moveme nt i s to~~rd the 

appr ehension of the idea l virtue s which he relates to fully 

o n t he common aes the tic l eve l. 

Befor0. e ntering urcon a discuss i on of the various 

Re na i ssance f iqures he deals with, it wi ll be necessar y 
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to gain a clear understanding of Pater's views of the 

historical Renaissance. Since the work is hig hly subjective 

and personalized, Pater's views on the growth of personal 

freedom, on religion, art and humanism can be best under-

stood as ana log ues for his own quest for identity and 

individuation. It becomes, for him, a phenomenon wholly 

explicable and approachable when understood as a large 

scale awakening to the self-conscious necessity to seek 

out formal ( i.e. aesthetic ) conditions under which identity 

and individuation might he realized: 

For us the Rena is sanc e was the name of a many sided 
yet united movement in which the love of things of 
the int e llec t and the imag ination for their own 
sake, t he desire for a more liberal and comely way 
of conc e iving life, make themselves felt, urging 
those who experience this desire to search out first 
one and then another means of intellectual or 
imaginative enjoyment, and directing them not mere ly 
to the discovery of old and forgotten sources of this 
e njoyment, but to the divination of fresh sources 
thereof-new exper iences, ne\v subj e cts o f poetry , 
new forms of ar~.3 

The Renaissance , then, was an "outbreak of human 

spiri til , a desire for a certain "sweetness" \·!hich led , 

initially, to the classical revival, and then to the 

awakening of those v ital passions so long he ld in 

su~pression by the austerity of t he Middle Aaes . Pater, 

in fact , sees the distinction between the Middl e Age s 

-------------

3Ihid. , p . IX . 
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and the Rena i ssa~ce sole l y in terms of the aesthet i c sense . 

The chief ar t ist i c monunents of t he ~iddle A~es are 

characterized by Pater in te r ms of "Goth ic heav iness " or 

" rude s trene: t h ". Th i s vives way , wi th t he coming of t he 

Renaissance , and tLe " outbreak of HU:TIan sp i rit " , to the 

!t s~..;ectness" of RenCi.isscil':ce CLtltllre . If the Per.aissar;ce 

can be seen as anala~o~s to Pa or ' s o~n sense cf individuation, 

embodied in broad cultural terms , then , in the Peckhamian 

sense , it could be desc~ibed as the bi~t~ o f a ne~ orientation ; 

the re - locatio~ o f value from revealed reli Gio n and the 

established church to the realm of beauty and the senses . 

For Pater , the fundamental dif ference between the Middle 

Ases and the Renaissance was that identj.t y was no longe r 

to be found in the beat ific v isi ol tut in the a esthetic 

vision . 

In their' searc~ C).iter tr-:c nleasul'cs of the senses 
and the ima~ination, in thei~ care for beauty , in 
their wor shin of the bod~ , n~ocle were imoell ed 
beyond the bOltnds of the Chri st ia!1 ideal, .tnd theJl' 
love became som.times a st r anFc tdolatrv, a stra!1rc 
rival reli~icn . . . More anrl no r e as we come to mark 
chanpes and distin tions of temoer in whnt is often 
in O!1e all - erh ractn~ confusion called the ~iddle 
}\r,;c , thi~-; "~::hclllods Cl'''!"Fc-llt - th Ls sin-Lstcr 1::.Lrn 
for 1 j. 'u e T,' t :! 0 r 11 e ;:. " tan c1 tho u ... ~ h . . 0 m est 0 t 11 ~ 
sur : ~:..ce . ~ t 

Thi3 ide3 of hetut~ ~~ 3n obj~ct of ~orshin , 

or o'1rt (l3 ~ ~or:':: of rcli :~~oi1 , ".'/tlS 0:10 \·.:i~11 · .. l~icll ~):l:C~ 

~;J.d strowr .tr!'lniti~s . o "j cnta~ion , to 


