
the critic as artist oscar wilde
the critic as artist oscar wilde is a seminal work that explores the role and
significance of criticism in art and literature. Written by the renowned
playwright and wit Oscar Wilde, this essay challenges conventional views on
criticism by elevating the critic’s role to that of an artist. Wilde’s
insightful examination delves into the relationship between the creator and
the observer, emphasizing the creative power of criticism itself. This
article provides a comprehensive analysis of "The Critic as Artist,"
highlighting Wilde’s arguments, stylistic approach, and the essay’s lasting
impact on literary theory. Readers will gain a deeper understanding of
Wilde’s philosophy on aesthetics, the interplay between art and criticism,
and the cultural context in which the essay was written. The following
sections will break down the main themes, structure, and implications of
Wilde’s work.

Background and Context of The Critic as Artist

Key Themes and Arguments in The Critic as Artist

Oscar Wilde’s Style and Literary Techniques

Impact and Legacy of The Critic as Artist

Modern Relevance of Wilde’s Criticism

Background and Context of The Critic as Artist

"The Critic as Artist" was first published in 1891 as part of Wilde’s
collection of essays, reflecting the intellectual environment of the late
Victorian era. This period witnessed a transformation in the arts, with new
movements challenging traditional aesthetics and critical standards. Wilde, a
central figure in the Aesthetic Movement, advocated for “art for art’s sake,”
a philosophy that rejected utilitarian or moralistic interpretations of art.
The essay was originally presented as a dialogue between two characters,
Gilbert and Ernest, which allowed Wilde to explore conflicting viewpoints on
art and criticism in a dynamic and engaging manner. Understanding the
historical and cultural backdrop is essential to appreciating Wilde’s
innovative perspective on the role of the critic.

The Victorian Artistic Climate



The late 19th century was marked by a tension between traditional moral
values and emerging progressive ideas in art and literature. Victorian
critics often approached works with a focus on moral didacticism, which Wilde
vehemently opposed. "The Critic as Artist" emerged as a counterpoint to such
criticism, promoting a more liberated, subjective appreciation of art.

Oscar Wilde and the Aesthetic Movement

Oscar Wilde was a prominent advocate for the Aesthetic Movement, which
emphasized beauty and sensory experience over moral or political content in
art. His works frequently challenged societal norms and championed
individualism. "The Critic as Artist" encapsulates this ethos by redefining
criticism as an art form that enhances the experience and understanding of
art itself.

Key Themes and Arguments in The Critic as
Artist

The essay presents several profound themes and arguments that continue to
influence literary criticism and aesthetic philosophy. Central to Wilde’s
thesis is the idea that criticism is not merely a secondary activity but a
creative process equal to the production of art.

Criticism as a Creative Act

Wilde argues that the critic’s interpretation and analysis are themselves
artistic acts. By engaging deeply with the artwork, the critic adds new
layers of meaning, transforming the original piece and enriching its value.
This perspective elevates criticism from a passive judgment to an active,
imaginative endeavor.

The Relationship Between the Artist and the Critic

Contrary to the common notion of antagonism between artists and critics,
Wilde portrays criticism as complementary to artistic creation. The critic’s
role is to interpret and illuminate the artwork, thereby enhancing the
audience’s appreciation. Wilde suggests that the critic’s imaginative
engagement with the art can sometimes surpass the artist’s original
intentions.



Art for Art’s Sake and the Role of Criticism

In line with the principles of the Aesthetic Movement, Wilde emphasizes that
art should be valued for its beauty and form rather than moral or utilitarian
purposes. Criticism, therefore, should focus on the aesthetic qualities and
emotional impact of the work instead of imposing external criteria.

Criticism as an independent art form

The critic’s imaginative contribution

The mutual dependency of artist and critic

Rejection of moralistic judgments

Celebration of subjective interpretation

Oscar Wilde’s Style and Literary Techniques

Wilde’s essay is notable for its elegant prose, wit, and dialogic structure,
which serve to engage readers and effectively communicate complex ideas. His
style reflects his broader literary aesthetic, blending humor with
intellectual rigor.

Dialogic Format

The use of a conversation between two characters allows Wilde to present
contrasting viewpoints and explore different facets of criticism. This method
enhances the readability of the essay and encourages the reader to
contemplate multiple perspectives.

Witty and Aphoristic Language

Wilde’s writing is peppered with memorable aphorisms and clever remarks that
encapsulate his arguments succinctly. This stylistic choice not only
entertains but also reinforces the philosophical depth of his ideas.



Use of Irony and Paradox

Irony and paradox are central to Wilde’s rhetorical strategy, enabling him to
challenge conventional wisdom and provoke critical thought. By presenting
seemingly contradictory statements, he invites readers to reconsider their
assumptions about art and criticism.

Impact and Legacy of The Critic as Artist

"The Critic as Artist" has had a lasting influence on literary criticism,
aesthetics, and the philosophy of art. Wilde’s redefinition of the critic’s
role has inspired generations of critics and theorists to approach criticism
as a creative and essential part of the artistic process.

Influence on Modern Literary Criticism

The essay contributed to the development of interpretive and reader-response
theories by highlighting the critic’s active role in meaning-making. Wilde’s
ideas paved the way for viewing criticism as a subjective art rather than an
objective science.

Contribution to Aesthetic Philosophy

Wilde’s work remains a cornerstone of aesthetic thought, particularly in
discussions surrounding the autonomy of art and the significance of beauty.
His insistence on valuing form and experience continues to resonate in
contemporary debates.

Ongoing Relevance in Art and Culture

The principles outlined in "The Critic as Artist" transcend literature,
influencing criticism in visual arts, music, and other creative fields.
Wilde’s vision of criticism as an imaginative engagement enriches cultural
discourse broadly.

Modern Relevance of Wilde’s Criticism

In today’s diverse and rapidly evolving artistic landscape, "The Critic as



Artist" remains a vital text for understanding the dynamics between creation
and interpretation. Wilde’s insights encourage an appreciation of criticism
as a vital, creative practice that shapes cultural meaning.

Criticism in the Digital Age

With the rise of online platforms and social media, the role of the critic
has expanded and diversified. Wilde’s emphasis on creativity and subjectivity
in criticism is particularly pertinent, as new voices and perspectives
continuously redefine artistic conversations.

Educational Implications

Wilde’s essay is frequently studied in literature and art courses to
illustrate the philosophical foundations of critical theory. Its ideas foster
critical thinking and encourage students to engage with art beyond surface-
level judgments.

Continuing Debates on Objectivity and Subjectivity

The tension between objective evaluation and subjective interpretation in
criticism remains a central issue. Wilde’s argument for the critic as an
artist champions the latter, advocating for a more nuanced and imaginative
approach to understanding art.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of Oscar Wilde's 'The Critic
as Artist'?
The main theme of 'The Critic as Artist' is the relationship between art and
criticism, where Wilde argues that criticism is an art form in itself and
that the critic plays a vital role in interpreting and appreciating art.

How does Oscar Wilde define the role of the critic
in 'The Critic as Artist'?
In 'The Critic as Artist,' Wilde defines the critic as an artist who creates
meaning and value through interpretation, suggesting that criticism is not
merely judgment but a creative and imaginative engagement with the artwork.



What is the significance of the dialogue format in
'The Critic as Artist'?
The dialogue format allows Wilde to explore multiple perspectives on art and
criticism through the characters' conversations, making the essay more
dynamic and illustrating the complexity of aesthetic appreciation.

How does 'The Critic as Artist' reflect Oscar
Wilde's views on aesthetics?
The essay reflects Wilde's aesthetic philosophy that art and beauty are
central to life, and that both creating and critiquing art require
imagination and sensitivity, emphasizing the importance of subjective
experience in appreciating art.

Why is 'The Critic as Artist' considered important
in literary criticism?
It is considered important because Wilde challenges traditional views of
criticism as mere evaluation, proposing instead that criticism is a creative
art that enhances the understanding and enjoyment of art, influencing modern
aesthetic theory.

Additional Resources
1. The Decay of Lying by Oscar Wilde
This essay, like "The Critic as Artist," explores Wilde's views on art and
aesthetics. Wilde argues that art should not be a mere reflection of reality
but rather a creative act that transcends truth. The work champions the
imagination and the artist’s role in shaping how we perceive the world,
making it a key text for understanding Wilde’s philosophy.

2. The Picture of Dorian Gray by Oscar Wilde
This novel delves into themes of beauty, art, and morality, echoing many
ideas Wilde expresses in "The Critic as Artist." It tells the story of a man
whose portrait ages instead of him, raising questions about aesthetics and
the nature of the soul. The book is a cornerstone of Wilde’s literary legacy
and offers a narrative exploration of his aesthetic ideals.

3. Intentions by Oscar Wilde
A collection of essays including "The Critic as Artist," "The Decay of
Lying," and "Pen, Pencil and Poison," this book provides insight into Wilde’s
views on art, criticism, and creative expression. It is essential for readers
who want a deeper understanding of his aesthetic philosophy and his witty,
paradoxical style.

4. The Art of Criticism by Matthew Arnold
Arnold’s essays on literary criticism provide a contrasting Victorian



perspective to Wilde’s playful and paradoxical approach. This work emphasizes
the moral and social responsibilities of critics, offering a useful
counterpoint to Wilde’s celebration of subjectivity and artistic freedom.

5. Oscar Wilde and Aestheticism by Richard Ellmann
A comprehensive biography that situates Wilde's essays, including "The Critic
as Artist," within the broader context of the Aesthetic Movement. Ellmann
explores how Wilde’s life and work challenged conventional norms and how his
ideas on criticism and art were revolutionary for his time.

6. The Aesthetic Movement: Prelude to Modernism by Michael Hatt
This book explores the cultural and artistic context in which Wilde wrote,
including the principles of the Aesthetic Movement. It helps readers
understand the intellectual environment that shaped Wilde’s ideas about art
and criticism, highlighting the movement’s focus on beauty and sensory
experience.

7. Criticism and the Growth of Knowledge edited by Imre Lakatos and Alan
Musgrave
This collection of essays examines the philosophy of criticism and its role
in the development of knowledge. While more philosophical and scientific in
focus, it provides useful frameworks for considering Wilde’s playful yet
profound take on criticism as an art form.

8. Oscar Wilde: The Importance of Being Irish by Joseph Pearce
Pearce explores Wilde’s identity and how his Irish heritage influenced his
literary output, including his critical essays. This book sheds light on the
cultural influences that shaped Wilde’s views on art and criticism, enriching
the understanding of his work.

9. The Cambridge Companion to Oscar Wilde edited by Peter Raby
An essential academic resource that covers Wilde’s life, works, and critical
reception. The essays provide detailed analyses of Wilde’s aesthetic
theories, including a thorough discussion of "The Critic as Artist," making
it invaluable for students and scholars alike.
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