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The collection 'Intentions' presents a curated array of works by Oscar Wilde, one of the most influential figures in English literature. This compilation aims to illuminate the depth and diversity of Wilde’s intellectual contributions. Rather than merely a selection of his novels or plays, it encapsulates his philosophical musings and commentary on art, culture, and society. By aggregating these written treasures, the collection offers a holistic view of Wilde’s creative vision, allowing readers to fully appreciate how his thoughts weave through various genres and styles, establishing his unique legacy in literature.

In this single-author collection, readers will encounter a rich tapestry of genres and text types that reflect Wilde's multifaceted genius. The collection includes pivotal essays, critical analyses, and observational pieces that articulate Wilde's perspectives on art and life. The selected works, such as 'The Decay of Lying' and 'The Critic as Artist,' underscore his prowess in both essay form and cultural critique. This broad array showcases not just creative fiction but also incisive philosophical inquiry, appealing to a diverse audience, whether they seek profound insights or aesthetic beauty in prose.

At the heart of 'Intentions' lie unifying themes that resonate through Wilde’s works, including the nature of art, the role of the artist, and the complexities of human experience. The tension between reality and illusion, the critique of aestheticism, and the exploration of subjective truth emerge prominently throughout his essays. Wilde's characteristic wit and incisive style frequently challenge conventional thought, making his work relevant even in contemporary discourse. These thematic continuities not only enhance the reading experience but also encourage reflection on the ongoing dialogue between art and society.

Wilde’s stylistic hallmarks play a significant role in the allure of this collection. His use of satire, paradox, and epigrammatic wit enriches the narrative texture of his essays. Each piece is imbued with an elegant prose style that captivates the reader, drawing them into a world where ideas are not merely conveyed but are lived experiences. The sharpness of his observations, coupled with a penchant for elaborate language, creates an environment of intellectual stimulation, inviting readers to ponder deeper meanings beneath the surface of his eloquent phrases.

Moreover, the collection challenges readers to engage with Wilde's perspectives critically. As an ardent advocate for the liberation of aesthetics from moral constraints, Wilde's work invites exploration of the idea that the value of art lies beyond societal judgment. 'Pen, Pencil and Poison' exemplifies this notion, examining art as a means of self-expression and a vehicle for truth. Engaging with these texts fosters a dialogue which actively involves the reader, encouraging them to question preconceived notions about creativity and its purpose.

Wilde's eloquent meditations on art are powered by a deep-seated belief in its transformative potential. His essays serve as powerful commentaries on the role of the artist in society, which is scrutinized through different lenses in 'Intentions.' Wilde’s conceptual frameworks, including the importance of imagination and the subjective nature of reality, provoke thoughtful discussions about individual creativity. This collection ultimately navigates the intersections of aesthetic theory and critical expression, forging a bridge from Wilde's Victorian context to modern contemplations.

The incorporation of multiple areas of inquiry within 'Intentions' serves to highlight Wilde’s versatility and intellectual engagement. Each essay can stand alone as a rich text for study, yet together they form a coherent narrative about the evolution of artistic thought. By threading together discussions on the value of art, identity, and moral philosophy, the collection provides readers with insights into Wilde's evolving perspective on life's intricate layers.

As the title 'Intentions' implies, this collection serves not only to illuminate Wilde’s thoughts but also to explore the motivations that underpinned his writing. Each work reflects a deliberative intent that elucidates the broader implications of aestheticism in a rapidly changing society. These essays are not mere reflections but articulated arguments designed to provoke thought and discussion, allowing readers to consider their own relationship with art and creativity.

In the context of literary canon, Wilde's essays stand apart as pivotal contributions to the burgeoning discourse surrounding modernism and postmodernism. His ability to synthesize humor, philosophy, and polemic chaotically interweaves layers of meaning, establishing a lasting impact that extends beyond his time. The significance of 'Intentions' resonates with scholars and casual readers alike, offering pathways to appreciate the complexities of literary interpretation and the nuances of the human condition.

Insights gleaned from Wilde’s work invite readers to confront the binaries within art and life, navigating through ideas of truth and deception. The captivating narrative of 'The Decay of Lying' turns conventional wisdom on its head, which, in turn, opens expansive avenues for interpretation and debate. Wilde's art not only reflects society but often forecasts future cultural currents. His ability to predict and articulate the evolution of artistic expression renders 'Intentions' invaluable for anyone invested in understanding the trajectory of literary thought.

Wilde’s essays compel a reexamination of the cultural milieu of the 19th century, serving as a lens into the era’s aesthetic debates. By addressing critical topics, including virtue, decadence, and the role of beauty in art, he confronts the accepted dogmas of his time with unabashed eloquence. As readers navigate through 'Intentions,' they will discover not merely a collection of essays but a strategic, provocative commentary that resonates deeply within the broader discourse of cultural and artistic change.

The relationship of the artist to their work, as presented in these essays, offers a sense of self-reflexivity that is both timeless and pertinent. Wilde's exploration of the artistic voice invites readers to engage personally with the text, identifying their intentions in reading and interpretation. This dynamic interplay serves as an invitation for self-assessment of creative influences and personal aesthetics, thus deepening the connection between the reader, the work, and the artist.

In the realm of literary criticism and theory, 'Intentions' offers fresh ground for inquiry and scholarship. It amplifies Wilde's vision of art as an autonomous field of endeavor, thus facilitating discussion around the manipulation of aesthetic value within societal structures. Through this collection, students, scholars, and enthusiasts can uncover the nuances within Wilde's arguments, probing themes that remain as provocative today as they were in the Victorian era, challenging readers to redefine the intersections of art, culture, and morality.

Furthermore, the collection's contemporary relevance cannot be overstated, as many of Wilde's observations are strikingly prescient. The conversations surrounding authenticity in art, the implications of imitation, and the fluidity of identity find new life in modern contexts. 'Intentions' serves as a forum where historical thought collides with present realities, urging readers to extend the dialogue initiated by Wilde into current societal conversations, thus bridging the gap between past and present.

The vibrancy of Wilde's prose is a testament to his ability as a stylist and thinker, enriching the reader's experience. Each essay encapsulates the nuances of his rhetorical flourishes and layered arguments, inviting the reader not just to read, but also to savor the language. This stylistic elegance is intrinsic to Wilde's charm, making 'Intentions' not only intellectually stimulating but also an aesthetic journey that celebrates the beauty of written expression.

As we draw a close to this introduction, it is essential to highlight the enduring influence of Wilde's works on contemporary literature and thought. The essays within 'Intentions' serve as a vital reminder of the power of intellectual discourse and creativity. They stand as a clarion call to the next generations of artists, thinkers, and writers, urging them to engage with the world critically while nurturing their unique voices and visions.

In conclusion, 'Intentions' welcomes readers into the intricate and thought-provoking world of Oscar Wilde. Through the examination of crucial themes and stylistic innovations, the collection unveils the richness of Wilde's contributions to art and critique. As you journey through these essays, may your own reflections on the nature of creativity and intent be sparked, encouraging you not only to delve into Wilde’s profound writings but also to embrace the ongoing conversation they inspire about art's role in society.
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Oscar Wilde, born on October 16, 1854, in Dublin, emerged as a central voice during the late Victorian era, a period defined by strict moral codes and evolving cultural tastes. Educated at Trinity College and Oxford, he developed an irreverent style that challenged prevailing social conventions through a blend of wit, aesthetics, and individualism.

In the closing decades of the century, aestheticism—the principle of “art for art’s sake” popularized by figures like Walter Pater—gained prominence. Advocating beauty and emotional resonance over moral or political didacticism, this movement found in Wilde one of its most articulate defenders. In one of his essays, he famously argues that artifice is essential to literature, insisting that imaginative creation can reveal truths deeper than mere factual reporting.

His interests extended beyond writing to include painting, theater, and decorative arts. A friendship with James McNeill Whistler and an admiration for Pre-Raphaelite painters informed his views on the artist’s role in society: to transcend convention and provoke fresh perceptions. These ideas surface in his explorations of artistic creation and criticism, where he maintains that evaluator and creator share a common task of breathing life into experience.

Meanwhile, the ascent of realism and naturalism—championed by authors such as Émile Zola and Henry James—posed a contrasting model of unembellished representation. Wilde’s work navigates the space between these currents. He contends that a well-crafted falsehood can, paradoxically, disclose a more profound reality, highlighting the creative tension between aesthetic ideals and the candid portrayal of life.

Wilde’s own flamboyant public persona and private contradictions mirrored the dilemmas he examined on the page. His trial and 1895 conviction for gross indecency brought the era’s moral strictures into stark relief, turning his life into a dramatic enactment of the conflicts between individual freedom and social constraint.

At the same time, growing interest in moral philosophy and early psychological inquiry—shaped by thinkers like George Henry Lewes—provided a backdrop for his fascination with motivation and identity. In a study of a notorious 19th-century forger and poisoner, he probes the interplay of creativity, morality, and self-presentation, reflecting contemporary debates about the mind and the artist’s purpose.

The transformations wrought by industrialization and urban growth also figure in his thought. As cities expanded and social interactions multiplied, he observed how modern life could prioritize appearance over authenticity. In discussing the critic’s function, he suggests that interpretation itself is a creative act, capable of illuminating the hidden dynamics of a rapidly changing world.

Within his writings, questions of gender and desire quietly challenge Victorian norms. By celebrating beauty, artifice, and unconventional pleasures, he opens a space for alternative identities and experiences, implying that art can offer refuge from rigid expectations.

In redefining criticism as an art form, he elevates the act of interpretation to equal status with creation. Through a fictional dialogue between two aesthetes, he demonstrates that assessment of art springs from personal insight and imagination, rather than from detached judgment alone.

His close involvement with London’s theatrical scene further sharpened his social satire and theatrical flair. Engagements at popular playhouses honed the timing and observation evident in his comedies and essays, enriching his critiques of manners and institutions.

Themes of transience—in beauty, life, and moral certainty—permeate his work. He suggests that the finest art mirrors mortality, using illusion to capture the fleeting essence of human experience.

Though aestheticism faced backlash from moral reformers who decried its perceived frivolity, he defended artistry as a form of moral inquiry rather than a betrayal of duty. Throughout his essays, he insists that beauty and integrity need not be at odds.

Anticipating later philosophical concerns about subjectivity, he explores how each individual’s perception shapes reality. By treating truth as a matter of perspective, he contributes to ongoing conversations about art’s role in understanding existence.

Finally, his mastery of the essay form—combining personal reflection, cultural commentary, and theatrical wit—helped transform English prose. In the 1891 volume Intentions, he wove these elements into a sophisticated meditation on aesthetics, criticism, and identity. His influence endures in debates over art’s purpose, affirming his place as a pivotal figure bridging Victorian and modern thought.
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    Introduction
Oscar Wilde was an Irish writer whose wit, aesthetic credo, and theatrical brilliance made him one of the most recognizable figures of the late Victorian era. Known for the novel The Picture of Dorian Gray and comedies such as Lady Windermere’s Fan, An Ideal Husband, and The Importance of Being Earnest, he reshaped the comedy of manners with paradox and epigram. His essays, including those gathered in Intentions and The Soul of Man under Socialism, articulated a provocative defense of art and individualism. Wilde’s meteoric rise, public scandal, imprisonment, and posthumous rehabilitation form a dramatic arc that continues to fascinate readers and audiences worldwide.
Education and Literary Influences
Wilde was born in Dublin and received a rigorous classical education that shaped his lifelong devotion to style and form. He excelled at Trinity College Dublin, where he studied the classics and distinguished himself as a scholar. There, he came under the guidance of learned mentors and encountered Greek and Roman literature that fed his taste for beauty, myth, and epigrammatic expression. His early exposure to philology, archaeology, and ancient ethics would echo throughout his prose and dramatic dialogue, grounding his wit in a rich cultural inheritance and training him to prize the artifice and elegance of literary craft.
Continuing at Oxford, Wilde encountered influential thinkers who crystallized his commitment to aestheticism. John Ruskin’s moral seriousness about art and Walter Pater’s celebration of refined sensation and style offered contrasting yet complementary models. Wilde absorbed Ruskin’s sense of art’s social stakes while embracing Pater’s credo of living intensely through art. He won the Newdigate Prize for the poem Ravenna, gained academic distinction, and refined a public persona that blended learning, flamboyance, and mock-solemn paradox. The ethos of “art for art’s sake,” filtered through classical taste and modern criticism, became a defining framework for Wilde’s later essays, fiction, and plays.
Literary Career
In the early 1880s, Wilde cultivated a public presence as a defender of aestheticism, lecturing in Britain and North America on the decorative and fine arts. He transformed notoriety into cultural capital, writing journalism and reviews marked by polished irony. In the late 1880s he edited a women’s magazine, seeking to elevate its literary quality and broaden its cultural remit. During this period he published fairy tales, notably The Happy Prince and Other Tales, whose lyrical compassion and moral ambiguity contrasted with his urbane salon persona. These writings announced a writer capable of blending tenderness, satire, and stylistic finish.
The Picture of Dorian Gray, first appearing in magazine form and then in an expanded book version, triggered controversy over art and morality. Critics debated its portrayal of hedonism and corruption, while Wilde’s celebrated Preface distilled a manifesto of aesthetic autonomy in epigrammatic form. The novel’s structure—oscillating between Gothic atmosphere, philosophical dialogue, and social comedy—anticipated the tonal dexterity of his plays. Its reception was sharply divided: some condemned its perceived decadence, others praised its stylistic brilliance. The scrutiny compelled Wilde to refine public defenses of artistic freedom, consolidating his reputation as both provocateur and consummate craftsman.
Wilde’s greatest popular triumphs came on the stage in the early to mid-1890s. Lady Windermere’s Fan and A Woman of No Importance exposed the moral pretensions of fashionable society while preserving a delicate comic poise. An Ideal Husband combined political intrigue with polished wit, interrogating public virtue and private vice. The Importance of Being Earnest, often considered his masterpiece, distilled farce and paradox into crystalline form, turning social conventions into engines of comedy. These plays delighted audiences with their velocity of epigram and structural finesse, securing Wilde’s preeminence as a dramatist and making him a central figure in London’s theatrical life.
Parallel to his comedies, Wilde pursued more symbolist and exotic interests. He wrote Salomé in French, crafting a stylized, biblically inflected drama that emphasized ritual and desire. The play encountered censorship in Britain because of rules against staging biblical subjects, but it found performance in continental Europe and later inspired significant musical and theatrical adaptations. This departure showcased Wilde’s range: beyond the bright surfaces of Mayfair drawing rooms lay a fascination with decadence, prophecy, and fatal beauty. The duality—sparkling social comedy and intense symbolist drama—underscored his versatility and his capacity to reinvent form according to theme.
Critical reception during his ascendancy was mixed yet galvanizing. The press often caricatured Wilde’s aesthetic posture, but the box office testified to his resonance with audiences. Admirers praised his symmetrical plotting, linguistic precision, and capacity to crystallize social truths into paradox. Detractors accused him of frivolity or moral laxity. Wilde, adept at self-fashioning, met both praise and censure with performances of wit that reinforced his fame. By the mid-1890s, he was a celebrity playwright whose name alone could command attention—an emblem of refined humor and modern sensibility—while remaining a lightning rod for debates about art, ethics, and public taste.
Beliefs and Advocacy
Wilde’s core convictions coalesced around aestheticism, individual expression, and the autonomy of art. In essays such as The Critic as Artist and The Decay of Lying, he argued that criticism is a creative act and that art owes no allegiance to literal truth or didactic purpose. He prized style as a moral stance, an assertion of the self’s imaginative freedom against utilitarian demands. His comedies dramatize these ideas by revealing how social codes reduce persons to roles, while his aphorisms invert commonplaces to expose hypocrisy. For Wilde, beauty was not ornament but a principle of intellectual and ethical liberation.
Wilde also advanced a humane, anti-authoritarian social vision. In The Soul of Man under Socialism, he envisaged a society that fostered individual flourishing rather than punitive conformity. His imprisonment in the mid-1890s deepened this outlook, sharpening his critique of carceral cruelty. The Ballad of Reading Gaol mourns a condemned prisoner and condemns institutional violence with spare, musical intensity. After his release, he spoke publicly and privately about prison conditions, aligning personal suffering with broader calls for reform. Across genres, his work insists that compassion and imagination are inseparable, and that true morality rests in the protection of individual dignity.
Final Years & Legacy
Wilde’s legal entanglements in the mid-1890s, stemming from a personal relationship and subsequent trials, led to conviction for gross indecency and two years’ hard labor. The experience shattered his health and finances, and his theatrical successes were withdrawn. Upon release, he lived mostly in France under an assumed name, publishing The Ballad of Reading Gaol and preparing material later known as De Profundis. Though he retained friends and admirers, he existed in relative obscurity compared to his earlier fame. He died in Paris at the turn of the century, with contemporary reactions colored by both lingering scandal and genuine sympathy.
Over the twentieth century, Wilde’s reputation was comprehensively reassessed. His plays entered the canon as paradigms of comic construction and linguistic sparkle, while Dorian Gray became a touchstone for modern explorations of identity, desire, and artifice. De Profundis and The Ballad of Reading Gaol reframed him as a writer of moral gravity and pathos. He has been embraced as a pioneer of queer modernity and a champion of artistic freedom, influencing dramatists, novelists, and critics across languages. Continual revivals, adaptations, and scholarly studies attest to a legacy that unites audacity with elegance, and satire with profound human sympathy.
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THE DECAY OF LYING: AN OBSERVATION
This essay explores the relationship between art and reality, arguing that the vitality of art depends on its capacity to embody imagination rather than mere replication of life, challenging the conventional wisdom of aesthetic realism.
PEN, PENCIL AND POISON
In this provocative discussion, Wilde examines the nature of artistic creation through the lens of a fictional conversation about the relationship between literature and life, ultimately questioning the moral implications of an artist's role in society.
THE CRITIC AS ARTIST
Wilde presents a dialogue on the role of the critic and the creative process, arguing that criticism is an essential form of art in itself; he asserts that art should be discussed openly as it deepens understanding and appreciation of beauty.
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A DIALOGUE. Persons: Cyril and

Vivian. Scene: the Library of a country

house in Nottinghamshire.

Cyril (coming in through the open window from the terrace). My dear Vivian, don’t coop yourself up all day in the library. It is a perfectly lovely afternoon. The air is exquisite. There is a mist upon the woods, like the purple bloom upon a plum. Let us go and lie on the grass and smoke cigarettes and enjoy Nature.

Vivian. Enjoy Nature! I am glad to say that I have entirely lost that faculty. People tell us that Art makes us love Nature more than we loved her before; that it reveals her secrets to us; and that after a careful study of Corot and Constable we see things in her that had escaped our observation. My own experience is that the more we study Art, the less we care for Nature. What Art really reveals to us is Nature’s lack of design, her curious crudities, her extraordinary monotony, her absolutely unfinished condition. Nature has good intentions, of course, but, as Aristotle once said, she cannot carry them out. When I look at a landscape I cannot help seeing all its defects. It is fortunate for us, however, that Nature is so imperfect, as otherwise we should have no art at all. Art is our spirited protest, our gallant attempt to teach Nature her proper place.[1q] As for the infinite variety of Nature, that is a pure myth. It is not to be found in Nature herself. It resides in the imagination, or fancy, or cultivated blindness of the man who looks at her.

Cyril. Well, you need not look at the landscape. You can lie on the grass and smoke and talk.

Vivian. But Nature is so uncomfortable. Grass is hard and lumpy and damp, and full of dreadful black insects. Why, even Morris’s poorest workman could make you a more comfortable seat than the whole of Nature can. Nature pales before the furniture of ‘the street which from Oxford has borrowed its name,’ as the poet you love so much once vilely phrased it. I don’t complain. If Nature had been comfortable, mankind would never have invented architecture, and I prefer houses to the open air. In a house we all feel of the proper proportions. Everything is subordinated to us, fashioned for our use and our pleasure. Egotism itself, which is so necessary to a proper sense of human dignity, is entirely the result of indoor life. Out of doors one becomes abstract and impersonal. One’s individuality absolutely leaves one. And then Nature is so indifferent, so unappreciative. Whenever I am walking in the park here, I always feel that I am no more to her than the cattle that browse on the slope, or the burdock that blooms in the ditch. Nothing is more evident than that Nature hates Mind. Thinking is the most unhealthy thing in the world, and people die of it just as they die of any other disease. Fortunately, in England at any rate, thought is not catching. Our splendid physique as a people is entirely due to our national stupidity. I only hope we shall be able to keep this great historic bulwark of our happiness for many years to come; but I am afraid that we are beginning to be over-educated; at least everybody who is incapable of learning has taken to teaching—that is really what our enthusiasm for education has come to. In the meantime, you had better go back to your wearisome uncomfortable Nature, and leave me to correct my proofs.

Cyril. Writing an article! That is not very consistent after what you have just said.

Vivian. Who wants to be consistent? The dullard and the doctrinaire, the tedious people who carry out their principles to the bitter end of action, to the reductio ad absurdum of practice. Not I. Like Emerson, I write over the door of my library the word ‘Whim.’ Besides, my article is really a most salutary and valuable warning. If it is attended to, there may be a new Renaissance of Art.

Cyril. What is the subject?

Vivian. I intend to call it ‘The Decay of Lying: A Protest.’

Cyril. Lying! I should have thought that our politicians kept up that habit.

Vivian. I assure you that they do not. They never rise beyond the level of misrepresentation, and actually condescend to prove, to discuss, to argue. How different from the temper of the true liar, with his frank, fearless statements, his superb irresponsibility, his healthy, natural disdain of proof of any kind! After all, what is a fine lie? Simply that which is its own evidence. If a man is sufficiently unimaginative to produce evidence in support of a lie, he might just as well speak the truth at once. No, the politicians won’t do. Something may, perhaps, be urged on behalf of the Bar. The mantle of the Sophist has fallen on its members. Their feigned ardours and unreal rhetoric are delightful. They can make the worse appear the better cause, as though they were fresh from Leontine schools, and have been known to wrest from reluctant juries triumphant verdicts of acquittal for their clients, even when those clients, as often happens, were clearly and unmistakeably innocent. But they are briefed by the prosaic, and are not ashamed to appeal to precedent. In spite of their endeavours, the truth will out. Newspapers, even, have degenerated. They may now be absolutely relied upon. One feels it as one wades through their columns. It is always the unreadable that occurs. I am afraid that there is not much to be said in favour of either the lawyer or the journalist. Besides, what I am pleading for is Lying in art. Shall I read you what I have written? It might do you a great deal of good.

Cyril. Certainly, if you give me a cigarette. Thanks. By the way, what magazine do you intend it for?

Vivian. For the Retrospective Review. I think I told you that the elect had revived it.

Cyril. Whom do you mean by ‘the elect’?

Vivian. Oh, The Tired Hedonists, of course. It is a club to which I belong. We are supposed to wear faded roses in our button-holes when we meet, and to have a sort of cult for Domitian. I am afraid you are not eligible. You are too fond of simple pleasures.

Cyril. I should be black-balled on the ground of animal spirits, I suppose?

Vivian. Probably. Besides, you are a little too old. We don’t admit anybody who is of the usual age.

Cyril. Well, I should fancy you are all a good deal bored with each other.

Vivian. We are. This is one of the objects of the club. Now, if you promise not to interrupt too often, I will read you my article.

Cyril. You will find me all attention.

Vivian (reading in a very clear, musical voice). The Decay Of Lying: A Protest.—One of the chief causes that can be assigned for the curiously commonplace character of most of the literature of our age is undoubtedly the decay of Lying as an art, a science, and a social pleasure. The ancient historians gave us delightful fiction in the form of fact; the modern novelist presents us with dull facts under the guise of fiction. The Blue-Book is rapidly becoming his ideal both for method and manner. He has his tedious document humain, his miserable little coin de la création, into which he peers with his microscope. He is to be found at the Librairie Nationale, or at the British Museum, shamelessly reading up his subject. He has not even the courage of other people’s ideas, but insists on going directly to life for everything, and ultimately, between encyclopædias and personal experience, he comes to the ground, having drawn his types from the family circle or from the weekly washerwoman, and having acquired an amount of useful information from which never, even in his most meditative moments, can he thoroughly free himself.

‘The lose that results to literature in general from this false ideal of our time can hardly be overestimated. People have a careless way of talking about a “born liar,” just as they talk about a “born poet.” But in both cases they are wrong. Lying and poetry are arts—arts, as Pinto saw, not unconnected with each other—and they require the most careful study, the most disinterested devotion. Indeed, they have their technique, just as the more material arts of painting and sculpture have, their subtle secrets of form and colour, their craft-mysteries, their deliberate artistic methods. As one knows the poet by his fine music, so one can recognise the liar by his rich rhythmic utterance, and in neither case will the casual inspiration of the moment suffice. Here, as elsewhere, practice must, precede perfection. But in modern days while the fashion of writing poetry has become far too common, and should, if possible, be discouraged, the fashion of lying has almost fallen into disrepute. Many a young man starts in life with a natural gift for exaggeration which, if nurtured in congenial and sympathetic surroundings, or by the imitation of the best models, might grow into something really great and wonderful. But, as a rule, he comes to nothing. He either falls into careless habits of accuracy—’

Cyril. My dear fellow!

Vivian. Please don’t interrupt in the middle of a sentence. ‘He either falls into careless habits of accuracy, or takes to frequenting the society of the aged and the well-informed. Both things are equally fatal to his imagination, as indeed they would be fatal to the imagination of anybody, and in a short time he develops a morbid and unhealthy faculty of truth-telling, begins to verify all statements made in his presence, has no hesitation in contradicting people who are much younger than himself, and often ends by writing novels which are so lifelike that no one can possibly believe in their probability. This is no isolated instance that we are giving. It is simply one example out of many; and if something cannot be done to check, or at least to modify, our monstrous worship of facts, Art will become sterile, and beauty will pass away from the land.

‘Even Mr. Robert Louis Stevenson, that delightful master of delicate and fanciful prose, is tainted with this modern vice, for we know positively no other name for it. There is such a thing as robbing a story of its reality by trying to make it too true, and The Black Arrow is so inartistic as not to contain a single anachronism to boast of, while the transformation of Dr. Jekyll reads dangerously like an experiment out of the Lancet. As for Mr. Rider Haggard, who really has, or had once, the makings of a perfectly magnificent liar, he is now so afraid of being suspected of genius that when he does tell us anything marvellous, he feels bound to invent a personal reminiscence, and to put it into a footnote as a kind of cowardly corroboration. Nor are our other novelists much better. Mr. Henry James writes fiction as if it were a painful duty, and wastes upon mean motives and imperceptible “points of view” his neat literary style, his felicitous phrases, his swift and caustic satire. Mr. Hall Caine, it is true, aims at the grandiose, but then he writes at the top of his voice. He is so loud that one cannot bear what he says. Mr. James Payn is an adept in the art of concealing what is not worth finding. He hunts down the obvious with the enthusiasm of a short-sighted detective. As one turns over the pages, the suspense of the author becomes almost unbearable. The horses of Mr. William Black’s phaeton do not soar towards the sun. They merely frighten the sky at evening into violent chromolithographic effects. On seeing them approach, the peasants take refuge in dialect. Mrs. Oliphant prattles pleasantly about curates, lawn-tennis parties, domesticity, and other wearisome things. Mr. Marion Crawford has immolated himself upon the altar of local colour. He is like the lady in the French comedy who keeps talking about “le beau ciel d’Italie.” Besides, he has fallen into the bad habit of uttering moral platitudes. He is always telling us that to be good is to be good, and that to be bad is to be wicked. At times he is almost edifying. Robert Elsmere is of course a masterpiece—a masterpiece of the “genre ennuyeux,” the one form of literature that the English people seems thoroughly to enjoy. A thoughtful young friend of ours once told us that it reminded him of the sort of conversation that goes on at a meat tea in the house of a serious Nonconformist family, and we can quite believe it. Indeed it is only in England that such a book could be produced. England is the home of lost ideas. As for that great and daily increasing school of novelists for whom the sun always rises in the East-End, the only thing that can be said about them is that they find life crude, and leave it raw.

‘In France, though nothing so deliberately tedious as Robert Elsmere has been produced, things are not much better. M. Guy de Maupassant, with his keen mordant irony and his hard vivid style, strips life of the few poor rags that still cover her, and shows us foul sore and festering wound. He writes lurid little tragedies in which everybody is ridiculous; bitter comedies at which one cannot laugh for very tears. M. Zola, true to the lofty principle that he lays down in one of his pronunciamientos on literature, “L’homme de génie n’a jamais d’esprit,” is determined to show that, if he has not got genius, he can at least be dull. And how well he succeeds! He is not without power. Indeed at times, as in Germinal, there is something almost epic in his work. But his work is entirely wrong from beginning to end, and wrong not on the ground of morals, but on the ground of art. From any ethical standpoint it is just what it should be. The author is perfectly truthful, and describes things exactly as they happen. What more can any moralist desire? We have no sympathy at all with the moral indignation of our time against M. Zola. It is simply the indignation of Tartuffe on being exposed. But from the standpoint of art, what can be said in favour of the author of L’Assommoir, Nana and Pot-Bouille? Nothing. Mr. Ruskin once described the characters in George Eliot’s novels as being like the sweepings of a Pentonville omnibus, but M. Zola’s characters are much worse. They have their dreary vices, and their drearier virtues. The record of their lives is absolutely without interest. Who cares what happens to them? In literature we require distinction, charm, beauty and imaginative power. We don’t want to be harrowed and disgusted with an account of the doings of the lower orders. M. Daudet is better. He has wit, a light touch and an amusing style. But he has lately committed literary suicide. Nobody can possibly care for Delobelle with his “Il faut lutter pour l’art,” or for Valmajour with his eternal refrain about the nightingale, or for the poet in Jack with his “mots cruels,” now that we have learned from Vingt Ans de ma Vie littéraire that these characters were taken directly from life. To us they seem to have suddenly lost all their vitality, all the few qualities they ever possessed. The only real people are the people who never existed, and if a novelist is base enough to go to life for his personages he should at least pretend that they are creations, and not boast of them as copies. The justification of a character in a novel is not that other persons are what they are, but that the author is what he is. Otherwise the novel is not a work of art. As for M. Paul Bourget, the master of the roman psychologique, he commits the error of imagining that the men and women of modern life are capable of being infinitely analysed for an
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