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Oscar Wilde's Aesthetic Gothic: Walter Pater, Dark
Enlightenment, and The Picture Of Dorian Gray

John Paul Riquelme *

I. The 1890's

"J'ai s oif de  ta be auté ."

--Os car Wilde , Salomé 

It was  from within, appare ntly, that the  foulne s s  and horror had come .

--Os car Wilde , The Picture of Dorian Gray

Gothic Chiaroscuro and Realism

The Picture of Dorian Gray proce e ds  ag ains t the  backg round of Walte r Pate r's  ae s the tic  writing s , but als o
ag ains t Pate r in a s trong e r s e ns e .  It provide s  in narrative  form a dark, re ve aling  double  for Pate r's
ae s the ticis m that e me rg e s  from a pote ntial for dark doubling  and re ve rs al within ae s the ticis m its e lf. The
duplication produce s  not a re pe tition of Pate r but a ne w ve rs ion of his  vie ws  that s ays  what he  cannot or will
not articulate , including  a re cog nition of the  dark dynamics  of doubling  and re ve rs al that inhabit thos e
vie ws . That re cog nition include s  the  pos s ibility that [End P a g e  6 0 9 ] the  proce s s  of doubling  and re ve rs al
will continue . In the  nove l, Wilde  re s ponds  to  Pate r by proje cting  the  dark implications  of Pate r's  attitude s
and formulations  in a mythic  G othic  narrative  of de s truction and s e lf-de s truction. Wilde  s imultane ous ly
ae s the ticiz e s  the  G othic  and g othiciz e s  the  ae s the tic. The  me rg e r is  pos s ible , and ine vitable , be caus e  of
the  te nde ncy of G othic  writing  to  pre s e nt a fantas tic  world of indulg e nce  and boundary-cros s ing  and the
te nde ncy of the  ae s the tic, in Pate r, to  pre s s  be yond conve ntional boundarie s  and to  re cog niz e  te rror within
be auty. As  an avatar of Narcis s us , Dorian G ray e mbodie s  both te nde ncie s  in a pois onous , s e lf-ne g ating
conflue nce  s ig nifying  madne s s . But the  madne s s  is  not his  alone . He  s hare s  it with othe rs  in the  narrative
and with the  fantas tic  quality of his  s tory. No one  is  immune  from the  madne s s  and its  e e cts . In this  alle g ory
about art, Wilde 's  book and its  produce r are  the ms e lve s  implicate d. The y cannot s tand apart in a re alm of
clarity that is  s ome how ins ulate d from the  darkne s s  the y portray and e mbody. De s pite  the  manne re d
e le g ance  of the  book's  characte rs  and its  s tyle , it s he ds  only partial lig ht on its  s ubje ct, which include s
its e lf.

The  nove l's  narrative  conce rns  a dark and darke ning  re cog nition that trans forms  Dorian's  life  by actualiz ing  a
pote ntial that was  alre ady the re  in his  family, a pote ntial that is  one  truth about Britis h s ocie ty.  This  dark
e nlig hte nme nt is  re nde re d in a narrative  that provide s  the  e quivale nt of chiaros curo, unde rs tood with
re fe re nce  to  painting  as  a combination of lig ht and clarity with e nig matic  darkne s s  and obs curity in a s pace
that unde rmine s  the  cohe re nce  and implie d s anity of a re pre s e ntational g e ome try. By combining  clarity and
obs curity, o e n in a s hallowly re nde re d s pace , chiaros curo provide s  an alte rnative  and a challe ng e  to  vis ual
re pre s e ntations  that re ly on g e ne ral illumination, the  appe arance  of a cohe re nt Carte s ian g e ome try, and a
vanis hing  point. The  impre s s ion can be  e nig matic  or frig hte ning  for the  pe rs on whos e  vis ion is  impe de d,
be caus e  te rror te nds  to  aris e  whe n ins u icie nt or une ve n lig ht cre ate s  a s e ns e  of dis orie ntation and
confus ion. Edmund Burke  make s  this  point in his  tre atis e  on the  s ublime  and the  be autiful.  Thing s  that g o
bump in the  nig ht s care  us , e s pe cially if we  cannot s e e  the m cle arly and unde rs tand the m by me ans  of
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familiar cate g orie s .

The  alte rnative  and the  challe ng e  to  re alis m in Wilde 's  lite rary chiaros curo conce rn re alis m's  re liance  on
pos itive  knowle dg e  and on be lie vable  re pre s e ntations  that cre ate  for the  re ade r an impre s s ion of s anity,
[End P a g e  6 10 ] inte llig ibility, and control. The  narrative  provide s  in the  painting  and the  book a look at the
dark as  we ll as  the  lig ht, at s ome thing  dis turbing  that e xce e ds , as  G othic  writing  re g ularly doe s , the
boundarie s  of re alis tic  re pre s e ntation and the  limits  of bourg e ois  value s . As  a G othic  re vis ionary
inte rpre tation of Pate r's  late  Romanticis m, this  particular ins tance  of e xce s s  marks  a turning  point in lite rary
his tory toward lite rary mode rnis m. The  re liance  on doubling  as  a s ymptom of a darkne s s  within both culture
and the  mind follows  Robe rt Louis  S te ve ns on's  The Strange Case of Dr...
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