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ABSTRACT

Starting from the analysis of Wilde’s artistic self-construction in
his life and works, this dissertation integrates Aestheticism and Dandyism
as a whole to decode the works and thought of the disputable Victorian
writer. As one of the most representative proponents for the movement
of aestheticism and one of the most outspoken dandies in fin-de-siecle
England, Wilde assumed the pose of an aesthetic dandy with determined
subversion of the late Victorian Bourgeois culture and ideology.

Our introduction briefly summarizes the modes of researches
conducted on Oscar Wilde both at home and abroad and draws the
outline for the following five chapters:

Chapter One shows that the paradoxical features of Oscar Wilde
are his artistic self-construction instead of his defects and weak points.
In the context of late-nineteenth-century ideas of nature, self, and
society, which tended to subordinate the individual to the collectivity,
it became necessary for the writer to reconmstruct his artistic self.
Hence we find that French philosopher Michel Foucault’s theory of
subject is most illuminating. Foucault’s “ethics of the self”, which is
in essence an aesthetic of existence, accentuates the need to shape us
into as a new subject in our autonomy. In the same way, Wilde’s

self-construction may be considered as the conscious patterning of a
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new subject in opposition to the dominant bourgeois tendency. Wilde
tries to distinguish himself from the Philistine bourgeois public by
assuming cultivated stance of an aesthetic dandy,

Chapter Two deals with the form and content of Wilde’s aesthetic
dandyism. We will first delineate the historical and philosophical
development of dandyism as it evolved in England and France during
the 19th century. Undoubtedly, dandyism agrees with aestheticism in
many aspects especially like the assertion and reproduction of self
through style and manner. Then we will focus on various features of
Wilde’s dandyism, interpreting his dandiacal iconoclasm in the light
of Foucault’s “ethics of the self”.

Chapter Three examines Wilde’s critical essays such as “The Soul
of Man Under Socialism”, “The Decay of Lying”, “The Critic as Artist”,
and “De Profundis”. Wilde’s individualism and his subversion of the
traditional artistic ideas are both in keeping with his aesthetic
dandyism. Actually, Wilde’s ideal example of aesthetic existence
equals the triple character of the critic/the artist/the dandy.

Chapter Four interprets Dorian Gray as Wilde’s aesthetic exper-
iment in the possibility of a fully committed aesthetic existence. Dorian
Gray embodies Wilde’s aesthetic ideas including the aesthetization of
one’s life, the pursuit of presence and the emphasis of body over soul.
Moreover, the novel also manifests the conflict between beauty and
morals.

Chapter Five explores the dandyism expressed in Wilde’s four

comedies. His literary dandyism, masking a serious message under
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playful and paradoxical epigrams, becomes a means to please and
entertain the audience. While attacking the fixed norms of marriage,

sex and morals in his time, he also pleases the audience.
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