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Patterns of loss and recovery

‘“Beauty is difficult” sd/ Mr Beardsley’: so Ezra Pound recalled.1 Beauty 
is genuinely difficult – for the artist, for the reader-listener-viewer and 
for criticism. It has never been otherwise; but some twentieth-century 
cultural history should indicate why, in 1948, Pound recalled the 
Aesthetic Movement author-illustrator Aubrey Beardsley. Walter Pater 
was a special and extreme case, but still, in the late nineteenth century, 
it was not felt unnatural for study of the arts to do what Pater, in his 
Studies in the History of the Renaissance (1873), did in the highest degree: 
treat beauty as the central issue.2 Fifty years later – in a very different 
context, of greater awareness of non-European art and new approaches 
to critical method – those engaged in establishing a more rigorously 
scientific criticism of the arts in universities still treated beauty as a 
central concern.3

How was criticism of the arts diverted? Consider a famous pronounce-
ment of the cultural theorist Theodor Adorno: ‘To write poetry after 
Auschwitz is barbaric. And this corrodes even the knowledge of why it 
has become impossible to write poetry today.’4 Insofar as Adorno identi-
fied a genuine problem for the arts after World War II, this was true in 
a similar way, whether or not articulated in a paradoxical epigram (cul-
ture is barbarous), after the horrors of World War I. And the Modernist 
generation, whose most important and characteristic works were writ-
ten immediately after that war – the early Cantos of Pound, Ulysses, The 
Waste Land, Mrs Dalloway – did indeed show a new attitude to beauty. 
That generation had grown up in a world in which Aestheticism, the 
movement from Pater to Oscar Wilde, was advanced thought. Surveying 
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the wreck of his existence after World War II, from his prison-camp cage 
in Pisa, Pound looked back to that.

Les hommes ont je ne sais quelle peur étrange,
said Monsieur Whoosis, de la beauté

La beauté, ‘Beauty is difficult, Yeats’ said Aubrey Beardsley
when Yeats asked why he drew horrors
or at least not Burne-Jones
and Beardsley knew he was dying and had to
make his hit quickly

hence no more B-J in his product.

So very difficult, Yeats, beauty so difficult.

‘I am the torch’ wrote Arthur ‘she saith’.5

Beardsley and Symons (‘Arthur’), Pound and Yeats, Adorno: 1890s 
Aestheticism, Modernism, Frankfurt School Marxism – a varied group 
of testimonies, from which one may surely conclude that, while there 
are specific reasons at given historical moments why beauty is pecu-
liarly problematic, beauty is always difficult. (A gulf of guilt separates 
Pound in Pisa from the victims of Nazism. Nevertheless, Pound is here, 
in a situation of extreme suffering, groping to find in poetry forms of 
expression adequate to the depravity, violence and destruction which 
are precisely the grounds of Adorno’s comment.) 

The recovery of beauty is, then, a permanent subject. Beauty needs 
always to be recovered. The nineteenth-century Aesthetic Movement 
that lay behind the era recalled by Pound recovered beauty from the 
ugliness consequent on industrialisation – from the social conditions, 
particularly urban poverty and squalor, created by new modes of pro-
duction; from oppressive working practices, alienating people from the 
more humane living conditions of rurally based economies; and the 
characteristics of mass-production itself – crudeness and uniformity.6 
Similarly a generation earlier, in criticism of the visual arts John Ruskin, 
and in literary and cultural criticism Matthew Arnold, attempted to 
recover beauty and intelligence (‘sweetness and light’) from a philistine 
materialist culture dominated by utilitarianism, which (in Arnold’s 
view) even at its best overvalued means and neglected ends – ‘beauty, 
harmony, and complete human perfection’, the ‘true and invaluable ... 
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idea of beauty and of a human nature perfect on all its sides, which is 
the dominant idea of poetry’.7 Ruskin’s central principle of social and 
political action – that co-operation is the law of life, competition the 
law of death – was discovered in his writings on visual art and aesthet-
ics, and developed in his critique of the unjust and destructive effects of 
industrialism.8 That Ruskin’s social criticism was congruent with, even 
derived from, his art criticism, explains how he came to be admired by 
writers as different as Proust and Tolstoy.9

With its slogan ‘Art for Art’s sake’, the late Victorian Cult of Beauty 
presented itself as concerned purely with the aesthetic. Pater’s famous 
pronouncement that ‘all art constantly aspires to the condition of music’ 
assumes (as Pater elsewhere makes explicit) that meaning inheres in 
structure, not subject matter.10 But this emphasis on the formal qualities 
of art was in part a blind, an indirect approach to new moralities: with 
some (William Morris) a redistribution of wealth, and (as with Ruskin) 
a return to earlier modes of production in which the new machine 
technology was harnessed to modes with a more human imprint – as in 
Morris’ fabric and textile manufactures, furniture and book production. 
There was also a covert (and not always covert) new sexual morality – 
in the associated Pre-Raphaelite brotherhood, new views on gender 
relations; in Pater and Wilde, homosexuality; in Swinburne, a paganist 
assault on Christianity allied with an experience of the sexual pleasures 
of pain. Beauty in art was part of a wider programme about freedom and 
vitality in individual and social life. In a complex and fundamentally 
equivocal discussion of beauty and (from Baudelaire) ‘the great moral 
heresy’, Swinburne denied that art could become a ‘pioneer of moral-
ity’.11 But this is what the art of the Aesthetic Movement was. ‘Through 
me forbidden voices’, wrote Walt Whitman (‘Song of Myself’, 24). As 
through Whitman, so through the English aesthetes.

New forms, the vehicles of new sensibility, required a new criticism. 
Beauty in art cannot be recovered without modes of criticism contermi-
nous with responsiveness to beauty. Pater supplied these, in his claims 
about the function of criticism and in the style of his prose. Adapting 
Arnold’s formulation (‘to see the object as in itself it really is’), Pater 
proposed as the function of criticism, ‘to know one’s own impression 
as it really is’: ‘What is this song or picture, this engaging personality 
presented in life or in a book, to me? What effect does it really produce 
on me?’12 This is a shift from the artwork to the individual perceiving 
sensibility and intelligence that raises fundamental questions about 
the status of knowledge – which Pater’s shift between the actual and 
the imaginative (‘in life or in a book’) eagerly compounds. But its main 
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effect was to enable criticism to offer itself as a form of creativity, to 
recreate the effects of beauty in its own forms of the beautiful, bringing 
the reader-viewer-listener into the relevant emotional or imaginative 
ambit – most famously in his account of the Mona Lisa, which Yeats 
(who described it as of ‘revolutionary importance’) turned into verse 
simply by adding lineation to emphasise its rhythms.13 Wilde’s ‘The 
Critic as Artist’ (1891) is more emphatic in its flamboyance about the 
concern of art being beauty and emotion, about collapsing the distinc-
tion between the creative and the critical, and affirming the necessarily 
subjective nature of criticism (‘the purest form of personal impression ... 
the only civilized form of autobiography’). Criticism – and in this Wilde 
is discussing Pater on the Mona Lisa – ‘treats the work of art simply as 
a starting-point for a new creation’.14 Wilde is insistently anarchic: as 
all interpretation is personal, no interpretation is final; judgement of 
interpretation is not in terms of truth to an objective standard but of 
imaginative power; beauty is important not for its meaning but for 
its mystery. Wilde accepts that art may have effects on consciousness 
and action, but he is unwilling to move more than tentatively towards 
the ethical, uneasy that this might too readily mean moral platitudes 
congenial to the context of interpretation. With its emphasis on form 
as meaning, related proposals for a range of arts, and characteristically 
creative modes and styles of criticism, the late Victorian Aesthetic 
Movement was a complete and integrated programme for the recovery 
of beauty. 

In a situation of earlier recuperation, in the context of Enlightenment 
rationalism, Friedrich Schiller, in his Aesthetic Education, shows how 
much more socially directed a defence of beauty might be.15 In politics, 
philosophy and literature, Schiller aimed to place himself at the centre 
of the main currents of his age – the Age of the French Revolution. He 
wrote out of a rich intellectual and aesthetic context, particularly a 
dialogue with Kant’s Critique of Judgement (1790), and a close personal 
working relationship with Goethe. In Schiller’s view the arts are central 
to the fundamental needs of civilisation. While Schiller’s association 
of the beautiful and the good means that there is no aesthetic experi-
ence without moral implications, it is by virtue of beauty of form, not 
content, that the arts occupy their central position in his social think-
ing.16 In Schiller’s account, art gives no particular bias to our moral or 
intellectual choices: it helps to achieve a more fully human basis from 
which to make those choices. Schiller saw the development of society 
as making inevitable greater specialisation – specialisation of knowledge 
and in modes of production. In this context, except for those who have 
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