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Oscar Wilde: The Critic as Artist

Oscar Wilde, one of the most prominent figures of the late 19th century, is often celebrated for his wit,
flamboyant style, and keen insights into human nature. Yet, his role as a critic is equally significant and
offers a nuanced understanding of his literary philosophy. In "The Critic as Artist," a dialogue that
Wilde penned in 1891, he explores the intricate relationship between criticism and creativity,
suggesting that the critic is not merely a passive observer but an essential artist in their own right. This
article delves into Wilde's views on criticism, the nature of art, and the transformative power of the

artist's perspective.

Understanding Wilde’s Criticism

Wilde's approach to criticism is rooted in his belief that art is not just a reflection of reality but a
transformative force. He envisions the critic as an artist who interprets, evaluates, and ultimately

reshapes the understanding of art and literature.

The Role of the Critic

Wilde posits that the critic's role transcends mere evaluation. Instead, the critic engages in a creative
process that can influence public perception and appreciation of art. Key points in Wilde’s argument

include:

1. Interpretation Over Judgment: Wilde emphasizes that criticism should focus on interpretation rather
than judgment. Critics should strive to uncover the deeper meanings and emotions within a work rather

than simply labeling it as good or bad.



2. Creative Contribution: He argues that critics contribute to the creation of meaning in art. Their
insights can elevate a work, providing context that enhances the audience's understanding and

appreciation.

3. Influence on Art: Wilde acknowledges that critics have the power to shape the art landscape. Their
perspectives can affect what works are celebrated or dismissed, thereby influencing artistic trends and

movements.

Criticism as Art

In "The Critic as Artist," Wilde asserts that criticism itself is a form of art. He proposes that critics
possess a unique artistic vision that allows them to reinterpret and reimagine existing works. This idea

can be broken down into several components:

- Artistic Vision: Critics must have an aesthetic sense that enables them to see beyond the surface of

a work. They should possess a deep understanding of artistic principles and styles.

- Emotional Resonance: Just as artists evoke emotions through their creations, critics should aim to

evoke feelings in their audience. This emotional engagement is vital for a successful critique.

- Innovative Expression: Wilde encourages critics to adopt their unique voices and styles, making their
critiques as engaging and creative as the art they discuss. This innovation can lead to new

interpretations and insights.

Wilde’s Philosophical Underpinnings

Wilde's views on criticism are deeply intertwined with his broader philosophical beliefs about art and
aesthetics. His thoughts reflect the principles of aestheticism and the idea that art exists for its own

sake.



Aestheticism and Art for Art's Sake

Wilde is often associated with the aesthetic movement, which advocates for the appreciation of beauty
and sensory experience over moral or political themes. This philosophy is evident in his views on

criticism:
- Separation from Morality: Wilde argues that art should not be burdened with moral judgments.
Instead, it should be appreciated for its beauty and emotional impact. Critics should therefore avoid

imposing moral frameworks on their evaluations.

- The Pursuit of Beauty: The primary goal of both artists and critics should be the pursuit of beauty.

This pursuit becomes a lens through which art is examined and understood.

- Subjective Experience: Wilde emphasizes the subjectivity of artistic experience. Critics should

acknowledge their individual perspectives and biases, which can enrich the understanding of a work.

Dialogue Format and Its Implications

"The Critic as Artist" is structured as a dialogue between two characters, Gilbert and Ernest, which
allows Wilde to explore his ideas in a dynamic and engaging manner. This format serves several

functions:

1. Exploration of Ideas: The dialogue format enables a multifaceted exploration of Wilde's themes,

allowing for differing viewpoints and clarifications.

2. Engagement with the Reader: By presenting his ideas through conversation, Wilde invites the

reader to participate in the intellectual discourse, making the text more accessible and relatable.

3. Dramatic Flair: The use of dialogue adds a theatrical quality to the essay, reflecting Wilde's



background in drama and his belief in the performative aspects of art and criticism.

The Impact of Wilde’s Critique on Literature and Art

Wilde's assertions in "The Critic as Artist" have had a lasting impact on literary criticism and the way
we engage with art. His ideas challenge readers and critics alike to reconsider their roles and

responsibilities in the artistic dialogue.

Influencing Future Generations

1. Emergence of New Critical Theories: Wilde's thoughts on the role of the critic laid the groundwork
for later critical theories, including reader-response theory and post-structuralism, which emphasize the

active role of the audience in interpreting art.

2. Reevaluation of Criticism: His work encouraged critics to embrace creativity and innovation in their

critiques, leading to more expressive and engaging forms of literary analysis.

3. The Critic as Cultural Commentator: Wilde's ideas also paved the way for critics to be seen as
cultural commentators. They are now recognized not only for their evaluations but also for their

insights into societal values and trends.

Conclusion

In "The Critic as Artist," Oscar Wilde presents a compelling argument for the significance of the critic in
the artistic realm. By framing criticism as an art form in itself, he elevates the role of the critic from
mere evaluator to a creative force that shapes the understanding and appreciation of art. Wilde’s

exploration of the relationship between criticism and creativity continues to resonate today, challenging



us to recognize the inherent artistry in interpretation and the transformative power of perspective. As
we engage with art and literature, we are reminded of Wilde's legacy—the critic is indeed an artist,

imbued with the power to influence and inspire.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in Oscar Wilde's essay 'The Critic

as Artist'?

The main themes include the nature of art, the role of the critic, the relationship between art and
morality, and the idea that art should be appreciated for its own sake rather than for its moral or

educational value.

How does Wilde differentiate between the artist and the critic in 'The

Critic as Artist'?

Wilde suggests that the artist creates beauty and experiences, while the critic interprets and
appreciates that beauty. He argues that both roles are essential to understanding and valuing art, but

he elevates the critic's role as a mediator of artistic experience.

What does Wilde mean by the term 'art for art's sake' in 'The Critic as
Artist'?

Wilde advocates for 'art for art's sake' as a philosophy that values artistic expression independently of

moral or social utility. He believes that art should not be judged on its ethical implications but rather on
its aesthetic qualities.

How does Wilde view the relationship between the critic and society?

Wilde sees the critic as a vital figure who helps society appreciate and understand art. He believes



that critics have the responsibility to elevate public taste and encourage a deeper engagement with

artistic works.

What is the significance of the dialogue format used in 'The Critic as

Artist'?

Wilde employs a dialogue format to present contrasting views and stimulate discussion. This method
allows for a more dynamic exploration of ideas and reflects the complexities of artistic criticism and

interpretation.

In what ways does 'The Critic as Artist' reflect Wilde's views on
literature and aesthetics?

The essay reflects Wilde's belief in the subjective nature of beauty and the importance of personal
interpretation in literature. It emphasizes that literature and art should evoke feelings and thoughts,

rather than adhere to strict moral codes.

What impact did 'The Critic as Artist' have on later literary criticism?

Wilde's essay influenced the development of modern literary criticism by promoting the idea that
criticism is an art form in itself and encouraging critics to embrace a more subjective and aesthetic

approach to evaluating literature.

How does Wilde address the idea of moral responsibility in art in 'The

Critic as Artist'?

Wilde argues that while art can evoke moral feelings, it should not be obligated to convey moral
messages. He believes that the true value of art lies in its ability to provoke thought and emotion,

rather than to instruct or preach.
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