


The Cambridge Companion to Oscar Wilde is an essential introduction to one
of th e theatre' s mos t importan t an d enigmati c writers . Althoug h a  genera l
overview, thes e newl y commissione d essay s als o offe r som e o f th e lates t
thinking on the dramatist and his impact on the twentieth century.

Part on e places Wilde's work within the cultural an d historica l contex t of
his time and includes an opening essay by Wilde's grandson, Merlin Holland.
Further chapter s als o examine Wilde and the Victorians an d hi s image a s a
dandy. Par t tw o look s a t Wilde' s essentia l work a s playwright an d genera l
writer, includin g hi s poetry , critique s an d fiction , an d provide s detaile d
analyses of such key works as Salome and The Importance of  Being Earnest,
among others . Th e thir d grou p o f essay s examine s th e theme s an d factor s
which shaped Wilde's work and includes Wilde and his view of the Victorian
woman, Wilde's sexual identities and interpreting Wilde on stage.

The volume also contains a detailed chronology of Wilde's work, a guide to
further reading and illustrations from important productions.
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PREFACE

Wilde ha s bee n th e subjec t o f increasin g critica l attentio n ove r th e las t
decade. Most notable , perhaps, was the publication o f Richar d Ellmann' s
biography in 1987, which has itself come under scrutiny. Wilde's works for
the theatre have been given a series of successful an d sometimes innovative
productions, so that his distinctive exploration of the stage has been widely
experienced i n al l it s breadth ; an d th e performanc e dimensio n itsel f ha s
been minutel y discusse d an d analysed . Hi s radica l positio n a s a  critic has
been re-evaluated . H e ha s bee n identifie d a s a  ke y figure  withi n ga y
criticism. H e i s no w recognise d a s a  highl y professiona l writer , acutel y
aware of his readership at a variety of levels, and also one who deliberately
and systematicall y explore d th e ora l dimension . Hi s positio n a s a n Iris h
writer give s hi m statu s i n th e contex t o f postcolonia l criticism . Th e
centenary o f hi s trial , an d th e approachin g centenar y o f hi s deat h a s we
approach our own fin de siecle, gives him a special contemporary relevance.
In defiance o f what might seem critical overkill , Wilde, both as writer an d
individual, remains as elusive as ever.

What als o need s t o b e recognise d i s that , throughou t th e inevitabl e
variations o n th e academi c index , Wild e ha s retaine d hi s interes t fo r th e
wider readin g an d theatre-goin g public . Few writers hav e succeede d i n so
many forms : The  Picture  of Dorian  Gray,  storie s suc h a s 'Th e Happ y
Prince' and 'Th e Selfish Giant' , the high farce o f The  Importance of Being
Earnest, the scenari o o f Strauss' s Salome,  the tragi c Ballad  of  Reading
Gaol, are only five examples of Wilde's mastery of different genres.

This collection of essays is organised in three parts: the first aims to give
some context , beginnin g wit h Merli n Holland' s revie w o f th e variet y o f
attempts to recreate a  sense of Wilde himself. The second places the focu s
on Wilde's achievements in most of the major kind s of writing he practised.
The thir d par t contain s essay s whic h trac k hi m acros s thos e boundaries ,
and assess his impact on aspects of the culture and society which succeeded
him. Inevitably , i n a  boo k o f thi s length , ther e ar e omissions , whic h ar e
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perhaps th e more inevitabl e when th e subject' s lif e an d personalit y ar e so
intricately entwine d wit h hi s work, an d whe n the subjec t experimente d s o
widely. Ther e is , for example , n o explici t commentar y o n De  Profundis,
itself a  good example of the elusive nature of a Wilde text: a 'private' letter
from priso n t o Dougla s whic h th e authoritie s di d no t allo w t o b e sent ,
apparently written for one person, later published in edited form with a title
supplied b y Ross , an d onl y issue d i n a  complet e versio n sixty-fiv e year s
later. But this extraordinary retrospective autobiography inevitably surfaces
in a number of these chapters. Other texts, for example 'The Portrait of Mr
W. H.' or 'The Decay of Lying', are discussed in a number of essays. Wilde's
work is full o f self-reference, an d the index to this book is a virtual adjunc t
to the table of contents. Choices have had to be made, and priority given to
the publi c spher e o f th e theatre , wher e Wilde' s majo r work s wer e s o
prominent bot h a t the height of his own career , and in the last decades of
the twentieth century. As Wilde wrote, 'I took the drama, the most objective
form know n t o art , an d mad e i t a s personal a  mode o f expressio n a s the
lyric or the sonnet...' (CW 1017).

A book of this kind is heavily dependent on goodwill. I would like to thank
all the contributor s fo r thei r courtes y an d patience , and fo r thei r eas y co-
operation. A special thanks to Joel Kaplan and Merlin Holland for generous
assistance with the illustrations, to the commissioning editor a t Cambridge
University Press , Victori a Cooper , fo r he r enthusiasti c suppor t an d th e
occasional hint of steel in her discriminating comments and to Brian Ridgers
and Ala n Finc h fo r thei r editoria l assistance . As should b e the cas e with
Wilde, pleasure has dominated.
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1854 16  October Osca r Fingal O'Flahertie Wills Wilde born at 2.1 Westland
Road, Dublin, the second son of oculist and ear-surgeon Sir William
Wilde, and Jane Francesca Elgee, Lady Wilde, who wrote under the
name 'Speranza' .

1855 Famil y moves to 1 Merrion Square North.

1864-71 Attend s Portora Royal School, Enniskillen.

1871-4 Undergraduat e at Trinity College, Dublin, where he wins many prizes,
including the Berkeley Gold Medal for Greek.
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1875 J une Travel s in Italy with Mahaffy, Professo r of Ancient History at
Trinity College, Dublin.

1876 19  April Deat h of Sir William Wilde.

1877 March-April  Travel s in Greece and Italy with Mahaffy .

1878 June  Win s Newdigate Prize with poem 'Ravenna'.
July Complete s his degree with a First in Greats.

1879 Autumn  Take s rooms in London with Frank Miles.

1880 August  Move s with Miles to Keats House, Tite Street, Chelsea.
September Wilde' s first play, Vera; or the Nihilists, is printed privately.

1881 2 3 April Gilber t and Sullivan's Patience - Bunthorne , the Fleshly Poet,
is associated with Wilde.
June Poems  published.
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IJ December  Vera,  scheduled for performance a t the Adelphi Theatre,
is withdrawn.
24 December Wild e sails to New York for a  lecture tour arranged t o
coincide with the New York production o f Patience.

1882. Carrie s out an extensive tour of the USA and Canada, lecturin g
principally on 'The English Renaissance' and 'Decorative Art in America' .

1883 January-May  I n Paris, where he completes his verse play The Duchess
of Padua.
August-September Visit s New York for the first production o f Vera.
September Lecture s in UK, an activity which continues sporadically fo r
a year .
26 November  Become s engaged to Constance Lloyd .

1884 2 9 May Osca r Wilde and Constance Lloyd are married in London.

1885 1  January Th e Wildes move into 1 6 Tite Street, Chelsea .
May 'Th e Truth o f Masks' published in the Nineteenth Century  a s
'Shakespeare and Stage Costume' .
5 June Firs t son, Cyril, is born.
Wilde begins to be active in journalism, writing both signed and unsigne d
articles, in periodicals such as the Pall Mall Gazette  an d Dramatic
Review.

1886 Meet s Robert Ross.
j June Younge r son , Vyvyan, is born.

1887 Accept s the editorship of the Woman's  World.

1888 May  The  Happy Prince  and Other  Tales  is published, illustrated by
Walter Cran e and Jacomb Hood .

1889 July  'Th e Portrait o f Mr W. H.' i s published (i n Blackwood's
Magazine).

1890 June  The  Picture of Dorian Gray  is published (in Lippincotfs
Magazine).

1891 Meet s Lord Alfred Douglas .
January The  Duchess of  Padua - 'Guido  Ferrant?  - i s produced in
New York .
February 'Th e Soul of Man under Socialism ' is published i n the
Fortnightly Review.
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April Th e extended version of The Picture  of  Dorian Gray  i s published,
the title-page and binding designed by Charles Ricketts.
May Intentions  i s published.
July Lord  Arthur  Savile's  Crime and Other  Stories  is published.
November A  House of  Pomegranates i s published, designed and
decorated by Ricketts and Charles Shannon .
November-December Wild e visits Paris, where he writes Salome.

1892. 20  February Lady  Windermere's  Fan  opens at the St James's Theatre,
produced by George Alexander .
June Salome  i s in rehearsal, with Sarah Bernhardt in the title role, when
it is banned b y the Lord Chamberlain .
August-September Wild e works on A Woman  of  No Importance  i n
Norfolk.

1893 February  Publicatio n o f Salome i n French.
19 April A  Woman  of  No Importance  open s at the Theatre Royal ,
Haymarket, produced by Sir Herbert Beerbohm Tree.
November Lady  Windermere's  Fan  is published; Shannon designs the
binding for thi s and subsequent comedies .

1894 February  Salome  publishe d in English, illustrated by Aubrey Beardsley.
June Poe m The Sphinx  published , designed by Ricketts.
May Wild e visits Florence with Douglas .
August-September Write s The Importance of  Being Earnest at
Worthing, Sussex.
October A  Woman  of  No Importance  published .

189 5 3  January An  Ideal  Husband  open s at the Theatre Royal, Haymarket ,
produced by Lewis Waller.
January-February Wild e travels to Algiers with Douglas, where he
meets Andre Gide .
14 February The  Importance of  Being Earnest opens at the St James's
Theatre, produced by George Alexander .
28 February Wild e finds the Marquess o f Queensberry's card, T o
Oscar Wilde, posing [a s a] Somdomite' [sic]  a t the Albemarle Club. He
applies for a  warrant for Queensberry' s arrest , for publishing a  libel.
5 April  Queensberr y i s acquitted, and Wilde is arrested.
26 April Th e first trial opens. On 1  May, the jury disagree, and a new
trial is ordered.
2 j May  Wild e is convicted o f indecency, and sentenced to two years'
imprisonment with hard labour; imprisoned first at Newgate, and then in
Pentonville. In July, he is transferred t o Wandsworth, and in November ,
after bein g declared bankrupt , to Reading Gaol .

xxi
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1896 3  February Deat h o f his mother, Lady Wilde.
11 February Salome  i s produced b y Lugne-Poe at the Theatre d e
PQEuvre, Paris.
19 February Constanc e visits Wilde in Reading Gaol , to break the news
to him of his mother's death . It is their las t meeting.

1897 January-March  Write s his long letter to Douglas, later published a s De
Profundis.
19 May Wild e is released from prison . He crosses on the night ferry t o
Dieppe, and lives abroad - i n France, Italy, Switzerland - unti l his death .
May—September Live s mostly at Berneval-sur-Mer, nea r Dieppe .
September Travel s to Naples, where he meets Douglas.

1898 February  The  Ballad of Reading Goal  i s published.
7 April Deat h o f Constance Wilde.

1899 February  The  Importance of  Being Earnest published.
July An  Ideal Husband published .

1900 30  November  Afte r bein g received into the Roman Catholi c Church ,
Wilde dies in the Hotel d'Alsace , Paris.
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Biography an d th e ar t o f lyin g

Three day s before h e died in the Hote l d'Alsace , Osca r Wilde was asked b y
the proprieto r Jea n Dupoirie r abou t hi s lif e i n London . c Some sai d m y lif e
was a  lie but I  always knew i t to b e the truth; for lik e the truth i t was rarel y
pure an d neve r simple' , he replied , echoin g Alg y Moncrieff , paradoxica l a s
always an d neve r on e t o los e th e opportunit y o f recyclin g a  well-turne d
phrase.1 Biographer s eve r sinc e hav e bee n b y tur n delighte d a t th e ric h
pickings an d exasperate d b y the contradictions . The dualit y o f Wilde i n al l
aspects fascinates , confuses : th e Anglo-Irishma n wit h Nationalis t sympa -
thies; th e Protestan t wit h life-lon g Catholi c leanings ; th e marrie d homo -
sexual; th e musicia n o f word s an d painte r o f languag e wh o confesse d t o
Andre Gid e tha t writin g bore d him; 2 th e artis t astrid e no t tw o bu t thre e
cultures, an Anglo-Francophile an d a  Cel t a t heart . And overlai d o n i t all is
the questio n o f whic h facets  o f th e Wildea n dichotom y wer e rea l an d
involuntary and which were artificial an d contrived fo r effect .

For th e biographe r i t becomes importan t t o find  out , bu t fo r Wilde , wh o
confessed tha t h e live d i n permanen t fea r o f no t bein g misunderstood , i t
becomes equall y importan t tha t h e shoul d not . Wha t i s on e t o mak e o f
Wilde's respons e t o th e Ne w Yor k reporte r wh o aske d whethe r h e ha d
indeed walked dow n Piccadilly with a  lily in his hand? 'T o have done it was
nothing, bu t t o make peopl e think on e ha d don e i t was a  triumph.'3 Wild e
blurs the edges and hides behind a  non-alignment with his own utterances :

Not that I agree with everything that I have said in this essay. There is much
with whic h I  entirel y disagree . Th e essa y simpl y represent s a n artisti c
standpoint, and in aesthetic criticism attitude is everything. For in art there is
no such thing as a universal truth. A Truth in art is that whose contradictory is
also true. (CW1173 )

Equivocality i s maintaine d b y bot h ma n an d artist , an d th e biographer' s
nightmare continues . Som e wh o hav e trie d t o pi n hi m dow n hav e foun d
that he turns to quicksilver i n their fingers.  The shimmering whole suddenl y
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Figure i  Osca r Wilde with hi s friends at Magdalen College , Oxford; i t seems likel y that the
bust i n th e foregroun d wa s th e on e o f Augustu s bequeathe d b y D r Dauben y t o th e first

Member of Magdalen after his death to win the Newdigate Prize Poem

divides momentarily , no t int o fragments , bu t int o a  myriad smalle r globes ,
each differen t an d complet e i n itself , an d jus t a s suddenl y re-form s leavin g
no trace o f the parts . Other s hav e attempte d t o fi t him int o moulds o f thei r
own makin g and , o n discoverin g tha t h e overlaps the edge s in a  tiresomel y
uncooperative way , have simply trimmed of f the surplus.

Yet for al l the contradictions ther e i s a strange consistency abou t Wilde' s
story. There i s a  Faustia n elemen t abou t thi s classica l schola r wh o thirste d
for sensatio n an d experience . I n Readin g Gao l h e wa s t o reflec t o n th e
conflicting pattern s of his past:

I remember when I was at Oxford sayin g to one of my friends -  a s we were
strolling roun d Magdalen' s narro w bird-haunte d walk s on e mornin g i n the
June before I took my degree - tha t I wanted to eat of the fruit o f all the trees
in the garden of the world, and that I was going out into the world with that
passion i n m y sou l .. . I  don' t regre t fo r a  singl e momen t havin g live d fo r
pleasure . . . There was no pleasure I did not experience .. . Tired of being on
the heights I deliberately went to the depths for new sensations. {CW  ioz6)

It i s simply no t a  lif e whic h ca n tolerat e a n either/o r approac h wit h logica l
conclusions, bu t demand s th e flexibilit y o f a  both/an d treatment , ofte n
raising question s fo r whic h ther e ar e n o answers . Fe w o f Wilde' s bio -
graphers hav e bee n abl e t o tackl e i t satisfactorily . To o man y hav e com e t o
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him with an agenda of their own or a depth of personal feeling which limits
their view and somehow dilutes the richness of his character. Peel the onion
and you separate i t into its component parts ; slice it down the middle and
you reveal the intricate relationship between all the layers yet still retain the
form. Richard Ellmann's blade was certainly sharp enough but his untimely
death prevente d th e follow-through o f a  clean cut . Hi s predecessors, with
the notable exception of Hesketh Pearson, for the most part took rough aim
with a meat-cleaver.

If this sounds unduly harsh, it should be remembered tha t most of them
did no t eve n hav e acces s t o th e whol e onion , le t alon e th e prope r
implements. For ten years after hi s death Wilde's reputation was cloaked in
what Christophe r Millar d calle d ' a vagu e fo g o f obscenity' . Letter s wer e
destroyed lest they implied guilt or even sympathy by association - Oscar' s
letters to hi s wife Constance , especially from th e weeks after prison , being
among the worst casualties . Those friends wh o could have given balanced
and reliabl e (eve n i f strongly personal) accounts , the likes of Robert Ross,
Reggie Turner , Carlo s Blacke r an d Mor e Adey , di d not , excep t i n letter s
which only surfaced i n private archives decades afterwards. Others , Robert
Sherard an d Frank Harris , journalists both , wrote vividly if with question-
able accurac y abou t thei r friendshi p wit h Wilde . Those wh o ha d know n
him less well found tha t b y 192 0 the connection was more beneficial tha n
harmful an d slipped a few paragraphs or even a chapter into their memoirs.
But the view of his life was fragmentary, even impressionistic, and books for
the most par t alluded to his downfall i n veiled terms. In England betwee n
the war s homosexualit y wa s tolerate d i n artisti c circle s wit h a  knowin g
wink and a nudge but with little approaching understanding. Even as late as
1948 whe n Montgomer y Hyd e publishe d hi s reconstructio n o f Wilde' s
trials it was not intended for the general reader but rather for lawyers and a
'specialist' market , as it was then called. Wilde's collected letters were only
published i n 1962 , and eve n then wit h sever e misgivings fro m m y father ,
Wilde's only surviving son, since they were quite explicit in places about his
sexuality. There was an inherent irony in having to separate the man fro m
his work i n order to gain public approval fo r him . At the time the British
could no t hav e accepte d hi m otherwise , bu t th e approac h wa s sadl y
misguided, an d assessment s o f hi s lif e an d literatur e bot h suffere d i n
consequence. My father's misgivings, however, were totally unfounded a s it
turned out . Publication of the letters gave an entirely new impetus to Wilde
studies an d a  muc h greate r understandin g o f th e complexitie s o f hi s
character. They also , most importantly , helped to corroborate o r disprov e
certain fact s an d statement s abou t hi m made posthumously b y his friend s
and contemporaries.
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Ironically it was this 'monstrous worship of facts', as Wilde once called it,
which has led to an unfortunate an d fashionable trend : to regard many of
Oscar Wilde' s earl y biographer s wit h a  goo d dea l o f suspicion , eve n t o
dismiss some of them outright as self-seeking liars . In retrospect it is hardly
surprising sinc e th e majorit y o f wha t wa s publishe d i n Englis h ha d bee n
written b y those whose publi c squabble s abou t th e 'truth ' o f hi s life had ,
until th e 1940s , assume d al l th e element s o f a  sor t o f boulevar d theatre.
Each had needed to tell the story from an intensely personal point of view. If
most ('Bosie' Douglas being the notable exception) were coloured with deep
affection fo r the subject on the one hand, on the other there was inevitably a
tendency fo r th e author s t o presen t themselve s i n th e bes t possibl e light .
This combined with varying degrees of journalistic if not poetic licence led
to almos t farcica l exchange s o f th e 'O h ye s I  did ! -  O h n o yo u didn't! '
variety. Storie s with th e sam e pay-of f ha d a  curious way o f changin g th e
supporting cas t aroun d Oscar' s lead , ofte n t o includ e th e autho r o f th e
memoir. A half-remembered snatc h o f conversation o r a  memorable witti-
cism had hung , suspended in time's cupboard, waiting for the full scenari o
to brin g i t bac k t o life , bu t whe n tw o o r eve n three claime d th e righ t t o
authenticity, it became suspect - eve n unusable - to later writers.

For example the well-known story of Wilde envying a Whistler bon mot,
wishing out loud that he had said it and being cut down by the latter's 'You
will, Oscar, you will' appears in several guises. Herbert Vivian recalls it in
1889 occurrin g a t a  dinner afte r Wild e had delivere d hi s lecture on ar t t o
the students of the Royal Academy at which Whistler was present; in 1915
Douglas Slade n remember s i t fro m a  part y o f Louis e Jopling's whe n th e
original remark which Wilde envied had not been made by Whistler a t all;
Frank Harri s tells it in 191 6 as taking place at an exhibition o f Whistler' s
pictures whe n th e artis t ha d a  witt y exchang e wit h Humphr y Ward , ar t
critic o f The  Times. 4 Hesketh Pearso n repeat s Harris' s stor y i n 194 6 an d
Richard Ellman n repeat s Pearso n rathe r tha n Harri s whic h give s th e
anecdote mor e credibility sinc e Harri s i s 'known' t o b e utterly unreliable .
Indeed, in his bibliography Pearso n says of Harris's Oscar  Wilde: His Life
and Confessions  'Thi s wor k i s nowher e reliable ' bu t quote s th e stor y
nonetheless, immun e fro m accusation s o f inconsistenc y sinc e h e himsel f
cites no sources.

Harris wa s a  journalist , an d journalist s liv e by writing fo r a  sensation -
hungry public. He may have been a braggart and occasionally a liar but his
life of Wilde is long overdue for re-evaluation . It first appeared i n America
in 191 6 published privately , on e suspects , becaus e h e discusse d fa r mor e
openly tha n anyon e ha d befor e hi m Wilde' s homosexualit y a s wel l a s
Douglas's rol e i n Wilde's downfall . Dougla s had alread y bee n to cour t i n
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1913 ove r Arthur Ransome' s fairl y circumspec t stud y o f Wilde which, he
complained, ha d libelle d him , s o Harris' s fa r mor e outspoke n approac h
only infuriated hi m further . Dougla s threatened lega l action i f so much as
one copy were sold in England. In 1925, however, he visited Harris in Nice
and, on the strength o f new 'evidence ' from Douglas , together the y wrote
the New  Preface  to 'The  Life  and  Confessions  of Oscar  Wilde'.  I t wa s
intended to correct Harris's misstatements and allow his life of Wilde to be
sold withou t furthe r hindranc e fro m Douglas . Withi n day s o f Douglas' s
departure Harris found out , as he wrote to my father, that he had been told
'one trut h an d twent y lies ' an d insiste d tha t th e piec e b e rewritten. 5

Douglas, realising tha t thei r join t prefac e wa s tantamount t o a  retractio n
and an apology by Harris, refused to allow it to be changed and published it
as a separate work.

Harris was also taken to task by Robert Sherard , whose friendship wit h
Wilde ha d starte d i n Pari s i n 188 3 an d laste d unti l th e latter' s deat h
seventeen years later. He had already published two accounts of Wilde's life
before Harris' s boo k appeare d an d on e shortl y after : The  Story  of  an
Unhappy Friendship (1902) , The Life of Oscar Wilde (1906) and The Real
Oscar Wilde (1917), in which his spaniel-like devotion to Wilde's memory
is at times an embarrassment . He attempts to explain Wilde's homosexua l
behaviour a s a  for m o f epileps y o r madnes s brough t o n b y excessiv e
indulgence in food an d drink, and seems incapable of accepting that Wilde
was perfectl y wel l awar e o f wha t h e wa s doing . Also , i n a  memorabl y
ignorant passage , h e entirel y overlook s Wilde' s subterfuge s an d beggin g
letters durin g th e las t year s i n Paris , for whic h th e 196 2 Letters  provide
ample and pathetic testimony: 'Not on one single occasion in the whole of
his life - eve n in the starveling years after hi s release from priso n - di d he
obtain o r attemp t t o obtai n resource s b y any mean s unworth y o f prope r
pride, of self-respect, of delicacy.'6

Harris's blunt but curiously sympathetic account of Wilde's life, given the
imprimatur fro m it s second edition by Bernard Shaw , so incensed Sherard
that h e wa s eve n prepare d t o associat e himsel f wit h Dougla s i n orde r t o
discredit Harris . Th e resul t wa s a n entir e volum e Bernard  Shaw, Frank
Harris &  Oscar  Wilde  (1937 ) attemptin g t o expos e Harri s a s a  liar .
Unfortunately Sherard' s metho d i s largel y on e o f nitpickin g ove r details ,
and h e inflict s a s muc h damag e o n himsel f a s o n Harri s wit h hi s ow n
inaccuracies whe n attemptin g t o sho w Harri s i n th e wrong . Wilde , fo r
instance, di d not , a s Sherar d claims , return t o Englan d fro m Americ a i n
September 1882 ; nor was he late in delivering the script of The Duchess of
Padua t o Mar y Anderson. 7 Onc e agai n th e Letters  provid e cast-iro n
evidence.
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Sherard's ow n biographie s ar e filled wit h factua l errors : Wilde was no t
initially imprisone d in , nor release d from , Wandswort h Gaol ; he was no t
born i n Merrion Square ; he did no t translat e Barbe y d'Aurevilly ; an d the
conjecture that his hopelessness at mathematics while at Portora School was
responsible fo r hi s life-lon g extravaganc e i s almos t worth y o f Harri s a s
depicted by Sherard.8

Alfred Douglas' s attemp t a t biography wa s worse. His impotent screa m
of rage at discovering that De Profundis had been addressed to him, but had
been deposite d ou t o f hi s destructiv e reac h fo r fift y year s i n th e Britis h
Museum, found it s voice in Oscar Wilde and Myself (1914), largely written
for hi m b y T . W . H . Crosland . I t wa s ful l o f inaccuracies , untruth s an d
attempts a t self-justification , eve n goin g t o th e exten t o f denyin g tha t h e
knew Wilde was homosexual unti l the trials, though he later had the sense
to repudiate the book and express his regret over publishing it.9

As for Harris there are unquestionably parts of his life of Wilde which are
Harris exaggerations; his total recall of Wilde's words twenty years after the
event i s quit e clearl y a n impossibility . A t on e tim e h e eve n plunder s th e
1912. transcript of the trials for material and incorporates it in the form of a
conversation which was supposed to have taken place between Wilde and
himself. In another fictitious exchange he uses one of Wilde's letters to Ross
in whic h h e ask s fo r certai n book s o n hi s release ; and Fran k Harri s no t
Robbie Ross becomes the generous provider.10 The bare facts are respected
but the journalist feels they are more readable in fancy dress.

But for al l their faults these early biographers of Wilde knew the man in
person. Withou t Sherar d w e would kno w onl y hal f o f wha t w e do abou t
Wilde's various stays in France from the start of their friendship i n 1883 to
the poignant sketch of their last meeting in Paris at the Hotel d'Alsace. The
writing of The Duchess of Padua, Mary Anderson's rejection o f it, Wilde's
disappointment, Sherard' s consolatio n dinne r (an d man y othe r evening s
spent i n each other' s company ) -  al l would hav e been lost ; we would no t
have ha d th e astut e observation s o f Wilde' s effec t o n th e Frenc h literar y
scene of the 1890s , trying too hard t o impress a t first bu t coming into his
own as Wilde the natural raconteur;11 an d a  host of anecdotes which have
the clea r rin g o f trut h abou t the m an d whic h brin g t o life , fo r instance ,
Oscar's relationships with his mother and his brother Willie.

Despite Douglas's belittling of Wilde's abilities and achievements (under -
standable i f not forgivabl e whe n you ha d live d nearl y twent y year s in his
shadow), there is the odd valuable character sketc h both in his disgracefu l
1914 boo k an d hi s Autobiography  publishe d i n 1929 . Wilde , h e main -
tained, was something o f a  social snob. This fits i n with Douglas' s overal l
arrogant criticis m o f hi s frien d an d coul d easil y b e dismisse d wer e i t no t
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corroborated b y th e thre e mos t unlikel y sources , namely Harris , Sherar d
and Shaw . Thei r vie w wa s mor e gentl e an d sympathetic , notin g Wilde' s
almost childlike pleasure in the grandeur of historic names: 'Surely everyone
prefers Norfolk, Hamilton and Buckingham to Smith or Jones or Robinson',
he is supposed to have remarked to Frank Harris.12 The truth probably lies
somewhere between th e two - a  fascination rathe r than an obsession with
the aristocracy . Mor e important , though , ar e Douglas' s claim s abou t hi s
financial suppor t o f Wilde. It is generally assumed that he lied about o r a t
best exaggerated the extent of his support during Wilde's libel case against
his fathe r an d late r whe n the y wer e togethe r i n Naples , bu t wha t seem s
indisputable, and backed by evidence from hi s bank, is that during the last
ten months of Wilde's life in Paris he gave him £332 in cheques quite apart
from th e occasiona l cas h handout. 13 Thi s i s in direc t contradictio n t o al l
that Wild e say s in hi s letter s abou t Bosie' s meanness an d raise s th e mor e
serious problem of how much we can trust anything that Wilde says at that
time about his finances. He writes to Robbie Ross on one occasion, saying
that he needs money because an innkeeper at Nogent was about to sell his
clothes fo r a n unpai d bil l an d the n openl y admit s hi s fib: 'I a m s o sorr y
about m y excuse. I  had forgotte n I  had use d Nogent before . I t shows the
utter collaps e o f m y imaginatio n an d rathe r distresse s me ' ( L 763) . This
manipulation o f th e trut h fo r financial  advantage need s to b e considere d
carefully b y biographer s befor e usin g Wilde' s post-priso n letter s a t fac e
value. A t th e en d o f 1898 , Fran k Harri s invite d Wild e t o spen d thre e
months o n th e Riviera . I n hi s 191 6 biograph y h e describe s thei r trai n
journey from Paris a week before Christmas and their first days at Napoule.
Ten day s late r Wild e write s t o Ros s askin g fo r mone y an d sayin g tha t
Harris did not come to Napoule after all . Harris, 'always unreliable', must
have bee n inventin g agai n an d ye t a  lette r t o hi m fro m Wild e late r i n
February states quite clearly ' . .. since our arrival nine weeks ago' (L 780).

Harris's si n woul d appea r t o b e embellishmen t rathe r tha n outrigh t
fabrication. Shaw called his biography 'the best literary portrait of Wilde in
existence', continued to say so for ove r twenty years and explained why in
his preface to the first 'permitted' English edition of 1938. He would hardly
have made such an endorsement had Harris been a total charlatan. Robert
Ross was sent a copy in 191 6 and wrote to Harris: 'I am delighted to hear
that th e "Life " ha s caugh t o n wel l i n America' , an d provide d a  lis t o f
corrections whic h Harri s include d a s a n appendi x i n late r editions . ' I d o
not, o f course , agre e wit h al l yo u sa y o r you r estimat e an d criticis m o f
various incidents', he continued, 'bu t I  would not suggest altering anything
materially. The point of the book is that it is your view.'14

All these early accounts by Wilde's friends ar e essentially impressionisti c
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personal views. They are the technicolour elements in a grey world of facts.
To Sherard, Shaw, Douglas and Harris must be added the shorter studies of
Ada Leverson , Charles Ricketts , Andre Gide and Vincent O'Sullivan , each
in their way bringing Wilde briefly back to life as they saw him, each more
or less flawed b y modern standards but even the flaws adding a dimension
to the picture.

Thirty-eight year s afte r hi s deat h tw o o f Osca r Wilde' s friend s wer e
corresponding abou t hi s life . ' I don' t suppose' , wrot e Reggi e Turne r t o
Robert Sherard , 'an y boo k wil l ever be published o n tha t limitles s subjec t
[Oscar] which wil l be entirely satisfactor y t o everybody "i n the know" o r
will be free fro m inaccuracies , mostly unimportant enough , and the futur e
historian o r compile r wil l be puzzled t o ge t a t th e most probable straigh t
path an d i s sure to stray sometimes and somewhere . All these books have
told me that no biography is quite to be trusted.'15

Exactly so, but there is much which is unique in these personal appraisals.
Treated wit h caution , weede d o f self-interest , the y remai n a n invaluabl e
source which modern critics , obsessed with factual accuracy , are too ofte n
ready to condemn out of hand.

Another sixty years have passed. All those who knew Wilde are long since
dead. A few memoirs , notably Douglas' s Th e Wild e Myth ' an d Sherard' s
'Ultima Verba', remain unpublished and the flow of unrecorded letters both
by and about Wilde has been reduced to a mere trickle.16 The likelihood of
sensational new source material passing through the sale-rooms is slight and
biographers hav e had t o content themselves with reassessin g the availabl e
material rather than springing dramatic new discoveries about Wilde on the
public - a t least in theory. In practice Wilde is not Wilde without the whiff
of scanda l and,  stal e scandal s bein g a s interestin g a s col d mutton , ne w
books need fresh ones. And if they don't exist, they can be invented.

When Richar d Ellmann' s biograph y o f Wild e wa s publishe d i n 1987 ,
among th e illustration s wa s on e captioned 'Wild e i n costume a s Salome' .
The photograph looked vaguely like a decadently soft-fleshed Wild e as one
imagines hi m t o hav e bee n i n th e 1890 s an d i t wa s credite d t o a  Frenc h
photo archive . Originally i t had illustrate d a  book revie w in Le  Monde  a
few weeks before Ellmann' s death. It was picked up by his editor who was
in Pari s a t th e tim e an d wh o sen t i t t o England . Th e publishers , sensin g
something o f a literary scoop, included i t in the book without further ado .
Naturally i t appeared i n many o f the reviews as a  previously unpublishe d
photograph o f Wilde , depictin g previousl y unsuspecte d transvestis m an d
gradually found its way into half-a-dozen works wholly or partly concerned
with Wilde . Photograph s ar e seldo m reproduce d wit h corroborativ e evi -
dence o r footnotes . O n conditio n the y resembl e thei r captions , they pas s

1 0
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Figure 2 . Th e Hungarian oper a singe r Alice Guszalewicz a s Salome, Cologne, 1906 ; feature d
in Richard Ellmann' s biography as 'Wilde in costume as Salome*

unquestioned. Nobody asked whether this was likely behaviour on Wilde's
part or whether, if he had been in the habit of cross-dressing, he would have
posed for a  photograph. From what we know it would see m to have been
entirely ou t o f character , bu t fe w peopl e di d an y mor e tha n expres s
uncertainty. Suc h wa s Ellmann' s reputatio n a s a  schola r tha t n o on e
thought t o check ou t it s provenance. That was unwise. In 199 4 a n articl e
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appeared i n the Times  Literary Supplement proving beyond doub t that the
'Salome' i n th e photograp h wa s i n fac t a  Hungaria n oper a singer , Alic e
Guszalewicz, photographed i n Cologne in 1906.17 It had become separated
from it s captio n i n th e phot o archive , and , afte r Ellmann' s boo k ha d
appeared, th e archiv e ha d eve n redescribe d i t a s Wilde accordin g t o 'th e
latest research'. To give Ellmann his due he was terminally ill and was in no
position t o verif y it s pedigree , an d th e lur e o f sensatio n t o a  commercia l
publisher wa s stronge r tha n consideration s o f scholarl y exactitude . I t was
subtly reinforce d a s a n imag e b y reproducin g o n th e previou s pag e a
drawing by Alfred Bryan entitled 'Caricature of Wilde dressed as a woman'.
Put properl y int o contex t i t i s a  caricatur e o f Wild e dresse d a s Lad y
Windermere, carryin g a  fa n an d smoking , an d wa s a  commen t o n hi s
author's curtai n cal l a t the first nigh t o f Lady  Windermere's  Fan  when he
defied socia l conventio n b y appearin g o n stag e wit h a  cigarette . Anothe r
Wilde myth was born and,  had i t survived, might have become undisputed
fact.

Less excusable, becaus e certain fact s wer e manipulated t o fi t th e theory
and other s blatantl y ignored , wa s Ellmann' s insistenc e o n Wilde' s deat h
from syphilis . That it might have been the cause of death was first suggested
in Arthu r Ransome' s 191 2 biograph y o f Wild e wher e i t appeare d i n the
form 'His death . . . was directly due to meningitis, the legacy of an attack of
tertiary syphilis', already a medically suspect statement since tertiary syphilis
does not come in 'attacks' and syphilitic meningitis is principally associated
with the secondary stage of the disease.18 Shortly after publicatio n Douglas
sued Ransome for suggestin g that he had contributed t o Wilde's downfall .
He lost the case but Ransome still removed the offending passage s from the
second editio n a s wel l a s th e referenc e t o syphilis . Fo r thi s h e wa s
commended b y Sherar d wh o sai d tha t i n the seventee n year s tha t h e had
known Wilde , h e neve r onc e sa w an y sign s o f th e disease. 19 Variou s
biographers (mostly foreign) picked up Ransome's statement and repeated it
in the 1920 s but in 1934 , after a n exchange of letters with Reggie Turner,
who was with Wilde when he died, Sherard suddenl y performed th e most
extraordinary volte-fac e i n orde r t o giv e weigh t t o a  pamphle t whic h h e
published attacking what he called the lies of Andre Gide, G. J. Renier and
Frank Harris about Wilde. He gave Wilde a double dose of syphilis, the first
inherited fro m hi s 'libertin e father ' an d th e secon d acquire d whil e a t
Oxford.20 Th e statement fro m Turne r which must have changed Sherard' s
view was : 'Th e ea r trouble , whic h I  believ e bega n i n prison , wa s onl y
shortly before his death diagnosed as a tertiary symptom of an infection he
had contracted when he was twenty.'21 On the basis of that alone, for there
is nothing else in the correspondence which could have justified it , Sherard
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recreated th e how , whe n an d where , a s pur e conjecture , an d starte d t o
correspond on the subject with other biographers with all the authority of a
primary witness . Th e doctors ' diagnosi s ha s survive d i n writte n form ; i t
refers onl y t o cerebra l meningiti s an d i s quit e a t odd s wit h Turner' s
recollections anyway. That is the extent of the available 'evidence'.22

Ellmann, however, takes Sherard's conjecture tha t Wilde must have been
infected b y a n Oxfor d prostitut e and , withou t furthe r documentation ,
establishes it as a fact. He offers Turner's letter to Sherard as evidence of the
death-by-syphilis theor y bu t convenientl y ignore s th e nex t sentence : 'Th e
doctor told him that he would live many years if he took care of himself ... '
which is totally inconsistent with a diagnosis of terminal syphilis, as well as
a later letter in which Turner says : 'Nor was there ever any question at the
real mode and cause of his death. He died of meningitis and was practically
"fuori d i se " some days before.' 23 Ransome' s origina l statemen t suddenl y
appears as a direct quotation from Rober t Ross, but the fact that Ransome
dedicated the book to Ross and acknowledges his help in verifying certai n
details i s surely n o justification fo r Ellman n t o pu t th e words int o Ross' s
mouth i n a n attemp t t o giv e them mor e authority , particularl y sinc e they
disappear altogether in the second edition. Basing conjectural theorie s on a
balance of probabilities is a perfectly respectable tool of the biographer, but
not whe n a  foo t i s sli d surreptitiousl y unde r th e scal e t o ti p i t i n you r
favour.

In orde r t o bac k u p th e Oxfor d prostitut e story , Ellman n see s Wilde' s
last-minute withdrawal from Catholi c conversion in April 187 8 and Father
Sebastian Bowden' s lette r t o hi m referrin g t o a  'tempora l misfortune ' a s
having sexual origins, whereas it seems much more likely that i t had to do
with hi s half-brother' s wil l unde r whos e term s h e inherite d fa r les s tha n
expected and would lose even that if he converted.

Since th e publicatio n o f Ellmann' s biograph y a  numbe r o f scientifi c
papers hav e bee n publishe d o n Wilde' s las t illnes s an d deat h whic h hav e
been unanimous in their scepticism about its syphilitic origins. Perhaps most
conclusive o f al l was that o f Dr Macdonald Critchle y which revealed tha t
the Frenc h docto r wh o attende d Wild e an d signe d th e diagnosis , Pau l
Claisse, ha d previousl y writte n paper s o n ski n disorders , meningiti s an d
tertiary syphilis , all conditions which are alleged to have contributed to his
death. On e ma y confidentl y assum e tha t hi s diagnosi s o f meningiti s wa s
correct.24

If Wild e di d no t di e o f syphilis , Sherard' s recreatio n o f hi s syphiliti c
history n o longe r ha s an y prope r foundation . Indee d b y 193 8 Sherar d
himself i s having doubts: 'As to the cause of his death, I am even today as
uncertain o f how his happy release came as were Ross and Reggie Turner
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. . . and were I writing his life anew, I could with an easy conscience towards
my public omit all reference to a disease [syphilis] which is still looked upon
by th e hypocritica l an d th e ignoran t a s a  proo f o f deprave d character. '
Relying s o heavily a s he di d o n Sherard' s fabrication s i n the matter , an d
having made extensive use of the collection in which this typescript is to be
found, it is regrettable that Ellmann did not take notice of this 'last word' by
Sherard.25

Informed discussio n post-Ellman n doe s no t see m t o hav e deterre d th e
more persisten t sensationalist s inten t o n discoverin g ne w skeleton s i n th e
Wilde cupboard. A  recent 'psychoanalyti c biography ' o f Wilde by Melissa
Knox bow s befor e th e weight o f medica l opinio n an d accept s that h e did
not di e fro m th e diseas e bu t attempt s t o mak e a  cas e fo r a  syphiliticall y
determined lif e largel y fro m th e Sherar d conjectures , whic h themselve s
relied o n th e fals e premis e o f hi s deat h fro m syphili s a s a  starting-point .
Even allowing for this hiccup in logic, she overlooks the fact that Sherard' s
information wa s al l second-hand ; tha t h e espouse d th e syphili s caus e
principally to attack Harris , Gide and Renier; and that as a convert he is a
fanatic an d a  totall y unreliabl e sourc e a s hi s 193 4 pamphle t shows . The
Knox strain i s nothing i f not contagious; by the end of the book 'possibly ,
even probably ' Wilde' s tw o son s hav e it , hi s wife ha s die d o f it , an d th e
Canterville Ghost has it by implication. The only one to escape, curiously, is
Bosie Douglas.

Trying to establish when Oscar Wilde's first homosexua l encounter took
place, preferabl y befor e hi s marriage , ha s becom e anothe r o f th e ne w
sensationalist pursuits . I n 199 3 Christie's , th e auctioneers , sol d tw o o f
Wilde's letters together with an inscribed photograph, all of which had been
addressed to a young man called Philip Griffiths.26 Th e first was an effusiv e
but otherwise innocent letter and the second asked Griffiths t o keep himself
free fo r Wednesda y night , th e Wildes ' 'A t Home ' day . Wit h a  blatan t
disregard fo r accurac y (an d fo r th e dat e stamp s o n thei r envelopes ) th e
letters wer e catalogued i n reverse orde r i n an attemp t t o sho w a  growing
intimacy between the two men. The photograph was signed in one ink and
inscribed 'T o Phili p Griffiths ' i n another , suggestin g tha t i t ha d bee n
presigned a s a publicity photo for th e Midlands lecture tour Wilde was on
when they met - hardl y a way to treat your lover. In order to give the sale of
these items more significance tha n they deserved, a press release, a mixture
of ignoranc e an d shodd y research , wa s issue d trumpetin g 'Osca r Wilde' s
secret love letters'. They sold fo r thre e times their estimated price and will
doubtless support a 'first male lover' claim sometime in the future.

Nor coul d Ellman n resis t joining in this game. He recounts the story of
Wilde shopping with hi s wife a t Swan & Edgar , the Piccadilly departmen t
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store. At the sight of what Ellmann calls 'the painted boys on the pavement'
Wilde says : 'Somethin g clutche d a t m y hear t lik e ice. ' Th e stor y wa s
originally tol d t o Ad a Leverso n i n 193 0 b y a  frien d o f Wilde's , almos t
certainly Reggi e Turner . ' A curious , ver y young , bu t hard-eye d creatur e
appeared, looke d a t him , gave a  sor t o f laugh , and passed on . He felt , he
said, "a s i f a n ic y han d ha d clutche d hi s heart" . H e ha d a  sudde n
presentiment. H e sa w a  visio n o f folly , miser y an d ruin. ' Give n Wilde' s
strong belief in portents and the supernatural the sex of the 'creature' seems
immaterial. Th e poin t bein g mad e wa s thi s perso n knew , o r seeme d t o
know, somethin g abou t Wilde' s futur e tha t h e himsel f didn' t -  henc e the
feeling o f terror. Pearson in 1946 picks up the story and turns the creature
into a  woman , i f onl y becaus e Piccadill y i n th e 1880 s wa s th e haun t o f
prostitutes. I n Stanle y Weintraub' s biograph y o f Turne r i n 196 5 th e
creature moves inside and i s transformed int o young male shop assistants.
And finall y Ellman n bring s the m bac k outsid e agai n an d turn s the m
unequivocally int o rent-boys. 27 Anothe r myth ? Bu t wait ; wha t hav e w e
here? An academic footnote. The matter will be solved once and for all.

Thank goodness for the age of the footnoted biography . Footnotes give a
stamp of authenticity to conjecture an d a  pedigree to knowledge. So much
has it become the norm that without them we are even a touch disoriented;
we have less inclination to believe what we are told; we become suspicious
of the sources and at best accuse the author quietly to ourselves of mislaying
his references; at worst of suppressing them as untrustworthy but important
to hi s argument . Giv e u s ou r footnotes , though , an d w e fee l tha t w e can
trust wha t i s served u p o n the page. Unfortunately th e genera l reade r ha s
neither time nor motive to check them out, which he would have been well
advised t o d o i n thi s case . The documen t exist s ( a lette r fro m Turne r t o
A. J. A. Symons) in which Wilde's early homosexuality and possible seduc-
tion by Robbie Ross is discussed but no 'painted boys'. Nor do they appear
in any other letter from Turner to Symons. The phantom footnote joins the
ranks of other biographical misdemeanours.28

Ninety-seven years after hi s death, the arguments about Wilde's life and
works continue. The individuals who claimed him have become groups and
the weapon s o f disput e hav e becom e les s crude . On e par t o f academi a
insists tha t h e wa s simpl y a  passin g socio-cultura l phenomeno n an d th e
author of lightweight popular works; another that he was a modern thinker,
bridging tw o centuries , a n astut e criti c an d commentator , a  'conformis t
rebel' as one German critic aptly called him. The moderate gay community
holds him up as a martyr and the militant wing accuses him of setting back
'the cause ' b y sevent y year s fo r no t speakin g ou t mor e forcefully . Th e
British read his stories to their children and flock to see his plays, tut-tut or
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shake thei r head s sympatheticall y ove r hi s scanda l whic h coul d no t b e
openly discusse d fort y year s ago , ye t mos t o f the m stil l fee l deepl y
uncomfortable abou t hi s homosexuality. Th e French , who fo r decade s hav e
treated hi m a s un  ecrivain  serieux  becaus e the y kno w hi m throug h hi s
essays, De  Profundis  an d Dorian  Gray,  ar e suddenl y discoverin g hi s play s
which the y stag e i n the fashion o f Feydea u farces . As a delicious final  iron y
the playwright wh o die d disgrace d an d bankrup t i n Paris has just saved th e
Theatre Antoin e fro m closin g it s door s fo r goo d wit h a  sixtee n mont h ru n
of Un  mari ideal, 29

Biographers no w hav e acces s t o suc h a  wealt h o f materia l tha t Wilde' s
private an d publi c live s may b e picke d ove r lik e fe w others' . Paradoxicall y
(what else) this makes Wilde's life more contradictory an d complicated tha n
ever. Th e inheren t dualit y live s on , no w mor e o f a  plurality . Wil l th e rea l
Oscar Wilde please stand up ? Half-a-dozen figures  oblige . Biographers, said
Wilde, 'are the body-snatchers o f literature. The dust is given to one and th e
ashes t o th e othe r an d th e sou l i s ou t o f thei r reach ' (CW  1109) . I t will
remain s o unti l w e accep t tha t ou r vie w o f Wild e mus t alway s b e a
multicoloured kaleidoscop e o f apparen t contradiction s i n nee d no t o f
resolution bu t of appreciation .
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Wilde an d th e Victorian s

Wilde died in 1900 , the year befor e Quee n Victoria an d th e same year as
Nietzsche. Dating him in such a way evokes the modernity of the Victorian
age, with it s values o f progress , technology, globa l market s an d individu -
alism. It also evokes the postmodernism o f Nietzsche, the philosopher with
whom Wilde i s most ofte n compared , i n their transvaluatio n o f values , in
the secon d hal f o f th e twentiet h century . Th e Victorian s agonise d ove r
values -  famil y values , Britis h values , valu e a s us e o r exchang e -  whil e
Nietzsche reveale d valu e a s a  fraud , a  too l o f dominatio n o f som e ove r
others, o n th e on e hand , an d promote d a  radica l perspectivis m o r scepti -
cism, on th e other . Wilde , a  figure o f parado x an d contradiction , partici -
pated in both modern value critique and postmodern perspectivism.

Modernism i n socia l theory, a s distinguished fro m modernis t aesthetics ,
refers to processes that began to be theorised during the European Enlight-
enment. Firs t among these were the democratic revolutions - th e abolition
of rac e slavery , th e enfranchisemen t o f workin g me n an d the n women ,
and the struggle for increasin g circles of rights - unti l today one speaks of
the right s o f man y socia l groups , children , (non-human ) animals , eve n
non-animal life , as in radical ecology. Inseparable from th e conditions that
gave ris e t o th e democrati c revolution s wa s th e growt h i n scientifi c
knowledge an d technolog y tha t le d t o th e economi c an d populatio n
explosion tha t we call the industria l revolution : i t was in fact th e political
economists rathe r tha n th e moralist s wh o first  argued agains t slavery , a s
an inefficien t us e o f labour . I t i s importan t a t th e outse t t o not e tha t fo r
the Enlightenmen t an d fo r th e Victoria n modernist s describe d here ,
progress was a moral and politica l category a s much as a technological o r
economic one.

The socia l characteristic s o f modernit y an d thei r postmoder n 'crise s of
legitimation' ma y b e clarifie d b y wa y o f th e postmoder n theoris t Jean -
Francois Lyotar d (The  Postmodern Condition)  and th e Victorian cabinet -
maker, radical publisher and activist William Lovett (The Pursuit of Bread,

18



Wilde and the Victorians

Knowledge, and Freedom). When Lyotard characterised the West's 'maste r
narratives', or the broad cultura l storie s that are central to a  society's self-
understanding, he included the dual pursuits of knowledge and freedom. I
shall late r describ e ho w thes e tw o maste r narrative s ar e reduce d i n
postmodern though t t o the pursui t o f individuation an d th e maximisatio n
of individual choice and preference (somethin g about which Wilde also had
much to say). But for the Victorian modernists there were three such master
narratives, as Lovett's title indicates: the pursuit o f bread o r material well-
being, or freedo m fro m Natur e an d scarcity ; the pursui t o f knowledg e o r
Truth, or freedom fro m ignorance , superstition and lies; and the pursuit of
justice, or freedo m fro m politica l tyrann y an d economi c exploitation. The
Victorians sought control o f the physical world through the use of science
and technology, with a faith i n the objectivity o f their knowledge, and they
sought political emancipation, with a faith in the liberal tenets of individual
freedom, equalit y an d autonomy . Individualis m wa s central t o modernity :
although the modern 'sel f sustaine d intermittent assault from bot h psycho-
logical and social irrational forces, it was indubitable, rational and progres-
sive, where rational and progressive meant more than economic rationality
and progress.

Yet th e self-reflexivenes s o f modernit y i s suc h tha t thi s orderl y worl d
view, whic h Wild e share d a s describe d below , wa s sufferin g eve n i n th e
nineteenth centur y wha t Lyotar d calle d th e crise s o f legitimatio n tha t w e
associate with postmodernism. The worst excesses of market ideology and
the industrial revolution showed that technology could be as destructive as
beneficial (th e so-called dialecti c of enlightenment) , and mas s communica -
tion, a s Wild e pointe d ou t mos t notabl y i n 'Th e Sou l o f Ma n Unde r
Socialism', coul d lea d t o mas s contro l a s easil y a s t o enlightene d under -
standing. Secondly , a s Wild e observe d throughou t hi s criticism , perhap s
most suggestively in 'Pen , Pencil and Poison' , our scientifi c ways of under-
standing, ou r 'objectifying' , hav e bee n complicitou s wit h way s o f oppres -
sing. For some this led to the theory o f objectivit y a s value-neutrality, bu t
for others it led to an awareness of the relativity - o r at least relationality -
of knowledge, and to Nietzschean perspectivism. Finally, it became increas-
ingly clear that liberalism's most cherished terms of 'freedom' and 'individu-
alism' had masked differences an d inequalities - s o that, again in 'The Soul
of Man', Wilde had to make equality the material precondition of freedom ,
and later Wildeans like Terry Eagleton in Saint Oscar (1989) have insisted
that Wild e wa s a  socialis t because  h e was s o deeply a n individualist . Fa r
from th e late twentieth-century vie w that freedom an d equality are incom-
patible (se e th e libertaria n notio n tha t 'al l taxatio n i s theft') , Wild e an d
others discusse d her e believe d tha t individual s wer e products o f societies ,
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not their fundamental socia l units, and that social inequality would prevent
the general flourishing of individualism.

In a final crisis of legitimation of modern values, Wilde saw that the 'self
was no t inevitabl y indubitable , rationa l an d progressive , bu t wa s sociall y
constructed. It was constructed through language, which was why he waged
a life-lon g subversio n o f conventiona l speec h patterns . I t was constructe d
through socia l institutions , whic h wa s wh y th e school , marriag e an d th e
family, medicine , th e la w an d th e priso n -  wha t Althusse r calle d th e
ideological an d repressiv e stat e apparatuse s -  s o exercise d hi s critica l
faculties. An d i t wa s constructe d irrationally , unconsciously , whic h wa s
why, althoug h h e neve r capitulate d t o th e moralist s o n th e superiorit y o f
heterosexual t o homosexua l love , he did frequentl y (i n De Profundis  and
after) deplor e hi s materialism an d sensualit y a s a  weakness tha t hi s better
rationality could not control.

With thi s introductio n t o th e modernit y an d postmodernit y o f th e
Victorians, w e tur n directl y t o thei r pursui t o f bread , knowledg e an d
freedom.

BREAD

Born in 1854 , Wilde lived through a n economic transition fro m industria l
production t o high mass consumption tha t would have global effects . On e
can se e th e transitio n throug h th e developmen t o f classica l politica l
economy int o neoclassica l economic s afte r th e 1870s . Classica l politica l
economy aros e i n the industria l 'take-of f period , whe n th e economy wa s
incapable o f significantl y amelioratin g poverty . Sinc e th e econom y the n
required a high level of production, the science of political economy, like its
contemporary cultura l form th e 'industria l novel' , gave priority to produc-
tion an d it s interpersonal an d objectiv e values : work, actio n ('praxis'),  co -
operation, abstinence (meaning forgoing personal consumption in favour of
investment). The basic categories of political economy were the productive
relations between the three great socio-economic classes of their time (land-
owners, worker s an d capitalis t entrepreneurs ) an d thei r commodifie d
objects o f exchange (land , labour an d capital ) resulting in rent, wages and
profits i n domesti c an d colonia l markets . Thes e wer e als o th e basi c
categories o f hig h Victorian cultura l production : o f representation s o f the
relations betwee n stabl e (o r lazy ) lande d aristocrats , energeti c (o r cruel )
entrepreneurs, docil e an d dependen t (o r angr y an d seditious ) labourers .
High Victorian fiction went even further tha n political economy in its study
of socia l relations , scrutinisin g als o th e gendere d divisio n o f labour ,
including the sphere of 'women's ' work (fro m housewor k and childcare to,

2.0



Wilde and the Victorians

notoriously, prostitution) traditionall y exclude d fro m economi c notions of
value. As Ruskin in Unto  This Last (1862) and Olive Schreiner in Woman
and Labour  (1911) , amon g others , argue d a t length , th e imputatio n o f
value to women's labour a t home would have changed the entire course of
political economy as well as the definition and fate of 'economic man'.

Political econom y wa s a  substantiv e an d normativ e theor y o f socia l
relations. Ada m Smit h showe d tha t b y actin g upo n self-interes t entrepre -
neurs coul d perfor m th e socia l good , o r increas e th e aggregat e wealt h o f
nations, but that the self-interest o f capitalists would make it unlikely tha t
that wealth -  t o use a later phrase - woul d 'trickl e down ' to benefi t thos e
whom Smit h habituall y calle d 'th e grea t bod y o f th e people' ; Mar x
predicted tha t b y it s ow n growt h capitalis m woul d liberat e thos e i t ha d
victimised; and John Stuart Mill hoped that political economy itself and the
market relation s i t represente d wer e merel y a  primitiv e stag e o f huma n
development: that , onc e humankin d wa s raise d ou t o f a  conditio n o f
scarcity, the happiness of the many would be in a just distribution an d no-
growth state. As Marx said , 'capital [was ] not a thing, but a social relation
between persons'. 1 This politica l dimensio n o f the economy was obscure d
as the science developed after the 1870s.

As industrialism matured an d productive capacity increased, a high level
of consumptio n bot h i n Britai n an d th e Empir e becam e mor e important ,
and a corresponding shif t took place towards the values of leisure, privacy,
subjectivity an d choice. Although always present in the Malthusian branc h
of politica l economy , scarcit y becam e th e dominan t featur e o f economi c
man's environment only when the economy seemed ostensibly to shift fro m
scarcity to abundance . Only multiple consumer choic e made people aware
of relative  scarcity . In the course of discussion o f 'economi c man', initially
defined i n relation to production, a new kind of man was created: one who
was civilise d b y virtu e o f hi s technolog y an d whos e advance d stag e o f
development wa s signifie d b y th e boundlessnes s o f hi s desires . H e mus t
choose fro m a  univers e o f good s o n display , an d hi s status , hi s leve l o f
civilisation (hi s 'tastes'),  wer e reveale d b y hi s choice s o r preferences .
Interpersonal comparison s o f utilit y wer e deeme d unquantifiable ,
unformalisable, an d therefor e unscientific , an d economist s focuse d thei r
attention on the 'marginal' utility of an addition or subtraction of a good to
an individua l consumer . Th e term s ar e th e term s o f twentieth-centur y
economics - rationa l choice , revealed preference -  an d so are the methods:
methodological individualism , subjectivism , behaviourism . Th e character s
are the man an d woma n o f late-Victoria n economic s and  aesthetics , fro m
Pater's discriminatin g consume r o f th e ar t object , t o th e specularit y o f
Arthur Symons' s and J. A. Symonds's respectively hetero - and homoeroti c
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poetic objectifications , t o th e character s wh o peopl e Wilde' s spectacula r
stages, to Conrad' s corporat e colonise r Kurtz . They are insatiable . Indeed
Wilde captured th e essence o f modern economi c man when h e named the
cigarette the perfect type of a perfect pleasure: it left one unsatisfied. For this
reason the cigarette is the perfect commodity.

Wilde's work exhibit s the values of both classical political economy and
the neoclassical or 'Marginal ' school. On the one hand, his criticism shows
a fait h i n technolog y an d enlightene d self-interes t t o liberat e peopl e fro m
drudgery an d th e mind-forge d manacle s o f property , an d i t consistentl y
promotes the Utopian goal of individual creativity . As he says in 'The Soul
of Man', which calls on socialism and science to eradicate poverty and pain,
state-planned machiner y should make useful thing s so that individual s will
be free to make what is beautiful. Wilde's argument in 'The Soul of Man' is
clearly withi n th e mainstrea m traditio n o f Victoria n socialis t thought ,
which, i n rejecting classi c definitions o f wor k a s 'toi l an d trouble ' (Ada m
Smith) i n favou r o f 'th e fulfilmen t o f species-being ' (Marx) , di d no t
distinguish betwee n th e economic and aestheti c life. This insistence on the
possibility o f th e progres s o f al l humanity' s facultie s -  intellectual , mora l
and sensuous - onc e humankind was liberated from necessity went back to
the Enlightenment and continued through the Frankfurt School. 2

On the other hand, if Wilde shared many of the progressive values of the
modernists, h e wa s als o tempte d b y th e mor e subjectiv e calculation s o f
pleasure that the new psychologically based economics had introduced. Like
the connoisseur De s Esseintes consuming the exotica o f the world outsid e
the West , Wild e wa s sensitiv e t o th e revelatio n o f personalit y throug h
choice and preference. Chapter n  o f The Picture of Dorian Gray (i 891) is
a textbook psychology of fin-de-siecle economic man. Chapter 10 concludes
with Dorian' s discover y o f a  fascinatin g book , a  stor y o f a n insatiabl e
young Parisian 'wh o spen t his life trying to realise .. . al l the passions and
modes of thought that belonged to every century except his own' (CW 96).
For years, we are told in chapter 11 , Dorian could not free himsel f from its
power of suggestion: 'The more he knew, the more he desired to know. He
had ma d hunger s tha t gre w more ravenous a s he fed them ' (CW  98). He
cultivates 'a new Hedonism' that, a la Pater, 'was never to accept any theory
or system that involved the sacrifice o f any mode of passionate experience'
(CW 99). For years, Dorian 'searche s for sensation s that would be at once
new an d delightful ' (C W 100) . Hi s conspicuou s consumption , variousl y
referred t o a s 'collecting ' and 'accumulating' , like Des Esseintes's, includes
the product s o f 'al l part s o f th e world ' (C W 102) : perfumes , music ,
embroideries, tapestries , ecclesiastica l vestment s an d finall y wha t late -
Victorian economist s calle d th e highes t orde r o f pleasure , no t th e crud e
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material good s bu t rathe r 'th e wonderfu l stories ' o f th e goods , o r th e
rarefied pleasure of literature itself.

Yet while the desire for escalating orders of goods is itself insatiable, each
good reaches its point of diminishing marginal utility: 'Yet, after some time,
[Dorian] wearied of them [all] ' (CW  102) , and he experiences 'that terrible
taedium vitae that comes on those to whom life denies nothing' (CW 108).
In th e mids t o f thi s cycl e o f exces s an d ennui , Doria n finds himself i n a
society tha t prefer s for m t o substance . Th e narrato r describe s marke t
society a s societ y o f th e spectacle , styl e o r for m ove r substance : 'Society ,
civilized societ y a t least , i s neve r ver y read y t o believ e anythin g t o th e
detriment of those who are both rich and fascinating', say s the narrator. 'I t
feels instinctivel y tha t manner s ar e o f more importance than morals ' (C W
107). Th e ver y lac k o f substance , fo r thos e wh o ca n affor d th e multi -
plication o f pleasure , i s liberating . 'Form ' o r 'insincerity' ; i s 'merel y a
method b y which w e can multipl y ou r personalitie s .. . ma n wa s a  bein g
with myria d live s an d myria d sensations , a  comple x multifor m creature '
(CW 107) . Th e chapte r reache s a  clima x wit h a  fantasti c crescend o o f
insatiables: 'Pietr o Riari o .  . .  whos e beaut y wa s equalle d onl y b y hi s
debauchery .  .  .  wh o gilde d a  bo y tha t h e migh t serv e a t th e feas t a s
Ganymede .  . .  Ezzelin , whos e melanchol y coul d b e cure d onl y b y th e
spectacle of death, and who had a passion for red blood, as other men have
for red wine .. .  Giambattista Cibo . . . into whose torpid veins the blood of
three lads was infused' (CW  109), and so forth unti l the famous concluding
sentence, 'Ther e were moments when [Dorian ] looked o n evi l simply a s a
mode through which he could realise his conception of the beautiful. '

The consequenc e o f Dorian' s insatiability , escalatio n o f want s an d
formal equivalencin g o f al l desire s is , o f course , hi s portrait , wher e th e
shame o f hi s consumptio n i s permanently , absolutely , recorded . A t thi s
price, he is given a beauty without limit, the scarcest commodity in a mortal
world, tha t i s hi s sol e sourc e o f valu e t o others , wh o commodif y an d
consume him in turn.

Wilde's Salome  (1894) i s perhaps th e mos t dramati c representatio n w e
have o f th e worl d o f neoclassica l economics , includin g th e assertio n o f
personal preference over social values and of subjective isolation over social
life, an d i t has been used t o illustrat e problem s with th e formal theor y of
rational choice. 3 I n sum , a  se t o f philosophica l belief s tha t coul d no t see
beyond the horizon of necessary scarcity and human struggle in the face of
nature came apart towards the end of the nineteenth century , as industrial
society saw excess and surplus. It was replaced by a set of beliefs which took
for grante d abundanc e an d th e capacit y o f huma n industr y t o conque r
nature. Although economics was called the science of scarcity, scarcity was
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no longe r a  socia l obstacl e bu t a  recognitio n o f society' s abilit y t o creat e
unlimited ne w need s an d desire s a s it s productive capacit y an d leisur e tim e
increased. 'Bread ' n o longe r dominate d th e consciousnes s o f individuals .
This i s why Lyotar d le t i t drop ou t o f hi s summary o f ideology . Economic -
ally, h e wa s premature : muc h o f th e worl d stil l need s bread , an d politica l
economy woul d tel l us , rightly, tha t th e res t o f the world i s interdependen t
with th e West . Ideologically , however , h e probabl y overcomplicate d hi s
case. Knowledge an d freedom i n market society may be reducible to a  single
dominant narrativ e abou t th e tota l actualisatio n o f individua l pleasure . I s
not freedo m i n market societ y merel y th e capacit y t o exercis e choic e i n th e
marketplace? I s not knowledg e simpl y the ability to maximise these choice s
in the mos t efficien t way ? Eac h o f these narratives i s but a  par t o f a  deepe r
contemporary narrativ e o f individuation , whic h i s the  maste r narrativ e o f
postmodern society .

Just a s 'bread' , o r materia l well-being , is not a n en d i n itsel f bu t a  mean s
towards a  gran d conceptio n o f individuation , s o toda y knowledg e an d
freedom ar e als o mean s toward s increasin g individuatio n rathe r tha n end s
in themselves . Wild e certainl y ha d rea d Herber t Spencer , whos e socia l
evolutionism ha d it s telos  i n increasin g individuation . I n The  Picture  of
Dorian Gray  an d Salome  Wild e interrogate d th e moder n an d Victoria n
dilemma betwee n personal individuation an d socia l good.

KNOWLEDGE

In the majo r documen t o f Victoria n liberalis m i n the realm o f though t an d
action, On  Liberty  (1859) , John Stuar t Mil l titled th e three centra l section s
'Of th e Liberty o f Thought an d Discussion' , 'O f Individuality , as One o f the
Elements of Well-Being', and 'O f the Limits to the Authority of Society Over
the Individual' . H e summarise s th e necessit y o f libert y o f though t an d
discussion thus :

We have now recognized th e necessity to the mental well-being o f mankin d
(on whic h al l thei r othe r well-bein g depends ) o f freedo m o f opinion , an d
freedom of expression, on four distinct grounds .. .

First, if any opinion is compelled to silence, that opinion may, for aught we
can certainly know, be true. To deny this is to assume our own infallibility.

Secondly, thoug h th e silence d opinio n b e a n error , i t may , an d ver y
commonly does, contain a portion of truth; and since the general or prevailing
opinion i n an y subjec t i s rarely o r neve r th e whol e truth , i t i s only b y the
collision of adverse opinions that the remainder of the truth has any chance of
being supplied.

Thirdly, even if the received opinion be not only true, but the whole truth,
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unless it is suffered to be, and actually is, vigorously and earnestly contested, it
will, by most o f thos e who receive it , be held i n the manner o f a  prejudice ,
with little comprehension or feeling of its rational grounds. And not only this,
but, fourthly, the meaning of the doctrine itself will be in danger of being lost,
or enfeebled, an d deprived of its vital effect o n the character and conduct: the
dogma becomin g a  mer e forma l profession , inefficaciou s fo r good , bu t
cumbering th e ground , an d preventin g th e growth o f an y rea l an d heartfel t
conviction, from reason or personal experience.4

Perhaps more than any specific content of knowledge, the values of dialogue
and debate , o f individualit y i n the face o f mass custom an d o f autonom y
infuse Wilde' s lif e an d work . Thi s sectio n wil l conside r Wild e a s a
philosopher engage d wit h othe r philosophers , bu t als o a s a  philosophe r
whose fat e i t wa s t o publicis e idea s i n a  mass societ y compose d o f audi -
ences with often conflictin g interest s - wha t Mill called 'the marketplace of
ideas'.

The stronges t cas e for Wild e as philosopher ha s been made by Philip E.
Smith I I an d Michae l S . Helfand , wh o bas e thei r argumen t o n Wilde' s
Oxford notebook s o f the 1870 s and the influence o f his Oxford educatio n
in his later writing.5 Presenting a consistent Hegelian dialectician, Smith and
Helfand argu e tha t a t Oxfor d Wild e reconcile d evolutionar y scienc e an d
philosophical idealism . Specifically , h e rejected an y methodologica l indivi -
dualism that saw the individual as the basic sociological unit and identity as
analysable apar t fro m society , in favour o f Herber t Spencer' s and William
Kingdon Clifford' s theorie s o f cultura l evolution , i n whic h individual s
inherited thei r characteristic s fro m thei r cultures . Thi s theor y o f cultura l
evolution too k o n a n organi c purposiveness whe n combine d wit h Hegel' s
notion of an historico-critical spiri t working towards freedom.6 Thu s Smith
and Helfan d argu e tha t Wilde' s rejectio n o f realis m i n hi s critica l work ,
especially th e essay s i n Intentions  ('Th e Criti c a s Artist' , 'Th e Deca y o f
Lying' and 'The Truth of Masks'), in favour of Utopian art is consistent with
the inheritance o f progressive characteristics : precisely because life imitate s
art, ar t shoul d b e progressive . Wilde' s famou s analog y i n 'Th e Criti c a s
Artist', that 'Aesthetic s . . . ar e to Ethics in the sphere of conscious civilisa-
tion what, in the sphere of the external world, sexual is to natural selection.
Ethics, like natural selection, make existence possible. Aesthetics, like sexual
selection, make life lovely and wonderful, fil l it with new forms, and give it
progress, and variety and change' (CW 1154), allied him with the politically
progressive Darwinists who saw individuals as naturally social, creative and
co-operative an d th e 'la w o f th e jungle ' a s a n impositio n o f Britain' s
particular socio-economic system. Since evolutionary progress was towards
differentiation an d specialisatio n o f function , individual s woul d b e drawn
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into voluntar y co-operatio n an d mutua l aid . Th e inheritanc e o f cultur e
would ultimately make authority unnecessary.7

Recent scholarshi p ha s added som e new twists on the influence o f Mil l
and the Oxford Hegelian s on Wilde's generation. Undergraduates from the
1860s through the 1880s steeped in Millian intellectual principles often had
trouble reconcilin g th e intellectua l conten t of , say , the Platoni c Dialogues
that Mil l s o admire d an d thei r dubiou s -  fo r th e Victorian s -  mora l
corollaries. That is , they had trouble reconciling the free exchang e of ideas
that Jowet t calle d 'spiritua l procreancy ' an d th e corruptio n o f yout h tha t
Jowett himsel f sa w as a threat to the homosocial syste m epitomised i n the
Oxford tutorial . Lind a Dowlin g ha s bee n th e mos t recen t t o argu e tha t
modern homosexual identity was forged at Oxford within this contradiction
between libera l ideal s an d Victoria n mora l constraints. 8 Thu s Joh n
Addington Symond s withdre w fro m hi s projec t o f publi c persuasio n
regarding homosexuality (as in Studies of the Greek Poets (1876)) in favour
of medica l lobbyin g o f sexologist s i n th e 1890s , an d Pater' s ahistorica l
recombination o f cultural materials in The Renaissance attempted to dodge
the religious and moral queries that might be asked of them. Mill's call for
curiosity, individualit y an d diversit y a s necessary fo r socia l an d industria l
modernity was thus appropriated t o ends the pure-minded autho r had no t
anticipated in his appeal to Platonic dialectics.

The issue, of course , is where intellectua l history , in this case the liberal
values of freedom o f thought, individuality and diversity , meets the society
in which Wilde played hi s role a s a  ver y public intellectual . I n fact , 'Th e
Portrait o f Mr W. H.' i s a classic example of a  liberal theory - i n effect, a
homosexual polemi c -  whos e histor y wa s determine d b y it s relation , o r
anticipated relation, to audience. Much recent work on the fin de siecle has
focused precisely on the specific markets - audience s - fo r Wilde as aesthete
(puffing Gilber t an d Sullivan' s Patience  i n the United State s o r japonisme
and chinoiserie  i n Britain) , hi s journalis m (i n Court  and Society  Review,
Woman's World  and Queen,  for example , as well as the more 'masculine '
Pall Mall  Gazette,  Blackwood's  an d Fortnightly  Review),  hi s play s a s
Society drama, and even his monologues in private places as enticements to
libertinage.9 The commodification o f Wilde and hi s works, of the artis t in
general and bohemian artists in particular, in consumer society, complicates
the pursuit of individuality and freedom of thought and expression.

In his political and aesthetic theory Wilde was both romantic and cynical.
In his drama he was both sentimental and satirical. For literary critics he has
been both a martyr or a mannequin, a model of depth or a master of poses.
In Idylls  of  the  Marketplace  I argue d tha t suc h contradictor y message s
could b e understoo d onl y b y referenc e t o hi s audiences . Critic s o f th e
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comedies befor e The  Importance  of  Being  Earnest  hav e notice d thei r
divergent tendencie s o f melodram a an d epigrammati c wi t o r melodram a
and satire , an d thes e divergen t component s ma y b e viewe d a s Wilde' s
manipulations o f hi s play-goin g public . H e mercilessl y expose d hi s audi -
ences' superficialit y an d lac k o f mora l substanc e whil e h e simultaneousl y
presented t o the m image s o f themselve s s o glamorou s an d powerfu l tha t
they could not help but forgive, even lionise, him. Since Brummell this had
been th e dandy' s stratagem : t o stylis e Society ; t o s o refin e tha t styl e
personally a s t o pu t it s bearer s t o shame ; an d the n t o b e o f tw o mind s
regarding that style and that Society. Similarly, the British aesthetes' critique
of purposiveness , productivit y an d Natur e wa s relate d t o homosexualit y
and what amounted to a social revolution in domestic options, which means
that the art world was not so divorced from life as it may have appeared. In
another example , Wilde's experience of solitary confinement i n prison had
concrete effects o n what is perhaps his greatest work of art, De Profundis -
at onc e hi s ow n autobiography , a  biograph y o f Alfre d Dougla s and , t o
adapt hi s own phrase , a  symbolic representation o f the ar t an d cultur e of
the age; and the absence of an audience affected th e form o f that work a s
significantly a s th e presenc e o f audience s affecte d hi s othe r works.  Lik e
many artist s o f hi s generation , Wild e perenniall y feare d th e vulgarisin g
influence o n his ideas of those absolutely necessary audiences. He explored
the relation o f art to influence i n The Picture of  Dorian Gray, as well as in
his social an d aestheti c theory . Situating The  Picture of  Dorian Gray  and
the scanda l i t provoke d i n a  crisi s o f image s o f dandies , gentleme n an d
women, and situatin g Wilde in the context o f late-Victorian socia l institu -
tions o f journalism, advertising , public schools , homosexual communities ,
criminology, etiquette, theatre and prisons, sheds light not only on Wilde's
paradoxical style but also on the circulation and consumption of knowledge
in market society , in which knowledg e i s never pure o f it s packaging, the
message never separable from the medium.

FREEDOM

Three o f th e greates t aestheti c teachers o f nineteenth-centur y Britai n wer e
also grea t socia l critics : Ruskin , Morri s an d Wilde . Thei r critique s o f
industrial capitalis m an d mass society, and the influence o f their teaching s
on each other , the British Labour Party , the welfare state , Indian national -
ism, modern ecological and gay rights movements and European socialis m
are well known. Ruskin was not only an authoritative ar t critic and prose
stylist, but throughout his work and especially in Unto  This Last (i860) he
attacked th e basic assumptions o f the dominant socia l science of his day -
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political econom y -  includin g it s assumptions concernin g wealth , value, the
laws o f th e marke t an d th e natur e o f economi c man . H e attacke d th e
division o f labour , th e wag e an d th e arm s race s a s a  sourc e o f economi c
growth; an d h e proposed th e foundations o f socia l justic e i n a  paternalisti c
welfare state . Morris , a  poet , novelist , maste r designe r an d craftsperson ,
was also a political propagandist an d agitator . And Wilde, the most popula r
aesthetic figure  o f th e fin  de  siecle,  insiste d i n 'Th e Sou l o f Ma n Unde r
Socialism' (1891 ) tha t a  health y materia l bas e an d equalit y o f opportunit y
for al l wer e th e precondition s o f libera l democrati c society . H e furthe r
queried whethe r th e mass media migh t not b e its death. Each of them calle d
himself a  socialis t (Morris , of course , most consistently) , although Ruskin' s
brand wa s Tor y paternalist , Morris' s wa s Marxis t an d Wilde' s tende d
towards anarchism , o r what might be called an anarcho-cynicalism. 10 Mor e
important tha n suc h labels , though, was the centrality t o each' s aestheti c of
different kind s o f freedom : Ruski n desire d a  worl d fre e fro m poverty ;
Morris, a  worl d fre e fro m hierarchy , o r th e fixed  hierarch y o f th e clas s
system; an d Wilde , a  worl d fre e fro m socia l intolerance , o r th e oppressio n
of conventiona l though t an d behaviour . Th e centralit y o f suc h freedom s t o
each's aestheti c deserve s mentio n her e fo r i t suggest s ho w littl e the sphere s
of ar t an d life , valu e an d fact , o r th e Good , Tru e an d Beautiful , wer e
differentiated unde r what Ruskin called 'the political economy of art' .

Consider Ruskin' s aestheti c critique o f daily lif e i n England i n his section
contrasting th e 'Tw o Boyhoods ' from th e fifth volume (i860 ) o f his defenc e
of Turner , Modern  Painters.  I n 'Tw o Boyhoods ' Ruski n contrast s th e
Venice of Giorgione (1477-1510 ) wit h the England o f Turner (1775-1851) .
He begin s with a n idealised descriptio n o f socia l orde r an d physica l beauty ,
the romanticise d Venic e o f th e quattrocento , whos e beaut y i s premised o n
its justice.

A wonderful piec e of world. Rather, itself a world. It lay along the face of the
waters, no larger, as its captains saw it from their masts at evening, than a bar
of sunset that could not pass away; but for it s power, it must have seemed to
them as if they were sailing in the expanse of heaven, and this a great planet,
whose orien t edg e widened throug h ether . A  world fro m whic h al l ignobl e
care an d pett y thought s wer e banished , wit h al l th e commo n an d poo r
elements of life . .. Such was Giorgione's school.11

He the n turn s t o Turner' s school , Coven t Garden , an d make s th e quintes -
sential Ruskinian aestheti c statement , the reduction o f aesthetics to materia l
base: 'Wit h suc h circumstance s roun d hi m i n youth , le t u s not e wha t
necessary effects followe d upo n the boy['s art]. ' His impoverished childhoo d
resulted i n Turner' s 'notabl e enduranc e o f dir t . . . an d al l th e soiling s an d
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stains o f ever y commo n labour' ; a n 'understandin g o f and regard fo r the
poor . . . and of the poor i n direct relations wit h the rich'; and a discredite d
religion, 'no t to be either obeyed , o r combated , b y an ignorant , ye t clear-
sighted youth , onl y t o b e scorned' . Turne r sa w beaut y neithe r i n loca l
humanity no r transcendent spirit , but , by contrast only , i n the solitude of
Nature. In the Yorkshire hills , he found

Freedom at last. Dead-wall, dark railing, fenced field, gated garden, all passed
away lik e the dream o f a prisoner . . . Thos e pale , poverty-struck , o r cruel
faces; - tha t multitudinous , marred humanit y - ar e not the only things God
has made. Here is something He has made which no one has marred. Pride of
purple rocks, and river pools of blue, and tender wilderness of glittering trees,
and misty lights of evening on immeasurable hills.

Although affectio n fo r th e countr y wa s an endurin g sentimen t o f the
nation tha t i n 1900 , the year Ruski n died , boaste d th e largest cit y i n the
world an d a quarte r o f the world's larges t cities , Turner i s not an escapis t
nature painter , no r doe s Ruski n prais e hi m for hi s representations o f the
green and pleasant land . The typical Turne r paintin g was a wash o f light -
the beaut y o f the physical eart h -  exposin g th e piteous failure s o f human -
kind. Ruski n attribute s thes e failure s first  t o th e Europea n driv e fo r
conquest and domination.

The Europea n deat h o f the nineteenth centur y wa s of anothe r rang e and
power [tha n tha t depicte d b y Salvator o r Diirer]; more terrible a  thousand-
fold i n its merely physica l gras p and grief; more terrible, incalculably, in its
mystery and shame. What were the robber's casual pang, or the range of the
flying skirmish, compare d t o the work o f the axe, and the sword, an d th e
famine, which was done during [Turner's ] youth on all the hills and plains of
the Christia n earth , from Mosco w to Gibraltar? He was eighteen year s old
when Napoleon came down on Arcola. Look on the map of Europe and count
the blood-stains on it, between Arcola and Waterloo.

In hi s condemnation o f Empire , Ruski n allude s t o Turner's projecte d epi c
poem o n the decline an d fall o f nava l powers , and to Turner's ow n verses
accompanying hi s Slavers  Throwing Overboard  the Dead  and  Dying  -
Typhoon Coming On (1840). In the painting and verses, Turner extends his
censure of the slave trade to the global market in general.

After slaver y an d Empire , Ruski n turn s t o 'th e Englis h practice ' o f
exploitation, a s embodie d i n th e domesti c casualtie s o f th e industria l
revolution: 'The life trampled ou t in the slime of the street, crushed to dust
amidst th e roarin g o f th e wheel , tosse d countlessl y awa y int o howlin g
winter wind along five hundred leagues of rock-fanged shore . Or, worst of
all, rotted down to forgotten graves through years of ignorant patience, and
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vain seekin g fo r hel p fro m man , fo r hop e i n Go d -  infirm , imperfec t
yearning, a s o f motherles s infant s starvin g a t th e dawn. ' Thi s wa s wha t
Turner painted : Natur e sheddin g it s abundan t ligh t o n huma n miser y of
human making : 'Light ove r al l the world. Full shone now its awful globe ,
one pallid charnel-house , - a  ball strewn brigh t with human ashes , glaring
in poised sway beneath the sun, all blinding-white with death from pol e to
pole - death , no t o f myriad s o f poor bodie s only, but o f will , and mercy ,
and conscience; death, not once inflicted on the flesh, but daily fastening on
the spirit.'

One ca n fin d th e sam e ric h sympath y regardin g huma n need , huma n
suffering an d huma n memor y i n Morris' s Utopia n nove l News  from
Nowhere (1890) , i n whic h th e virtue s o f a n economicall y just , sexuall y
liberated and ecologically preserved Utopia pale, for generation after genera-
tion o f readers , befor e th e psychologica l splendou r o f th e on e characte r
from th e pre-utopian pas t - a  character with memory - Willia m Guest. An
old man, one of the few in Utopia conscious of the unbearable temporalit y
of the body, Guest's bafflement an d pain in the new world order character -
istically remain Morris's (an d most readers') imaginative centre. If, accord -
ing to th e customar y dialecti c o f Utopia n fiction, the idylli c natur e o f th e
Utopia onl y throw s int o relie f th e deficiencie s o f th e presen t th e autho r i s
criticising (like Turner's light revealing the failings of humankind), William
Guest's comple x relationshi p t o memor y (th e hel l tha t Englan d was ) an d
desire (th e visio n o f wha t i t coul d be ) canno t hel p bu t mak e th e callo w
young Utopians look thin.

In his critical writing , Morris differed fro m Ruski n in that h e found th e
class syste m -  toda y calle d 'functionall y interdependen t juxtapositions ' -
more detrimenta l t o societ y than poverty : ' I went to Iceland an d I  learned
one lesso n there , thoroughl y I  hope, tha t th e mos t grindin g povert y i s a
trifling evil compared with the inequality of classes',12 a notion that put him
fundamentally a t odds with the majority o f political economists, who, with
the notable exception of Mill, equated growth with production rather than
distribution of wealth. In 'Art Under Plutocracy', a lecture Morris delivered
in 188 3 (Ruski n chaire d th e session) , h e denie d th e autonom y o f art ,
claiming first  that 'ar t shoul d b e a  help an d solac e to th e dail y lif e o f al l
men', an d h e extende d art' s aren a 'beyon d thos e matter s whic h ar e
consciously works of art . .. to the aspect of all the externals of our life'.13 In
'How W e Liv e an d Ho w W e Migh t Live ' (1884) , Morris say s tha t afte r
competition betwee n nations , classe s an d firms  ha s cease d (i.e . unde r
socialism), humankin d wil l b e fre e t o determin e it s genuin e needs . H e
anticipates the first demand as for the body: the demand for good health, of
which the 'vast proportion of people in civilization scarcely even know what

30



Wilde and the Victorians

it means'. This good health extend s to liberatory sensuou s experience: 'To
rejoice in satisfying the due bodily appetites of a human animal without fear
of degradatio n o r sens e of wrong-doing . . . I  claim i t in the teeth o f those
terrible doctrines of asceticism, which, born of the despair of the oppressed
and degraded , hav e bee n fo r s o man y age s use d a s instrument s fo r th e
continuance of that oppression and degradation.' The second demand is for
education, whic h include s skil l o f han d an d craf t a s wel l a s brainwork :
'Opportunity, tha t is , to have my share o f whatever knowledg e there i s in
the world according to my capacity or bent of mind, historical or scientific;
and als o t o hav e m y shar e o f skil l o f han d whic h i s abou t i n the world ,
either in the industrial handicrafts o r in the fine arts . .. I  claim to be taught,
if I  can b e taught , mor e tha n on e craf t t o exercis e fo r th e benefi t o f th e
community.' Morri s the n claim s the righ t t o rejec t certai n kind s o f work ,
those Ruskin ha d calle d 'destructive ' (e.g . war) an d 'nugatory ' (e.g . jewel-
cutting): 'I won't submit to be dressed up in red and marched off to shoot at
my French or German or Arab friend i n a quarrel that I don't understand; I
will rebe l soone r tha n d o that . No r wil l I  submi t t o wast e m y time an d
energies in making some trifling to y which I know only a fool can desire; I
will rebel sooner than do that.' With the advent of useful an d freely chosen
labour, 'Then would come the time for the new birth of art, so much talked
of, so long deferred; people could not help showing their mirth and pleasure
in their work, and would be always wishing to express it in a tangible and
more o r les s endurin g form , an d th e worksho p woul d onc e mor e b e a
school of art, whose influence no one could escape from.' Morri s concludes
with th e deman d 'Tha t th e mutua l surrounding s o f m y lif e shoul d b e
pleasant, generous, and beautiful',14 blamin g urban squalor, overcrowding,
disease an d industria l pollutio n not , a s i n th e Malthusians , o n natura l
scarcity an d huma n overpopulation , bu t rathe r o n exploitatio n an d th e
desire for profit .

Wilde's contributio n t o progressiv e aesthetic s ha s retaine d popularit y
longer than Ruskin' s and Morris's , probably because it is more assimilable
to marke t values . It appear s mos t often , thoug h no t exclusively , today a s
toleration of thought and 'lifestyle' in gay/queer circles, but it is often evoked
in defences o f speech and art against censorship. Just as the artwork under
aestheticism wa s autonomous , had t o b e true t o it s own organi c develop-
ment, t o th e law s o f it s ow n form , s o Wild e insiste d i n 'Th e Portrai t o f
Mr. W. H.', 'The Soul of Man Under Socialism' , 'The Critic as Artist' and
elsewhere that human individuals had unique temperaments and tastes that
should be allowed to flourish according to the laws of their own being; and
his fictional  work , bot h nove l an d shor t stories , typicall y consiste d o f
thought experiment s o n th e socia l limit s o f thi s aestheti c autonomy . Ye t
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unlike later proponents o f the life-as-art thesis , such as Foucault i n his last
years, wh o wante d 't o liv e lif e wit h th e freedo m o f art' , Wild e wa s
sufficiently lik e hi s teacher s Ruski n an d Morri s t o insis t upo n initia l
distributive justice as a precondition of genuine individual development and
social utility. 15 Som e year s ag o I  contraste d Wilde' s sociall y oriente d
aestheticism wit h th e properl y decaden t aestheticis m o f Huysmans' s De s
Esseintes i n A  rebours  (1884) . I  sai d tha t i f De s Esseinte s wa s solitary ,
neurotic, reactive agains t th e bourgeoisi e h e despises , formally monologi c
and concerne d wit h perversion , Wilde was public , erotic , active , formall y
dialogic an d concerne d wit h th e dialectica l inversion s o f middle-clas s
language an d life. 16 De s Esseinte s burie d himsel f i n a  fortress , mad e a
fortress o f himsel f agains t others , and consume d th e exotica o f th e worl d
outside the West. In 'The Decay of Lying' (1891), Wilde debunked both the
connoisseur's practice of accumulation and the ethnographer's of objectifica -
tion, saying, 'the actual people who live in Japan are not unlike the general
run of English people; that is to say, they are extremely commonplace, and
have nothin g curiou s o r extraordinar y abou t them . I n fac t th e whol e o f
Japan i s a pure invention' (CW  1088) . The goal of the political economists
of art was not to objectify other s as art, but to provide the conditions that
would allow oneself and others to live with the freedom of art .

NOTES
1 Kar l Marx , Capital,  ed . Friedrich Engel s (New York: International Publishers ,

1967), p. 766.
2 Fo r Wilde's position i n the history of socialis t aesthetics , see Critical Essays on

Oscar Wilde, ed. Regenia Gagnier (New York: G. K. Hall, 1991), pp. 7-9.
3 Regeni a Gagnier , 'I s Market Society the Fin of History?', in Cultural Politics at

the Fin de Siecle, ed. Sally Ledger and Scott McCracken (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1995), pp. 290—311.

4 Joh n Stuart Mill, Three Essays (London: Oxford University Press, 1975), p. 65.
5 Bu t see also the section 'Wildea n Critique' , in Critical  Essays on  Oscar  Wilde,

pp. 12-15 ; J- E. Chamberlin, Ripe Was the Drowsy Hour: The  Age of Oscar
Wilde (New York: Seabury, 1977) ; and Rodney Shewan, Oscar Wilde: Art and
Egotism (London: Macmillan, 1977).

6 Smit h an d Helfan d particularl y poin t t o Wilde' s earl y essa y 'Th e Ris e o f
Historical Criticism ' (1879 ) for thi s synthesis. See Oscar Wilde's Oxford Note-
books: A Portrait  of Mind in the Making (New York: Oxford Universit y Press,
1989), especially pp. 37-46.

7 Thi s vie w is , o f course , strikingl y paralle l t o Smith' s answe r t o Hobbes : th e
disposition to truck, barter and trade led to the division of labour and ultimately
to the equilibrium o f the 'Invisibl e Hand' . Thi s economic evolution solve d the
problem pose d b y Hobbes -  o f ho w self-interested , autonomou s agent s could
live in harmony - without the need for Hobbes's autocratic state.

32



Wilde and the Victorians

8 Lind a Dowling , Hellenism  and  Homosexuality  in Victorian  Oxford (Ithaca :
Cornell University Press, 1994) . Dowling is building upon the work of Richard
Jenkyns in The Victorians  and Ancient Greece (Cambridge , MA: Harvard Uni-
versity Press , 1980 ) an d Fran k M . Turner i n The  Greek  Heritage in  Victorian
Britain (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1988).

9 Se e Regenia Gagnier, Idylls of the Marketplace: Oscar  Wilde and the Victorian
Public (Stanford: Stanfor d Universit y Press, 1986) ; Garry Leonard, 'Women on
the Market : Commodit y Culture , "Thos e Lovel y Seasid e Girls" , an d "Femi -
ninity" in Joyce's Ulysses',  Joyce Studies Annual  2  (Summer 1991 ) 27-68 , and
'Molly Bloom' s 'Lifestyle" : The Performative a s Normative', i n The  Historical
Molly Bloom,  ed . Richar d Pearc e (Madison : Universit y o f Wisconsi n Press ,
forthcoming); Thomas Richards, The Commodity Culture of Victorian England:
Advertising and  Spectacle  1851-1914 (Stanford : Stanfor d Universit y Press ,
1990); Joel Kaplan and Sheila Stowell, Theatre and Fashion (Cambridge : Cam-
bridge Universit y Press , 1994) ; and Jonathan Freedman , Professions  of  Taste:
Henry James, British Aestheticism, and Commodity Culture (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 1990).

10 Whethe r Morris was a libertarian Marxist or a communist anarchist with strong
leanings towards Marxism, or whether Wilde was more influenced by Kropotkin
or Chuang-tz u ar e issue s hotl y debated . Here , however , I  can onl y refe r th e
reader to such specialist volumes as the collection by Florence Boos and Carole
Silver, Socialism  and the  Literary  Artistry  of  William  Morris  (Columbia :
University o f Missour i Press , 1990) . For Wilde , see Idylls of the  Marketplace,
pp. 2.9-34 , 21 5 nn . 24- 7 an d th e Introductio n t o Critical  Essays on Oscar
Wilde, pp. 7-9.

11 Joh n Ruskin , Unto  This Last and  Other  Writings  (Harmondsworth: Penguin ,
1985), PP- 144-53-

12 Political  Writings of William Morris, ed. A. L. Morton (New York: International
Publishers, 1973), p. I7-

13 Ibid. , pp. 57-8.
14 Ibid. , pp. 148-53.
15 Fo r a comparison of Foucault's and Wilde's aestheticism, see Critical Essays on

Oscar Wilde, pp. 8-9.
16 Gagnier , Idylls of the Marketplace, p. 5.

33



3
STEPHEN CALLOWA Y

Wilde an d th e Dandyis m o f th e Sense s

THE POS E O F INTENSIT Y AN D TH E CUL T O F AESTHETI C
RESPONSE I N TH E 1880 s AN D 1890s 1

When Oscar Wilde first rediscovered and began to write in Ten, Pencil and
Poison' of the life and opinions of the Regency painter, belletrist, convicted
forger an d 'subtl e an d secre t poisone r almos t withou t rival' , Thoma s
Griffiths Wainewright , he found revealed in the character of this artistic and
intellectual dandy not only an aspect of his own nature and genius, but also,
perhaps, th e ke y t o a n essentia l qualit y o f th e Aestheti c an d Decaden t
sensibility as it developed in England in the 1880s and 90s.2 That quality we
might define as a Dandyism of the Senses - a  self-consciously preciou s and
highly fastidious discriminatio n brough t t o bea r o n both ar t an d life . The
dandy-aesthetes o f the fin-de-siecle period above all honed their senses and
cultivated the rarest of sensibilities; they made the perfection o f the pose of
exquisiteness thei r greates t ai m and they directed al l their languid energie s
towards nurturing a  cult of aesthetic response that begins beyond ordinar y
notions o f taste , tha t lie s beyon d mer e consideration s o f fashion , an d
operates quite outside the dictates of all conventional canons of morality.

Wilde was perhaps th e first to perceive that thi s very specific sensibilit y
had been intriguingly foreshadowed b y the ideas and opinions enshrined in
Wainewright's precociously brilliant art-journalism o f the early years of the
nineteenth century ; i n particula r i n thos e essay s i n whic h th e mercuria l
dandy-critic first  adumbrate d hi s ow n idiosyncrati c versio n o f a  pos e o f
exquisite sensibility and the notion o f a  cult of aesthetic response.3 Waine-
wright does this first by the, then, original means of sharing with the reader
his own reactions to favoured an d clearly carefully selecte d works of art or
literature rathe r than , i n the usua l way , merely describin g th e works an d
apportioning prais e or blame according to rigid canons of taste. Secondly,
he paint s fo r hi s publi c a  serie s o f fascinatin g psychologica l profile s o f
himself, i n hi s opulen t but , i t seems , largely imaginar y surroundings . Hi s
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pose is entirely novel. His prose, like Wilde's, is seldom less than precious; it
is highly crafted , eve n lapidary i n style , but save d fro m bein g tiresome by
the fac t tha t often , too , hi s phrasin g ca n b e delicatel y expressiv e an d
amusingly ironic in its touch.

In his various literar y self-portraits , written unde r the amusingly chosen
noms-de-plume o f 'Janu s Weathercock ' and , ye t mor e tellingly , 'Egome t
Bonmot', Wainewrigh t appear s alway s a s th e exquisite ; i n th e mos t
celebrated o f thes e passage s h e choose s t o portra y himsel f stretche d
languidly upo n hi s 'pomona-gree n morocc o chaise-longue ', by turn s idl y
browsing throug h choic e impression s o f rar e engraving s plucke d fro m a
sumptuous portfolio , o r toying with his equally indolent cat . The room is,
he inform s us , bathe d i n th e sof t an d romanti c ligh t tha t fall s fro m th e
painted shad e of an elegant French lamp. With a  delightful an d calculate d
impudence, our connoisseur, in describing the contents of the room in order
of importance , begins his list with 'myself . I t is an image which seems , in
many ways , more immediatel y redolen t o f the 1890 s than th e 1820s ; the
opening scene , perhaps , o f on e o f th e daringl y moder n Keynotes  novels,
such as Florence Farr's The Dancing Faun.4

At a moment in the later eighties, with Oxford an d America behind him,
when Wilde was consciously redefining hi s early self-appointed rol e as the
highly conspicuous and, if anything, somewhat robust rather than etiolated
'Apostle of Aestheticism', the example of Wainewright played a crucial part
in th e creatio n o f hi s later , mor e subtl e an d carefull y draw n pose . Fo r
Wilde, Wainewrigh t appealingl y possesse d th e 'dangerou s an d delightfu l
distinction of being different fro m others' - undoubtedl y a vital, if ultimately
self-destructive, trai t o f th e characte r whic h Wild e woul d develo p fo r
himself i n th e year s t o come . Agai n discoverin g somethin g o f hi s ow n
persona i n Wainewright, Wilde observes that 'a s a n ar t criti c he concerns
himself primaril y with the complex impressions produced b y a work of art
...'. 'Certainly' , Wilde agrees, 'the first step in aesthetic criticism is to realise
one's ow n impression s . . . h e never los t sigh t o f the grea t trut h tha t Art' s
first appeal i s neithe r t o th e intellec t no r th e emotions , bu t purel y t o th e
artistic temperament.'

Wilde of course belonged initially to that generation of Oxford Aesthete s
who, beginnin g a s disciple s o f Ruskin , ha d first  espouse d hi s earnest ,
Christian, medieva l an d Pre-Raphaelit e enthusiasm s an d hi s desir e fo r
'Truth t o Nature ' i n art , onl y t o b e seduce d i n du e cours e b y th e mor e
indulgently neo-pagan, Renaissance-inspired, 'decadent ' and , consequently,
rather dangerousl y glamorou s teaching s o f Walte r Pater . Fro m th e mid -
18 70s a  numbe r o f th e impressionabl e student s o f thi s reticen t an d
seemingly quite unrevolutionary do n were indeed 'misled' , as Pater himself
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would late r pu t it , by the infamous 'Conclusion ' t o the firs t editio n o f his
Studies in the History of the  Renaissance (1873); 5 the book which , twenty
years on, Wilde would describe as having had 'such a strange influence over
my life'.6 In its most infamous passage, suppressed by the author himself in
the second edition, but rewritten in a less inflammatory styl e and reinstated
in subsequen t edition s o f th e work , Pate r ha d propose d tha t youn g me n
should, i n th e searc h fo r aestheti c experienc e an d i n pursui t o f th e all -
important heightene d sensibility , 'bur n alway s wit h [a ] hard , gem-lik e
flame'. He further exhorte d them to seek primarily for sensation and 'grea t
passions' in both art and life, and to 'get as many pulsations as possible into
the given time'.

Curiously, thi s Pateria n idea l o f th e quiverin g artisti c sensibility , a s
interpreted an d embrace d b y th e Wildea n cenacle , foun d a  ver y distinc t
resonance i n attitude s an d ideal s which the y als o perceived i n the cas t of
mind of the Regency period. In fact, unlike the majority of more mainstream
Aesthetic Movemen t theorist s an d designers , me n suc h a s th e architec t
Richard Norman Shaw for example , Wilde and his circle were never swept
away b y th e usua l unconditiona l admiratio n fo r th e soli d virtue s o f th e
Queen Anne period; they looked instead with a somewhat novel interest at
the fa r mor e self-consciously chic , elegant and even , at times, flashy worl d
of Regenc y cultur e an d society , observing wit h deligh t it s constant obses -
sions with manners, style and ton, the value it placed upon exoticism, on the
creation o f effect, and , perhaps most relevantly for Wilde himself, the high
regard i n whic h th e fast , fashionabl e societ y o f tha t er a hel d verba l
brilliance.

The Aesthetes of the Wilde circle were fascinated, naturally, by what they
knew of the Brummell era , not leas t perhaps becaus e those all-too-earnes t
mid-Victorians o f th e generation s betwee n th e 1830 s an d 1880 s ha d
disapproved s o strongly o f the Dandies ' languid self-centrednes s an d thei r
amoral, hot-house culture. With their insistence upon the importance of 'the
pose' ultimately outweighing even their concern for the niceties of dress and
deportment, th e Dandie s ha d mad e a n ar t o f thei r lives , an d thi s th e
Aesthetes foun d irresistible . Bu t als o i n equa l measur e the y revere d th e
Romantics, whos e live s a s muc h a s thei r ar t ha d suc h grea t appea l a s
models fo r thi s ne w generatio n o f aspirin g poet s an d painters . Keats , of
course, was worshipped by the Aesthetes for the way in which his immortal
verses and early death epitomised their ideals of Ars longa, Vita brevis, the
sentiment s o perfectl y expresse d i n hi s 'Od e o n a  Grecia n Urn'; 7 indeed ,
John Addingto n Symond s in a  lette r o f 188 1 to Wilde writes o f the great
desirability o f cultivating a  'Keatsian opennes s a t al l the pores to Beauty' 8

whilst Wilde, in a similarly reverential vein, refers later, in his Wainewright
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essay, t o 'th e tremulousl y sensitiv e an d poeti c Shelley' . Wild e ha d als o
pursued thi s cul t idea l o f th e quiverin g sensibilit y i n severa l o f hi s earlie r
poems, suc h a s 'Helas!' , i n whic h appea r thes e line s wher e i n th e voic e o f
the poet he yearns

To drift with every passion till my soul
Is a stringed lute upon which all winds can play.

Pater's cal l t o hi s follower s t o embrac e a  notio n o f 'Ar t fo r Art' s sake', 9 a
new kin d o f ar t untrammelle d b y socia l rules , b y quotidia n concept s o f
good o r evil , or indeed b y any othe r concern s extraneous t o the centra l ai m
of aestheti c experienc e o r th e single-minde d pursui t o f beauty , ha d a
tremendous appea l fo r thes e youn g me n seekin g a n escap e fro m the , a t
times, stiflin g confine s o f Victoria n paintin g an d writing ; fro m thos e art s
weighed dow n b y a n eve r increasin g burde n o f moral , socia l an d senti -
mental baggage .

In this search fo r a  stil l high-minded, bu t essentially amora l theor y o f art ,
Wilde ye t agai n foun d hi s precurso r i n Wainewright . Describin g Waine -
wright's 'subtl e an d artisti c temperament' , whils t remainin g curiousl y
untroubled b y an y rea l consideratio n o f hi s seriou s crimes , Wild e draw s
particular attentio n t o th e wa y i n which Wainewrigh t effortlessl y separate s
art and morality, quoting the following, highly significant passage :

I hold that no work of art can be tried otherwise than by laws deduced fro m
itself: whether or not it be consistent with itself is the question. (CW  1097)

'This is one o f hi s excellent aphorisms' , concludes Wilde with clea r admira -
tion fo r a  phras e an d sentimen t whic h wil l ech o an d re-ech o throug h a
number o f hi s ow n work s a t thi s time , including th e closel y contemporar y
dialogues 'Th e Criti c a s Artist ' an d 'Th e Deca y o f Lying' , an d reappea r a s
one of the central themes of The  Picture  of  Dorian Gray. 10

When h e come s t o writ e o f Wainewright' s specifi c artisti c taste s Wild e
makes a startling discovery :

his essays are prefiguring o f much tha t has since been realised. He seems to
have anticipated some of those accidents of modern culture that are regarded
by man y a s true essentials . He write s abou t l a Giaconda , an d earl y Frenc h
poets, and the Italian Renaissance. ( CW 109 5)

These, as Wilde was perhaps th e first  to notice , are precisely the subject s o f
key essays in Studies in  the  History  of  the  Renaissance,  an d the very theme s
onto whic h Pate r woul d graf t hi s highl y charge d ple a fo r intensit y an d
passion in aesthetic response in the notorious 'Conclusion' .

In cataloguin g Wainewright' s nove l an d varie d artisti c predilections ,
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Wilde als o discover s anothe r remarkabl e aspec t o f hi s taste , whic h set s i t
apart fro m th e pedantic, stylistic obsessions of the early and hig h Victorians
and links him, rather, with the new aesthetic freedom o f the eighties:

it i s clear tha t h e was on e o f the firs t t o recognise what is , indeed, the very
keynote of aesthetic eclecticism, I mean the true harmony of all really beautiful
things, irrespectiv e o f ag e o r place , o f schoo l o r manner . H e sa w tha t i n
decorating a room, which is to be not a room for show, but a room to live in,
we shoul d neve r ai m a t an y archaeologica l reconstructio n o f th e past , no r
burden ourselve s wit h an y fancifu l necessit y fo r historica l accuracy . I n thi s
artistic perceptio n h e was entirel y right . Al l beautifu l thing s belon g t o th e
same age. (CW  1096)

Continuing hi s lis t o f Wainewright' s interests , Wild e goe s o n t o cit e thes e
further evidence s o f the proto-aesthete's anticipatio n o f the tastes of the lat e
1880s and 1890s :

he loves Greek gems, Persian carpets , Elizabethan translation s o f Cupid  and
Psyche and the Hypnerotomachia, an d book-bindings and early editions and
wide-margined proofs . He is keenly sensitive to the value of beautiful things ,
and never wearies of describing to us the rooms in which he lived, or would
like to have lived. ( CW 109 5)

This inventor y o f rare , preciou s an d pleasingl y obscur e delight s o f th e
connoisseur, togethe r wit h it s concomitan t implicatio n o f a  super-subtl e
artistic temperamen t t o match , migh t almos t serv e a s a  descriptio n o f an y
one o f a  numbe r o f th e Aesthete s o f th e 1890 s an d o f thei r exquisitel y
contrived rooms . More especially , it seems now to us, as it must have struc k
Wilde eve n mor e forcefull y then , t o reflec t wit h a n almos t uncann y degre e
of precision the life-style, surroundings and particular artisti c passions of his
friends, Charle s Rickett s an d Charle s Shannon , artist s an d collector s wh o
lived, a s i t wa s sai d o f the m a t tha t time , 'un e existenc e ideal e -  tou t pou r
Part5.11

By thi s dat e Rickett s an d Shanno n ha d com e t o occup y a  positio n tha t
has been aptly described a s 'almost officia l artist s to Wilde'; their friendshi p
at thi s tim e wa s certainl y bot h clos e an d stimulating , an d fo r Wilde , a t a
transitional phas e i n his career, o f great significanc e fo r th e developmen t o f
his ideas . Wilde ha d probabl y firs t me t th e younger artist s an d visite d thei r
house, The Vale, in Chelsea when , in 1889 , they sent him a  copy of the firs t
number o f thei r sumptuousl y printe d literar y an d artisti c journal, The  Dial.
Wilde wa s undoubtedl y impresse d b y it s cosmopolita n sophisticatio n bot h
in terms o f desig n an d content s an d it s clear symbolis t leanings ; he jokingly
suggested, however , tha t the y prin t n o furthe r editions , 'becaus e al l perfec t
things shoul d b e unique' . Fro m tha t poin t Ricketts , wit h th e occasiona l
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intervention o f Shannon, designed almost all Wilde's major book s with the
single exception o f Salome (1894), which was 'pictured' , as he preferred t o
phrase it , b y thei r onl y seriou s riva l amon g th e illustrator s o f th e day ,
Aubrey Beardsley.

Even at thi s early date Ricketts' s an d Shannon' s varied collections were
already becomin g celebrate d an d thei r precociou s connoisseurshi p some -
thing of a legend. The catholicity of their tastes, which embraced importan t
Old Maste r drawings , exquisit e Japanes e prints , earl y printe d books ,
Renaissance pictures and Greek and Egyptian antiquities as well as simpler
treasures suc h a s th e rar e shell s which the y displaye d i n bowl s o f water ,
seemed th e perfec t vindicatio n o f Wilde' s dictum , derive d fro m Waine -
wright, that 'al l beautiful thing s belong to the same age'. In addition, their
much-vaunted abilit y a s arranger s o f thei r prize d object s gav e t o thei r
flower-filled room s a  visual distinction rare even among the most polished
of the Aesthetes. Taken over from Whistler, who had lived there for a  short
time with his beautiful Irish model and mistress, Jo Heffernan, the old house
in The Vale stil l retained fascinatin g trace s o f hi s idiosyncratic decorativ e
treatments, includin g wall s distempere d i n 'artistic ' sag e gree n an d othe r
distinctive colours, such as the strong bright yellow in the entrance hallway
which Wilde volubly admired and praised as 'the colour of joy'.

For Wilde, as for many brilliant visitors , The Vale always remained 'th e
one house in London where you will never be bored';12 often, in preference
to sociall y smarte r bu t dulle r invitations , h e woul d spen d evening s ther e
amid the congenia l compan y o f the Vale coterie, discoursing o n beauty in
art and poetry in the abstract , listening to Ricketts's immensely knowledg-
able an d detaile d discussio n o f picture s an d othe r ar t objects , o r simpl y
gossiping. T o Shannon , alway s charming , ope n an d straightforwardl y
sunny b y temperament, Wilde gave the name 'Marigold' , whils t upon th e
more rarefie d an d infinitel y mor e comple x o f th e partners , an d thu s th e
more typically nineties aesthete, Ricketts, he bestowed the apt soubriquet of
'Orchid'. H e hel d bot h thei r artisti c wor k an d thei r aestheti c opinion s i n
high esteem, and, just as he had once deferred to Whistler's ideals of art and
his visual judgement, or to E. W. Godwin's taste in decoration, so now he
regarded Ricketts in particular, though ten years his junior, as an infallibl e
arbiter in matters of taste far beyond the choice of the remarkable bindings
of his books.

Paradoxically, th e questio n o f th e precis e natur e o f Osca r Wilde' s ow n
visual taste is one that has been very little addressed. His opinions on most
aesthetic matters are so well known, that it comes as something of a surprise
to realis e jus t ho w littl e hi s actua l persona l artisti c predilection s ca n b e
documented. I n three area s i n which hi s aesthetic discriminatio n playe d a
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part: in his dress, his interiors and in the appearance of his published books,
we ca n fortunatel y gathe r jus t enoug h informatio n t o follo w th e majo r
developments i n hi s tastes , i n particula r i n tha t importan t transitiona l
period betwee n abou t 1883/ 4 an d 1889 , during which hi s earlier , simple r
aestheticism underwen t a  sea-chang e int o somethin g darke r an d mor e
'decadent' a s a  result , i t woul d appear , o f hi s increasin g exposur e t o th e
richer vein s o f European , an d i n particula r French , literar y an d artisti c
theory and activity.

But wha t wa s th e natur e o f thi s subtl e shif t i n emphasi s i n Wilde' s
aestheticism in these years? Wilde had gone to America as the apostle of an
essentially ver y English Aestheticism; the intellectual , Oxfor d Aestheticis m
that wa s a  hybri d o f Ruskinia n an d Pateria n ideals . Hi s lectur e o n 'Th e
English Renaissanc e o f Art' , first  delivere d i n Ne w Yor k o n 9  Januar y
1882,13 touched upon the art of the Greeks, on Shakespeare and on Blake,
but dwelle d a t greatest lengt h o n the now familiar aestheti c themes o f the
beauty o f Keat s an d th e geniu s o f th e Pre-Raphaelit e sensibility . Hi s
pronouncements upon the theme of the decoration of houses, which formed
the subject matter of his second, rather more hurriedly assembled talk, first
delivered considerabl y late r o n the tour , on 1 1 May, kept wel l within th e
comfortable parameter s o f Morrisia n ideolog y an d goo d taste. 14 Hi s
remarks, i n fact , mostl y comprise d a  catalogue o f derogator y remark s o n
the aestheti c poverty o f the machine-made furnitur e h e saw everywhere in
America, and on the sadly inartistic nature of the decorative schemes of his
hosts' houses , when contraste d wit h th e colour , th e beaut y an d idealism ,
and th e spiritua l richnes s o f the products o f the emergent Arts and Craft s
Movement in England.

However, Wilde' s appearanc e -  hi s lon g hai r an d velve t sui t an d fur -
trimmed greatcoat , an d hi s superbl y judged , highl y mannere d styl e o f
delivery - contrive d t o ensur e tha t i t was essentially hi s pose in the 'high -
aesthetic line' , eve n mor e tha n an y seriou s aspec t o f hi s message , which
struck hom e to his vast transatlantic audience , fascinating an d enraging in
about equal measure. This was, in effect, a  confirmation o f Wilde's key role
as the promulgator o f the Aesthetic message. But there can b e little doub t
that thi s wa s ver y muc h th e gospe l o f Aestheticis m a s presente d i n th e
caricatures o f D u Maurie r i n Punch,  an d parodie d wit h suc h wicke d
precision in Gilbert and Sullivan's Patience, in telling lines such as

You must lie upon the daisies
And discourse in novel phrases
Of your complicated state of mind.

Wilde returne d fro m Americ a ver y muc h mor e famous , wit h a  greatl y
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Figure 3 Wild e the Aesthete, dressed for his American tour in 1881

enhanced self-image, but in all probability with his ideas unchanged. It is in
the next phase of his life that several more extreme aspects of the Decadent
sensibility and other new influences see m to have coalesced in his attitudes
towards bot h ar t an d life . Roun d abou t thi s time , hi s friendship wit h
Whistler bega n t o become mor e straine d an d gradually t o fal l apar t (as
indeed all friendships with the author of The Gentle Art of Making Enemies
tended t o do , often ver y muc h mor e quickl y tha n i n thi s case) . I n his
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Figure 4 Charle s Ricketts's title-page for The  Sphinx,  189 4
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curious, bu t eloquen t an d aestheticall y rathe r important,  fora y int o th e
arena o f the public talk, the 'Ten O'Clock Lecture' , Whistler opened a  still
jocular, but nonetheless more overt phase of hostilities. He attacked Wilde,
who was present at the performance, a s 'the dilettante', lamenting that 'the
voice of the aesthete is heard in the land and catastrophe is upon us'.15

In fact this cooling of Wilde's never less than bracing relationship with his
old artisti c mento r coincide d wit h hi s increasin g realisatio n tha t some , a t
least, of 'th e Master's ' ideas were not entirely as idiosyncratic and origina l
as he liked to suggest , and that much of his preaching, in particular i n the
'Ten O'Clock Lecture' , had been anticipated by Baudelaire, by Gautier and
by others of his French friends. By this period Wilde had French friends of
his own. He had me t many of the most distinguished Parisia n homines  de
lettres, including literary grandees, such as Catulle Mendes and the myster-
ious Rosicrucian, Josephin Peladan; and he was close to and corresponde d
with many of the rising young writers of his own generation, such as Pierre
Louys, who helpe d wit h the earl y draft s o f the origina l Frenc h versio n of
Salome,16 an d th e symbolis t Marce l Schwob , to whom h e would dedicat e
his most precious book, The Sphinx.17

When a t th e en d o f th e ninetie s Wilde wrote o f himsel f a s ' a ma n who
stood i n symboli c relation s t o th e ar t an d cultur e o f m y age' , h e spok e
perhaps mor e trul y tha n h e knew . Fo r hi s gran d pos e o f heightene d
sensibility, whic h combine d suc h a  passionat e championin g o f ar t an d
obsession for beaut y with a  defiant contemp t for th e ordinary, was greatly
influential -  no t least for the way in which it represented the quintessentia l
expression of many of the artistic ideals, both French and English, that had
been forming throughout the nineteenth century, and were ready to coalesce
in the new Decadent spirit of the fin de siecle.

In Englan d th e exampl e o f Dant e Gabrie l Rossetti , th e Pre-Raphaelit e
poet-painter, was of inestimable importance to the formation o f the nineties
sensibility. I t wa s not , however , t o th e youn g Rossett i an d thos e early ,
hearty days of Pre-Raphaelitism that the Aesthetes would look; rather it was
to hi s last , decaden t years , during whic h h e lived a s a  virtua l recluse , his
spirit sunk under the heavy influence o f the addictive, opium-derived drug ,
chloral, workin g obsessivel y a t th e grea t serie s o f dreamlike , sensua l
canvases depicting the femmes fatales of his own private mythology. W. B.
Yeats i n 'Th e Tragi c Generation ' spok e o f Rossett i a s ' a subconsciou s
influence, an d perhap s th e mos t powerfu l o f all', 18 whils t Richar d L e
Gallienne, a minor poet and, at first, a protege of Wilde and his set, recalled
many years later in his contribution to the myth-making of the period, The
Romantic Nineties  (1926) , tha t 'o f al l th e grea t figure s . . . bu t recentl y
departed' th e mos t numinou s wa s Rossetti , wh o 'dwel t i n mysteriou s
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sacrosanct seclusion like some high priest behind the veil in his old romantic
house in Chelsea'.19

This notion o f the hig h callin g o f ar t ha d a  strong appeal , even for th e
worldly and sensual such as Wilde. He constantly returns in his writings to
the theme of beauty, and to fables which enshrine the basic principle of the
Dandyism o f Aesthetic Response; to the belie f tha t the ability to recognise
beauty, and to respond to it with a rare and refined passion , carries with it
the implici t corollar y tha t on e possesses therefore , inherently , a  particula r
beauty of temperament and spirit . For Wilde, such true Aesthetes had 'slim
gilt souls' . Increasingly , th e closel y relate d desire s fo r rarefie d experienc e
and th e attainmen t o f subtl e discrimination , a s displaye d fo r exampl e i n
artistic connoisseurship , became , alon g wit h a n obsessio n fo r for m an d
style, the central ideas of the English Decadent writers, poets and artists. As
Arthur Symon s would defin e it , their aim was 'to fix the last fine shade , to
fix it fleetingly; to be a disembodied voice and yet the voice of a human soul;
that is the ideal of decadence'.20

Of cours e no t ever y p6e t o r artis t o f th e period , eve n within th e fairl y
broad definitio n o f Aesthete s (a s oppose d t o th e tweedy , pipe-smokin g
'Hearties' such as W. E. Henley or Rudyard Kipling) aspired to the creation
and carefu l tendin g o f a  Wildean sli m gilt soul . John Davidson , a  Scottish
writer wh o mad e a  har d livin g b y hi s pe n i n London , wa s on e o f thos e
drawn a t first into the Aesthetic and Decadent camp. He became a member
of the celebrate d Rhymers ' Club , where Yeat s and Dowso n preside d ove r
convivial gatherings, until one night in a moment of despair he came to the
momentous realisation that all these assembled Aesthetes 'lacked blood and
guts'. Later Yeats would recall in sadness how in the end Davidson 'saw in
delicate, laboriou s discriminatin g tast e a n effeminat e pedantry' , an d ho w
finally h e burs t out : 'i f a  ma n mus t b e a  connoisseur , le t hi m b e a
connoisseur in women'.21

It was, in truth, a not unusual refrain, thoug h normally such attacks had
come fro m th e opposition ; fo r exampl e fro m th e universit y 'bloods ' wh o
had sacke d Wilde' s provocativel y decorate d colleg e room s a t Oxford , s o
lovingly and elaborately tricked ou t with fashionable blue-and-whit e vases
and othe r orienta l gew-gaw s an d 'artistic ' treasures . I n prin t for m Punch
had carrie d ou t a  relentles s snipin g campaig n i n it s carefull y observe d
parodies i n pros e an d vers e an d i n th e drawing s o f D u Maurier . Eve n
Kipling had had a  go; his little satirical poem hit the mark with character -
istic precision . I n i t a  dyin g Captai n o f Empir e berate s hi s artisti c son ,
educated at 'Harrer an' Trinity', for his depraved tastes:

The things I knew was proper you wouldn't thank
me to give
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And the things I knew was rotten you said was the
way to live.

For you muddled with books and pictures an' china
an' etchings an' fans,

And your rooms at college was beastly - more like a whore's
than a man's.22

That suc h criticism s an d attempt s a t ridicul e wer e i n thei r tim e routinel y
levelled at the social and sartoria l Dandies of the Regency of England, a t the
French intellectua l an d literar y Dandie s o f the mid-century , an d agains t th e
Dandy-Aesthetes o f th e 1880 s an d 1890s , serve s strongl y t o underlin e th e
close connection s betwee n thes e group s an d th e essentia l identit y o f thei r
ideals a s wel l a s thei r form s o f expression . I t was a  connectio n tha t gaine d
increasing convictio n an d currenc y i n th e latte r decade , a s writer s suc h a s
Wilde, Arthu r Symon s and , i n a  mor e delicatel y humorou s vein , Ma x
Beerbohm trace d th e origin s o f thei r philosoph y fro m Bea u Brummel l an d
the Coun t D'Orsay , throug h th e writings o f Jules Barbey d'Aurevilly , o n t o
the centra l character s o f th e decadenc e i n France , Baudelaire , Gautie r an d
so, later, to Joris-Karl Huysmans .

Beerbohm's exquisitel y crafte d pros e an d seemingl y genia l iron y hav e
tended t o cloak th e sharp an d perceptiv e modernit y o f hi s thought. H e i s a t
his very bes t i n the celebrate d essa y 'Dandie s an d Dandies' , first  publishe d
in th e Ne w Yor k magazin e Vanity  i n 1895 , an< i reprinte d wit h a  slightl y
crisper revised tex t i n the slim , facetiously title d volume The  Works  of  Max
Beerbohm (1896) . Her e Beerboh m toy s wit h th e observation s mad e b y
Barbey i n hi s stud y Du  Dandyisme,  a  ke y essa y i n the identificatio n o f th e
type, first published i n a tiny and now extremely rare edition of thirty copie s
in 1845. 23 H e concede s Barbey' s importanc e a s th e first  write r an d
intellectual trul y t o understan d th e dandiaca l character , bu t proceed s
suavely t o reclai m th e Bea u fro m th e Frenc h interpretatio n o f hi m a s a
predominantly socia l phenomenon .

Beerbohm establishe s th e Dand y a s th e role-mode l par  excellence  fo r
fin-de-siecle sensibility ; almost , on e migh t say , recreatin g Brummel l i n hi s
own image . 'M r Brummell' , write s Beerbohm , 'was , indee d i n th e utmos t
sense o f th e word , a n artist. ' H e goe s on , a s i f describin g a  portrai t b y
Whistler, o r perhap s b y William Nicholson : 'I n certai n congruitie s o f dar k
cloth, i n the rigi d perfectio n o f hi s linen , in the symmetr y o f hi s glove wit h
his hand , la y th e secre t o f M r Brummell' s miracles. ' I n Beerbohm' s highl y
polished period s th e intimate connection s betwee n th e dandyis m o f dress , a
dandyism of thought and one of the senses was irrevocably established .

Although h e ha d die d a s earl y a s 1867 , Baudelair e was , lik e Barbe y
d'Aurevilly, destine d t o remai n a  ke y figure  fo r th e 1890s , revere d b y th e
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Aesthetes fo r hi s pos e o f morbi d sensitivity , an d b y th e Decadent s fo r hi s
opium- an d hashish-inspire d exploration s o f strang e an d exquisit e sensa -
tions. Hi s mos t celebrate d works , th e extraordinar y cycl e o f poem s Les
fleurs du  trial  of 185 7 an d th e late r meditatio n o n D e Quince y an d opium ,
Les paradis artificiels,  which followed i n i860, exerted a  powerful influence ,
both thematicall y an d stylistically , ove r th e me n o f th e nineties , wh o
responded t o Baudelaire' s uncompromisin g searc h fo r a  strange , ne w an d
often pervers e kind o f beauty .

In som e way s Baudelair e wa s perceived , b y English Aesthete s a t least , a s
resembling a  figur e fro m Poe' s tales ; lik e Roderic k Ushe r h e appeare d t o
have sough t (i n Willia m Gaunt' s memorabl e phrase ) t o brin g 'th e cultiva -
tion o f th e sense s t o th e uttermos t limit s o f perversity'. 24 Similarly , Arthu r
Symons, who mad e vivi d translations o f bot h books , wrote wit h character -
istic admiratio n tha t 'Baudelair e bring s ever y complicatio n o f taste , th e
exasperation o f perfumes , th e irritan t o f cruelty , th e ver y odour s an d
colours of corruption to the creation o f a sort of religion in which an eterna l
mass i s serve d befor e a  veile d altar.' 25 Tha t ne w sor t o f religio n was , o f
course, t o b e identifie d wit h a  ne w sor t o f art ; a n ar t which , a s Wild e
succinctly pu t i t in 'Th e Decay o f Lying', had a s its object 'no t simpl e truth ,
but comple x beauty' . In  anothe r celebrate d passag e i n tha t dialogu e Wild e
reveals his very deep admiration fo r Les  fleurs du mal.

and i f we grow tired of an antique time, and desire to realise our own age in
all its weariness and sin, are there not books that can make us live more in one
single hour than life can make us live in a score of shameful years ? Close to
your han d lie s a little volume, bound i n some Nile-green ski n that ha s been
powdered with gilded nenuphars and smoothed with hard ivory. It is the book
that Gautier loved, it is Baudelaire's masterpiece.

The descriptio n i s revealing, too , o f Wilde' s sophisticate d attitud e t o boo k
design, a subject t o which we shall return. The binding he describes, with it s
'Nile-green skin' , seem s almos t hi s inevitable choic e fo r a  decaden t master -
piece; its decoration wit h nenuphars , a  type o f waterlily (an d perhap s mor e
significantly on e o f th e sonorou s name s fro m th e richl y over-elaborat e
poetic lexico n o f Wilde' s Sphinx),  entirel y i n th e manne r o f Ricketts , an d
comparable with his elegant and highly mannered cover s for Wilde's Picture
of Dorian Gray  o r John Gray' s Silverpoints. 26

Baudelaire was , too , highl y consciou s o f hi s ow n image , an d thoug h
never himsel f a n exquisit e i n th e tru e sense , h e perceive d tha t th e dand y
represented a n aspec t o f th e quintessential , self-proclaimin g artis t o f con -
temporary sensibilit y tha t h e sought . I n a  ke y passag e o f 'Th e Painte r o f
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Modern Life' , much admire d i n the 1890 s an d highl y evocativ e o f th e ne w
temperament, he wrote:

Dandyism is the last glimmer of heroism amid decadence; like the sunset of a
dying star, it is glorious, without heat and full of melancholy.27

In suc h line s we may alread y discer n i n a  highly develope d for m somethin g
of th e fin-de-siecle  sensibility , o f th e langui d pos e an d o f th e symboli c an d
often theatricall y over-state d pessimis m tha t i s no w identifie d b y th e
inelegant ter m 'endism' . John Davidso n trie d t o giv e thi s sentimen t a  mor e
lighthearted twis t i n th e 'Proem ' t o hi s strang e socia l satir e an d sado -
masochistic fantasy nove l The Wonderful  Mission  of  Earl Lavender (1895) :

Though our thoughts turn ever downwards,
Though our sun is well-nigh set,
Though our century totters tombwards,
We may laugh a little yet.28

But Le Gallienne, reviewing thi s odd volume, found i t still al l too expressiv e
of 'th e tire d tast e an d jade d sensibilitie s o f ou r en d o f th e century'; 29 a
thought echoe d by Wilde in what seems to be a rare moment of amused self -
parody in 'The Decay of Lying' where he invents a society called

the Tired Hedonists . .. i t is a club to which I belong. We are supposed to wear
faded rose s in our buttonhole s when we meet, and to have a sort of cult fo r
Domitian. I  a m afrai d yo u ar e no t eligible . Yo u ar e to o fon d o f simpl e
pleasures.

The very quintessence o f this jaded and decaden t sensibility is to be found i n
the fictional  characte r o f Due Jean de Floressas des Esseintes, the febrile an d
neurotic aristocra t an d connoisseu r wh o i s th e central , o r indee d onl y
significant, characte r i n J. K . Huysmans' s A  rebours.  Publishe d i n 188 4 th e
novel 'fel l like a meteorite into the literary fairground' , a s its author recalled ,
'provoking ange r an d stupefaction'. 30 Bizarr e an d pervers e bot h i n it s
attitudes an d i n it s obsessive elaboratio n o f obscur e detail , i t was haile d a s
the 'Breviary of the Decadence', and enthusiastically taken up as an essentia l
text an d would-b e cri b b y Aesthete s o n bot h side s o f th e Englis h Channel .
Many woul d us e it s long , meticulousl y researched , bu t ultimatel y over -
whelming, list s o f rar e an d curiou s thing s an d recherche  idea s a s a  prime r
for thei r own developing tastes in art, in life and in the creation of rooms.

Wilde, a n earl y admirer , refer s obliquel y t o it s grea t influenc e when , i n
The Picture  of  Dorian  Gray,  h e describe s Basi l Hallward' s reactio n t o a n
unnamed boo k len t t o hi m b y Lor d Henr y Wotto n -  a  reactio n that ,
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consciously or not, oddly recalls Wilde's own admission concerning Pater' s
Studies in the History of the Renaissance:

It wa s th e stranges t boo k tha t h e ha d eve r read . I t seeme d t o hi m tha t i n
exquisite raiment and to the delicate sound of flutes, the sins of the world were
passing in dumb-show before him. Things that he had dimly dreamed of were
suddenly mad e rea l t o him . Thing s o f whic h h e ha d neve r dreame d wer e
gradually revealed. ( CW 96)

Wilde woul d later , whe n cross-examine d a t hi s trial , freel y identif y thi s
seemingly dubious book as A rebours. He praised it for its artistic merit, but
true to form refuse d t o be drawn o n the question o f its morality, claiming
that fo r on e artis t s o to judg e the work o f anothe r woul d b e 'an imperti -
nence an d a  vulgarity' . Bu t a s Wilde' s Lor d Henr y reflected , 'th e heav y
odour of incense hung about its pages'.

Inevitably, Huysmans's De s Esseintes became the Decadents' role-model
par excellence, both for his compelling insistence upon the cultivation of the
senses, an d fo r hi s unequivoca l assertio n o f th e absolut e superiorit y o f
artifice over naturalness; of art over nature. Ellmann has noted that perhaps
the most significant of the changes in Wilde's attitudes and his distinct move
towards this darker an d more 'decadent ' artisti c and moral sensibility that
we have examined, coincided curiously with not only his increasing celebrity
and growin g socia l statu s a s the  literar y lio n o f th e day , bu t als o mor e
importantly wit h hi s marriage an d move to a  new and ver y much family -
orientated hous e i n Tite Street ; both development s whic h may have made
the exploratio n o f illici t pleasure s an d 'strang e sensations ' rathe r mor e
appealing tha n heretofor e (E  z^yii.).  Ellman n furthe r speculate s tha t th e
appearance o f Huysmans' s nove l actuall y durin g Osca r an d Constance' s
honeymoon, an d Wilde' s subsequen t fascinatio n wit h it s theme s o f anti -
naturalism an d th e celebratio n o f th e pervers e a t th e expens e o f th e
comfortable an d conventional , coul d bea r a n interestin g psychologica l
interpretation.

Certainly Wilde's new visual predilections at this date are significant. His
rapidly evolving taste in clothes can, of course, be seen and precisely charted
in the numerous painted and photographic portraits which survive. What is
revealed is that in his dress by the end of the eighties there is almost no trace
of th e forme r attention-seekin g bohemianis m o f onl y a  fe w year s earlier .
The velvets and furs of his American lecture tour costume are no more, and
his appearance is, by contrast, now suave, sophisticated and , as an obvious
reflection o f his increasing success as an author an d playwright, expensive,
but withou t undu e showines s o r opulence . Hi s hair , afte r a  las t shor t
interlude of eccentricity during which he sported 'Neronian curls' , becomes
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shorter, unti l i t i s pomaded an d entirel y conventiona l b y the standard s of
the day. All hint of anachronism in his costume has been eschewed in favour
of the rigid Brummellian ideal of fine cloths and understated, but up-to-the-
minute modernity o f cut. Only the slightest touches o f extravagance i n the
choice of jewelled tie-pins, and button-holes , and an occasional indulgence
in handsome rings relieve the new austerity. Wilde has become the perfec t
man about town, with perhaps the merest hint of the 'swell ' inherent in his
character. However , lik e Brummel l i n hi s late r years , Wilde' s girt h als o
continued to increase, thereby giving him, in images from the final few years
at least, a look that was rather more well upholstered than strictly elegant.

Sadly, not on e single image appears to b e extant o f an y o f the interior s
which Wilde created and lived in; further, hi s collections of pictures, books
and othe r objects , an d eve n hi s furnitur e an d persona l effects , wer e
dispersed by the scandalously hurried sale of the contents of the Tite Street
house following th e bankruptcy immediately brought abou t by his trials in
1895. All these possessions remain tantalisingly obscure , other than by the
meagre descriptions contained in the very inadequate catalogue prepared in
a grea t rus h b y th e auctioneer s wh o handled , o r rathe r mishandled , th e
sale.31

From the rather patchy evidence of Wilde's decorative schemes, it would
seem tha t i n a  simila r wa y hi s sophisticatio n i n thi s are a o f tast e als o
increased in these years of the eighties, but with the result that, in contrast
to th e move towards sartoria l conformity , hi s rooms becam e more avant -
garde and perhaps more deliberately intended to gain attention. An interest
in oriental objects , common to almost al l the Aesthetes, is perhaps the one
unifying facto r i n Wilde's earlier and later arrangements . From his student
days in Oxford an d later at Keats House, the Tite Street home he shared for
a while from July 1880 with the tragic painter Frank Miles, blue-and-white
and othe r ceramics , Japanese prints and paintings, and fans forme d a  part
of his collection, but unlike Ricketts and Shannon for example, Wilde seems
never to have developed much of a connoisseur's eye for quality in these, or
indeed in any other individual works of art.

A certai n amoun t ha s bee n writte n abou t th e scheme s whic h E . W .
Godwin helpe d t o contriv e fo r Wilde' s ow n hous e i n Tit e Street . Mos t
accounts concentrat e o n the darin g us e o f all-whit e enamelle d woodwor k
and furnishings , non e of which now survives, and o n the remarkable level
of stylisation of the interiors; as a result of these factors, the rooms intrigued
visitors and journalists alike. W. B. Yeats, invited by Oscar and Constance
to spend Christmas Day of 1888 with them, was both fascinated an d not a
little intimidated by the rigorously artistic effects, such as the way in which
a red lampshade hung over a small terracotta classica l figure standing on a
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matching squar e o f re d clot h o n th e otherwis e pristin e whit e table . Thi s
impression o f an extreme chic is, however, somewhat dispelle d by the rathe r
contrary evidenc e o f th e sal e catalogue . Fro m th e admittedl y sketch y
descriptions o f th e content s o f th e hous e roo m b y room , th e object s
enumerated sugges t tha t th e genera l visua l effec t ma y ver y wel l hav e been ,
in reality , mor e tha t o f a  conventiona l famil y hom e o f th e 1880 s an d 90s ,
simply overlai d wit h som e o f th e 'artistic ' decorativ e idea s o f th e Aestheti c
Movement, suc h a s the us e o f orienta l mattin g a s a  backgroun d t o Persia n
carpets strew n acros s th e floor . Clearl y Wilde' s tast e i n japonisme  whe n
translated int o th e purchas e o f actua l object s lacke d th e finesse  an d sur e
aesthetic discriminatio n o f eithe r Rossett i o r Whistler ; an d th e feelin g
persists tha t Godwin' s cleve r touche s wer e i n genera l grounde d with , o n
the on e hand , mor e prosai c o r homel y touches , and , o n th e other , a  hin t
of th e commonplace , o r a t leas t somewha t commercialised , orientalis m o f
Liberty's Bazaar. 32 Wilde' s splendour , i t seem s clear , wa s a  splendou r o f
phrases no t o f visua l effects ; a  richnes s o f word-picture s rathe r tha n o f
objects.

In on e area , however , Wilde' s discriminatio n wa s extraordinary . I n th e
appearance o f hi s book s ther e ca n b e n o doub t tha t hi s judgemen t wa s
remarkably astute . Even the earliest, and rather less distinguished, edition of
his Poems  publishe d b y the highl y commercia l hous e o f Bogue , nonetheles s
attracted a  certai n degre e o f attention . Punch  i n a  parodi c revie w (whic h
Walter Hamilto n reprinte d i n his 188 2 stud y o f the Aesthetic Movement 33)
actually use d th e splendou r o f th e desig n o f th e volum e a s a  stic k wit h
which to beat its contents:

the cove r i s consummate , th e pape r i s distinctl y precious , th e bindin g i s
beautiful, an d th e typ e i s utterly to o .. . [th e book] come s to u s arraye d i n
white vellu m an d gold . Ther e i s a  certai n amoun t o f originalit y abou t th e
binding, but that is more than can be said about the inside of the volume. Mr
Wilde may be Esthetic but he is not original. This is a volume of echoes, it is
Swinburne and water.34

In terms of reviews of his work Wilde usually gave as good a s he got, but h e
also vigorously defende d th e actua l appearanc e o f hi s books . His sparklin g
riposte t o a  dul l criti c wh o ha d disparage d th e cove r o f A  House  of
Pomegranates i s superb . Wild e replie d tha t th e fac t tha t th e criti c di d no t
like the cover wa s

no doub t t o b e regretted, thoug h i t i s not a  matter o f much importance , as
there ar e onl y two people i n the world who m i t i s absolutely necessar y th e
cover should please. One is Mr Ricketts, who designed it, the other is myself,
whose book it binds. We both admire it immensely! ( L 300)
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Much ha s bee n writte n o f th e sequenc e o f beautifu l an d ofte n unusua l
designs whic h giv e t o Wilde' s publishe d work s suc h a  hig h leve l o f visua l
distinction; undoubtedly , fro m 189 1 it was the influence o f Ricketts whic h
was paramount i n shaping this visual style , but it is equally clea r that Wild e
as author an d Ricketts a s 'builder ' o f the books wer e in close accord , thei r
ideas ofte n sparkin g of f eac h other . Wilde' s appreciatio n o f th e technica l
aspects of the design, printing and binding of books also show s tha t he had
learned muc h fro m Whistle r an d the other pioneer s o f this arcan e ar t even
before th e nineties, the pre-eminent decad e of 'the Book Beautiful' . Som e of
his ver y specifi c comment s revea l a  ver y highl y develope d sensibility . Fo r
example, discussing with John Lane the cloth used for Salome, h e writes:

The cove r . . . i s quite dreadful . Don' t spoi l a  lovel y book . Hav e simpl y a
folded vellu m wrappe r wit h th e design i n scarle t -  muc h bette r an d much
cheaper. The texture of the present cover is coarse and common and spoils the
real beauty of the interior. Use up this horrid Irish stuff fo r stories, etc; don't
inflict it on a work of art like Salome... ( L 348)

whilst Vincen t O  'Sullivan late r recalle d anothe r similarl y exper t dictu m of
Wilde's to the effect tha t

Nothing looks more vulgar and cheap than a book with an ornament on one
side of the cover and the other side blank.35

Over one aspect of the book Wilde did, however, disagree with Ricketts. On
the publication o f The Sphinx, thei r rares t and most precious collaboration ,
Wilde, i n hi s usua l manner , sen t t o Rickett s a  cop y wit h a  fulsom e
inscription o n th e firs t blan k leaf . Rickett s shuddere d wit h horro r a t thi s
desecration o f perfection and , tearing ou t the offending leaf , damned Wild e
as a  'vulga r beast' . Suc h wa s th e importanc e o f nuanc e i n th e battl e o f
aesthetic sensibilities in 1894 . As it was once remarked b y one of Ricketts' s
friends o n visiting The Vale: 'one false note would be an outrage'.

If Wilde' s clai m t o have bee n ' a man who stood i n symbolic relations to
the ar t an d cultur e o f my age ' (L 466)  was indeed true , the n hi s greates t
contribution t o thos e times , beyon d eve n hi s writings , hi s wi t an d hi s
reputation, ma y wel l hav e bee n hi s perfecting o f th e super-subtl e pos e o f
heightened sensibilit y that lies at the heart of our notion o f the Dandyism of
the Senses. From his early days, when he first elaborated the character o f the
dandy-aesthete, throug h t o hi s last , mos t tragi c perio d whe n h e cam e t o
epitomise al l the qualities, both good and ill, of the literary flaneur, h e never
ceased t o fulfi l tha t mos t important , i f also ultimatel y mos t Decadent , aim
and requiremen t o f every grea t Dandy : tha t o f creating onesel f afres h eac h
day a s a  wor k o f art . Or a s Osca r Wild e himsel f woul d explai n th e fina l
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paradox o f th e pos e o f Aestheti c Dandy , h e chose , a s al l grea t Dandie s
must, to put only his talent into his work, but his genius into his life.

NOTES

1 Thi s stud y draw s o n idea s an d use s som e materia l previousl y include d i n m y
essay '  "The Dandyis m o f th e Senses" ; Aesthetic Ideal s an d Decaden t Attitude s
in th e 1890s' , i n High  Art  and  Low  Life:  'The  Studio*  and the  Fin-de-Siecl e
(Studio Internationa l Specia l Centenar y Numbe r 201 : 1022/102 3 London :
i993)5 54-63 -

2 Ten , Pencil  and Poison; A Study in Green' was first published by Frank Harris in
The Fortnightly  Review  i n Januar y 1889 ; Wild e reprinte d i t i n boo k for m i n
Intentions, 1891 .

3 Wainewright' s essay s appeare d i n a  numbe r o f periodicals , includin g The
London Magazine  an d The  New  Monthly  Magazine.  The y ar e collecte d an d
reprinted i n T . G.  Wainewright:  Essays  and  Criticism,  ed . W . Care w Hazlit t
(London: Reeve s an d Turner , 1880) . The standar d critica l biograph y o f Waine -
wright i s Jonathan Curling , Janus Weathercock:  The  Life  of  Thomas  Griffiths
Wainewright (London : Thomas Nelson, 1938) .

4 Florenc e Farr , The  Dancing  Faun  (London : E. Mathews an d J. Lane, 1894) . The
eleventh o f Mathews an d Lane' s Keynotes novels , but the author' s first  book . A
well-observed satire of the Aesthetes, it is a clever confection o f Wildean aestheti c
ideas, wit h man y passage s writte n ver y muc h i n th e voic e o f hi s dialogue s i n
Intentions.

5 Walte r Pater , Studies  in  the  History  of  the  Renaissance  (London : Macmillan ,
1873). O f th e 'Conclusion' , a s printe d i n th e first  edition , Pate r wrot e ' I
conceived i t migh t possibl y hav e misle d som e o f thos e youn g me n int o whos e
hands i t migh t fall. ' H e omitte d th e passag e fro m th e ne w editio n o f 1877 , bu t
rewrote i t entirel y fo r th e thir d editio n o f 1888 . Se e Holbroo k Jackson , The
Eighteen Nineties:  A  Review  of  Art  and  Ideas  at  the  Close  of  the  Nineteenth
Century (London : Grant Richards , 1913 ; 2nd rev. edn 1922) , p. 39.

6 I n a  lette r t o Ernes t Radfor d (n.d. , E  80 , 56m. ) Wild e describe d Pater' s
Renaissance essay s a s 'th e golde n boo k o f spiri t an d sense , th e hol y wri t o f
beauty'.

7 Man y o f th e Aesthete s attende d th e unveilin g o f th e Keat s memoria l bus t i n
Hampstead churc h in 1894 . Sickert's famous sketc h of Beardsley recalls the sigh t
of th e artis t leavin g th e churchyard . Wilde' s reverenc e fo r Keat s wa s rewarde d
by th e gif t fro m th e poet' s niece , Mr s Speed , o f a  holograp h manuscrip t o f a
Keats poem , th e 'Sonne t o n Blue' . This treasur e hun g frame d a t Tit e Street , bu t
disappeared i n the sal e of Wilde' s good s i n 189 5 ( see n o t e 3 1 below) . It i s listed
in th e catalogu e a s lo t 122 , alon g wit h a n etchin g b y Whistler' s disciple ,
Mortimer Menpes .

8 J . A . Symond s t o Wilde , 1881 . Quote d fro m a  draf t cop y o f th e los t origina l
(E 139) .

9 Pater' s phras e first  use d i n th e 'Conclusion ' t o hi s Renaissance,  wa s t o becom e
the rallying call of the Aesthetic Movement .

10 'Th e Criti c as Artist' was first published i n two parts in The Nineteenth  Century,
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July and September 1890 , as 'The True Function and Value of Criticism' . 'The
Decay o f Lying ' appeare d firs t i n The  Nineteenth  Century  for Januar y 1889 .
Both were revised and reprinted i n book form i n Intentions, 1891. The Picture
of Dorian Gray was first published in Lippincott's Magazine for July 1890. The
first edition in book form, 1891 was revised and contained six extra chapters.

11 Se e Charle s Ricketts , Journals, 7 July 190 3 (M S British Library) . The phras e
comes fro m a n entr y recallin g a  remar k mad e b y the Frenc h portrai t painte r
Jacques Emil Blanche. I quote i t in full i n Stephen Calloway , Charles  Ricketts:
Subtle and Fantastic Decorator (London: Thames and Hudson, 1979), p. 10.

12 Wilde' s descriptio n wa s remembere d b y William Rothenstei n i n hi s memoirs ,
Men and Memories 1872-1900 (London : Faber and Faber, 1931).

13 Th e lecture was first delivered at Chickering Hall, New York. First published in
the New York Tribune, 10 Jan. 1882.

14 Subsequentl y reprinted in the collected editions as House Decoration.
15 J . McN . Whistler , Mr  Whistler's  Ten  O'Clock',  1888 , p . 23 . Whistle r first

delivered the lecture in London on 20 Feb. 1882, but only printed the text as a
pamphlet in 1888.

16 Th e French text was published in 1893, the English translation with illustrations
by Beardsley in 1894.

17 The  Sphinx  wa s printe d i n green , re d an d blac k wit h illustration s an d a
sumptuous gold-blocked, vellum binding al l designed by Ricketts. Published in
1894 at a high price it sold slowly, and many unsold copies were destroyed in a
warehouse fire at th e printers , th e Ballantyn e Press , thereby makin g th e boo k
extremely rare.

18 W . B . Yeats, 'The Tragi c Generation' , i n The  Trembling of the  Veil  (London:
T.Werner Laurie , 1922) , reprinte d i n Autobiographies  (London: Macmillan ,
1955), P- 302.

19 Richar d L e Gallienne , The  Romantic  Nineties  (London: G . P . Putnam's Sons ,
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20 Arthu r Symons , 'Th e Decaden t Movemen t i n Literature' , i n Harper's  New
Monthly Magazine,  Nov. 1893 . Quoted i n Holbroo k Jackson , The  Eighteen
Nineties (1913) p. 57.

21 W . B. Yeats, 'The Tragic Generation', p. 317.
22 Rudyar d Kipling , 'Th e Mar y Gloster' , i n The  Seven Seas (London: Methuen ,
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23 Jule s Barbey d'Aurevilly , Du  Dandyisme,  et de George Brummell,  1845. First
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simultaneously a  more conventional Parisian edition was published by Ledoyer,
with a  reissue in 1861 . The best English translation is that by D. B. Wyndham-
Lewis, illustrated by Hermine David, and published by Peter Davis, 1928.

24 Willia m Gaunt , The  Aesthetic  Adventure  (London : Jonatha n Cape , 1945) ,
p. 114 .

25 Arthu r Symons (trans.) , Charles  Baudelaire: Les fleurs du mal, Poemes en  prose,
Les paradis artificiels (Casanova Society edition, 1925), p. ii.

26 Dorian  Gray  wa s boun d i n pal e gre y wit h a  patter n o f flowers ; Gray' s
Silverpoints (1893), l ^s publicatio n sponsore d b y Wilde , ha d a  gree n clot h
binding with a formal pattern of tiny flame-like leaves 'powdering' the cover.

27 Charle s Baudelaire, 'The Painter of Modern Life', in The Painter of Modern Life
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and Other  Essays,  trans, and ed . Jonathan Mayn e (Ne w York: Da Cap o Press,
1964), p. 29.

28 Joh n Davidson , The  Wonderful  Mission  of  Earl  Lavender,  which  Lasted  One
Day and One  Night (London : Ward and Downey, 1895).

29 Quote d in R. K. R. Thornton, Poetry of the Nineties (Harmondsworth : Penguin,
1970), p. 225 .

30 J . K . Huysman s (trans . Rober t Baldick) , Against  Nature  (Harmondsworth :
Penguin, 1959) , quoted in Introduction, p. 21.

31 '16 , Tite Street , Chelsea . Catalogue o f the Library o f Valuable Books , Pictures,
Portraits o f Celebritie s . . . Househol d Furnitur e . . . Ol d Blue-and-Whit e Chin a
. . . whic h wil l b e sol d b y Auction , B y M r Bullock , o n th e Premises , O n
Wednesday, April 24th, 1895, at One O'Clock...' .

32 Liberty' s Oriental Warehouse and Bazaar had been opened in Regent's Street by
Arthur Lazenb y Liberty . Earl y customer s include d Gabrie l Rossett i an d othe r
artists; however , b y this late r perio d th e stor e had becom e more populis t i n its
artistic stance.

33 Walte r Hamilton , The  Aesthetic  Movement  in  England  (London : Reeve s an d
Turner, 1882) . Hamilton i n thi s ke y earl y examinatio n o f th e wide r Aestheti c
Movement devotes 26 of his 127 pages to Wilde. In a MS draft o f the preface to
the third (? ) edition (Author' s Collection) Hamilton state s that 't o Lady Wilde I
am greatly indebted for th e very complete account I  am enabled to offer t o [sic]
the caree r o f he r son , M r Osca r Wilde , abou t whom , a t present , considerabl e
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34 Hamilton , The Aesthetic Movement, p . 99.
3 5 Quote d by Vincent O'Sullivan i n Aspects of Wilde  (London: Constable and Co.,

1936) and see Henry Maas, J. L. Duncan and W. G. Good (eds.) , The Letters of
Aubrey Beardsley  (London: Cassell, 1971), p. 377, n. 1.
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Wilde a s poe t

Though Oscar Wilde has usually been regarded as an Aesthete or Decadent
whose devotio n t o ar t fo r art' s sak e wa s immutable , i n fac t h e neve r
adhered rigidl y t o suc h a  doctrine . Fro m th e beginnin g o f hi s career , h e
wrote poem s a s a  conventiona l Victorian , expressin g moral , politica l an d
religious attitude s expecte d i n seriou s art . Hi s concer n wit h th e cultura l
crises of the time found expression in much of his early verse written during
and after hi s Oxford year s (1874-8) - tha t is, before he turned his attention
to the nature o f ar t i n advancing the Aesthetic Movement. But even while
rejecting th e Victorian notio n o f ar t a s moral edification , Wild e could no t
sustain hi s aestheticism, fo r h e was driven b y the conviction , draw n fro m
such disparat e figures as Baudelaire , Ruskin, Pate r an d Whistler , tha t lif e
and ar t wer e ultimatel y shape d b y one' s mora l an d spiritua l nature .
Inevitably, the tensio n betwee n hi s avowed aestheticis m an d hi s Victorian
sensibility resulted in contradictions throughout his work, as summed up in
the title of Norbert Kohl's study: Oscar Wilde: The Works of a Conformist
Rebel (1989). Indeed, Wilde expressed hi s own positio n i n hi s essay 'Th e
Truth o f Masks ' i n Intentions  (1891) : ' A Trut h i n ar t i s tha t whos e
contradictory is also true' (CW 1173).

A significan t earl y focu s o f Wilde' s poeti c impulse s occurre d whe n h e
visited Ital y i n the summe r o f 1875 . Already attracte d t o Roman Catholi -
cism, he wrote a number of religious poems, such as 'San Miniato', in which
he describes his ascent (physical and spiritual) to the twelfth-century churc h
on one of the hills overlooking Florence. Measuring his own life by that of
the pure Virgin and implying a parallel between the crucified Chris t and the
Romantic image of the martyred artist, he apostrophises:

O crowned by God with thorns and pain!
Mother of Christ! O mystic wife!
My heart is weary of this life ...1 (CW  749)
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After thi s addres s t o th e Virgin , th e poe m close s wit h th e suggestiv e cry
directed to her for hel p (the 'sun' perhaps an allusion to her Son):

O listen ere the searching sun
Show to the world my sin and shame.

In anothe r poem , 'Rom e Unvisited' , Wild e regard s hi s journey t o Ital y a s a
'pilgrimage' (curtaile d because of lack of funds), and he envisions Rome as a
'Blessed Lady, who dos t hold / Upon the seven hills thy reign!'. His great joy
before h e die s will b e to se e the Pop e -  th e 'onl y God-appointe d King ' an d
'gentle Shepherd o f the Fold' - born e in procession, 'A triumph a s He passes
by!'.

The hope of celebrating Easter Sunday (o n i  Apri l 1877 ) in the Holy Cit y
by seein g th e Pop e als o inform s 'Sonne t o n Approachin g Italy ' (C W 768) ,
which passionately invoke s a n image burning i n the speaker' s sou l when h e
reaches the Alps: 'Italia, my Italia . . . ' . Befor e departin g fo r Italy , Wilde ha d
written to an Oxford friend : 'Thi s is an era in my life, a crisis. I wish I could
look int o th e seeds o f tim e an d se e what i s coming' ( L 34) . The knowledg e
that, i n th e Vatican , Pop e Piu s IX , wh o no w regarde d himsel f a s 'impri -
soned' becaus e o f hi s refusa l t o recognis e th e unite d kingdo m o f Ital y
(achieved i n 1870) , impel s Wild e t o conclud e hi s sonnet : 'I n evi l bond s a
second Pete r lay , /  I  wep t t o se e th e lan d s o ver y fair' , th e imag e o f 'Th e
prisoned shepher d o f th e Churc h o f God ' reappearin g i n 'Urb s Sacr a
Aeterna'. Already , however , Wild e ha d decide d t o accompan y hi s forme r
Trinity College tutor, J. P. Mahaffy, t o Greece, a decision that would lead to
a gradua l wanin g o f interes t i n Roma n Catholicis m an d a  growin g
enthusiasm fo r thing s Greek . Unabl e t o b e i n th e Hol y Cit y o n Easte r
Sunday, Wild e wrot e 'Sonne t Writte n i n Hol y Wee k a t Genoa' , whic h
recalls the death o f Jesus during Holy Week. But 'those dear Hellenic hours '
(looked forwar d t o afte r hi s sojour n i n Italy ) drow n 'al l memor y o f Th y
bitter pain, / The Cross, the Crown, the Soldiers, and the Spear' .

Ancient Greec e - it s culture uncontaminate d b y later medievalism , whic h
for Wild e impede d th e ful l developmen t o f personalit y -  i s depicte d i n th e
sonnet 'Th e Theatr e a t Argos ' a s a  los t reli c o f th e past , th e sit e o f it s
dramatic achievement s a t Argo s no w overgrow n b y nettle s an d poppie s
(Wilde's choic e o f th e latte r flower s implyin g th e forgetfulnes s i n th e
modern world that such a glorious civilisation had once existed):

No poet crowned with olive deathlessly
Chants his glad song, nor clamorous Tragedy

Startles the air ... ( CW 770)

Greece i s now a  'shipwrec k o n th e rock s o f Time' , the presen t no w 'ful l o f
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plague an d si n and crime , / And Go d Himsel f i s half-dethroned fo r Gold! 5.2

Such moral edification reveal s Wilde stil l immersed i n the conventional vie w
that ar t should be instructive.

Not generall y know n a s a  pastora l poet , throughou t hi s caree r Wild e
wrote a  number o f poems with Gree k mythologica l an d pastora l settings : in
'Theocritus: A  Villanelle' , h e bow s t o th e founde r o f th e pastora l traditio n
in a French fixed form fo r ligh t verse, the villanelle derived from th e pastora l
(villa meaning a  countr y hous e o r farm) . In  'Theocritus ' (CW  795) , Wild e
alludes t o suc h figures  a s Persephon e (th e wif e o f Hades ) an d Amarylli s ( a
conventional nam e for a  shepherdess i n such poems), to whom th e questio n
becomes a  themati c refrain : 'Dos t tho u remembe r Sicily? ' Thoug h th e
Sicilian-born Theocritu s ha d depicte d actua l shepherds , a s th e pastora l
tradition develope d poets increasingly regarded the earlier pastoral world a s
a Utopia , hence the question aske d in Wilde's poem as though he yearned t o
recapture the irretrievable past .

In th e lat e nineteent h century , pastora l wa s a  mean s o f contrastin g th e
glowing Classical past with the sordid industrial present . In 'The Song of the
Happy Shepherd' , W. B. Yeats sounds a familiar note : 'The woods of Arcady
are dead , /  An d ove r i s thei r antiqu e joy' , bu t Elizabet h Barret t Brownin g
sounded a  differen t not e i n 'Th e Dead Pan' , which celebrate d th e sacrificia l
death o f Christ , who ende d th e 'vai n fals e god s o f Hellas' . In 'Pan : Doubl e
Villanelle', Wilde, like Yeats, laments the passing of the mythic world:

O Goat-foot God of Arcady!
This modern world is grey and old,
Ah what remains to us of Thee?

To redee m th e moder n world , Wild e call s upon Pan , the pre-Christia n go d
now falle n int o decay , bu t th e introductio n o f th e Purita n Milto n seem s a
jarring association :

This is the land where liberty
Lit grave-browed Milton on his way,
This modern world hath need of Thee! (C W 854)

Pastoral element s inform severa l o f the longer poems , such a s portions o f
'Ravenna' (awarde d th e Newdigat e Priz e a t Oxford) , a  poeti c evocatio n o f
the ancien t city where Dant e (' O mighties t exile' ) i s entombed ('Lon g tim e I
watched, an d surel y hope d t o se e /  Som e goat-foo t Pa n mak e merr y
minstrelsy . . . ' ) . 'Charmides ' (CW  797-813 ) als o ha s passage s evokin g
pastoral scene s ('An d soo n th e shepher d i n rough woolle n cloa k /  With hi s
long crook undid the wattled cotes') , and 'Th e Burden of Itys' (CW 786-95 )
introduces th e myth o f Philomel , whose 'throbbin g throat ' th e speaker onc e
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heard on 'starli t hills of flower-starred  Arcady' . In addition to Greek pastora l
themes, 'Panthea' (CW  830-4 ) has echoes of Pater ('Thi s hot hard flame with
which ou r bodie s burn' ) an d Wordswort h ('Ho w m y hear t leap s u p /  T o
think o f tha t gran d livin g afte r deat h /  In beas t an d bir d an d flower',  whic h
inspires Wilde to borrow further: 'Ne w splendour come unto the flower, new
glory to the grass'). 'The Garden of Eros' (CW  844-51 ) depict s the speaker' s
imaginative life in the modern world informed b y the myths of the past:

And I will cut a reed by yonder spring
And make the wood-gods jealous, and old Pan

Wonder what young intruder dares to sing
In these still haunts .. .

While th e 'Spiri t o f Beauty ' (Shelley' s phras e fro m 'Od e t o Intellectua l
Beauty') remains , the speake r call s upon i t to 'tarr y stil l a-while , /  They ar e
not dead , thine ancien t votarie s . . . ' . Thus , Wilde evoke s the spiri t o f Keats ,
Byron, Swinburn e an d Morris , whos e geniu s ca n restor e Beaut y t o th e
ugliness of the modern world .

Though 'I n th e Forest ' (1889 ) (C W 874 ) -  whic h capture s th e flashing
vision o f a  faun , wh o 'skip s throug h th e copse s singing ' a s 'hi s shado w
dances alon g /  And I  know no t which I  should follow , /  Shadow o r song! ' -
was believe d t o b e Wilde' s final  pastora l poem , a  recentl y discovere d
manuscript title d 'Th e Faithfu l Shepherd ' (writte n aroun d 1892 ) reveals the
enduring attraction s o f artific e an d lyricism. 3 Wild e wrot e i t fo r a  ne w
acquaintance, th e compose r Joh n Mai s Capel , who , h e apparentl y hoped ,
would se t the poe m t o music , hence th e us e o f a  roundela y ( a shor t simpl e
song wit h recurrin g refrains ) t o expres s th e lover' s yearnin g fo r Phillis , hi s
absent love:

Phillis, Phillis, come my way,
And I'll sing a roundelay,

Roundelay, a roundelay,
I will sing a roundelay.

At the same time that religious and Classica l preoccupations informe d hi s
early verse , Wilde was schoolin g himsel f i n the Pre-Raphaelit e painter s an d
poets, a s reveale d i n hi s earlies t poe m touche d b y thei r influence : 'L a Bell a
Donna dell a mia Mente ' (C W 773-4), 'The Beautiful Lad y of My Memory' ,
is inspired b y th e late-medieva l phenomeno n o f courtl y love , involving th e
secret veneration b y a knight o f a high-born 'Lady'. 4 Fo r models, Wilde ha d
at han d th e Pre-Raphaelit e vers e o f Swinburne , Rossett i an d Willia m
Morris, who had made use of such conventions. Wilde's diction in his poem
adopts the archaic language of 'thy ' and 'passeth' , suitable to the setting.
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The courtly lover's suffering i n Wilde's lyric - 'M y limbs are wasted with
a flame ' -  suggest s the speaker' s unrequite d passion , a s suggested i n 'He r
little lips, more made to kiss / Than to cry bitterly for pain' (borrowed fro m
Morris's 'Prais e of My Lady': 'Her ful l lip s being made to kiss'). Swinbur-
nian echoes also appear (a s they frequently d o in Wilde's other early verse):
'O delicate / White body made for love and pain!'. And, completing the Pre-
Raphaelite triumvirate , Rossetti' s sonne t sequenc e i n The  House  of  Life
provides furthe r inspiratio n t o Wilde , wh o writes : ' O Hous e o f love ! O
desolate / Pale flower beaten by the rain!'.

Another o f Wilde' s poem s touche d b y Pre-Raphaelite influence s i s 'The
Dole o f Th e King' s Daughter ' (CW  755-6) , th e titl e draw n fro m Swin -
burne's 'Th e King' s Daughter' , th e worl d o f th e poe m agai n constructe d
from the triumvirate: the opening, for example , of Wilde's poem echoes the
opening lines of Rossetti's 'The Blessed Damozel' ('And the stars in her hair
were seven'): 'Seven stars in the still water, / And seven in the sky'. The dole
(archaic fo r grief)  o f th e king' s daughte r result s fro m th e deat h o f th e
'knight who lieth slain / Amid the rush and reed'. Indeed, she has sent seven
knights t o thei r grave s ('Th e sin s o n he r sou l ar e seven') , for , i n th e
convention o f courtl y love , they have fought bravel y to demonstrate thei r
love of the king's daughter.

The themati c variatio n i n Wilde' s earl y vers e extende d t o politica l
concerns datin g fro m 1876 , when h e was moved b y the atrocities agains t
Christians in the Balkans, where the Slavs rebelled agains t Turkish rule. In
the following year , he wrote 'Sonne t o n the Massacre o f the Christians in
Bulgaria' (C W 771) , modelle d afte r Milton' s 'O n th e Lat e Massacr e i n
Piedmont'. Afte r callin g upon Chris t to intervene ('Com e down , O  Son of
God!'), Wilde laments: 'Over thy Cross a Crescent moon I see!' (the triumph
of Islam); hence, the sestet concludes with a further ple a to Christ 'to show
thy might, / Lest Mahomet be crowned instead of Thee!'

Closer to home, 'To Milton' (CW 774) expresses a theme that appears in
Wilde's poems in the late 1870s: England has lost its moral stature, Wilde's
response to the government's reluctance to intervene in the Balkan crisis of
1876-8. Wilde , n o doubt , ha d Wordsworth' s 'London , 1802 ' i n min d
('Milton! Thou shoulds t b e living at this hour'): 'Milton! I think thy spiri t
hath passe d awa y /  Fro m thes e whit e cliff s ... ' 'Quantu m Mutata ' (C W
773-4), 'How Much Changed' , echoes 'To Milton' in lamenting England's
decline:

There was a time in Europe long ago
When no man died for freedom anywhere,
But England's lion leaping from its lair

Laid hands on the oppressor!
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'Such hig h estate ' i n th e pas t ha s bee n perverte d b y cras s commercialis m
('barren merchandise') , presumabl y a n allusio n t o th e Britis h Empir e i n a
land wher e 'nobl e thought s an d deeds ' shoul d prevail ; i f the y had , Eng -
lishmen would 'stil l be Milton's heritors' .

Despite such poems written during the Balkan crisis, Wilde, by 1880 , was
writing wit h prais e o f England' s initiativ e i n it s wa r wit h Afghanista n
(1878-80) t o counteract Russia n expansionism: 'Av e Imperatrix' (C W 851-
4) - 'Hai l Empress ' alluding to Queen Victoria's officia l recognitio n i n 187 7
as 'Empres s o f India ' -  hail s Englan d 'Befor e whos e fee t th e world s divide '
and who m 'Th e treacherou s Russia n know s s o well' . Late r i n th e poem ,
Wilde expresse s grie f ove r th e pric e tha t wa r exacts : 'Dow n i n som e
treacherous blac k ravine , /  Clutchin g hi s flag,  th e dea d bo y lies ' -  t o b e
buried, lik e othe r Englis h soldiers , 'no t i n quie t Englis h fields'  bu t
throughout th e Empire . Nevertheless , 'U p th e stee p road mus t Englan d go '
to advanc e th e politica l idea l o f republicanism , whic h will  'Ris e fro m thes e
crimson sea s o f war' . Thus , a s thoug h assumin g th e rol e o f poe t laureate ,
Wilde celebrates England's noble mission .

The imag e an d statu s o f th e poe t i n th e past , a s contraste d wit h th e
present, had alway s absorbed Wilde . Christian martyrs (Jesus , whom Wild e
regarded in his prison letter , De Profundis,  a s 'the close union o f personalit y
with perfection' , henc e 'th e tru e precurso r o f th e romanti c movement' )
progressively becam e fuse d wit h image s o f th e martyre d artist , a s i n 'Th e
Grave o f Keats ' (CW  770-1) , inspire d b y Wilde' s visi t t o th e Protestan t
Cemetery i n Rome. Keats - 'Th e youngest o f the Martyrs ' -  i s paralleled t o
St Sebastia n 'an d a s earl y slain ' (Sebastian , th e favourit e sain t o f lat e
nineteenth-century homosexuals , wa s th e sourc e o f Wilde' s pseudonym ,
'Sebastian Melmoth' , adopte d afte r hi s release from prison) . In 'Sonnet . O n
the Sale by Auction o f Keats ' Love Letters' (CW 870-1), Wilde criticises the
Sotheby sale of letters written by the doomed poet to Fanny Brawne:

And now the brawlers of the auction mart
Bargain and bid for each poor blotted note,
Ay! for each separate pulse of passion quote

The merchant's price .. .
The sestet compares this bartering to an earlier sacrilege:

Is it not said that many years ago,
In a far Eastern town, some soldiers ran
With torches through the midnight, and began

To wrangle for mean raiment, and to throw
Dice for the garments of a wretched man,

Not knowing the God's wonder, or His woe?
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In anothe r sonnet , 'Th e Grav e o f Shelley ' (CW  775-6) , als o inspire d b y
his visit to the Protestant Cemetery , Wilde sought less direct expression tha n
that i n 'Th e Grav e o f Keats' : suggestive image s o f death associate d wit h th e
grave an d wit h th e sea , which ende d Shelley' s life , achieve greater effective -
ness tha n th e mor e discursiv e poe m o n Keats : thus , 'Gaun t cypress-tree s
stand roun d th e sun-bleache d stone' , th e imag e o f th e 'wom b /  O f Earth '
leading to the fateful sea :

But sweeter far for thee a restless tomb
In the blue cavern of an echoing deep,

Or where the tall ships founder in the gloom
Against the rocks of some wave-shattered steep.

In the introductory sonne t to Poems  (1881) , in which many o f the poem s
discussed abov e appear , 'Helas! ' (CW 864) expresses his devotion to Keats' s
view o f experienc e (i n a  letter , Keat s wrot e t o a  friend : ' O fo r a  Lif e o f
Sensations rathe r tha n o f Thoughts' ) an d t o th e 'Conclusion ' t o Studies  in
the History  of  the  Renaissance  (1873) , i n whic h Pate r urge s reader s 't o b e
for eve r curiousl y testin g ne w opinion s an d courtin g ne w impressions ' -
which Wild e adapte d fo r Lor d Henr y Wotton' s advic e t o Doria n Gra y i n
chapter 2 : 'Be always searching for ne w sensations. '

In 'Helas!' , Wild e begin s wit h a n and-Victoria n attitud e toward s an y
moral purpos e i n life: 'To drif t wit h every passion till  my soul / Is a stringe d
lute o n whic h al l winds ca n pla y . . . ' . However , surrende r t o a  mere lif e o f
sensations, th e speake r concludes , ma y incu r th e los s o f 'ancien t wisdo m
and auster e control' . Ambivalence thu s informs th e sonnet , an d eroticis m i s
implied i n Wilde' s transformatio n o f Jonathan' s disobedienc e i n 1  Samue l
14:43, whic h Pate r ha d quote d (i n 2  Samue l 1:26 , Davi d refer s t o hi s
relationship wit h Jonatha n a s 'passin g th e lov e o f women' , whic h Wild e
does no t mention) . Wild e add s th e wor d romance  t o th e biblica l passage :
' . . . lo ! with a  little rod /1 did bu t touch the honey o f romance - /  And mus t
I los e a  soul' s inheritance?' . A s Richar d Ellman n remarks , thoug h Wild e
'practised self-indulgence , i t was never without remorse ' (E  133).

Wilde's wis h t o associat e himsel f wit h th e majo r poet s o f th e nineteent h
century not only indicated his aspirations bu t also determined the theme and
structure o f many o f hi s poems. When h e was aske d b y the librarian o f th e
Oxford Unio n Societ y fo r a  presentation cop y o f hi s Poems  (1881) , he sen t
one signed, but when the Union met , one of its members (Olive r Elton , late r
a literary historian) wittily condemned it as a pastiche of other poets' works:

It is not that these poems are thin - an d they are thin: it is not that they are
immoral - an d they are immoral... it is that they are for the most part not by
their putativ e fathe r a t all , bu t b y a  numbe r o f better-know n an d mor e
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deservedly reputed authors. They are in fact by William Shakespeare, by Philip
Sidney, b y Joh n Donne , b y Lor d Byron , b y Willia m Morris , b y Algerno n
Swinburne, and by sixty more... (E  140)

For man y years , the charge o f plagiarism haunte d th e young poe t despit e
the promis e o f bette r thing s t o come . In  hi s reliance o n thos e poet s whos e
achievements provided him with models, Wilde had endeavoured unsuccess -
fully t o develo p a  distinctive persona l voic e (perhaps , as Harold Bloo m ha s
suggested, th e anxiet y o f influenc e wa s no t sufficientl y stron g fo r Wild e t o
break wit h som e o f hi s predecessors). 5 Nevertheless , Poems  did , i n fact ,
contain severa l lyrics that revealed Wilde's response, in the 1870s , to avant -
garde Frenc h Impressionis m a s wel l a s Whistler's visionar y paintings , bot h
of whic h ha d a n extensiv e influenc e o n lat e nineteenth-centur y poets . Fo r
example, in 'Impression du Matin', which recalls Claude Monet's innovativ e
painting Impression  -  Sunrise,  Wild e suggest s th e transformin g effect s o f
light i n Impressionisti c paintin g an d use s suc h musica l term s a s nocturne
and harmony  fro m Whistler' s title s t o focu s o n th e artific e o f ar t an d it s
colour harmonies rather than o n the 'message' :

The Thames nocturne of blue and gold
Changed to a Harmony in grey:
A barge with ochre-coloured hay

Dropt from the wharf: and chill and cold

The yellow fog came creeping down
The bridges... (CW862 )

Despite suc h avant-gard e impulses , Wild e coul d no t sustai n the m
throughout th e poem for , i n th e final  stanza , a  prostitute appears , loiterin g
beneath a  stree t lamp . Th e attitud e expresse d i n th e final  lin e i s precisel y
what a  conventiona l Victoria n reade r woul d expec t -  indeed , deman d -  a s
moral judgement of this streetwalker, a  fallen woman devoi d of the capacity
for love : 'With lips of flame and heart of stone' .

In 'Impressions : I . Les Silhouettes; II . La Fuit e d e la Lune' , Wilde focuse s
on fleeting impressions, such as the moon 'blow n across the stormy bay' like
a 'withere d leaf . I n the secon d part , the final  stanza depict s onl y the imag e
of the moon, anticipating early twentieth-century Imagis t verse:

And suddenly the moon withdraws
Her sickle from the lightening skies,
And to her sombre cavern flies,

Wrapped in a veil of yellow gauze.

Borrowing th e ter m le  reveillon  fro m painting , i n which , lik e th e Italia n
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term chiaroscuro,  a  dramati c touc h o f ligh t i n darknes s highlight s a  scene ,
Wilde's 'Impression : L e Reveillon' (C W 864 ) depict s th e effec t o f daw n o n
the 'circlin g mists ' an d th e fleeting shadows , the 'lon g wav e o f yellow light '
breaking 'silentl y o n tower an d hall' . The final  line of this three-stanza lyri c
presents th e light' s effec t o n th e chestnu t trees : 'An d al l th e branche s
streaked wit h gold' . Thes e poem s dra w n o conclusion s (a s d o man y
Romantic poems ) o n the effect o f nature o n the speaker' s mora l o r spiritua l
development; rather , th e makin g o f images , no t upliftin g messages , i s
presumed to be the poet's art .

In 'Impression d e Voyage' (CW 869), the French Impressionist term in the
title appear s misplaced , for , i n establishin g a  mythologica l setting , Wild e
abandons an y attemp t a t depictin g 'impressions' ; instead , h e describe s a
voyage t o Greece , a  retur n t o th e worl d o f th e 'flower-strew n hill s o f
Arcady'. Thus , the titl e misleads , for a  descriptio n o f the voyag e (includin g
the 'rippl e o f girls ' laughte r a t th e stern' ) supersede s th e effec t o f briefl y
experienced fleetin g images . In  th e final  lin e -  ' I stoo d upo n th e soi l o f
Greece at last! ' - th e speaker experiences an imaginative voyage, as opposed
to the physical voyage, into the mythological past .

Though Whistle r wa s a n inspiratio n t o Wilde , Theophil e Gautie r als o
provided hi m wit h models : Wilde' s 'Symphon y i n Yellow ' (1889 ) owe s
something t o Gautier' s 'Symphoni e e n Blan c Majeur' , whic h Wild e calle d
'that flawles s masterpiec e o f colou r an d music ' (C W 1147) . Bot h poem s
employ th e transposition o f ar t -  tha t is , the fusion o f the art s to emphasis e
artifice wit h suggestion s o f synaesthesia . Perhap s Wilde' s pures t poe m i n
this genre, 'Symphony i n Yellow' (CW  872-3 ) als o focuses o n the pervasiv e
colour name d i n th e titl e associate d wit h variou s images , including th e fo g
as depicted i n 'Impressio n d u Matin' . In  the concludin g stanz a o f thi s brie f
lyric, Wilde picture s yello w leave s beginnin g 't o fad e /  And flutte r fro m th e
Temple elms' ; then , i n a  strikin g lin e agai n anticipatin g Imagis t verse , h e
presents a  hard , clea r imag e o f th e 'pale , gree n Thames' , whic h lie s a t hi s
feet 'lik e a rod o f rippled  jade' .

In 'Th e Harlot' s House ' (1885 ) (C W 867) , desire lack s th e innocenc e o f
love, fo r th e settin g i s urba n an d lus t it s domain . Th e 'lou d musicians '
within the house ar e playing 'Treue s Liebes Herz' ('Hear t o f True Love' , the
composition attribute d t o 'Strauss ' b y Wild e bu t apparentl y a  misattribu -
tion). The irony of their music is counterpointed b y the imagery drawn fro m
Gautier and Baudelaire :

Like strange mechanical grotesques,
Making fantastic arabesques,
The shadows raced across the blind.
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The 'ghostl y dancers ' ar e lik e 'wire-pulle d automatons , /  Sli m silhouette d
skeletons' engagin g i n a  'slo w quadrille' . The speake r remark s t o hi s love d
one: 'Th e dea d ar e dancin g wit h th e dea d . . . ' Frenc h Decadence , wit h it s
focus o n artifice an d o n the bizarre , is the principal inspiration here . But the
loved one , hearin g th e lur e o f th e violin , leave s him ; a t thi s point , th e
Victorian propensit y t o allegor y i s eviden t whe n Wild e depart s fro m th e
vividness o f th e scen e t o th e abstract : 'Lov e passe d int o the hous e o f Lust. '
Suddenly, the tune goes false, and th e dancer s weary o f the waltz, the poe m
ending with a  questionable simile :

And down the long and silent street,
The dawn with silver-sandalled feet,
Crept like a frightened girl .

The obviou s moralit y o f th e poe m agai n reveal s Wilde' s difficult y i n
adhering to Vart  pour Vart. 6

Like 'Th e Harlot' s House' , The  Sphinx  (C W 874-82 ) (substantiall y
completed i n th e 1880 s bu t publishe d i n 1894 ) i s als o touche d b y nine -
teenth-century Frenc h literar y Decadenc e i n it s exoticism; it s lavish , arcan e
diction (borrowin g such terms, for example , from Flaubert' s La tentation  de
Saint-Antoine a s 'tragelaphos' , a  fabulou s beast , an d 'oreichalch' , gilde d
copper o r bras s alloy) ; and it s depiction o f a  lascivious Sphinx . Begun while
Wilde was stil l a student a t Oxford , th e poem underwent sporadi c rewriting
until it s publication . Unusua l i n it s structure , th e poe m consist s o f 17 4
iambic lines with eigh t stresses , each stanz a o f two line s containing interna l
rhymes (i n a n earl y draft , Wild e ha d use d Tennyson' s stanzai c for m o f In
Memoriam, the n stretched ou t the lines of the quatrains into couplets).7

In th e poem , a  student , addressin g hi s statu e o f a  Sphinx , fantasise s it s
loves and its triumphs: 'Who were your lovers? who were they who wrestled
for yo u i n th e dust ? /  Whic h wa s th e vesse l o f you r lust ? wha t lema n ha d
you, ever y day? ' Bu t growin g wear y o f th e Sphinx' s history , th e student ,
touched b y the fabulous beast' s eroti c past , arouse s himself : 'You mak e my
creed a  barre n sham , yo u wak e fou l dream s o f sensua l lif e . . . /  Fals e
Sphinx! Fals e Sphinx ! . . . leav e m e t o m y Crucifi x . . . ' Thi s length y poe m
indulges i n such extended sexua l fantasies , self-induce d b y the student , tha t
his rejectio n o f th e Sphin x appear s t o b e merel y conventiona l t o assur e
Victorian readers of his moral probity .

In 1892 , Wilde' s sonne t 'Th e Ne w Remorse ' (CW  871 ) (previousl y
published unde r a  differen t titl e i n 1887 ) appeare d i n th e Oxfor d Spirit
Lamp, edite d by Lord Alfred Douglas , who proceeded t o give the periodica l
a homosexua l orientation . Th e speake r i n th e sonne t acknowledge s hi s si n
but conceal s it s natur e i n th e openin g line : 'Th e si n wa s mine ; I  di d no t
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understand.' Th e suggestiv e lin e 'S o no w i s musi c prisone d i n he r cave '
reveals th e necessit y o f concealment , whic h reader s o f th e Spirit  Lamp
would presumabl y grasp . Th e seste t shift s t o biblica l dictio n -  indeed ,
echoing Isaia h 63: 1 -  a s thoug h t o sugges t th e speaker' s reactio n t o th e
possibility of salvation, although eroticism undermines the sacred moment :

But who is this who cometh by the shore?
(Nay, love, look up and wonder!) Who is this
Who cometh in dyed garments from the South?

It is thy new-found Lord, and he shall kiss
The yet unravished roses of thy mouth ... ( C W 8 8 3-9)

It was , o f course , th e los s o f tha t concealmen t tha t brough t Wilde , a t th e
height of his fame in 1895 , fi rst t o tTl3 ^ a n d t n e n t o prison .

Wilde's best-know n poem , The  Ballad  of  Reading  Gaol  (1898) , inspire d
by hi s two-year imprisonment , i s his most didacti c work , on e tha t emerge d
from th e clash o f various styles , as he himself said : 'The poem suffer s unde r
the difficult y o f a  divide d ai m i n style . Some i s realistic , som e i s romantic :
some poetry , som e propaganda ' ( L 654) . Nevertheless , it s forc e remain s
undisputed, and it s skill in telling the story of the last days of a Royal Hors e
Guards troope r wh o kille d hi s wife an d wh o wa s sentence d t o han g evoke s
the centra l them e o f thi s deepl y fel t poem , whic h echoe s Wilde' s ow n self -
destruction: 'Th e man ha d kille d the thing he loved, / And s o he had to die. '
The autobiographica l elemen t i s mad e clea r i n Wilde' s pu n o n hi s ow n
name an d society' s exposur e o f Wilde' s ow n doubl e lif e -  th e successfu l
married writer leading the subterranean lif e of a homosexual:

And the wild regrets, and the bloody sweats,
None knew so well as I:

For he who lives more lives than one
More deaths than one must die.

His imprisonmen t was , indeed , a  symboli c death , an d hi s resurrectio n
occurred i n thi s final  poem , a  confessiona l o f which Arthu r Symon s wrote :
'We se e a  grea t spectacula r intellect , t o which , a t last , pit y an d terro r hav e
come in their own person, and no longer as puppets in a play.'8

NOTES

See Poems and Poems in Prose, ed. Bobby Fong and Karl Beckson, vol. iv of The
Complete Works of Oscar Wilde, general editors Russell Jackson and Ian Small
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, forthcoming).
For further discussio n of this poem, see Bobby Fong, 'Oscar Wilde: Five Fugitive
Poems', English Literature in Transition, 1880-1920  22:1 (1979), 8-9.
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For a  furthe r discussio n o f thi s poem , se e Kar l Beckso n an d Bobb y Fong , ' A
Newly Discovered Lyri c by Oscar Wilde' , Times Literary Supplement, 17 Feb.

See, especially , th e chapter s title d Th e Knights ' an d Th e Ladies ' i n Mauric e
Valency's In Praise of Love (1958; rpt. New York: Schocken Books, 1982).
In The  Anxiety  of  Influence:  A Theory  of  Poetry  (London : Oxfor d Universit y
Press, 1973) , Harold Bloom contends that Wilde, 'who knew he had failed a s a
poet because he lacked strength to overcome his anxiety of influence, knew also
the darker truths concerning influence. The Ballad of Reading Gaol becomes an
embarrassment t o read , directl y on e recognize s tha t ever y lustr e i t exhibit s i s
reflected fro m The  Rime of the Ancient Mariner; an d Wilde's lyrics anthologize
the whole of English High Romanticism' (pp. 5-6).
For furthe r discussion , se e Bobb y Fong , 'Wilde' s "Th e Harlot' s House"' ,
Explicator 48 (Spring 1990), 198-201. See also J. D. Thomas, The Composition
of Wilde' s "Th e Harlot' s House"' , Modern  Language Notes  6 5 (Nov . 1950) ,
485-8.
For furthe r discussion , se e Isobel Murray , 'Som e Problems o f Editin g Wilde' s
Poem The Sphinx\ Durham University  Journal 51 (Jan. 1990), 73-9.
Arthur Symons's review of the poem in the Saturday Review (12 March 1898) is
reprinted i n Kar l Beckso n (ed.) , Oscar  Wilde: The Critical  Heritage  (London :
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1970), pp. 218-21. See also William Buckler, 'Oscar
Wilde's "chant  de  cygne":  The Ballad  of  Reading  Gaol  i n Contextua l Perspec -
tive', Victorian Poetry 28 (Autumn/Winter 1990) , 33-41.
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JOHN STOKE S

Wilde th e journalis t

Between March 188 5 and May 1890 Oscar Wilde wrote more than seventy
unsigned boo k review s fo r W . T . Stead' s Pall  Mall  Gazette,  betwee n
November 188 7 and June 1889 ne w a s edito r of The Woman's World,  and
throughout the late 1880 s he contributed a  number of pieces, some signed,
some not, to other newspapers and journals.1

It may seem surprising that one of the world's great literary stylists should
have produce d s o muc h anonymou s material . Today w e would probabl y
assume that anything written by Wilde would be instantly recognisable, but
in the 1880s , when h e was making hi s living a s a  professiona l journalist ,
one amon g many , no t onl y wa s anonymit y th e genera l rule, 2 the famou s
style had yet to become a badge of personality. That everyone now knows,
or thinks they know, what constitute s the 'Wildean ' i s partly the resul t of
more tha n a  century' s familiarit y wit h hi s writing s an d wit h countles s
imitators. Once a style can be recognised it can also be copied.

There are signs nevertheless tha t Wilde saw anonymous journalism a s a
way o f mappin g ou t hi s persona l literar y territory , eve n i f th e hidde n
pattern can sometimes look like a maze. He certainly did not confine himself
to a  limited numbe r o f favourit e topics . Indeed, i t was one of the require-
ments of the kind o f reviewer tha t Wilde aspired to become that he or she
should be able to write on a  wide range of subjects . From romantic novels
to cookbooks , fro m ever y kin d o f translatio n t o musicology : Wilde too k
pride in attempting th e unlikely . His intellectual curiosit y was more wide-
ranging than has sometimes been assumed.

The journalism reveals , for example , that h e had a  considerable enthu -
siasm for Russian literature. On 2 May 1887 he contributed to the Pall Mall
Gazette an anonymou s revie w o f Dostoevsky' s nove l Injury  and  Insult,
remarking: 'Som e tim e ag o w e ha d occasio n t o dra w attentio n t o hi s
marvellous novel Crime  and Punishment' Th e review goes on to recall the
moment in Crime and Punishment when, 'in the haunt of impurity and vice
a harlo t an d a n assassi n mee t togethe r t o rea d th e stor y o f Lazaru s an d
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Dives, and th e outcas t gir l leads the sinner to make atonement fo r hi s sin'
(Reviews 158). An anonymous review of Crime  and Punishment published
on 28 May 1886 again describes how 'in the haunt of impurity and sin, the
harlot an d th e assassi n mee t togethe r t o rea d th e stor y o f Lazaru s an d
Dives'. Ye t althoug h thi s earlie r revie w i s obviousl y b y Wild e i t i s no t
included b y Rober t Ros s i n th e Collected  Edition,3 perhap s becaus e h e
simply did not know about it , or perhaps because he felt i t too close to the
second review, and did not want to bore or cheat the purchaser o f the new
edition. O r perhap s h e wante d t o protec t Wild e fro m a  charg e o f self -
plagiarism that was certainly deserved.

The distinctiveness of Wilde's admiration for Dostoevsky remains difficul t
to evaluate since he seems not to have been the only contributor to the Pall
Mall Gazette with an interest in Russian novels . On 1 0 February 188 7 the
paper publishe d anothe r revie w o f Injury  and Insult  that doe s not soun d
particularly like Wilde. (We now know what Wilde sounds like when he is
writing on Dostoevsky.) Then on 23 February 1888 it carried a piece entitled
'Russian Peasan t Life' , a  revie w o f a  Frenc h boo k o n Russia n novelists ,
Turgenev i n particular , tha t migh t wel l b e b y Wilde; not leas t becaus e i t
contains som e shar p remark s abou t Zol a (abou t who m Wild e wa s neve r
complimentary), and makes the comparison between Zola and Dostoevsky
that is also to be found in the two reviews that we can be certain are by him.
'Russian Peasant Life' is not, though, in the Collected Edition.

To tak e anothe r exampl e o f possibl e self-reference , agai n no t i n th e
Collected Edition  and attribute d quit e recently. On 2 6 July 188 8 the Pall
Mall Gazette  carried a n anonymou s portmantea u review , heade d i n th e
usual way 'A Batch of Books', which included a  reference t o a novel called
The American Marquis by Wilde's friend Rober t Sherard. At the end of the
piece there i s what i s clearly a n affectionat e in-jok e referrin g t o Sherard' s
earlier book of poems called Whispers:  'I t is not surprising to recall that Mr
Sherard i s a great grandson o f Wordsworth, an d ha s come safely throug h
"early poems", a three-volume novel, and other complaints not uncommon
at hi s tim e o f life. ' I f thi s piec e i s by Wilde , then i t wil l stan d a s a  good
example of his talent for combining private jokes with public advertisement.

But that requires that we also believe him to have been ready to indulge in
some 'log-rolling ' fo r th e benefi t o f hi s ow n famil y because , amon g thi s
'Batch o f Books' , there i s also one by his mother, Lad y Wilde: the 'chea p
edition' o f Ancient  Legends of Ireland.  Thi s i s hailed i n uncompromisin g
terms: 'Probably n o living writer coul d produce a  better boo k o f its kind' ,
although tha t shameles s puf f is , admittedly , precede d b y th e anonymou s
mock-confessional: 'I t will be as well not to affect impartialit y in passing an
opinion on Lady Wilde's collection of Irish stories and superstitions, the first
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edition o f whic h wa s notice d her e whe n i t appeared. ' Th e first edition of
Lady Wilde's work was reviewed on 19 February 1887 . This is an extended
piece devoted entirely to Ancient Legends of Ireland, though the scholar who
believes that the later review is by Wilde thinks it unlikely that the earlier one
in also by him, 'the style being fluid, simple-minded, and full of cliches'.4 It is
certainly true that sentences such as this: 'As we turn over her pages Ireland
ceases to be a grim and repulsive battle ground of jarring claims, the rugged
outlines of the squalid present melt in the purple of the distant past' offer a
version o f Iris h histor y tha t i t woul d b e difficul t t o reconcil e wit h Wild e
(despite 'the purple of the distant past'). One could though speculate that he
chose to review the later edition of his mother's book in order to correct the
vulgar praise it had received on its first appearance.

Then again there are those who believe, on good scholarly grounds, that
this particular review is not by Wilde at all , but by Bernard Shaw, who, of
course, knew Lady Wilde himself and attended her 'At Homes'. In later life
Sherard certainly seems to have assumed that the review of his novel was by
Shaw. A t th e clos e o f th e nineteent h centur y game s -  familial , political ,
aesthetic - wer e frequently playe d out under the guise of anonymity. It was
in any case always a dubious kind of 'anonymity ' when the reviewer could
confess, in however insinuating a way, to some degree of intimacy with the
author unde r review. There could b e no better demonstration o f the perils
and opportunitie s offere d b y anonymit y tha n th e difficult y w e ma y no w
have in distinguishing between Wilde and Shaw.

Habits o f self-referenc e an d self-plagiaris m reappea r whe n Wild e i s
writing abou t wome n i n general . 'Th e woma n writer ' (an d wit h her , th e
'woman reader') was an increasingly discussed figure in the literary worlds of
the late nineteenth century. Wilde was anxious to capitalise on the phenom-
enon, and, prompted perhaps by the example of his mother, to demonstrate
a personal interest . Admiration for women writers could be combined with
his own aesthetic and political preferences. As Kate Flint has observed, mid-
Victorian complaint s tha t lov e of literature bot h threatened manlines s and
led women astra y ar e ' a reminde r tha t th e issue o f gendered suitabilit y i n
reading contribute d directl y toward s th e maintenanc e o f a  doctrin e o f
separate spheres'. 5 Wilde's contribution wa s to help in the later erosion of
this doctrin e b y voicin g hi s ow n enthusias m fo r wome n writer s an d b y
helping in the supply of intelligent publications for the female consumer.

On taking over the editorship of The Ladies3 World  in 1887 he promptly
changed th e titl e t o The  Woman's  World  on th e ground s tha t th e wor d
'woman' signalle d a  mor e seriou s an d responsibl e approac h t o affair s i n
general. He intended to 'make literary criticism one of the features . . . an d
to give special prominence to books written by women',6 and he was able to
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field a  formidabl e arra y o f contributors : Am y Lev y ( a personal frien d wh o
was to die by her own hand i n 1889) , Olive Schreiner , Matilde Blind , Emily
Faithfull, Jan e E . Harrison , 'Ouida' , hi s ow n mothe r an d hi s ow n wife .
Topics covere d i n th e magazin e rang e fro m thos e i n whic h Wild e himsel f
had a  stron g interes t suc h a s Frenc h literatur e (Lamartine , Villier s d e l'lsl e
Adam), current activit y in the theatre (including , in the first issue, a piece by
Lady Archibald Campbel l o n the Pastoral Players 7), and the more scholarl y
side o f fashio n (includin g dres s reform) , a s wel l a s informativ e piece s o n
career opportunitie s fo r wome n i n medicin e an d educatio n an d new s o f
women's advancement i n the universities. In a regular series of 'Literary an d
other Note s b y th e Editor ' Wild e wa s fre e t o prais e an d t o protes t a s h e
wished.

Yet, a s Laurel Brak e ha s pointed out , hi s approach t o the job stil l share s
some of the widespread contradictions o f the period:

Women ar e constructe d a s seriou s reader s wh o wan t (an d need ) educatio n
and acculturation . I t is just these qualities rejected a s unsuitable for women - a
taste fo r triviality , dress , gossi p an d pleasure s suc h a s musi c -  whic h ar e
valorized i n Wilde' s ow n writing . I n thi s valu e structure , me n ar e fre e t o b e
trivial; women are not; men may be useless, and women mus t be useful. 8

A Max Beerboh m cartoo n o f the earl y 1890 s shows Wilde bein g led on th e
one sid e b y a  femal e figure  labelle d 'Fashion ' an d o n th e othe r b y a  figure
labelled 'Women' s Rights ' -  o r perhap s Beerbohm' s jok e i s tha t h e i s no t
being le d b y wome n s o muc h a s bein g tor n apar t b y them. 9 In  an y even t
Wilde, bored b y office lif e rather tha n b y his contributors, removed himsel f
from th e editor' s chai r afte r onl y twenty issues. 10 Had h e stayed longe r th e
problem o f keepin g femininity an d feminis m i n tandem woul d undoubtedl y
have remained. I t is , after all , a dilemma tha t face s th e editor o f a  woman' s
magazine even today .

For hi s ow n par t Wilde' s criticis m o f wome n writer s i s consistently wel l
informed: witty yet quite unpatronising. Two extended treatments of women
poets ar e particularl y impressiv e becaus e the y manag e t o provid e a  length y
catalogue o f name s withou t reducin g th e individua l writer s t o a  dubiou s
homogeneity. Th e first  i s a  revie w o f Mr s Sharp' s anthology , Woman's
Voices, whic h appeare d i n The  Woman's  World  i n November 188 7 unde r
the titl e 'Literar y an d Othe r Notes ' attribute d t o th e edito r (Reviews  198 -
202), an d th e secon d i s a  longe r piec e whic h appeare d unde r Wilde' s ow n
name, wit h th e titl e 'Englis h Poetesses' , i n Queen,  8  Decembe r 188 8
(Miscellanies 110-20) . In  th e Woman's  World  revie w Wild e correct s an d
adds to Mrs Sharp' s selection , while in the Queen  piec e he provides his own
survey of English poetesses from the fifteenth century to the present day. 11

In bot h case s hi s unacknowledge d sourc e is , withou t an y doubt , th e
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Reverend Alexande r Dyce' s Specimens  of  British  Poetesses,  publishe d i n
1827. No t onl y doe s Wild e refe r t o poet s who m Dyc e include s an d who m
Sharp omits , he adds remark s tha t com e directl y fro m Dyce . Given Wilde' s
predilection fo r creativ e plagiaris m ther e i s nothing unusua l i n this , thoug h
one migh t wonde r wh o guide d hi m t o th e boo k an d provide d a  copy . (Hi s
mother seem s a  possibility. ) Lik e an y professiona l journalis t i n th e lat e
nineteenth century , a  time when outlet s were proliferating, Wilde knew tha t
recycling mad e sense , thoug h th e eas e wit h whic h h e move s betwee n on e
publication an d another , an d th e aplom b wit h whic h h e write s abou t
women poet s overall , i s unusually deft . I t ma y b e the case  tha t mos t o f hi s
information come s from Dyce , but i t is deployed with a skill, a passion even ,
that could only assumed by someone who had a  serious interest in the field.

Laurel Brake , wh o ha s mad e a  specia l stud y o f The  Woman's  World,
describes Wilde' s editoria l projec t a s 'no t onl y th e constructio n o f th e
cultivated ne w woman bu t the introduction o f a  male homosexual discours e
into female space'. 12 In retrospect i t may be easier to identify th e 'cultivate d
new woman ' tha n 'homosexua l discourse' . W e ma y no t b e sur e tha t w e
could recognis e i t i n a n anonymou s piece , le t alon e demonstrat e th e par t
that i t play s i n th e developmen t o f th e 'Wildean ' style . Ther e were , o f
course, a  numbe r o f 'littl e magazines ' tha t wer e undoubtedl y homosexual ,
or 'Uranian' , i n thei r manne r an d interest s -  The  Century  Guild  Hobby
Horse (1884-92) , The Artist  (1888-94) , as well as the more notorious Spirit
Lamp (1892-3 ) an d Chameleon  (1894) . Th e kin d o f popula r journalis m
represented b y the Fall Mall Gazette  wa s of a very different kind .

Wilde bega n writin g fo r th e pape r a t th e precis e moment o f th e 'Maide n
Tribute' campaig n organise d b y it s edito r W . T . Stea d which , thoug h
designed t o protect youn g girl s from prostitutio n an d abduction , resulted i n
a famou s scanda l an d th e ne w indecenc y law s unde r whic h Wild e himsel f
was eventually to be prosecuted.13 We might look for a  connection betwee n
these events , an d expec t Wilde' s journalis m i n som e wa y t o reflec t th e
circumstances o f it s production , th e publi c an d privat e sphere s tha t wer e
now fo r a  homosexua l ma n inextricabl y involve d on e wit h th e other . A s
Jonathan Dollimor e has written:

Wilde .. . live d in terms of the discrepancy between his 'public' and 'private5

selves, and took pleasure from i t - fro m having a sexual identity elsewhere at
the same time as being socially 'here'.

The anarchic and the political, the anger and the boredom, are all active in
Wilde's transgressive aesthetic, and most specially when the survival strategies
of subordinatio n -  subterfuge , lying , evasion -  ar e aestheticall y transvalue d
into weapons of attack, but ever working obliquely through irony, ambiguity,
miming and impersonation.14
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It i s stil l no t clea r whethe r thes e transgressiv e strategie s i n themselve s
constitute a  'homosexua l discourse' . In  th e case  o f anonymou s journalis m
much wil l depen d o n th e topi c unde r revie w an d ther e i s n o doub t tha t
Wilde chos e t o engage , anonymously , wit h issue s tha t ha d lon g possesse d
homoerotic, if not necessarily 'homosexual' , connotations .

On i  Decembe r 188 6 h e reviewe d Essays  on  Poetry  and  Poets  b y th e
Hon. Rode n Noel . Althoug h Noe l appear s neithe r i n Ellmann' s Oscar
Wilde no r i n Hart-Davis' s Letters,  h e mus t surel y hav e bee n know n t o
Wilde. He i s said t o hav e bee n th e firs t love r o f John Addingto n Symonds ,
he appear s a s 'Cas e XXVII ' i n Haveloc k Ellis' s Sexual  Inversion  (1897) ,
and h e wrot e som e astonishingl y fran k confessiona l poetry . Accordin g t o
one schola r o f ga y histor y h e 'ha d a  patricia n indifferenc e t o homosexua l
self-justification'.

What h e enjoyed mos t was for youn g men or women to express admiratio n
for hi m physically; and i f he was bold i n pursuing this pleasure he may not
have been otherwise sexually aggressive. Walt Whitman's creed of democracy
through adhesivenes s suite d hi m well , an d h e wa s amon g th e earlies t o f
Englishmen t o write a t an y length on Leaves  of Grass,  whic h he did in The
Dark Blue in 1871 . .. In a large part of his published work there seems to be a
consistent ambivalent glow, suggesting that here was a man, happily married
and wit h a  family , wh o throughou t adul t lif e wa s bese t strongl y b y bot h
homosexual and heterosexual feelings.15

Wilde's review of Noel's essays is lukewarm (Noe l i s said to have ' a passio n
for panegyric') , and th e reason i s clear. Noel ha d include d studie s o f two of
Wilde's mos t cherishe d heroes : Thomas Chatterto n an d Joh n Keats . Wild e
takes issu e wit h th e modernisatio n o f Chatterton' s spellin g ('Chatterton' s
archaisms ar e a n essentia l par t o f hi s inspiratio n an d method') , an d
complains tha t Noel' s boo k 'tell s u s fa r mor e abou t hi s ow n persona l
feelings tha n i t does abou t th e qualitie s o f the various works o f ar t tha t ar e
criticised' (Reviews  117) . Chatterton wa s very much in Wilde's mind a t thi s
time an d i n it s Octobe r issu e The  Century  Guild  Hobby  Horse  ha d
promised a n essay  b y hi m o n th e poet . Thi s neve r appeared , thoug h Wild e
did manage t o lectur e o n Chatterto n a t Birkbeck Colleg e o n 2 4 November ,
where h e stoo d 'wit h hi s hand s i n hi s pockets an d a  lil y in hi s button-hol e
negligently leanin g agains t a  table'. 16 Th e manuscrip t note s fo r thi s lectur e
have survived . The y begi n wit h th e assertio n tha t 'th e condition s tha t
precede artisti c productio n ar e s o constantl y treate d a s qualitie s o f a  wor k
of ar t that on e is sometimes tempted t o wish that al l were anonymous' , an d
continue wit h a  compariso n betwee n Chatterto n an d Keats. 17 Th e manu -
script i s the n mad e u p o f lon g passage s fro m publishe d biographie s o f
Chatterton (includin g thos e whic h Rode n Noe l mad e us e of) . I t als o
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includes a  sonne t addresse d t o Chatterto n whic h end s wit h a n apostroph e
to 'th y grave unknown /  And love-dream of thine unrecorded face' , which is
quite literally true as there are no known portraits of the poet .

In fac t thi s sonne t i s no t b y Wilde , bu t b y Dant e Gabrie l Rossetti .
Presumably Wild e indicate d a s muc h whe n h e gav e th e lectur e an d woul d
have done so had h e published i t as an essay.18 Rossetti's identification wit h
Chatterton wa s on e tha t Wilde was happy t o shar e becaus e i t depended o n
a Romanti c wa y o f thinkin g abou t poet s an d abou t poetr y -  remote ,
inspirational, strangely beautiful -  tha t had lasted throughout the nineteenth
century. Give n hi s dee p admiratio n fo r Chatterto n i t i s not surprisin g tha t
Wilde shoul d hav e bee n irritate d b y Rode n Noel' s treatment . H e als o
disliked Noel's account of Keats, remarking:

We wonder what Keats would have thought of a  critic who gravely suggests
that Endymion is 'a parable of the development of the individual soul' . There
are two ways of misunderstanding a poem. One is to misunderstand it and the
other to praise it for qualities that it does not possess. (Reviews  117)

The proprietoria l attitud e t o Keat s was agai n eviden t whe n Wild e cam e t o
review, equall y anonymously , tw o live s o f th e poet : on e b y Sidne y Colvin ,
the othe r b y Willia m Rossetti , o n 2 7 Septembe r 1887 . H e wa s unenthu -
siastic about both : 'Everybody pays a penalty for peepin g through keyholes ,
and th e keyhol e an d th e backstair s ar e essentia l part s o f th e method o f th e
modern biographers ' (Reviews  182) . Faced wit h a  choic e Wild e somewha t
prefers Colvin , wh o h e think s ha s presente d a  Keat s characterise d b y
'common-sense an d gentleness' , even though 'w e prefer th e rea l Keats , with
his passionat e wilfulness , hi s fantasti c mood s an d hi s fine  inconsistence' .
William Rossetti , however , ha s committe d 'th e grea t mistak e o f separatin g
the ma n fro m th e artist . Th e fact s o f Keats' s lif e ar e interestin g onl y whe n
they are shown in their relation to his creative activity. The moment they are
isolated they are either uninteresting o r painful. '

Rossetti, Wilde tell s us , 'open s wit h a  detaile d accoun t o f Keats' s life , i n
which h e spares us nothing, from wha t h e calls the "sexua l misadventur e a t
Oxford" dow n t o th e si x weeks ' dissipatio n afte r th e appearanc e o f th e
Blackwood's articl e an d th e hysterica l an d morbi d raving s o f th e dyin g
man' (Reviews  183). 19 Moreover, 'n o doubt, most if not al l of the things M r
Rossetti tells us are facts; but there is neither tact shown in the selection tha t
is made o f th e facts  no r sympath y i n the us e to whic h the y ar e put' . In  an y
case Wilde believe s that Rossett i 'entirel y lacks the temper necessar y fo r th e
interpretation o f such poetry as was written by John Keats ' (Reviews  185) .

This revie w deserve s commen t fo r severa l reasons . I t concern s a  subjec t
that ha d alway s bee n clos e t o Wilde' s heart . Hi s first  article , publishe d i n
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1877, ha d bee n o n 'Th e Tom b o f Keats' , an d h e ha d writte n poem s abou t
his ow n greates t poeti c influence . Anonymit y canno t cloa k thi s possessive -
ness. W e ca n als o detec t glimmering s o f Wilde' s matur e aestheti c theor y
which presume s a  dialectica l relatio n betwee n th e ma n an d th e work ,
founded o n the doubl e notio n tha t while an y life i s necessarily composed o f
facts (an d of secrets) , this material i s only of interest in relation to creativity ,
to invention .

Finally, Wilde' s linkin g o f Chatterto n an d Keat s ca n b e see n a s a
component i n an y putativ e 'homosexua l discourse ' sinc e th e poet s ar e
joined throug h th e topos  o f 'th e beautifu l face' , a  recurren t moti f i n
Victorian literatur e tha t return s mos t hauntingl y i n The  Picture  of  Dorian
Gray. In  'The Tomb o f Keats' Wilde complains about a  marble medallion of
Keats's profile tha t some well-meaning people had placed near the grave:

The fac e i s ugly , an d rathe r hatchet-shaped , wit h thic k sensua l lips , an d i s
utterly unlik e th e poe t himself , who wa s ver y beautifu l t o loo k upon . 'Hi s
countenance', says a lady who saw him at one of Hazlitt's lectures, 'lives in my
mind as one of singular beaut y and brightness ; it had the expression a s if he
had been looking on some glorious sight'. (Miscellanies  2-3)

The sam e essa y connect s Keat s wit h S t Sebastian , describe d a s ' a lovel y
brown boy , wit h crisp , clusterin g hai r an d re d lips ' (4) . The visio n o f th e
boy wit h th e beautifu l fac e joins , albei t antithetically , Chatterto n (whos e
face i s unknown ) wit h Keat s (o f who m ther e ar e severa l portraits) . Bot h
accrue t o th e archetyp e o f th e doome d yet  strangel y inscrutabl e martyr -
poet, a  type with whom Wilde himself ha d alway s striven to be identified, i f
only in a kind of self-dramatisingly playful , bu t essentially homoerotic, way.

To giv e anothe r exampl e o f games-playing , agai n wit h eroti c overtones ,
again fro m th e column s o f th e Pall  Mall  Gazette,  bu t thi s tim e no t
emanating directl y fro m Wilde : o n 1 3 Octobe r 188 8 it s 'Literar y Notes ,
News, and Echoes ' colum n include d a  shor t featur e o n Rennel l Rodd , wh o
had wo n th e Newdigat e Priz e i n 1880 , an d the n becom e a  diplomat . In
1888 Rod d wa s abou t t o publis h a  lif e o f th e Empero r Frederick , an d th e
Pall Mall Gazette  recalle d ho w i n 188 0 the Daily  Telegraph  ha d 'gushe d t o
overflowing abou t th e poetica l promis e equalle d onl y b y th e persona l
charms o f thi s youthfu l poet' . I t als o quote d fro m Wilde' s Introductio n t o
Rennell Rodd' s boo k o f poem s Rose-leaf  and  Apple  Leaf  (1882) , wit h it s
tributes to Rodd's 'flawles s an d fervent ' lov e of art, his 'subtle' and 'delicate '
'artistic sens e o f beauty' . 'Th e bes t proo f o f M r Rodd' s genuin e ability' ,
concluded th e Pall  Mall  Gazette,  'i s tha t h e ha s lon g ag o live d dow n thi s
eulogy.'

This is a joke surely , reasonably genial , and clearl y wel l informed. O n 1 0
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June 188 0 th e Daily  Telegraph  had printe d a n extende d accoun t o f th e
Oxford Commemoratio n ceremon y whic h opene d wit h lon g quotation s
from the prize-winning poem and went on to describe its author. The poem
was said, on the one hand, to be curiously reminiscent of work by Rossetti,
Morris and O'Shaughnessy (i n other words, it plagiarises), but nevertheless
to b e i n par t worth y o f 'an y on e o f Oxford' s sweetes t singers , Otway o r
Coleridge, Collins , Shelley, or Swinburne' . Moreover, when Rennel l Rodd
stepped up to the platform to declaim, the reporter was delighted to discover
that unlik e som e poets , wh o wer e merel y 'machines ' fo r th e deliver y o f
verse, 'Nature has given him a poet's face and a poet's voice, that thrills to
the pathos or the passion of his thought.'

It is highly unlikely that Wilde wrote the Daily Telegraph report in 1880.
He rarely i f ever took o n tha t kin d o f assignmen t an d the piece has some
very uncharacteristi c detai l a s wel l a s some uncharacteristic error s o f fac t
(Coleridge studied at Cambridge, not Oxford). Nevertheless, whoever wrote
it not only had an appreciative taste for mal e appearance, but was able to
draw on conventions of what a poet should look like, to such an extent that
the paea n wa s remembere d eigh t year s later . I t i s precisely becaus e suc h
language was common that one would hesitate to call it 'gay discourse'.

To mak e th e poin t rathe r differently : t o kno w tha t th e anonymou s
reviews were by Wilde would no t necessarily disclose the truth abou t him,
assuming tha t th e trut h wa s simpl y sexual . Alan Sinfiel d an d other s hav e
argued that concepts of effeminacy an d of aesthetic dandyism 'preceded the
category o f the homosexual , overlapped wit h and influenced th e period of
its development'.20 I t is precisely in the period of 'overlapping', between the
Criminal La w Amendment Ac t (1885 ) an d th e developing scandal s o f the
late 1880s, that Wilde was working as a journalist.

Either way, as a champion o f the 'feminine ' i n all its guises or as proto-
Uranian, it is a complicated life that Wilde lives in the columns of newsprint,
whether writin g anonymousl y i n th e Pall  Mall  Gazette  o r unde r th e
soubriquet o f the 'Editor ' in The Woman's  World,  o r under hi s own name
in Queen.  H e insert s opinion s tha t are , b y an d large , progressiv e -  i n
support o f women , o f th e Iris h -  thoug h generall y acceptabl e withi n th e
liberalism o f the time. There is little difference betwee n what he writes fo r
one publicatio n o r another , an d th e word s ar e sometime s th e same . H e
never makes explicit references to his sexuality, but he does return to topics
that hav e a  lon g homoeroti c history : Keat s an d Chatterton , th e beautifu l
face. He is hostile to biography, but interested in the details of other people's
lives. He is both oracle and echo: with teasing self-reference, he both reveals
and disguise s himself . An d h e ca n maintai n tha t dualit y becaus e o f th e
conventions o f regula r journalis m whic h require d tha t h e pronounc e
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anonymously upo n a  catholi c rang e o f topics , yet  allowe d persona l
emphasis. The sheets of the daily paper are his seven veils.

The chance to change your min d withou t censur e no t only suited Wilde' s
temperament, i t matche d hi s developin g concep t o f ho w criticis m shoul d
operate: as a  play o f moods continually responsiv e to the varied qualitie s of
the work . So , for instance , h e write s i n The  Woman's  World  i n 188 7 tha t
Emily Bronte' s poem s 'ar e instinc t wit h tragi c powe r an d quit e terribl e i n
their bitte r intensit y o f passion , th e fierc e fir e o f feelin g seemin g almos t t o
consume th e raimen t o f form ' (Reviews  2.2.0) , but modifie s thi s a  yea r late r
to 'ar e instinc t wit h tragi c power , an d see m ofte n o n th e verg e o f bein g
great' (Miscellanies  120) . The ne w stin g i n th e tai l i s a  sig n o f th e matur e
Wilde who will  use wit as a mode o f fine discrimination , turning hi s readers
into connoisseurs of his contrariness.

When Wilde was finally in a position to give up journalism he did so quite
easily, turnin g t o genre s wher e h e coul d b e mor e forthcomin g abou t
deception. B y 189 0 h e had give n up editin g The  Woman's  World,  virtuall y
stopped writin g fo r th e Pall  Mall  Gazette  (Stea d himsel f lef t th e pape r i n
December o f tha t year) , an d ha d complete d wor k o n hi s extende d critica l
essays, 'The Deca y o f Lying ' (1889 ) an d 'Th e Criti c a s Artist ' (1890) . With
his lif e a s a  workin g journalis t no w behin d hi m h e coul d choos e title s an d
adopt attitude s that n o professional coul d possibly permit . In  'The Decay of
Lying' he was to pronounce that 'newspapers , even, have degenerated. They
may no w b e absolutel y relie d upon ' (C W 1072) . That , a t an y rate , i s th e
Wilde we all think we can recognise.

NOTES

1 A  substantial collection of this material was put together by Wilde's friend an d
literary executor , Rober t Ross , as a  volume i n hi s Collected  Edition  (London:
Methuen, 1908) , and given the title Reviews. Other fugitive material is collected
in the volume entitled Miscellanies. Further references to these editions are given
after quotatio n i n the text . Wilde' s journalis m i s listed i n the Bibliography  of
Oscar Wilde  compile d b y 'Stuar t Mason'  (Christophe r Millard ) i n 1914 .
Though both the collected volumes and the bibliography ar e now known to be
incomplete, the ful l exten t o f the omission s remains har d t o ascertain . Editing
Wilde's journalism for a  volume in the new Oxford English Texts  Oscar Wilde
is currently being undertaken by Russell Jackson of Birmingham University and
myself.

2 Fo r th e histor y o f 'anonymity ' se e Laure l Brake , Subjugated  Knowledges:
Journalism, Gender and Literature in the Nineteenth Century (Basingstoke and
London: Macmillan, 1994), passim.

3 Se e John Stokes , 'Wild e o n Dostoevsky' , Notes  and  Queries  27, June 1980 ,
215-16.
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4 Se e Kevin H. F. O'Brien, 'Osca r Wilde: An Unsigned Book Review', Notes and
Queries 30 , Aug . 1983 , 312-15 . O'Brie n base s hi s identificatio n o n Stuar t
Mason's amended copy of his own Wilde bibliography. Both Dan H. Laurence
and Stanle y Weintrau b attribut e thi s revie w t o Shaw . Se e Da n H . Laurence ,
Bernard Shaw. A Bibliography (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983), vol. 1, pp. 550-
1 and Stanley Weintraub, '  "The Hibernian School" : Oscar Wilde and Bernard
Shaw', SHAW: The Annual of Bernard Shaw Studies 1 3 (1993), 25-49. Bernard
Shaw's Book Reviews.  Originally  Published in  the Tall  Mall  Gazette* from
1885 to  1888,  ed. with a n introductio n b y Brian Tyso n (Universit y Par k an d
London: Pennsylvani a Stat e Universit y Press , 1991 ) include s th e revie w an d
provides appropriate annotation.

5 The  Woman Reader 1837-1914 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), p. 143.
6 'Osca r Wild e an d The  Woman's  World', in Brake , Subjugated  Knowledges,
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8 Brake , Subjugated Knowledges, p. 142.
9 A  Catalogue  of  the Caricatures of  Max Beerbohm, compile d by Rupert Hart-

Davis (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press) 1972, plate 5, p. 182.
10 Se e Richard Ellmann, Oscar Wilde (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1987), pp. 274-8.
11 Wild e ha d earlie r distinguishe d Queen  fro m The  Woman's  World  o n th e

grounds of its total preoccupation with fashion . Se e Brake, Subjugated Knowl-
edges, p . 152 . Also see Charlotte C . Wilkins, 'Editing a  "Class journal": Four
Decades o f th e Queen\  Innovators  and  Preachers: The  Role of the Editor in
Victorian England, ed. Joel H. Weiner (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1985),
pp. 185-99.

12 Brake , Subjugated Knowledges, p. 127.
13 I n fact Stea d disapproved o f the homosexual indecenc y clauses in the bill; how

he felt about the subject in general is not entirely clear.
14 Jonatha n Dollimore, Sexual Dissidence (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991), p. 309.
15 Bria n Reade, Sexual Heretics (London: Routledge, 1970), pp. 22-3.
16 Somervill e Story, Twenty Years in Paris (London: Alston Rivers, 1927), pp. 15 6-7.
17 Se e Rodney Shewan, Oscar  Wilde: Art  and Egotism (London and Basingstoke:

Macmillan, 1977), p. 72.
18 Roge r C . Lewis , ' A Misattribution : Osca r Wilde' s "Unpublishe d Sonne t o n

Chatterton"', Victorian  Poetry 28:2 (Summer 1990), 164-9.
19 Th e 'sexua l misadventur e a t Oxford ' refer s t o th e belief , no w discounte d bu t

taken seriousl y b y Willia m Rossetti , tha t Keat s contracte d syphili s fro m a
prostitute whil e stayin g wit h a  friend i n Oxford . Curiousl y thi s i s exactly th e
same claim that Richard Ellmann makes about Wilde: that he too contracted the
disease whil e a n undergraduat e i n Oxford . Ellmann' s theor y ha s bee n hotl y
contested, bu t dee p an d perhap s undecidabl e level s o f identificatio n ma y b e
involved. See Merlin Holland's discussion earlier in this volume, pp. 10-12.

20 The  Wilde Century (London: Cassell, 1994), p. 78. Also see Ed Cohen, Talk on
the Wilde Side (London and New York: Routledge, 1993).

79



LAWRENCE DANSO N

Wilde a s criti c an d theoris t

Good critics clarify th e meaning of a work of art by helping us see what its
maker intended ; the y provid e historica l facts ; an d the y sincerel y expres s
their unbiased opinions. To which Oscar Wilde responds that the best critic,
rather tha n explainin g th e wor k o f art , 'ma y see k rathe r t o deepe n it s
mystery'; that 'The one duty we owe to history is to rewrite it'; and that 'the
true criti c i s unfair , insincere , and no t rational' . Accordin g t o Wilde , 'th e
highest criticism is that which reveals in the work of Art what the artist had
not pu t there' . Such criticism 'treat s th e work o f ar t simpl y a s a  starting -
point fo r a  new creation' ; i t 'i s itsel f a n art' , an d o f al l th e art s i t i s 'th e
purest form o f personal expression' . As pure creation and personal expres-
sion, criticism's responsibility 'i s to see the object as in itself it really is not'.
Inaccurate and insincere, yet perfectly expressin g the critic's moods, 'Criti-
cism ... makes culture possible.' Therefore, 'I t is to criticism that the futur e
belongs': i t 'wil l annihilat e race-prejudices ' an d 'giv e u s th e peac e tha t
springs from understanding' .

Such, a t least , ar e th e opinion s o f Wilde' s spokesma n i n hi s dialogu e
'The Criti c a s Artist' , publishe d i n Intentions  (1891) , the boo k o n whic h
Wilde's claims as a criti c chiefly lie . Criticism o f a  more conventional sor t
- reasonable , factua l an d ofte n fai r -  Wild e ha d don e i n review s b y the
score, from th e mid-i88os , whe n h e lef t th e lectur e platform , unti l 1890 ,
when h e looke d t o th e Wes t En d stag e fo r hi s earnings . Bu t wit h
Intentions he destabilises th e very category 'criticism' , obliteratin g bound -
aries, fo r instanc e betwee n th e criti c an d th e thin g criticised , whic h
ordinarily defin e it . Intentions  contain s tw o dialogue s ('Th e Deca y o f
Lying' and 'Th e Criti c as Artist'), the satirical biography o f a  forger ('Pen ,
Pencil an d Poison') , an d a n essa y abou t stag e realis m whic h conclude s
with it s ow n retractio n ('Th e Trut h o f Masks') . I n negotiation s wit h
publishers, Wild e contemplate d als o includin g i n i t hi s fiction about th e
meaning o f Shakespeare' s Sonnet s ('Th e Portrai t o f M r W . H.' ) an d hi s
essay about socialis m which extols individualism an d the autonomy o f ar t
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('The Sou l o f Man') . What genr e can accommodat e th e essay s associate d
with Intentions}

A professo r a t wha t woul d becom e th e Massachusett s Institut e o f
Technology characterised the book as a work of 'theoretical criticism'.1 And
'theory' - a s embracingly vague a word in 1891 as it is a century later - i s a
reasonable name for Intentions 9 genre. Wilde's elevation of criticism into a
'creative an d independent ' activit y makes hi s work th e precurso r o f idea s
that reappear, stil l controversially, in modern and postmodern theory. Like
later theorists for whom he prepared the way, Wilde's critic as artist inhabits
a real m wher e word s construc t th e world , an d societ y i s a  tex t t o b e
rewritten. H e disdain s th e consistentl y 'sincere ' an d 'earnest ' i n favour o f
shifting 'impressions ' an d 'moods ' because , lik e late r theorists , h e reject s
'the shallo w psychology o f those who conceive the Ego in man a s a thing
simple, permanent, reliable, and of one essence. To him [as to the character
Dorian Gray , whos e thought s thes e word s echo ] 'ma n wa s a  bein g wit h
myriad live s an d myria d sensations , a  comple x multifor m creatur e ... '
Wilde's transvaluatio n o f criticis m into the highes t for m o f creativity -  o r
the mos t irresponsibl e self-indulgence , dependin g o n your poin t o f view -
follows upon his rejection of a transcendent, objective truth, whether it goes
by the name of 'history', 'culture' or 'nature'.2

It sound s presciently , eve n shockingly , modern . Bu t despit e hi s ow n
breezy dismissa l o f history , the bes t way to understan d Wilde' s intention s
(whether i n th e biographica l lowe r cas e o r th e titula r upper ) i s to locat e
them in the context of the times.

The essays in Intentions had previously been published i n the two great
British magazine s o f libera l opinion , The  Nineteenth  Century  an d The
Fortnightly Review.  Th e boo k wa s receive d withou t muc h alar m b y
Victorian readers . One critic did complain of 'Pen , Pencil, and Poison' that
'the jok e ha s gon e fa r enough ' when , i n a n otherwis e 'clever ' essay , 'th e
reader i s gravel y aske d t o believ e tha t "ther e i s n o essentia l incongruit y
between crime and culture" \3 Th e censure is premonitory: it suggests how
differently th e essay s coul d b e rea d afte r Wilde' s trial s o f 1895 , whe n
hindsight reveale d th e subversiv e potentia l o f hi s jokes . Bu t i n 189 1 th e
reviewers were disarmed b y Intentions' joyfully epigrammati c style . (Their
geniality i s remarkable i n light of the outrage which greeted the magazine
version o f The  Picture  of Dorian  Gray  one yea r before. ) Wilde' s playfu l
style allowe d reviewer s t o trivialis e essay s tha t baffle d thei r sens e o f
intellectual decorum . Grudgingl y attracte d t o th e glitte r o f hi s surface th e
reviewers wished that Wilde would get on with 'the thought itself, dropping
his 'show y paradoxes ' i n orde r t o 'devot e himsel f t o writin g somethin g
more solid and reasonable'.4

81



LAWRENCE DANSO N

The assumption that Wilde's style is the gaudy cover for ordinary thought
reveals a difference betwee n the late nineteenth-century receptio n o f Wilde
as criti c an d a  still-emergin g lat e twentieth-centur y reception . Th e olde r
view, which tames Wilde with laughter , is now more often encountere d in
the caricature s o n T-shirt s tha n i n critica l journals : thi s Wild e i s to o
amusing to be taken seriously, but being amusing is what makes him worth
taking. Muc h recen t criticis m contest s thi s assessment . I n a n alternativ e
view, Wilde's stylistic excess is a challenge to Victorian sensibilities, and the
contemporary reviewers ' exasperatio n record s hi s triumph . I n thi s view ,
Wilde's refusal t o be 'solid and reasonable' is a slap in the face of Victorian
earnestness, and hi s inconsistency a n implici t critique of common assump-
tions about the production of meaning.5 In the 1970s, Northrop Frye (with
Wildean extravagance) called 'The Decay of Lying' 'the beginning of a new
kind of criticism' and 'the herald of a new age in literature', because Wilde
makes languag e sovereig n rathe r tha n servan t o f a  prior , non-linguisti c
truth.6 Reader s wh o d o no t believ e tha t 'commo n sense ' i s alway s th e
highest intellectual virtue may agree with the Victorian reviewers' generally
positive response to Intentions but on opposite grounds - tha t the inversions
(verbal, moral, philosophical, sexual ) o f it s paradoxes are their point , an d
that its epigrams are better for not having a bottom of good sense.

Other moder n reader s complimen t Wild e b y finding i n hi s criticism a n
almost apocalyptic threat. A literary historian dedicated to the professional-
ism promulgated b y the New Critics o f the 1950S-60 S writes that Wilde' s
'creative criticism' would lead to 'the breakdown or even the abolition of all
traditional literar y scholarshi p an d teaching'. 7 I n th e 1990s , a  politica l
scientist calls Wilde's social ideal 'the most durable, seductive, and insidious'
of all the 'secular religions' that have outlived Marxism and tempted people
to seek happiness instead o f God, and 'selfhood ' instea d of 'self-denial an d
self-control'.8 I n this view, Wilde is the premature ally of the 'revolutionary
students' of the 1960s.

To hi s contemporaries , Wilde' s criticis m coul d see m les s radicall y ne w
than it does to his later admirers or detractors. In the fin de siecle, symptoms
of modernity - th e New Woman, the New Drama, the New Journalism, the
New Hedonism - simultaneousl y figured as symptoms of decline, of move-
ment backwards. But the redeployed aestheticism of Intentions provoked an
especially stron g sens e o f dejd  vu: a contemporary criti c was not alon e in
detecting ' a flavour o f the early "eighties" .. . a  faint odour of the aesthetic
movement, a  movemen t whic h i s o f th e ol d worl d now , though youn g a
decade ago'.9 And Wilde's contemporaries might be less surprised than later
readers a t th e scop e o f th e activitie s h e comprehend s unde r th e rubri c
'criticism'. They could see him standing in a line of equally expansive social
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critics, like Carlyle, Ruskin, Emerson and Arnold. Our modernist Wilde is a
revisionist in that Victorian prophetic tradition. Writing from prison, Wilde
recalled, 'I was a man who stood in symbolic relations to the art and culture
of m y age' : hi s criticis m justifie s th e boas t i n man y ways , includin g it s
appropriation o f the views and sometimes words of the aesthetes and sages
of the previous half-century.

Among th e echoe s i n Wilde' s criticism , th e voic e o f Walte r Pate r i s
unmistakable. Pater can be heard even in Wilde's enigmatic title: Intentions
calls to min d Pater' s Appreciations,  which Wild e ha d reviewe d i n Marc h
1890. Wilde' s titl e instance s i n smal l hi s essays ' abilit y t o gathe r u p
fragments, t o cal l an d reply , to b e simultaneously themselve s an d others ,
like th e 'stringe d lut e o n whic h al l wind s ca n play ' o r th e 'twice-writte n
scroll' o f hi s earl y poe m 'Helas!' . Wilde' s titl e recall s th e titl e o f Pater' s
book, but energised from receptive acts of appraising to more vigorous acts
of stretchin g ou t for , aimin g at . An d i t als o carrie s Pater' s keywor d
'impressions', bot h word s caugh t u p wit h th e origina l sens e o f 'essays' :
attempts, trials - al l purposively in the plural.

Pater's Studies  in  the  History  of  the  Renaissance  was Wilde' s 'golde n
book', 'tha t book' , he would call it in De Profundis, 'which has had such a
strange influenc e ove r m y life' (CW  1022) . The effect o n Wilde o f Pater' s
'beautiful an d suggestiv e essays ' call s t o min d th e 'influence ' o f th e
'poisonous' yellow book Lord Henry Wotton gives to Dorian Gray. In that
fictitious distillate of the decadent, 'Things that [Dorian] had dimly dreamed
of were suddenly made real to him. Things of which he had never dreamed
were graduall y revealed. ' I n th e 'Conclusion ' t o The  Renaissance  Pater
demonstrates the transience and relativity of all things and the need, there-
fore, 't o b e foreve r curiousl y testin g ne w opinion s an d courtin g ne w
impressions'. Pate r omitte d th e 'Conclusion ' fro m th e secon d editio n
because 'it might possibly have misled some of those young men into whose
hands i t migh t fall' : Wilde wa s amon g thos e eage r t o b e misled . So , in a
conversation recorde d b y Willia m Butle r Yeats , Wild e agai n calle d The
Renaissance 'my golde n book ' bu t adde d mor e explicitly , 'i t i s th e ver y
flower o f decadence : th e las t trumpe t shoul d hav e sounde d whe n i t wa s
written'.10

In 'Th e Criti c as Artist' , especially , Wilde makes no attemp t t o disguis e
Pater's formativ e presence . Wheneve r Gilbert , Wilde' s spokesman , passe s
into the cool galleries of the Louvre and stands before Leonardo's painting,
he murmurs to himself , 'She is older than th e rocks among which she sits;
like the vampire, she has been dead many times, and learned the secrets of
the grave' ; and h e goes on murmuring Pater' s grea t purple patc h unti l his
friend answer s him, 'Hers is the head upon which all "the ends of the world
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are come" , an d th e eyelid s ar e a  littl e weary. ' I t i s on e o f hi s crude r
demonstrations o f th e propositio n tha t 'criticis m o f th e highes t kin d .. .
treats the work o f ar t simply as a starting-point fo r a  new creation'. Pater
was th e author , mor e tha n an y other , whos e wor k Wild e take s fo r hi s
starting-point.

His review of Appreciations in 189 0 seems to swerve from th e decadent
Pater, the subtle corrupter, to another Pater , the austere artist who advised
the youn g Wild e t o giv e u p poetr y an d tak e o n th e greate r challeng e o f
prose. This Pater, Wilde writes, unites, like Cardinal Newman (or, as he will
write in De Profundis,  like Christ ) the two indispensable artisti c qualities,
'personality [and ] perfection'. Th e Pate r o f newl y awakened sense s is also
present, however , i n Wilde' s us e o f th e rhetori c o f Englis h decadence :
'exquisite', 'strangeness, 'passionate suggestion' . And, most importantly fo r
his criticism, he is there in a  passage abou t histor y which Wilde reused in
'The Criti c a s Artist' . Som e o f Pater' s essays , Wilde writes , ar e Gree k i n
purity of outline, some are medieval in strangeness and passion, but

all o f the m [are ] absolutel y modern , i n th e tru e meanin g o f th e ter m
modernity. For he to whom the present is the only thing that is present, knows
nothing o f th e ag e in which h e lives . To realis e th e nineteent h centur y on e
must realise every century that has preceded it, and that has contributed to its
making. To know anythin g abou t oneself , one must know al l about others .
There must be no mood with which one cannot sympathise, no dead mode of
life that one cannot make alive. ( CW 113 7)

The passag e give s a  positiv e spi n t o th e decaden t projec t i n Dorian' s
'poisonous' book. That plotless novel is 'a psychologica l study of a certain
young Parisian, who spent his life trying to realise in the nineteenth century
all the passions and modes of thought that belonged to every century except
his own, and to sum up, as it were, in himself th e various moods through
which th e world-spiri t ha d passe d ...' . Accordin g t o Intentions,  t o b e
modern i s to b e no t o f one' s age , and t o kno w one' s sel f i s to kno w the
'moods' of otherness . According to The  Picture of  Dorian Gray, to be not
of one' s ag e an d t o b e mad e o f mood s i s t o b e a  flower  of decadence .
Decadence is modernity in this formula.

Wilde's definitio n o f modernity a s a  turning backwards , away from th e
sufficiency o f th e moment , run s counte r t o th e Victoria n passio n fo r
progress. But he has respectable allie s in what could seem a perverse idea .
Matthew Arnol d (th e othe r voice , besid e Pater's , whic h mos t boldl y
infiltrates th e dialogu e o f 'Th e Criti c a s Artist' ) ha d als o urged tha t 'Th e
Function o f Criticism ' was to turn awa y from th e activities of the 'Presen t
Time' and to look instead both outwards, to Europe, and backwards to the
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touchstone art of older times. Such a programme requires for its success not
the politician , th e ma n o f action , o r th e professiona l specialist , bu t th e
contemplative person , in Arnold's definition th e critic, in Wilde's the critic
as artist . I t empower s th e individua l wh o i s credentialise d b y hi s ow n
'personality', burning (as Pater recommended) with a harder, more gem-like
flame tha n others , able by virtue of learning, taste, sensibility to receive the
greatest numbe r o f 'impressions ' an d t o realis e mos t intensel y th e mood s
and modes that create this dissident modernity.

Wilde's ne w version o f th e old aestheticis m deploy s subjectivity , indivi -
duality an d th e autonom y o f ar t agains t th e suppose d objectivit y an d
professionalism o f nineteenth-century scienc e and it s offshoot i n literature,
realism. A t th e historica l momen t whe n professiona l specialisatio n -  i n
criticism as in other fields - wa s newly regnant, Wilde's critic as artist fights
a battl e o n behal f o f th e uncredentialised , unenforceable , self-creatin g
individual.11 Tha t socia l positio n i s related t o th e critica l positio n Wild e
takes towards literary realism in 'The Decay of Lying'. The scientist studies
nature, th e realis t copie s it ; Vivian, Wilde' s spokesma n i n 'Th e Deca y of
Lying', dismisses it : 'th e mor e w e study Art , the les s we care fo r Nature '
(CW 1071) . Nature' s crud e imperfection s an d unfinishe d condition , it s
failure t o fulfi l it s goo d intentions , i s a  caus e o f art : 'Ar t i s ou r spirite d
protest, ou r gallan t attemp t t o teac h Natur e he r prope r place. ' Nature' s
'infinite variety ' is 'pure myth' and 'resides in the imagination, or fancy, o r
cultivated blindnes s o f th e ma n wh o look s a t her' . The neoclassica l criti c
had advised , in Pope's words, 'First follow Nature .. . th e source, and end ,
and tes t o f art ' ('A n Essa y o n Criticism') ; in 'Th e Deca y o f Lying ' Wilde
reverses the course of wisdom: 'Nature imitates Art', and should be made to
obey art's laws.

Contemporary reviewer s pointe d ou t tha t Wilde' s instantl y famou s
paradox threatens to collapse into a reasonable proposition. No one denies
that culture, society, art - whateve r we want to call it - condition s our way
of seeing. But Wilde's demotion of nature to a derivative of culture actually
goes furthe r tha n this . What w e cal l 'nature ' i s no t natural ; i t i s no t a n
inescapable given of existence. Society made what society now worships as
the thing that made it: Nature 'i s no great mother who has borne us. She is
our creation ' (CW  1086) . I n ques t o f th e natura l w e spen d ou r live s
imitating a n imitation , whe n (lik e art ) w e should 'neve r expres s anythin g
but [ourselves]' . Vivian's paradox depend s less on the reversal o f 'art ' an d
'nature' than on the fulcrum, 'imitates' . It suggests that whatever is is wrong
(even, perhaps, such a 'natural ' fact a s normative heterosexuality) , because
it mindlessl y repeat s a  prio r ac t o f imitation . Wha t w e take a s natura l i s
someone else' s lie - th e previously thought o r the already created -  whic h
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we unwittingly imitate . Not onl y 'Al l bad art ' but , by implication, al l bad
social conditions , come 'fro m returnin g t o Lif e an d Nature , and elevatin g
them into ideals' (CW 1091).

Truth to nature is a deadening contradiction in terms; therefore we must
stem the decay of lying. The 'cultured and fascinating liar ' refuses to accept
the inevitabilit y o f condition s tha t pos e a s natura l facts . Th e 'beautifu l
untrue things' he tells are the things that have not entered our repertoire of
repetitive, imitative gestures . With his disdain fo r th e supposedly objectiv e
truths of science, economics, sociology, or anything not of his own making,
the liar's very existence, a constant act of self-invention, i s a protest against
the realist' s submissio n t o natur e an d t o socia l condition s tha t pos e a s
natural.

Spinning hi s elegan t paradoxe s fo r th e benefi t o f hi s fello w 'Tire d
Hedonists', Vivian' s dismissa l o f realis m (o r naturalism , a s i t wa s inter -
changeably called ) can see m a gesture fa r remove d fro m th e world o f real
consequences. Bu t i n 1889 , when 'Th e Deca y o f Lying ' was publishe d i n
magazine form , realis m wa s a  ho t topic . Two month s befor e th e essay' s
appearance, the publisher o f the English translation o f Emile Zola's realis t
novel La  terre  wa s indicte d fo r 'obscen e libel' . Th e Solicitor-General ,
characterising th e boo k a s 'filth y fro m beginnin g t o end' , trie d t o rea d
passages to the jury; the jury begged him to desist: the publisher served three
months i n prison . I t wa s th e culminatio n o f a  campaig n o f righteou s
indignation agains t the realism of which Zola was the leading theorist and
practitioner. On 8 May 1888, the House of Commons entertained a motion
deploring 'the rapid spread of demoralizing literature in this country'. These
'vile and obscene ' novels were ' a gigantic national danger' . They were bad
enough i n Frenc h bu t a  calamit y no w tha t the y wer e bein g publishe d i n
cheap translations , whic h mean t tha t th e young , the poo r an d th e femal e
could acquire them and, by learning about their own lives, be corrupted.12

Early in 1889 - shortl y after the publication of 'The Decay of Lying' - th e
National Vigilanc e Societ y distribute d th e recor d o f it s campaig n agains t
'Pernicious Literature ' i n a  pamphle t whic h include d thi s parliamentar y
debate and the account of the publisher's trial. It urged individuals to bring
private prosecutions against obscene literature. When The Picture of Dorian
Gray appeared th e followin g year , a  reviewer , alludin g t o thi s pamphle t
campaign, suggeste d tha t th e Vigilance Societ y might no w think i t worth-
while to prosecute Osca r Wilde. The overwrought languag e used to attack
Wilde's presumably anti-realis t novel was strikingly similar to the language
of the anti-Zolaists: to many outraged Victorians, there was little differenc e
between the French realist and the English aesthete.

Why, then, does Wilde oppose what would seem to be his natural allies?
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To man y politicall y progressiv e artist s o f th e nineties , includin g thos e
interested in sexual freedom fo r women and homosexuals, realism, with its
attention to the grim facts o f an inequable social system, was the art of the
future. Som e o f Wilde' s oppositio n t o realis m sound s lik e aestheticise d
snobbery: 'In literature we require distinction, charm, beauty, and imagina-
tive power', say s Vivian; such qualitie s canno t b e found i n 'an accoun t of
the doings of the lower orders' (CW1075). Bu t this apparent disdain for the
larger part of humanity - 'Wh o cares what happens to them?' - transpose s
the language o f socia l class into a  critique o f the realists ' view of 'huma n
nature' itself. Their 'human nature' , like the wider 'nature ' Vivian rejects, is
produced b y condition s beyon d individua l control ; bu t i n Wilde' s terms ,
only the unique individual, or (to use his keyword) the 'personality', who is
a creator not a product, is fully human. You have to be artificial to be really
yourself. Wild e scornfull y applie s th e languag e o f socia l superiorit y t o
characters created in the realists' reductive image as the determined products
of environment and heredity.

The realists ' supposedl y scientifi c objectivit y produce s a  simulacru m o f
humanity which has the same effect on Vivian as so-called nature itself: 'It is
a humiliating confession, but we are all of us made out of the same stuff . . .
Sooner o r late r on e come s t o tha t dreadfu l universa l thin g calle d huma n
nature' (CW 1075-6). The realistic novel is condemned to be a copy of the
worst, no t becaus e it s moral s ar e ba d (a s the Nationa l Vigilanc e Societ y
presumes), but simply because it aims to tell the 'truth' instead of making it
new. To Wilde , realism i s on th e wron g sid e o f a  divide whic h separate s
imitation fro m creation , natur e fro m form , lif e fro m art , realis m fro m
romance, and a  supposedly 'natural ' sexuality from a  sexuality which, like
art, disdains any attempt to dictate limits.

Realists claim that they refer to a world out there; Wilde claims that 'Ar t
never expresse s anythin g bu t itself. ' Th e crucia l insistenc e o n art' s self -
referentiality keep s hi s essa y a t th e centr e o f late r theoretica l debates .
Creating a  separate , privilege d zon e fo r ar t ma y protec t artist s -  Zol a a s
well as Wilde - fro m moralisin g censorship; but aesthetics can be as rigidly
policed as ethics. According to The Preface to The Picture of Dorian Gray:
'There i s no suc h thin g a s a  mora l o r a n immora l book . Book s ar e wel l
written, or badly written. That is all.' But it isn't: people decide what is well
or badl y written , an d a s Wilde' s ow n respons e t o Zol a suggests , subjec t
matter easil y creeps into the decision . Wilde's anti-mimeticism lead s to his
anti-historicism. If 'Truth is entirely and absolutely a matter of style' and if
'Art finds her ow n perfection within' , then (accordin g to Vivian) ar t in no
way 'expresse s th e temper o f it s age , the spiri t o f it s time, the mora l an d
social condition s tha t surroun d it , an d unde r whos e influenc e i t i s
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produced'. Th e Middle Ages , the Japanese peopl e -  thes e ar e no t fact s o f
nature but 'the deliberate self-conscious creation of certain artists'; an artist
in another time or place could appropriate a  medieval or Japanese style as
the 'objective ' for m wit h whic h t o expres s a  'subjective ' vision . An d
demonstrably Vivian is right: many Victorian artists did adopt a  'medieval'
style o r a  versio n o f japonisme.  But nineteenth-centur y medievalis m an d
japonisme ar e a s roote d i n an d eloquen t o f th e condition s o f thei r pro -
duction a s i s nineteenth-centur y realism , an d so , b y th e sam e token , i s
Wilde's anti-historical anti-realism.

'The Deca y o f Lying ' i s the mos t successfu l essa y i n Intentions:  Wilde
keeps hi s speakers withi n th e intricate fold s o f it s paradox an d make s it s
relative limitatio n a  virtue . 'Th e Criti c a s Artist ' i s longe r an d mor e
ambitious. Wilde's spokesman, Gilbert, directs the dialogue his straightman,
Ernest, obligingly summarizes:

You have told me that i t is more difficult t o talk about a thing than to do it,
and that to do nothing at all is the most difficult thin g in the world; you have
told m e that al l Art i s immoral, and al l thought dangerous ; that criticism is
more creative than creation, and that the highest criticism is that which reveals
in the work of Art what the artist had not put there; that it is exactly because a
man cannot do a thing that he is the proper judge of it; and that the true critic
is unfair , insincere , an d no t rational . M y friend , yo u ar e a  dreamer .

(CW1154)

But theirs are not the only voices in the dialogue: Wilde's puppets are also
ventriloquists, parodists, pasticheurs, or - a s the painter Whistler, the owner
of one of the ventriloquised voices, had claimed - plagiarists .

The charg e o f plagiaris m ha d dogge d Wild e sinc e th e Oxfor d Unio n
refused admissio n t o hi s Poems  in 1881 . Whistler revive d i t i n 1890 , and
'The Criti c a s Artist ' is , amon g man y othe r things , Wilde' s respons e t o
Whistler. I n fact , Wild e i s n o mor e guilt y o f unacknowledge d verbati m
borrowings than many writers who are also omnivorous readers with an ear
for a  goo d phrase . Bu t i n th e zon e o f grey s tha t descen d fro m absolut e
originality of thought through influence to derivation to copy, the matter is
more complex. Wilde's style has been called 'anthologicaP, and 'Th e Critic
as Artist' , whic h welcome s s o man y voice s int o th e dialogu e -  no t onl y
Whistler's bu t Emerson's , Arnold's , Pater's (t o mention onl y a  few o f the
Anglophone contributors ) -  show s wh y th e adjectiv e i s apt. 13 Whistler' s
word, 'plagiarism' , i s the accusatory version o f 'anthological' : which word
you choos e depend s o n whethe r yo u accep t Wilde' s argument s i n 'Th e
Critic as Artist' - tha t a  work of art is the starting-point for a  new work of
art, an d tha t an y 'objective ' for m ca n b e pu t t o a  ne w an d differen t
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'subjective' use. Also it depends on how highly you value the transformative
force o f performance . Wilde' s originalit y -  tha t distinctive , unmistakabl e
quality we call Wildean - i s an originality founded o n the already-made, a
newness that flaunts belatedness.

So, for instance , in 'The Critic as Artist', Wilde draws on (and acknowl-
edges) a  recently publishe d translatio n o f the ancien t Chines e philosophe r
Chuang-tzu, who preached 'th e great creed of Inaction, and .. . th e useless-
ness o f al l usefu l things'. 14 Wit h th e hel p o f thi s otherwise-improbabl e
source, Wilde transforms th e dandy' s insolen t languo r -  itsel f a  derivative
pose, adopte d fro m Frenc h writer s wh o ha d previousl y adopte d i t fro m
English example - int o a sublime detachment. Wilde's dandyism, in his life
and work , ha d alway s bee n a  rebuk e t o th e Victoria n idea l o f manl y
productivity. Now, in 'The Critic as Artist', 't o do nothing a t all ' becomes
the most difficult an d intellectual thing in the world, and the non-productive
dandy becomes the critic who is dedicated to self-culture and loves truth for
its own sake. The transformation help s the dandy - tha t is, Wilde himself -
move from th e raffish edg e of society towards a  new centre which Wilde's
criticism is in process of defining.

Wilde appropriate s a n ancien t Chines e sage , as h e appropriate s a  half-
century's worth of aesthetic tradition, to help him create the conditions for
his own social and literary success. Those conditions would be the fulfilmen t
of 'Th e Criti c a s Artist's ' Utopia n vision . The y woul d inver t th e usua l
nineteenth-century geograph y o f socia l margin an d socia l centre or , bette r
yet, make that whole geography of exclusion and inclusion irrelevant. They
would make the son of an Irish patriot the embodiment of a revised ideal of
English culture: the colonial subject would outgo the occupier by rewriting
history, an d captur e th e futur e o f cultur e b y doin g nothing . Unde r thos e
new conditions , th e sexua l dissiden t woul d destro y th e assumption s tha t
make dissidenc e a  comprehensibl e categor y -  assumption s abou t 'nature '
and the 'natural', about the sway of the supposedly real over the fantasies of
liberated desire.

In its original form as a magazine article, 'The Critic as Artist' was called
'The True Function an d Value of Criticism: A Dialogue'. The original title
quotes, i n orde r t o se t straight , Matthe w Arnold' s 'Th e Functio n o f
Criticism at the Present Time' (1865). For Arnold, the function o f criticism
is to prepare a current of fresh ideas with which the creative artist can work.
Although i t i s not th e equa l o f creation , criticis m unde r certai n historica l
conditions make s progres s possible , b y avoidin g th e practica l vie w an d
remaining, instead , 'disinterested' . An d 'th e ai m o f criticis m i s to se e the
object a s in itself i t really is' . Pater, in the Preface t o The  Renaissance, had
quoted Arnold's phrase, and emended it: 'the first step towards seeing one's
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object a s i t reall y is , i s t o kno w one' s ow n impressio n a s i t reall y is' . Th e
movement fro m th e objec t t o th e subject , fro m a  stable an d knowabl e out -
there to a n always-changin g receive r o f impressions , is a most controversia l
step in the movemen t fro m Victoria n t o modern.15 (Stil l in 199 5 a  reviewe r
preferred a  book b y a  learned amateu r t o the work o f virtually al l 'moder n
literary scholarship ' becaus e 'i t i s i n th e grea t traditio n o f criticis m whic h
attempts t o se e th e objec t a s i n itsel f i t reall y is'). 16 Wild e take s th e
progression fro m Arnoldia n disinterestednes s t o Pateria n impressionis m a
step further : no w th e criti c must se e the objec t a s in itsel f i t really i s not, i n
order t o escape the prison o f th e already-constructed , t o b e creative instea d
of imitative . Th e Wildea n criti c neithe r know s no r feel s th e world , bu t
makes it .

Of th e thre e positions , Arnold' s i s the mos t paradoxical : i n orde r no t t o
be affected b y or to affec t th e thing they see , disinterested critic s have to lif t
themselves b y th e intellectua l bootstrap s and , fro m tha t gravity-defyin g
position, perceive objects unchanged b y the angle of perception. By contrast,
Wilde's wa y ('t o se e th e objec t a s i n itsel f i t reall y i s not' ) sound s
commonsensical: i t preserve s th e objec t (whic h mus t b e i n orde r t o b e
misperceived) an d make s a  virtue o f creativ e subjectivity . Bu t we have see n
that Wilde pushes the matter further , t o claim for ar t a self-referentiality an d
for th e artis t a n autonom y exemp t fro m histor y and , b y tha t token , i n
danger o f irrelevance or solipsism .

Wilde practised th e inconsistenc y h e preached. I t shouldn' t b e surprising ,
then, tha t thes e claim s ar e i n star k contras t t o a  positio n h e ha d take n i n
1882-3, i n hi s American lectur e 'Th e Englis h Renaissanc e o f Art' : 'Fo r th e
artist . . . ther e i s no escape from th e bondag e o f the earth : there i s not eve n
the desire to escape . . . [T]ha t work i s most instinc t with spiritua l lif e whic h
conforms mos t clearl y t o th e perfec t fac t o f physica l life. ' I t i s als o i n
contrast t o almos t everythin g i n 'Th e Trut h o f Masks' , th e final  essa y i n
Intentions, excep t its conclusion:

Not that I agree with everything I have said in this essay. There is much with
which I  entirely disagree . The essay simply represents an artisti c standpoint ,
and i n aestheti c criticis m attitud e i s everything . Fo r i n ar t ther e i s n o suc h
thing as a universal truth . A Truth i n art i s that whose contradictory i s also
true. An d jus t a s i t i s onl y i n art-criticism , an d throug h it , tha t w e ca n
apprehend th e Platoni c theor y o f ideas , s o i t i s onl y i n art-criticism , an d
through it , tha t w e a n realiz e Hegel' s syste m o f contraries . Th e truth s o f
metaphysics are the truths of masks. (CW  1173)

The mixtur e o f whi m an d scholarshi p i s i n keepin g wit h th e ton e o f
Intentions throughout . Th e repetitio n o f th e ide a o f masks , o f th e multi -
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plicity o f personality , o f self-contradictio n a s a  virtue , al l mak e th e fina l
paragraph o f 'Th e Trut h o f Masks ' a n appropriat e fina l paragrap h fo r
Intentions. But the retraction i s not just a witty gesture: it states a real fact .
Between the first publication of the essay in 1885 as 'Shakespeare and Stage
Costume' (Nineteenth  Century) and revision for Intentions  in 1891 , Wilde
had change d hi s mind, o r reshuffle d hi s terms. A book tha t open s with a
recently written defence of art's autonomy and a rejection of historicity ends
with an older essay in defence of historical accuracy in stage design.

'The Trut h o f Masks ' i s th e weakest , an d mos t scholarly , essa y i n
Intentions. Demonstrating that Shakespeare was interested in the impressive
and expressive possibilities o f theatrical spectacle , Wilde draws the conclu-
sion tha t onl y technologica l limitation s kep t Shakespear e fro m employin g
the ful l panopl y o f stag e effect s availabl e t o th e lat e nineteenth-centur y
theatre. Specifically , Shakespear e was , a s fa r a s condition s allowed , a
theatrical 'archaeologist' : on e who believe s that stag e costum e an d desig n
should accuratel y reflec t th e time an d plac e o f th e play' s fiction , howeve r
remote or fantastic.

Wilde posed mor e interestingly a s a Shakespearian whe n h e wrote 'Th e
Portrait o f M r W . H. ' (1889) , his daring fabl e ostensibl y abou t 'th e onli e
begetter' of Shakespeare's Sonnets but also about the subjectivity of reading,
the indeterminacy of language, and - t o appropriate words he would use in
the trials o f 189 5 ~  t ne 'grea t affectio n o f an elde r fo r a  younger ma n .. .
[which is ] so muc h misunderstoo d tha t i t may b e described a s the "Lov e
that dar e no t spea k it s name" . . . \ 1 7 Bu t in 188 5 theatrica l 'archaeology '
was controversial , an d Wild e love d controvers y a s muc h a s h e love d
Shakespeare. Hi s defenc e o f archaeolog y wa s consisten t wit h som e o f hi s
aesthetic principles : he emphasise d th e nee d fo r 'harmony ' an d 'unity ' o f
effect, an d he called for an individual mind - wha t eventually would be the
director (i n America) or producer (i n England) - t o make the elements of a
production cohere . Bu t he als o emphasise d accuracy , fact , realism : every-
thing he rejects in 'The Decay of Lying'.

In revisio n h e gav e th e essa y it s newl y paradoxica l title , adde d th e
disclaimer i n the las t paragraph , and made on e other change : wherever in
the original article the word 'realism ' or its cognates appeared, he changed
the word to 'illusion' , so that, for instance , Shakespeare's 'realisti c method'
became his 'illusionistic method'. The difference betwee n reality and illusion
in art might amount to an emendation.

For a  conventiona l critic , suc h inconsistenc y coul d b e disastrous . Bu t
Wilde, rejecting th e idea of a  unified an d self-possessed subjectivity , claims
inconsistency as a virtue - 'W e are never more true to ourselves than when
we are inconsistent' ('The Critic as Artist') - an d takes Emerson's 'Whim' as
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his motto ('Th e Decay of Lying'). Wilde's criticism succeeds or fails les s as
philosophy tha n a s performance , whic h i s it s ow n proof ; an d hi s perfor -
mance make s comi c turns ou t o f standard s w e use to judg e conventiona l
criticism -  sincerity , originalit y (whic h presume s mor e stabilit y tha n th e
Wildean performance allows) , consistency. 'Pen, Pencil and Poison', another
of the essays in Intentions, is an instance. Ostensibly it is a critical biography
in prais e o f Thoma s Griffith s Wainewright , wh o wa s a  poet , painte r an d
art-critic, 'bu t als o a  forger o f no mean o r ordinar y capabilities , and a s a
subtle an d secre t poisone r almos t withou t riva l i n thi s o r an y age ' (CW
1093). A n aesthet e wh o poisone d hi s niec e becaus e he r ankle s wer e fat ,
Wainewright could be the demonstration of the claim 'that the sphere of Art
and the sphere of Ethics are absolutely distinct and separate' ('The Critic as
Artist'). Hi s forger y i s no t a  crim e i f 'insincerit y i s simpl y a  metho d b y
which w e ca n multipl y ou r personalities ' ('Th e Criti c a s Artist') . A s th e
narrator o f 'Th e Portrai t o f M r W . H. ' says , 't o censur e a n artis t fo r a
forgery [is ] t o confus e a n ethica l wit h a n aestheti c problem ' (C W 302) .
Wainewright's crimes , Wilde says , 'gave a  stron g personalit y t o hi s style'
(CW1106).

The surprise , then , i s tha t Wilde' s attitud e toward s Wainewrigh t i s
unclear - or , less surprisingly, that i t is impossible to say when he is being
sincere o r insincere . His deadpan styl e annihilate s th e opposition betwee n
those categories. The narrative pose of scholarly judiciousness allows small
touches o f incongruit y o r exces s t o unsettl e obviou s ironies . Literar y
tradition - fo r instance, the example of Swift's 'Modes t Proposal' - suggest s
that the reader's job is to reject the shocking initial assumption, that there is
no differenc e betwee n ar t an d crime . Bu t th e evidenc e o f Wilde' s ow n
writing, the statement, for instance , that 'Wha t i s termed Sin is an essential
element o f progress ' ('Th e Criti c as Artist'), suggests tha t w e should leav e
the initial assumption where we found it . One modern critic says that Wilde
adopts 'Wainewrigh t as a kindred spirit , a precursor o f aestheticism, and a
dandy'.18 Another , conversely , say s that 'Pen , Penci l an d Poison ' satirise s
aestheticism as 'a limited conception of social life and a dangerously isolated
egotism', an d onl y pretend s t o adop t Wainewright' s ide a o f 'culture'. 19

Wilde's satire is poised two-square for both readings, and more.
Wilde had been trying to have things both, or all , ways at least since the

eighties, when h e dresse d lik e a  clow n t o preac h beaut y i n Americ a an d
risked the audience's laughter; the dissonance of his performance, absurdl y
sublime, wa s a  calculate d effect . I n Intentions,  th e dissonanc e i s mor e
subtle, but in all Wilde's performances th e sublime and the ridiculous, like
sincerity an d insincerity , o r lik e illusio n an d reality , ar e no t necessaril y
opposites. For some readers, De Profundis is his greatest work because it is
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the one in which h e realised fo r th e first tim e in his life the vita l importanc e
of bein g earnest . Fo r othe r readers , De Profundis  i s 'the artisti c essay o f a n
artist . . . [i n which] he was stil l playing with ideas, playing with emotions'. 20

Such divisio n o f opinio n i s the expectabl e fat e fo r a  write r wh o claime d t o
have realise d hi s personalit y i n multiplicity . Th e funnies t and , wit h hind -
sight, most chilling line in 'Pen, Pencil and Poison ' is the one in which Wilde
acknowledges th e dange r o f hi s performance : o f Wainewright' s imprison -
ment fo r a  crim e committe d thirtee n year s earlier , Wild e writes , 'Th e
permanence o f personalit y i s a  ver y subtl e metaphysica l problem , an d
certainly th e Englis h la w solve s th e questio n i n a n extremel y rough-and -
ready manner' (CW1104) .

A fe w month s befor e th e appearanc e o f Intentions  bu t to o lat e t o b e
included i n it , Wild e publishe d 'Th e Sou l o f Ma n Unde r Socialism' . Th e
paradox o f th e essay' s titl e i s amplifie d b y it s contents : 'Socialis m . . . will
lead to individualism', and the model individualist i s Christ, whose 'messag e
. . . t o ma n wa s simpl y "B e thyself" ' (CW  1179) . Wilde's decisio n t o writ e
on socialis m ma y hav e bee n influence d b y the succes s th e previou s yea r o f
the Fabian Essays, t o which G. B. Shaw was the most prominent contributor .
But Wilde's socialis m ha s littl e i n common wit h tha t o f the Fabia n Society ,
which was founded o n a reverence for the 'facts ' Wilde everywhere disdains .
And i t ha s littl e i n commo n wit h classica l Marxism . Wild e doe s loo k
forward t o th e abolitio n o f privat e property , bu t fo r a n unmarxia n reason :
property crushe s th e individualis m o f it s possessors . An d fo r th e sam e
unmarxian reason he looks forward t o the withering away of the state:

Individualism .. . i s what throug h Socialis m w e ar e t o attain . A s a  natura l
result the State must give up all idea of government. It must give it up because,
as a wise man once said many centuries before Christ , there is such a thing as
leaving mankin d alone ; ther e i s n o suc h thin g a s governin g mankind . All
modes of government are  failures. ( CW 1181)

The 'wis e man ' o f Wilde' s socialis m i s not Mar x bu t th e sag e Chuang-tzu .
Wilde's 'socialism ' i s ahistorical , o r i t exist s afte r history' s end , whe n
ideology i n n o wa y mediate s eithe r individua l existenc e o r relationship s
between individuals . 'Th e Sou l o f Man ' refuse s t o recognis e an y shapin g
force more powerful tha n the individual imagination .

'Is this Utopian?', as Wilde himsel f ask s about his imperious deman d tha t
machines do all the dirty work i n the future. And he answers himself:

A map of the world that does not include Utopia i s not worth even glancing
at, for it leaves out the one country at which Humanity is always landing. And
when Humanit y land s there , i t looks out , and , seein g a  bette r country , set s
sail. Progress is the realisation of Utopias. (C W 1184)
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The individualis m o f 'Th e Sou l o f Man ' is , in part , a  defensiv e reactio n t o
the vilificatio n h e suffere d fo r The  Picture  of  Dorian  Gray:  i n Wilde' s
anarchic socialis t Utopia , artist s wil l b e responsibl e onl y t o themselves ,
unmolested b y a  badl y brough t u p publi c o r wage-hungr y journalists . In
light o f hi s imprisonment , however , hi s ple a t o leav e other s alon e a s w e
would b e lef t alon e reveal s it s urgentl y wide r applicability , t o sexua l
minorities an d t o al l dissiden t o r marginalise d people . 'Ar t i s th e mos t
intense form o f Individualism tha t the world ha s known' write s Wilde (C W
1184); and whe n everyon e i s realised a s an individual , everyon e wil l b e a n
artist.

This conspectu s o f Wilde a s criti c and theoris t ha s stresse d hi s performa -
tive qualities, acknowledged hi s inconsistency an d allowe d hi m the virtue of
insincerity. 'The Soul of Man' i s typically Wildean in all these matters, but i t
is als o typica l i n it s generosit y and , despit e hi s bes t efforts , it s shee r goo d
sense. Lik e al l Wilde' s bes t prose , it s epigrammati c surfac e repel s analysi s
and tempt s on e to quotation . 'Th e onl y way to ge t rid o f a  temptation i s to
yield t o it' , a s Osca r Wild e said . Therefore , fro m 'Th e Sou l o f Ma n Unde r
Socialism': ' a communit y i s infinitel y mor e brutalise d b y th e habitua l
employment o f punishment, than i t is by the occasional occurrence of crime'
(CW 1182.) ; 'Selfishness i s not living as one wishes to live, it is asking other s
to liv e as one wishes to live ' (C W 1194) ; 'Pleasure i s Nature's test , her sig n
of approval . Whe n ma n i s happy , h e i s i n harmon y wit h himsel f an d hi s
environment' (CW1197) .
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Wilde's fiction(s)

To tal k abou t Wilde' s fiction , i s to tal k abou t everything , fo r Osca r Wild e
was his own bes t work o f art .

Born an d educate d i n Ireland , Wild e cam e fro m a  countr y whic h give s a
privileged statu s t o fiction. In  th e word s o f hi s predecessor , Willia m
Carleton, meditatin g o n 'Paddy's ' skil l a t th e alibi : 'Fictio n i s th e basi s o f
society, th e bon d o f commercia l prosperity , th e channe l o f communicatio n
between natio n an d nation , an d no t unfrequentl y th e interprete r betwee n a
man an d hi s own conscience.' 1 I t follows that , i f fiction  i s the ver y stuf f b y
which societ y i s made, Wilde could only become a  writer -  an d a n Irishma n
- i n England. Onl y there coul d h e create himsel f throug h th e fictions  whic h
formed 'th e channe l o f communicatio n betwee n natio n an d nation' , th e
stereotypes by which one understood the other .

A membe r o f th e leadin g clas s know n a s Anglo-Irish , Wild e create d
himself b y livin g o n bot h side s o f th e hyphen . I f i n Ireland , hi s famil y ha d
been a  quee r kin d o f Englis h peopl e -  a t onc e upholder s o f th e embattle d
British regim e and , a t the same time , more Iris h than th e Iris h themselves -
in England, Wilde became a queer kind of Irishman .

Arriving i n Oxfor d fro m Dublin , Wild e bea t th e scholar s a t thei r ow n
game, scoopin g a  Doubl e First . Althoug h bor n o f th e 'gentry ' i n Ireland ,
Wilde assume d th e statu s o f a n Englis h aristocrat , leisured , extravagant ,
charming an d mannered . I f thes e virtue s wer e exaggerated , i t wa s onl y t o
give a  doubl e edg e t o th e performance , parodyin g a s wel l th e stereotyp e o f
the Irish : lazy , improvident , charmin g an d witty . A s Matthe w Arnol d
trenchantly observed , th e Iris h had , b y thei r ver y nature , mor e i n commo n
with th e Englis h uppe r clas s tha n eithe r o f the m hel d wit h th e hard -
working, thrifty an d dour English middle class.2

Setting the stam p o n tha t collusion , Wilde made himsel f ove r a s a dandy ,
one who , a s a  leisure d outsider , sough t t o establis h (i n th e word s o f
Baudelaire) ' a ne w kin d o f aristocracy'. 3 Despisin g th e ver y societ y int o
which h e seeks initiation, the dandy takes his revenge by creating himsel f i n
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its image, miming its clothes, its manners an d mannerisms . ('Imitation' , a s
Wilde observed , 'ca n b e mad e th e sinceres t for m o f insult ' (CW  1086) .
Inherently exaggerated , suc h mimicr y expose s th e fissure s o f it s ow n
performance: th e doubl e standard s o n whic h i t rests . Wha t th e dand y
performs i s a kind of psychic jujitsu -  h e 'throws people' by using the force
of their attitude to defeat them . In effect, b y means of his performance th e
dandy gets his audience to share his contempt for itself.

By these methods, the dand y fashions himsel f literall y a t the expense of
his audience , thu s comin g t o represen t th e transaction s b y whic h th e
powerless, the nobodies, assume power and importance. As was said of the
great Beau Brummell : 'He was a  nobody, who made himself a  somebody ,
and gav e the la w to everybody.' 4 Hi s pursui t i s of power ; hi s styl e no t a
mere ac t o f homag e t o fashio n but , i n fact , a  passionat e revol t agains t
convention itself. Revolt is not repudiation. Its potency relies on the force of
what i t repudiates. As another exponen t o f dandyism , Barbey d'Aurevilly ,
observed: 'Dandyism, while still respecting the conventionalities, plays with
them. While admitting their power, it suffers fro m an d revenges itself upon
them, an d plead s them a s an excus e agains t themselves ; dominates an d i s
dominated by them in turn.'5

It is this reciprocity o f turn an d counterturn , the implicit structure o f an
act o f provocatio n an d revenge , upo n whic h I  wis h t o focu s i n th e
performance of Wilde's dandyism.

COUNTERSPEECH

Having come to the centre from the periphery, Wilde arrived as an outsider,
attuned t o the doublespeak o f the Empire a t home. Empirespeak mirrore d
its master. Just a s the Englishman pride d himsel f o n hi s integrity, Empire-
speak presented itsel f a s single, insistent an d sincere . It was spoken i n one
tone, without nuance or irony; and it was the voice of passion, commitment
and command -  th e voice of what passes as truth. I t speaks the big words
that me n di e fo r -  God , King , Country . An d i t presume s unanimou s
consent. To this single, passionate voice, Wilde thus proposes another: one
that speaks double, in the ironical and self-cancelling wit of the dandy.

In creating himsel f throug h thi s voice, Wilde drew on the resonances of
his ow n cultura l heritage . Growin g u p i n a  Britis h colony , h e had (inevi -
tably) become conscious of its methods of linguistic control: those directed,
through th e colonia l regime , to indoctrinatin g th e tenet s o f Empirespeak .
Wilde's Irish background made him forever suspicious of official cant . In his
one sustained politica l critiqu e o f British society , 'The Sou l of Man unde r
Socialism', Wild e comment s tha t 'on e o f th e result s o f th e extraordinar y
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tyranny of authority is that words are absolutely distorted from their proper
and simpl e meaning , an d ar e use d t o expres s th e obvers e o f thei r righ t
signification' (C W 1194).

Such a n insigh t coul d onl y b e won fro m a  radica l estrangemen t -  no t
merely from th e father country , but from th e father-tongue. Wilde came to
manhood in a colony where the peasants (as he later recalled) were bilingual
(L 483) . Durin g hi s lifetime , whe n the y live d unde r th e compulsio n o f
adopting a  foreign tongue , he had witnessed a  policy of what ca n only be
called linguistic terrorism. Wilde himself had learned a little Irish during the
long holidays with his family in County Mayo (his own son, Vyvyan, recalls
him singing him a lullaby in Gaelic.)6 He was also, in his own style, aware
of 'Celtic ' deviations i n occasional turns o f phrase ( L 2.89). As a writer, i t
was the issue of language which sealed Wilde's sense of displacement; as he
wrote t o Edmon d d e Goncourt : 'Fran^ai s d e sympathie , j e sui s Irlandai s
de race, et les Anglais m'ont condamne a parler le langage de Shakespeare'
(L303).

Wilde escaped tha t fat e b y writing Salome  in French. When he returned
from Pari s to London to make himself as a writer, it was as a double agent,
one who , under cove r o f wit , turned th e doublespea k o f Empir e bac k o n
itself. T o plo t Wilde' s caree r i n counterspeech , on e mus t begi n wit h hi s
subversion of the sentence.

APHORISMS GON E WILD E

Wilde made himself through the quip: the quotable one-liner. Examination
of the ways he composed (suc h as the drafts o f his plays) suggest s that he
began wit h a  serie s o f witt y phrases , joke s o r pun s an d shuffle d the m
around betwee n character s -  an d eve n betwee n othe r texts . Onc e h e had
coined a  phrase, it was likely to reappear anywhere. 7 Thus Wilde became
his own best plagiarist, improvising on a series of lines he kept in his head, a
worker in an oral tradition of his own creation.

It i s important t o not e tha t Wild e cam e from a  culture which , on bot h
sides of the Anglo-Irish divide , prided itsel f (an d to some extent, stil l does)
on being able to turn a phrase. Arriving at Oxford, Wilde entered a culture
which wa s literate , an d distruste d th e oral ; whic h wa s solemn , an d
distrusted wit ; which wa s threatened , an d police d th e borderline s o f suc h
contentious issue s a s gende r b y a  regim e o f refle x platitudes : thos e 'for -
mulas' which, as Matthew Arnold observed, the Englishman 'has always at
hand in order to save himself the trouble of thinking'.8

Those 'formulas ' wer e sentence s i n al l denotation s o f th e word : a
grammatical uni t whic h expresse d a n opinio n a s i f i t were a n axio m -  a
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judgement which , posing as a kind of eternal truth, condemned al l opposing
opinion a s untruth . Enforcin g socia l consensus , suc h aphorism s wer e
deployed as a kind of border patrol to keep distinct such areas as 'good' and
'bad', 'manly ' an d 'womanly' , 'trivial ' and 'important' . In  the society of the
late Empire , i t i s alon g thes e front s tha t th e linguisti c battle s wer e bein g
fought.

Despising safety , Wilde turned the linguistic front int o a  kind of no man's
land.9 H e di d no t fight  by the rules -  wha t h e was fighting  were  th e rules.
His methods wer e strictly those of guerrilla warfare . Camouflagin g hi s own
attack i n the language o f the enemy, he blew i t up. Take, fo r instance , thi s
instance from 'Phrase s and Philosophies for the Use of the Young': 'Wicked -
ness i s a  myt h invente d b y goo d peopl e t o accoun t fo r th e curiou s
attractiveness o f others' (CW 1244). In other words , 'good ' people often try
to discredi t attractiv e peopl e -  presumabl y fo r the threat the y pos e t o thei r
goodness -  b y callin g the m 'wicked' . I n doin g so , 'good ' peopl e o f cours e
also discredite d themselve s a s bein g 'good' : precisel y th e kin d o f self -
cancelling oxymoro n b y which th e dand y detonate s th e self-satisfie d plati -
tudes of his audience.

They are , i n effect , hois t o n thei r ow n cliche : amuse d a t thei r ow n
expense. Wild e i s abl e t o d o thi s precisel y becaus e h e use s th e languag e
of hi s audienc e -  a  languag e alread y faithless , th e languag e o f commo n
double-talk. I n Wilde , Thoma s Man n discovere d muc h o f th e essentia l
Nietzsche, hi s 'furiou s wa r o n morality' , an d hi s transvaluatio n o f mora l
into aestheti c values. 10 Bu t Wild e di d no t hav e Nietzsche ; no r di d h e
need him . Victoria n hypocris y wa s i n itsel f a  transvaluatio n o f values .
What Wild e di d wa s t o expos e th e sleigh t o f han d whereb y on e se t o f
values counterfeite d another ; whereb y th e contro l o f art , an d certainl y o f
Wilde, becam e a n agend a -  a s i t di d i n hi s trial s -  o f socia l an d politica l
control:

EDWARD CARSON : Listen , sir . Here i s one of th e 'Phrase s an d Philosophies '
which you contributed t o this magazine: 'Wickedness i s a myth invented by
good peopl e to account fo r the curious attractivenes s o f others. ' You think
that true?
OSCAR WILDE: I rarely think that anything I write is true.

Wilde was sent to prison fo r a breach of the Criminal Law Amendment Act
of 188 5 which mad e indecencie s betwee n men , even i n private , a  crimina l
offence. Bu t (i t ma y b e argued ) Wild e condemne d himsel f b y hi s perfor -
mance in the dock. One might even say, he sentenced himself by challenging
the very status of truth itself .
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THE GOSPE L A C C O R D I N G T O WILD E

Truth fo r th e Britis h cultur e o f th e da y wa s a  matte r o f authority : o f th e
moral fundamentalism o f a  middle-class consensus as to what was right an d
wrong, true an d false . It s self-righteousness wa s characterise d b y Arnold a s
deriving fro m it s 'Hebraic ' roots . Culturally , it s sourc e par  excellence  wa s
the 'Authorise d Version ' o f th e Bibl e -  commissione d b y Kin g Jame s I  i n
1604 t o consolidat e th e ne w Establishe d Church , named , significantly , th e
Anglican.

To advanc e onesel f a s th e autho r o f a n alternativ e Bibl e wa s -  nakedl y
- t o pu t unde r questio n th e ver y basi s o f Britis h authority , bot h o f churc h
and state . (A s Wilde quipped : 'Beer , th e Bibl e an d th e seve n deadl y virtue s
have mad e ou r Englan d wha t i t is ' (CW  140). ) Th e authorit y o f th e Bibl e
itself ha d bee n challenge d b y biblica l scholar s sinc e th e earl y decade s o f
the century . Thei r scrutin y ha d bee n take n int o accoun t i n th e productio n
of a  ne w Revise d Tex t whic h ha d appeare d o f th e Ne w Testamen t i n
1881 an d th e Ol d Testamen t i n 1885 . Osca r Wild e decide d t o rewrit e i t
completely.

Perhaps i t i s (as one schola r claims ) th e mos t neglecte d biographica l ite m
in Oscar Wilde' s life that h e was the nephew o f three clergymen. Wilde ha d
been a  brillian t studen t o f Classica l literature ; while a t Oxfor d h e had als o
engaged i n clos e textua l stud y o f th e Ne w Testament . Wor k i n eithe r field
would hav e alerte d hi m t o th e ora l natur e o f th e writte n text : it s original ,
variable, improvise d for m no w fossilise d b y almos t tw o millenni a o f
controversy an d diktat . A s a n Irishman , Wild e cam e fro m on e o f th e mos t
oral cultures in Europe. He made himself through hi s talk, and i t was to talk
that h e returne d th e mos t litera l o f text s i n hi s version s o f th e saying s o f
Jesus.

To return these stories to their ora l form was a radical act , a strike agains t
the axiom of the Bible's origin in a single, inscribed text, and a  strike agains t
the ver y groun d o f sacre d authorship , authorise d b y centurie s o f officia l
imprimatur. I t i s precisel y tha t institutionalisatio n o f th e Wor d t o whic h
Wilde objecte d a s a  si n agains t th e Spirit , observin g bitterl y t o Coulso n
Kernahan, 'I t i s can t an d officialdo m . . . whic h i s keepin g th e me n an d
women who think out of the churches today. It is cant', he continued ,

which mor e than anythin g els e stands betwee n the m an d Christ . Shal l I  tell
you what is my greatest ambition - mor e even than an ambition - th e dream
of m y life ? No t t o b e remembere d hereafte r a s a n artist , poet , thinker , o r
playwright, but as the man who reclothed the sublimest conception which the
world has ever known - th e Salvation o f Humanity, the Sacrifice o f Himself
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upon th e Cros s b y Chris t -  wit h ne w an d burnin g words , wit h ne w an d
illuminating symbols , with new and divine vision, free fro m th e accretions of
cant which the centuries have gathered aroun d it . I should thereby b e giving
the worl d bac k agai n th e greates t gif t eve r give n t o mankin d sinc e Chris t
Himself gav e it , peerless and pure two thousand years ago - th e pure gift of
Christianity as taught by Christ.

'Yes,' h e wen t on , ' I hop e befor e I  di e t o writ e th e Epi c o f th e Cross , th e
Iliad of Christianity, which shall live for al l time'.11

In 'the Iliad of Christianity' , Wilde would have chanted the reconciliatio n
of Hellenism an d Hebraism , o f Socrate s an d Christ : the kind o f amalgama -
tion o f th e paga n an d authorise d religiou s practice whic h wa s i n hi s time a
commonplace i n rura l Ireland . The n frowne d upo n officially , th e ritual s o f
the 'patter n day' , o f visitin g hol y wells  an d climbin g sacre d mountains ,
persist t o thi s da y i n Irelan d i n th e nam e o f Christianity . Thes e opposin g
cultures, mingling i n his native Ireland , offere d th e fruitfu l conflic t o f man y
of Wilde' s pros e poems . Or , a s Andr e Gid e observed , Wilde' s 'mos t
ingenious apologues , hi s most disturbin g ironie s were designe d t o brin g th e
two ethic s fac e t o fac e wit h on e another , I  mea n paga n naturalis m an d
Christian idealism , and to put the latter ou t of countenance'. 12

As Wilde intended, hi s prose poems have the status of parables. They ai m
to overturn ; the y procee d a s precise , almos t mechanical , inversion s o f th e
audience's expectations . Thei r for m i s oral , wit h a  cadencin g o f perfec t
music. Ofte n the y exis t i n severa l versions , adjuste d accordin g t o differen t
audiences an d differen t contexts ; a  ful l collectio n i s stil l t o b e made . Thei r
value, however , i s evident . Thes e ar e th e kernel s fro m whic h th e large r
fictions grow : such as The  Picture  of  Dorian Gray,  whic h i s little more tha n
a literary elaboration o f such a slight, but pregnant, tale .

Also, more significantly , thes e fables allo w us to understand th e source of
much o f Wilde' s power : hi s us e o f a n authorise d languag e i n suc h a  wa y
that i t subverts itself. 'The Doer o f Good ' has effectively destroye d a  man b y
saving hi s lif e -  bu t no t teachin g hi m ho w t o live . Salome  explore s ho w
desire, bot h eroti c an d religious , i s perverte d withi n a  rottin g colonia l
regime. It s plot , character s an d languag e ar e derive d (i n th e Englis h
translation) fro m th e Authorise d Version ; i t wa s banne d b y th e Lor d
Chancellor fro m th e Britis h stag e o n th e ground s o f blasphemy . Thes e
grounds ar e exact; it was not so much the contempt fo r th e Bible that Wild e
was demonstrating , bu t a  clai m t o th e sam e attribute s o f authorit y whic h
offered th e ground s o f offence . Wild e di d no t onl y attac k sacre d texts ; h e
aspired t o rewrit e the m a s well, saying o f the Bible : 'When I  think o f al l the
harm that book has done, I despair o f ever writing anything to equal it.' 13

I O I
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TELLING TALE S

Wilde's first official expedition s into literary fiction are misleadingly slight .
From 188 7 onwards , h e publishe d a  serie s o f storie s designe d a s ligh t
entertainment; mos t ar e grouped unde r th e rubric o f 'fair y tales' . Like his
famous one-liner s an d hi s parables , Wilde' s shorte r fictions  ar e ora l i n
origin an d ar e writte n a s performance s whic h explor e fissures in Wilde' s
own comple x fate : a s Irishma n turne d English ; dand y becom e father ;
husband converted to illicit lover.

To some extent, the rubric 'fairy story ' does, in all its resonances, respond
to each of these categories: as tales from Irish folklore; as fables for children;
as encoded narrative s o f homoeroti c desire . All, while posing a s innocent ,
were dangerous; all drew their inspiration fro m a  degraded culture , driven
underground -  whethe r tha t o f the 'littl e people' , fairies o r children , or of
the emerging gay subculture of the 1880s . It is from the margins of society,
from th e perspectiv e o f th e poor , th e colonised , th e disreputabl e an d
dispossessed, that these stories must be read.

In composing his stories, Wilde drew on the collection of folk-tales made
by hi s father , Si r Willia m Wilde , an d publishe d afte r hi s deat h b y Lad y
Wilde. As one critic observes, when folk-tale collector s such as Sir William
Wilde or Douglas Hyde took down the tales of pre-literate peasants in the
west, the y wer e 'engagin g i n somethin g mor e tha n a n anthropologica l o r
literary exercise ; the y wer e makin g a  statemen t o f cultura l an d politica l
Nationalism'.14 Osca r Wilde was thus, in publishing hi s tales, associating
himself wit h suc h Protestan t nationalist s a s hi s parents , Lad y Gregory ,
William Butler Yeats and John Synge. By linking themselves with a despised,
indigenous and pre-literate culture , these writers identified Irelan d with (in
Yeats's words) 'the unwritten tradition which binds the unlettered .. . to the
beginning of time and the foundation of the world'.15

Wilde foun d th e for m o f hi s tale s a s h e talke d them . Writin g a n
introduction t o The  Happy Prince  and  Other  Fairy  Tales in 1923 , Yeats
observed of Wilde that 'when I remember him with pleasure it is always the
talker I  remembe r Th e furthe r Wild e goe s i n hi s writing s fro m th e
method o f speech, from improvisation , from sympath y with some especial
audience, the less original he is, the less accomplished.'16 Yeat s considered
that Wilde had, in writing down what he himself considered 'the best story
in the world' ('The Doer of Good'), 'spoiled it with the verbal decoration of
his epoch, and I have to repeat it to myself as I first heard it, before I can see
its terrible beauty'.17

What the reader has today in Wilde's shorter fictions is, then, a hybrid: a
literary fairy tale . As such, it reflects accuratel y the situation of diglossia in
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his native culture. Wilde was writing at a turning-point for Ireland when, of
two divergen t culture s -  th e rura l an d oral , th e urba n an d literat e -  th e
balance was beginning to be tipped towards the latter. But insofar a s Wilde
drew on a tradition considered primitive and degraded, his tales - a s a first
major literar y venture - ar e also the means by which he invented himself as
an Irish writer for an English audience.

In comparison with Yeats's Fairy and Folk Tales of the Irish Peasantry -
published in the same year as Wilde's The Happy Prince and Other Tales -
Wilde's constructio n o f hi s Irishness i s circumspect an d oblique , refracte d
through th e literary tradition o f the Anglo-Irish gentry , rather tha n draw n
from th e pure springs of native folklore . What marks Wilde as a writer of
his class is his preference fo r fantas y ove r realism; for a  narrative line that
operates on several levels and is itself suspended and complicated by a series
of digressions; for a  fracture betwee n plot and discourse, in which action is
suspended indefinitel y fo r a  kind o f logorrhea , to the exten t tha t th e only
interest of the tale is an engagement of language with itself as a kind of pure
verbal decoration.

Such disengagement of language from 'reality ' or plot is in fact the subject
of 'The Remarkable Rocket' . The Rocket is remarkable literally because of
his remarks on himself: his declaration of success in spite of the evident fact
of splutterin g failure . Th e Rocke t thu s represent s a n extrem e cas e o f
counterspeak, in which speech itself i s granted the power to counter, i f not
transform, reality . I n itself , Wilde' s tal e migh t hav e bee n writte n a s a n
exemplar o f wha t Matthe w Arnol d calle d th e Celti c revol t agains t 'th e
despotism of fact'. 18

Elsewhere, speec h literall y enjoin s a n alternat e reality . I n 'Lor d Arthu r
Savile's Crime' , th e dir e predictio n o f th e chiromantist , M r Podgers ,
prescribes th e plot : Lord Arthu r Savil e only seek s to fulfi l hi s fate a s i f i t
were a duty (and , in so doing, satirises the whole notion o f moral choice).
Other tale s abide by the logic of folklore , demonstratin g th e power o f the
spoken wish. Thus, the swallow responds to the pleas of the Happy Prince,
even unto death . The devoted frien d interpret s hi s exploitation withi n th e
terms o f hi s exploiter' s self-justif y ing logic . The spontaneou s outburs t o f
Dorian Gra y seal s his fate lon g before h e comes upon the 'fata l book' . In
each tale, the spoken is primary; it dictates what is to be inscribed as plot.

'The Fisherma n an d hi s Soul ' bes t exemplifie s th e terribl e powe r o f
words. There, the wish o f the fisherman that hi s soul be exiled s o that he
may love his merman-wife, is countered by the words of the soul, who seeks
to win back the fisherman - t o hi s mortal destruction . The style by which
the sou l seduce s the fisherman may be only described a s Asiatic: jewelled,
ornamented, heavil y allusive to the exotic allure of the East . By its means,
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Wilde defines th e 'other ' o f the fairy tal e in a  mode which might be called
Celtic orientalism. As England lies to the east of Ireland, and is to the Irish a
symbol o f corruptio n (commonl y referred t o a s 'Babylon') , so the orienta l
defines fo r Wild e the lif e o f luxury , the lif e o f the senses , indulged b y the
spoils o f Empire , exemplified b y those esoteri c collections consolidate d i n
his centur y b y th e Kensingto n (late r Victori a an d Albert ) an d Britis h
Museums.19 Yeats employed the same metaphor when he commented that ,
to the young Wilde fresh fro m Dublin , the English aristocracy 'wer e as the
nobles of Baghdad'.20

In othe r stories , the depredations o f Empire , the stark contras t betwee n
obscene luxur y an d appallin g poverty , form th e hidde n subtex t o f tw o of
Wilde's stronges t tales , 'Th e Happ y Prince ' an d 'Th e Youn g King' . 'Th e
Happy Prince ' is a statue of lead covered with gold leaf: an apt representa-
tion of the gilded dross of Empire. Appalled by the poverty about him, the
Prince insists that a  sparrow carry his jewelled embellishments - th e last of
which ar e hi s eye s -  t o th e poo r t o alleviat e thei r suffering . I n th e end ,
stripped of his superficial glory , the statue of the Prince, now declared ugly,
is torn down by the Town Councillors.

The Youn g King , disowne d b y hi s father , ha d bee n brough t u p i n th e
provinces by a poor goatherd. Dying, his father sends for him and reinstates
him t o hi s rightfu l place , th e palace , a  plac e ric h wit h th e spoil s o f hi s
Empire, an inventory of which (as one early critic commented) 'reads for all
the world like an extract from a  catalogue at Christie's'.21 There the Young
King indulges his love of beauty, ordering for his coronation a  robe of gold
tissue, a ruby-studded crown and a sceptre with rings of pearls. That night,
three dream s com e t o him , each a  harrowin g tablea u o f th e 'slaves ' who
sicken an d di e t o weav e th e robe , min e th e rubies , div e fo r th e pearls .
Awaking, th e Youn g Kin g refuse s t o inves t himself : 'Fo r o n th e loo m of
sorrow, an d b y th e whit e hand s o f Pain , ha s thi s m y rob e bee n woven .
There is Blood in the heart of the ruby, and Death in the heart of the pearl'
(CW 2.19). Thus speaking, he dresses himself in his leathern tunic and rough
sheepskin coat and, taking his rude shepherd's staff, walks to the Cathedral.
Mocked b y his people, rebuked b y the Bishop, the Young King prays and ,
praying, is transformed int o an image of a transfigured Christ .

Too ofte n thi s tale, which has the predictability o f it s well-worn plot , is
passed ove r a s a n anodyn e Sunday-schoo l fantasy . Wha t moder n reader s
miss is the 'bitter satire ' identified b y a friend o f Wilde's, one who appeared
to read th e stor y from Wilde' s own perspective a s an Irishman. 22 Comin g
from th e modes t wealt h o f Dublin , London' s obscen e luxury , it s conspic-
uous waste, could only provide a corrosive contrast to the extreme poverty
Wilde had seen in post-Famine Ireland, particularly on his visits as a child to

104



Wilde's fiction(s)

the west . Hi s parents , havin g live d throug h th e Famine , were critica l o f a n
imperial regime which had , through commercia l greed and politica l indiffer -
ence, allowe d larg e number s o f th e peopl e o f it s neares t colon y t o starve ,
while foo d wa s openl y exporte d abroad . 'I n peace' , hi s peopl e tel l th e
Young King, 'the rich make slaves of the poor. '

We tread out the grapes, and another drinks the wine. We sow the corn, and
our ow n board i s empty. We have chains, though no eye beholds them; and
we are slaves, though men call us free. (CW  zi6)

The first  critic s o f 'Th e Youn g King ' identifie d i t a s 'Socialist' 23 an d
indeed th e kerne l o f Wilde' s essa y i s here , i n th e imag e o f Chris t a s
revolutionary, a n adversar y o f persona l propert y an d prophe t o f persona l
freedom. Maske d a s a  child' s story . 'Th e Youn g King ' di d no t caus e th e
offence o f 'Th e Sou l of Man unde r Socialism ' (publishe d earlie r i n the sam e
year). In  th e opinio n o f on e o f Wilde' s earlies t biographers , tha t essa y
'aroused th e secre t enmity o f the rich an d powerfu l classes ' and , in the end ,
did Wilde ' a greate r disservic e with the governing classe s than anythin g els e
he coul d hav e sai d o r don e an d a t a  tim e whe n the y migh t hav e len t hi m a
helping hand they turned a  cold shoulder'. 24

Reviewing Lord  Arthur  Savile's  Crime  and  Other  Stories  fo r th e paper ,
United Ireland,  Yeat s wa s mor e specific . A  par t o f th e Nemesi s whic h ha s
fallen o n Wilde's (English ) readers , Yeats comments , 'i s a complete inabilit y
to understan d anythin g h e says . W e [th e Irish ] shoul d no t find  hi m s o
unintelligible -  fo r muc h abou t hi m i s Irish o f th e Irish . I  see in his life an d
works an extravagant Celti c crusade against Anglo-Saxon stupidity.' 25

The stupefied readin g o f Wilde's tales would als o relegate them to nursery
literature. 'I t i s the dut y o f every fathe r t o writ e fair y tale s for hi s children' ,
Wilde declared, and many o f these tales, composed afte r th e birth of his two
boys, were recited to them - a s Vyvyan recalls - i n one form o r another. 26

What on e fail s t o tak e int o accoun t i s tha t th e storie s wer e no t s o muc h
composed fo r childre n -  a s fo r Wild e himself . N o on e (t o my  knowledge )
has considered wha t i t meant fo r Wild e to become a  father. I  believe what i t
meant fo r Wild e i s inscribed i n 'Th e Selfis h Giant' . A  kind o f gian t himself ,
Wilde migh t b e taken a s recordin g hi s initia l respons e t o th e arriva l o f hi s
first son , Cyril , a s on e o f rejection : '  "My ow n garde n i s my ow n garden, "
said th e Giant ; "an y on e ca n understan d that , an d I  will allo w nobod y t o
play i n i t bu t myself. " S o h e buil t a  hig h wal l al l roun d it , an d pu t u p a
notice-board, TRESPASSER S WILL BE PROSECUTED. He was a  very selfish Giant '
[z83].

By the time Cyri l wa s born , the house o n Tit e Stree t which Wild e share d
with Constanc e ha d bee n redecorate d b y Edwar d Godwin . Wit h th e
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Figure 5  Wild e as story-teller, etching by the American artis t James Edward Kelly , 1882.

principal room s painte d i n white , Wilde' s 'hous e beautiful ' wa s hardl y
suited to young children. Now Wilde had to share that space, as well as his
privacy and, perhaps more shocking, the body - a s well as the love - o f his
wife, with successive intruders. Reviewing a handbook o f marriage shortly
after Cyri l was born , Wilde remarked ruefull y tha t 'me n must give up the
tyranny in married life which was once so dear to them, and which, we are
afraid, lingers still, here and there'.27 Closing off his own space to the child,
the Gian t doome d th e garden t o winter ; relenting, he brought spring . For
Wilde, fatherhood wa s also to brin g emotiona l rebirt h an d a  flowering o f
his genius; in the following years, he was to produce his best work.

Vyvyan recall s that whe n Wilde recited th e story o f 'Th e Selfis h Giant' ,
his father ha d tears in his eyes. When asked why, Wilde replied that really
beautiful things always made him cry.28 At the heart of such beauty there is
pain: the death of the Giant's old selfish ego; his own death; and the image
of the wounded child, at once the Giant's saviour - an d his sacrifice.

In tha t imag e Wild e embodie d hi s final  discover y o f himself : no t a s
Irishman, not as father, but as a lover of other men. In 1886, just before the
birth of his second son , Vyvyan, Wilde had been seduced by Robbie Ross,
himself onl y a  boyis h sixteen . I n lovin g Ross , Wilde discovere d a n illici t
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world, a n exoti c world , a  worl d o f fantas y which , i n popula r slang , ha d
already becom e identifie d wit h tha t o f the fairies , thos e preternatura l fol k
colonised b y Christianity an d drive n underground , t o live a degraded an d
taboo lif e denie d officia l recognition. 29 I t is appropriate tha t Wilde should
employ the 'fairy tale' to explore the conflicts of such a seduction.

The Gian t give s u p hi s garden , onl y t o find  the chil d h e mos t love s i s
wounded wit h th e wound s o f Christ : ultimately , Wilde' s homosexualit y
meant th e sacrific e o f hi s children . Afte r h e went t o priso n h e neve r sa w
them again , although , a s h e wrote , h e love d the m t o idolatry . Bu t tha t
sacrifice bega n lon g before , i n th e divide d loyaltie s o f fathe r an d lover .
Wilde wa s n o longe r husband . Th e lov e o f women , a s th e fair y tale s
explicitly show , is shallow and cruel . The Infanta onl y tolerates the Dwarf
because he amuses her; when the Dwarf, seeing himself for the first time in a
mirror, sees how ugly he is and, with that revelation, the impossibility of the
Infanta's love , he kill s himself . (Could th e uglines s her e b e a  reflection o f
Wilde's own confrontation wit h himself in the mirror of homosexual love?)
The seduction of the Fisherman by his Soul ends in the suicide of his wife, a
death in which her husband chooses to join her. As poignantly, the love of
the Swallo w fo r th e Happ y Princ e mean s hi s ow n death , i n doin g th e
bidding of his friend. If , as one critic argues, 'The Happy Prince' announces
the beaut y an d valu e o f homosexua l -  i n contras t t o heterosexua l -  love ,
then it also discloses its price, in suffering and sacrifice.30

Nothing is as poignant to Wilde as the death of a young boy. This image
lies at the heart of his fairy stories: in the radiant child of 'The Selfish Giant' ,
the Youn g Kin g miraculousl y transfigured , th e glitterin g statu e o f th e
Happy Prince. These figures are incandescent because they focus the light of
different sources : of the young Apollo, transmuted into the Christ-child and
refracted throug h th e Romanti c traditio n o f th e 'marvelou s boy ' -  Keats ,
Chatterton, Mr W. H., Dorian Gray . To love simultaneously Robbi e Ross
and hi s own tw o boys , Wilde must hav e extended th e boundarie s o f love
itself to embrace not only the Greek ideal of paideia - whic h depends on the
love of an older for a younger man, a spiritual as well as an erotic love - bu t
also the Judeo-Christian idea l o f th e lovin g father , willin g to sacrific e hi s
own son for the love of his sinning people. In the end, it is the endorsement
of sacrifice by which Wilde resolves his two loves of comfort and despair: a
sacrifice which inscribes these loves as central and sacred.

FRAMING SHAKESPEAR E

As is usua l wit h Wilde' s fictions, 'The Portrai t o f M r W . H. ' bega n a s a
recital. In his accustomed manner, one biographer remarked, Wilde 'turned
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an idea into an anecdote, the anecdote into a story, embroidering as he went
along, and the freer play he gave to his imagination the deeper conviction he
imparted t o other s an d th e mor e incline d wa s h e t o believ e th e stor y
itself'.31 Wha t on e believe s i n thi s stor y relie s o n th e impac t o f it s
performance, forged in the heat of inspiration, and carrying conviction only
within th e contex t o f it s utterance . It s ora l natur e dictate s th e fiction' s
contingent an d arbitrary natur e and offers th e premise of its own erasure:
here lies a fiction writ in hot water.

By returnin g hi s ow n tex t t o talk , Wild e subvert s ever y notio n o f
authority. The story is narrated by a person unknown, reporting a conversa-
tion about (significantly ) literar y forgeries . (Wh o is the author o f this tale?
What are his credentials? We never know.) It proceeds to have a character
named Erskin e repor t a  theor y abou t Shakespeare' s Sonnet s advance d i n
turn by his friend Cyri l Graham. (Hearsay: wouldn't stand up in court. We
also know little about Cyril , other than the fact tha t he is 'effeminate' and
was 'always cas t for the girl's parts ' in Shakespeare's plays. ) The report is
prefaced b y saying that Cyril , believing his theory, had a portrait forged to
authenticate it. (Theory discredited even before it is argued.)

Erskine the n proceed s t o tel l ho w Cyri l confide d i n him the 'secret ' of
Shakespeare's Sonnets . Released fro m an y obligation to believe the theory
by Cyril' s earl y admissio n o f it s forged authenticity , th e reader i s free t o
enjoy its speculative thesis: that the Mr W. H. of the Sonnets is in reality a
boy-actor, Willi e Hughes , whos e beaut y i s thei r 'onli e begetter' . Nearl y
convinced of the theory, Erskine insists that there is still not enough proof;
at this point, Cyri l has a painter forg e the portrait. When Erskine inadver-
tently discovers the forgery, it destroys his faith in the theory. The two men
quarrel, an d Cyri l commit s suicide , 't o offe r hi s life a s a sacrific e t o the
secret o f the Sonnets ' a s he writes i n his suicide not e (CW  311). (Do we
believe this? Does it not sound like another forgery? Surely the 'secret' of the
friendship betwee n Erskine and Cyril, rent by their quarrel, had more to do
with the suicide than a literary theory.)

In hi s letter , Cyri l entrust s th e Willie Hughe s theor y t o his friend, bu t
Erskine decline s t o propagat e suc h a  'perfectl y unsound ' idea . Protestin g
that hi s friend wil l s o 'wron g th e memory o f .. . th e youngest an d mos t
splendid o f al l th e martyr s o f literature' , th e narrato r return s hom e t o
become possessed b y the idea (C W 312). But, despite his very convincing
exploration o f the theory's ramifications , al l collapses whe n th e narrato r
writes his final version of the theory down in a letter to Erskine. 'No sooner
... had I sent it off than a  curious reaction came over me. It seemed to me
that I had given away my capacity for belief in the Willie Hughes theory of
the Sonnets'(CW 345).

108



Wilde's fiction(s)

Erskine, on the other hand, is reconverted. In a replay of the first narrative
sequence, th e tw o me n quarre l an d part . Tw o year s later , th e narrato r
receives a letter, claiming that 'by the time you receive this I shall have died
by m y ow n hand , fo r Willi e Hughes ' sak e .. . an d fo r th e sak e o f Cyri l
Graham' (348) . It was (a s its written for m implies ) a  forged demise : Cyril
had actually died from consumption. Ironically, this final act of invalidation
lures the narrato r bac k t o th e theory , abou t which , he concludes, there is
still 'a great deal to be said' (CW 350).

What is 'said' in the story inspires a kind of infectious confidence; what is
written i s inevitably 'forged' , artificia l an d no t to b e trusted. (I n the dock ,
Wilde himsel f denie d th e impor t o f hi s own 'written ' article. 32) I f what i s
'said' begets the written, what is written only validates the primacy of what
is said. Locating th e impuls e o f Shakespeare' s ow n creatio n i n the perfor -
mance o f a n actor , Wild e return s th e literar y tex t o f th e Sonnet s t o thei r
source in hi s own performance o f their interpretation . A t every level , that
performance subvert s the authority o f the text, and the 'forged ' reputatio n
of its author, William Shakespeare.

Middle-class England held its Shakespeare next in authority to the sacred
text o f th e Bible . 'Bu t Shakespear e on e get s acquainte d wit h withou t
knowing how' , Auste n wrot e i n Mansfield  Park, 'It i s part o f a n English -
man's constitution.' Shakespeare' s status as a poet of Empire, as part of the
ideological apparatu s o f the state machinery, has been explored unde r the
rubric o f Bardolatry . Bu t Wilde' s targe t wa s no t s o muc h th e publi c
Shakespeare a s th e insidiou s Shakespear e o f Austen' s lines : th e 'forged '
author o f the Family Shakespeare (repute d to have been edited by Thomas
Bowdler) or the Shakespeare edited into respectability an d interpreted a s a
moral guid e fo r Britis h maidens , suc h a s Ros a Baughan' s edition s o f
1863-9, 'Abridged and Revised for the use of Girls'.33

To those readers, Wilde advances an equally insidious version of Shake-
speare: the Bard a s lover of boys , and not only of boys , but o f lower-class
boys who were , strictly speaking , not English a t all . Wilde i s (dis)credite d
with the (dis)honou r o f bein g the first to imput e homoeroti c lov e as both
subject and source of a Shakespeare text. Wilde goes further: i n his story he
describes ho w Shakespeare' s tex t itsel f provide s a  literall y fata l sourc e of
homoerotic infection, providin g not only code but authority fo r wha t was,
at the time of it s writing, a  criminal activity. 34 Up to Wilde's time, it may
have bee n rumoure d -  bu t no t writte n -  tha t th e Sonnet s centre d o n
homoerotic love . Hitherto, interpreter s explaine d th e dubiou s passage s in
terms o f esoteri c Elizabethan convention. 35 I n any case , the language tha t
was bein g devise d durin g th e closin g decade s fo r 'th e lov e tha t dar e no t
speak its name' was largely a gentlemanly and encoded discourse, confined
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to allusion s abou t crushe s betwee n boy s a t prestigiou s publi c schools : a
kind o f initiatio n int o sexua l activit y commo n t o th e elit e -  wh o coul d
justify i t by citing their Plato in the original.

Willie Hughe s i s a n insul t t o suc h a  discourse . I n Wilde' s text , h e i s
described a s low-born an d o f a  clas s nea r th e botto m o f th e Elizabetha n
social strata . Advancing such a theory went agains t every earnest effor t t o
make Shakespear e safe . Wilde' s theor y wa s dangerous ; moreover , Wild e
knew how dangerou s i t was : 'Our Englis h home s wil l totter t o thei r bas e
when m y boo k appears' , h e predicted. 36 A s i t happened , althoug h a
preliminary version of his story was printed i n 1889 , the definitive versio n
did not appear i n his own lifetime.37 But the English home did totter when
Wilde too k it s tex t fo r hi s ow n script . Afte r hi s affai r wit h Lor d Alfre d
Douglas cooled , Wilde sought sexua l gratification fro m 'rent-boys' , lower-
class bo y prostitutes . I t i s thei r testimon y agains t Wild e that , mor e tha n
anything else, sent him to prison.

These lover s wer e no t gentlemen . Nor , i n Wilde' s fantasy , wer e the y
English. Willi e Hughe s i n al l hi s glor y i s describe d i n Wilde' s tal e a s
incorrigibly Celtic : havin g th e chameleon-lik e personalit y whic h Arnol d
found the hallmark of its temperament.38 That wonderful boy-actor , whom
Shakespeare, i n one o f th e punning sonnets , hailed a s ' A man i n hew, all
Hews i n his controwling', could als o exasperate him : '  "How i s it", Wilde
has Shakespeare saying to Willie Hughes, "that you have so many person-
alities?'" (CW  314) . I n 'Th e Portrai t o f Mr . W . H.' , Wild e -  ironicall y
known t o hi s own circl e of disciple s as 'Shakespeare' 39 -  forge d a  picture
which wa s to haun t him : that o f hi s other , Celti c self: that o f hi s shadow
and fate, Dorian Gray.

THE MIRRO R O F DORIA N GRA Y

It is hard to say anything original about The Picture of Dorian Gray, largely
because there is so little that is original in it. As if in two facing mirrors, the
novel and its analogues seem to multiply towards a possible infinity, in a kind
of self-perpetuatin g critica l machine . Contemporary reviewer s spotted Ste-
venson's Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde as a model, but they also found source s in
Poe, Balzac, Bulwer-Lytton, Disraeli and 'the leprous literature of the French
Decadents'. Moder n critic s hav e argue d fo r derivation s fro m Suetonius ,
Walpole, Gibbons , Goethe , Radcliffe , Maturin , Tennyson , Arnold , Pater ,
D. G. Rossetti, Symonds, Hawthorne, Louisa May Alcott and the journalist
George Augustus Sala. Similarly, a myriad predecessors have been listed for
Dorian's portrai t in the 'magic portrait' genre.40 One thing is clear: careers
can still be made in the hunt for originals of The Picture of Dorian Gray.
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But they would b e careers in futility. A s Wilde well knew, originality is
simply not a value in the oral tradition. The teller of tales does not aim for
the novel ; he counts on the audience's recognition o f 'annexed' lines ; their
praise is to be reserved for the skill with which he turns them to his purpose.
For Wilde' s purpose , th e intentio n i s not , strictl y speaking , literary , bu t
mythic: to retell a  story whose end is known; a story as old as that o f the
dying gods , Dionyso s an d Christ , o r o f thos e wh o sought themselve s t o
appropriate their power, Adam and Faust. To reconcile the myths of Greek
and Jew, Wilde might als o have turned t o a legend from hi s own culture,
which he cites at the time of his writing of The Picture of Dorian Gray: that
of th e bar d Ossia n who , wandering awa y o n a  whit e horse , entere d the
mythic country of the young, Tir-nan-Og, 'lived there three hundred years,
and then returned in search of his comrades. The moment his foot touche d
the eart h hi s three hundre d year s fel l o n him, and he was bowed double ,
and his beard swept the ground.'41

As every new 'source' confirms , i t is the book's ver y lack o f originalit y
that i s the secret o f its power. I n The Picture of  Dorian Gray, Wilde has
tapped a  roo t o f Western folklor e s o deep and ubiquitous tha t th e story
itself has escaped the literary and returned to its origins in the oral tradition.
Almost everyone knows the plot of The Picture of  Dorian Gray, very few
have read it. The tale flourishes as a modern myth while the book itself lies
rotting in the attic.

Split betwee n th e ora l an d the literary , th e story explore s th e faultlin e
that, i n itself , define s th e modern . T o mov e fro m a n ora l t o a  writte n
culture, as Ireland was moving in the later part of the nineteenth century, is
to move from the age-old to a precise moment in history. The oral depends
on a  performance i n a kind o f eterna l present : i t never ages , although it s
performers may grow old and die. The written is published at a certain date,
frozen i n history, outmode d a s soon as it is inscribed an d tied to a dying
animal, the author, whose creation it is and who becomes its creature.

Among other things, modernity - lik e writing - entail s the blurring of the
boundary betwee n the human and the artefact. Whil e the oral depends on
presence, writing occurs in absence, by means of the assimilation of author
into object . Havin g rea d th e novel when i t came out , Mallarme wrot e to
Wilde: 'This disturbing, full-length portrai t of a Dorian Gray will haunt me,
as writing, having become the book itself.'42 The portrait haunts because it
contains all that is written: the portrait of the first chapter is the portrait of
the last . But , between thes e tw o effigies , lie s the history o f Dorian Gray ,
composing, o r rathe r decomposing , th e portrai t durin g it s course . Thu s
Wilde draws on the deep structure of a kind of tale which 'pretends to order
sequentially, in a narrative, what is actually the destruction of all sequence'.43
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Sequence, or history, is destroyed by myth, which Wilde understood to be
more endurin g tha n histor y -  jus t a s th e myth s surroundin g Wild e wil l
outlast all the informative biographie s ever written about him. An Irishman
transplanted t o England , Wilde fashioned himsel f throug h hi s talk; but he
made his reputation as a writer. His writing, as I have tried to show, began
as an inscriptio n o f hi s talk . I n it s most successfu l form , i t too k th e very
shape of talk: of epigram, fable and dialogue. But, in the end, it was written
- an d once written, inscribed its text with a kind of fatality. He had written
the script for his own life even while, in writing it, he precipitated the events
which were to lead to his downfall.

Wilde exemplified i n The Picture of Dorian Gray the strategies by which
he made , an d unmade , himself . A s h e famousl y said : Lor d Wotto n wa s
what the world thought him: one of the new aristocracy, a dandy who lives
by his wits, mocked as 'Prince Paradox' (CW  140). Lord Wotton engages in
the counterspea k tha t wa s t o mak e Wild e notoriou s a s ' a corrupte r o f
youth' and a  thorn in the side of Authority. A 'lord o f language' (as Wilde
once called himself) , Lord Henry Wotton challenges the British hierarchies
of truth by systematically sabotaging Empirespeak.

Dorian Gra y i s 'what I  would like to be' , an eternal youth, one who, at
any price, connives to escape moral responsibility. He is the very image of
the feckles s Iris h la d -  th e 'Grea t Irresponsible' , a s William Arche r calle d
Wilde - who , living only for th e pleasures of the moment, will pay heavily
for hi s fecklessness i n the end. As such he plays into John Bull's stereotype
of th e 'wil d Iris h boy ' (Wild e a s th e 'Fa d [fat ] Boy ' depicte d i n Punch,
handing a copy of Dorian Gray to Mrs Grundy). The 'fat boy ' has a child's
greed; he feeds o n th e spoil s o f Empir e with th e insatiabilit y o f displace d
desire. The Asiati c styl e b y whic h Doria n i s inscribed i s that o f th e Sou l
detached from the Fisherman, the Soul without humanity or heart. It speaks
in th e bardi c tones , the mesmerisin g repetition s o f hi s ow n nativ e sagas ,
which suspen d th e tale' s histor y indefinitel y fo r th e timeles s chan t o f th e
song, ageless , unending, enduring . Thus doe s the speec h o f Dorian' s sou l
authorise the eternal child in Wilde, for whom he wrote the fairy stories; the
Peter Pa n wh o neve r gre w up ; th e yout h who , wit h al l th e adolescen t
convictions o f hi s own invulnerability , wishes to attai n immortalit y -  an d
then to die.

'Basil Hallward is what I think I am': the key to the Trinity, playing to the
Father an d Son , the Holy Ghost . Absorbed int o the silence of the portrait ,
Basil exemplifie s th e unutterabl e longin g whic h saturate s th e boo k -  th e
longing for beauty, for youth, for immortality. It is the quality of that desire
which lends the book greatness; but it is the strategy by which that desire is
accomplished tha t makes it modern. What Basi l precipitates i s a drama of
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Figure 6  Wild e a s th e Fa d Boy , presentin g a  cop y o f Dorian  Gray  t o a  scandalise d Mr s
Grundy, in Punch (19  July, 1890 )

appropriation, as Dorian is 'made his own' by being painted. Seeing himself
there, Doria n speak s th e fata l wish , underwritte n b y th e preternatura l
powers of Lord Henry Wotton and, finally, inscribed in a 'poisonous' book.

From th e momen t h e speak s hi s desire , Doria n himsel f become s a n
artefact, neithe r aliv e no r dead : on e o f th e fabulou s undead , suc h a s
Dracula, who must draw life from others . To keep the secret of the picture,
he kills Basil Hallward. The man who disposes of his body, Alan Campbell,
commits suicide . Seekin g t o num b hi s guilt , Doria n anaesthesise s himsel f
with things, inventing himself by means of his own collections. His relation-
ship with himself, as with others, is dictated by an object; but which Dorian
is now the artefact? Neither can live outside the world of the fabricated, nor
tolerate the 'life ' which threatens i t with destruction . Detesting Siby l Vane
as no t sufficientl y artificial , Doria n drive s he r t o suicide . H e struggle s t o
retain th e numbnes s o f a n object ; bu t i n a  rar e momen t o f unconsciou s
grace, Dorian rediscovers the power to feel - fo r others as for himself. That
moment is his undoing; for, seeking to erase the record of his guilt and thus
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liberate himsel f fo r eve r from th e nightmare o f history , Dorian , slashin g th e
portrait, kill s himself.

The Picture  of  Dorian  Gray  i s thu s th e recor d o f a  'lon g an d lovel y
suicide', whic h i t mimes . I n i t Wild e make s an d unmake s himsel f i n th e
image o f thre e aesthete s wh o ar e themselve s incorporate d int o a  picture .
Itself decomposing , thi s ico n successivel y destroy s al l wh o com e int o
contact wit h i t (excep t Lor d Henr y Wotton , who , a s th e devil  himself , i s
merely the agen t o f destruction) . In deconstructing itself , the text i s released
back int o the indeterminacy o f an ora l tradition. 44 There , among it s public,
Dorian Gray  becam e notoriou s a s a  'poisonous' , a  'fatal ' book : a  boo k
which wa s literall y t o prov e 'fatal ' t o Wild e himself , whe n i t wa s use d a s
evidence o f hi s 'immorality ' i n the thre e trial s which ende d i n hi s imprison -
ment. Ha d i t staye d safel y betwee n it s covers , a s a  nove l whic h coul d b e
comfortably read , The  Picture  of  Dorian  Gray  woul d hav e quietl y moul -
dered away . Bu t b y underminin g an y conventiona l reading , th e boo k
infected th e publi c mind , and , escapin g it s covers , shape d fo r posterit y it s
image o f Wilde.

More insidiously , Wilde took The  Picture  of  Dorian  Gray  a s a  scrip t fo r
his ow n life , quotin g it s ver y line s i n th e doc k and , b y s o doing , inscribe d
himself fo r eve r in the fiction whic h he had already written .

NOTES

1 'A n Essay on Irish Swearing' , in Traits and  Stories of  the Irish Peasantry,  ed .
D. J. O'Donoghue (London : J. M. Dent, 1896) , p. 205.

2 'Th e Incompatibles' , English  Literature  and  Irish  Politics,  ed . R . H . Super , i n
The Complete  Prose  Works  of  Matthew Arnold,  vol . i x (An n Arbor: University
of Michigan Press) , p. 272. Wilde excused his extravagance o n the basis that 'th e
virtues of prudence and thrift wer e not in my own nature o r my own race'. In the
same letter , he cited his 'own proverbia l goo d nature and Celti c laziness' (L 427,
42.9)-

3 Charle s Baudelaire , 'Th e Painte r o f Moder n Life : Th e Dandy' , i n Baudelaire:
Selected Writings  on  Art  and  Artists,  trans . P . E . Charle s (Harmondsworth :
Penguin, 1972 )^ .421 .

4 Catherin e Gor e o n Brummell , cite d i n Regeni a Gagnier , Idylls  of  the  Market-
place: Oscar  Wilde  and  the  Victorian  Public  (Aldershot : Scola r Press , 1987) ,
p. 76.

5 Dandyism,  p . 23, cited in Gagnier, Idylls of  the Marketplace, p . 221.
6 Vyvya n Holland , Son  of  Oscar  Wilde  (Ne w York : Oxfor d Universit y Press) ,

P-54.
7 Fo r a  commentary o n Wilde's 'borrowing' , se e Oscar Wilde  Revalued:  An  Essay

on New  Materials  and  Methods  of  Research,  ed . Ian Small , 1890-192 0 Britis h
Authors Series , no. xin (Greensboro , NC: ELT Press, 1993), pp. 99-100.

8 'Th e Incompatibles', p. 267.

1 1 4



Wilde's fiction(s)

9 Th e followin g analysi s i s indebted t o Sandr a Siegal , 'Wilde' s Us e an d Abus e o f
Aphorisms', Victorian Studies Association of  Western Canada 12 (1986) 1,16-26 .

10 'Wild e an d Nietzsche' , fro m 'Nietzsche' s Philosoph y i n th e Ligh t o f Recen t
History', Last  Essays;  reprinted in Oscar  Wilde:  A Collection  of  Critical  Essays,
ed. Richard Ellmann (Englewood Cliffs , NJ: Prentice Hall, 1969) , p. 169.

11 'Osca r Wilde', in Oscar  Wilde:  Interviews and  Recollections,  ed . E. H. Mikhail ,
vol. 11 (London: Macmillan, 1979) , p. 316.

12 'Osca r Wilde: In Memoriam', ibid. , p. 293.
13 Hesket h Pearson , Oscar  Wilde:  His  Life  and  Wit  (Ne w York : Harpe r an d

Brothers, 1946) , p. 165.
14 Deirdr e Toomey , 'Th e Story-Telle r a t Fault' , i n Rediscovering  Oscar  Wilde,  ed .

C.George Sandulescu , Th e Princes s Grac e Iris h Library : vol . vi n (Gerrard s
Cross: Colin Smythe, 1994) . The following sentence , as well as the general thrus t
of the argument of this section, is indebted to Toomey's essay .

15 W . B. Yeats, 'What i s "Popular Poetry?"' , in Essays and  Introductions  (London :
Macmillan, 1961) , p . 6 . Fo r Wilde' s knowledg e o f fair y lore , se e hi s revie w o f
Yeats's Fairy  and Folk  Tales  i n The  Artist  as  Critic:  Critical  Writings  of  Oscar
Wilde ed . Richard Ellmann (Ne w York: Vintage, 1970) , pp. 130-5 .

16 W . B . Yeats , 'Introduction ' t o vol . in , The  Complete  Works  of  Oscar  Wilde,
reprinted i n Oscar  Wilde:  The  Critical  Heritage,  ed . Kar l Beckso n (London :
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1970) , pp. 396-7.

17 W . B. Yeats, Autobiographies (London : Macmillan, 1955) , p. 286.
18 'O n th e Stud y o f Celti c Literature' , Lectures  and  Essays  in  Criticism,  ed . R . H .

Super, i n Complete  Prose,  vol . in , p . 344 . Thi s becam e a  catch-phras e fo r
Arnold, who repeated i t in 'The Incompatibles', p. 245.

19 Fo r Wilde' s us e o f catalogue s t o th e collection s o f th e Sout h Kensingto n
Museum, se e The  Picture  of  Dorian  Gray,  ed . Isobe l Murray , i n The  Oxford
Authors: Oscar  Wilde  (Oxford : Oxfor d Universit y Press , 1989) , p . 283 , note s
147 and 148 .

20 Richar d Ellmann , Eminent  Domain:  Yeats  among  Wilde,  Joyce,  Pound,  Eliot
andAuden (London : Oxford Universit y Press, 1970) , p. 10.

21 Unsigne d notic e i n th e Athenaeum,  6  Feb . 1892 , p . 177 , reprinte d i n Oscar
Wilde: The Critical  Heritage, p . 117 .

22 Alexande r Gai t Ross, review in the Saturday Review,  2 0 Oct . 1888 , reprinted i n
Oscar Wilde:  The  Critical  Heritage,  p . 61 . Alexander wa s th e olde r brothe r o f
Robert Ross, Wilde's close friend an d confidant durin g this period.

23 Cf . th e remarks o n th e 'socialist ' tendencie s o f th e storie s publishe d i n A House
of Pomegranates  (1891) , in the reviews cited a s items 36 and 3 7 in Oscar  Wilde:
The Critical  Heritage, pp. 114, 115.

24 Pearson , Oscar  Wilde,  pp . 121 , 143.
25 'Osca r Wilde' s Las t Book' , United  Ireland,  2 6 Sept . 1891 , p . 5 . Reprinte d i n

Oscar Wilde:  The Critical  Heritage, p . 111.
26 Pearson , Oscar  Wilde,  p . 164.
27 ' A Handbook t o Marriage', Pall Mall Gazette,  1 8 Nov. 1885 , quoted in Richard

Ellmann, Oscar  Wilde  (Ne w York: Alfred A . Knopf, 1988) , p. 258.
28 Holland , Son of  Oscar  Wilde,  pp . 53-4 .
29 Th e most thorough semanti c enquiry int o the word 'fairy ' i s to be found i n Noel

Williams, 'Th e Semantic s o f th e Wor d "Fairy " i n Englis h betwee n 132 0 an d



JERUSHA MCCORMAC K

182.9', Ph.D . dissertation , Sheffiel d University , 1983 . William s believe s tha t
'fairy' meaning male homosexual may have been a usage as early as the sixteenth
century. Wicked  Words  (Ne w York : Crown , 1989 ) cite s a  publicatio n fro m
1896 an d argue s tha t th e homosexua l meanin g o f th e ter m 'seem s t o b e a n
American contribution to the language' (p. 141).

It woul d see m tha t Wild e ha d thi s meanin g i n min d when  h e inscribe d a
copy o f The  Happy  Prince  t o 'Clyd e Fitc h fro m hi s frien d Osca r Wilde .
Faery-stories fo r on e wh o live s i n Faery-Land . Sept . '90. ' Fitch , a n America n
eleven year s younge r tha n Wilde , wa s a n acto r wh o wen t o n t o becom e a
successful playwright ; he wrote several effusive letter s to Wilde during the period
1889-90.

30 Rober t K. Martin, 'Oscar Wilde and the Fairy Tale: "The Happy Prince" as Self-
Dramatization', Studies  in  Short Fiction  16 (1979) , 74-7. For a  more extensiv e
exploration o f th e homoeroti c subtex t o f Wilde' s fair y tales , se e 'Tale s o f a
Prodigal Baby' , i n Gar y Schmidgall , The  Stranger  Wilde:  Interpreting  Oscar
(London: Abacus, 1994), pp. 145-68.

31 Pearson , Oscar Wilde,  p. 127.
32 Montgomer y Hyde , The Trials  of Oscar Wilde (London: William Hodge, 1948) ,

p. 130 . 'I believe you have written an article to show that Shakespeare' s Sonnet s
were suggestiv e o f unnatura l vice? ' - 'O n th e contrary, I  have written a n articl e
to sho w tha t the y ar e not : I  objecte d t o suc h a  perversio n bein g pu t ont o
Shakespeare.'

33 Loui s Marder, His Exits and  Entrances: The Story of  Shakespeare's Reputation
(London: John Murray, 1963) , p. 114.

34 Ibid. , p. 162. But cf. Alan Sinfield, The Wilde Century: Effeminacy, Oscar  Wilde
and the  Queer  Movement  (Ne w York : Columbi a Universit y Press , 1994) , pp .
18-21, for a more subtle analysis.

3 5 Marder , His Exits and Entrances, p. 162.
36 Pearson , Oscar  Wilde,  p. 127.
37 Th e enlarged , 189 3 versio n o f 'M r W . H. ' wa s first  publishe d i n 1958 ; i t i s

reprinted i n The  Complete  Works  of  Oscar  Wilde,  ed . Merlin  Holland . Th e
1889 editio n i s reprinted i n The  Works  of  Oscar  Wilde,  edited b y G . F . Maine
(London: Collins, 1948).

38 'O n the Study of Celtic Literature', pp. 343-8.
39 Cf . Jerush a Hul l McCormack , John  Gray:  Poet, Dandy,  and  Priest  (Hanover ,

NH: University Press of New England, 1991) , pp. 89-90.
40 Th e precedin g lis t o f source s i s drawn mainl y fro m Kerr y Powell , 'Tom , Dick ,

and Doria n Gray : Magic-Picture Mani a i n Late Victorian Fiction' , Philological
Quarterly 6 2 (1983) , 147-70 , in particular, note s 3  and 4 , 166-7 . F° r t n e mos t
recent account of sources, cf. Small (ed.), Oscar Wilde Revalued, pp. 186-90 .

41 Wilde , revie w o f W . B . Yeats's Fairy  and Folk  Tales  (Feb . 1889) , reprinte d i n
The Artist  as  Critic,  p. 133 . See also a  pioneering i f rathe r rudimentar y study :
David A . Upchurch , Wilde's  Use  of  Irish  Celtic  Elements  in  'The  Picture  of
Dorian Gray\  America n Universit y Studies , Serie s iv , England : Languag e an d
Literature vol. 140 (New York: Peter Lang, 1992).

42 '  "It was the portrait tha t had don e everything." Ce portrait en pied, inquietant ,
d'un Dorian Gray, hantera, mais ecrit, etant devenu livre lui-meme.' L 298, n. 1.

43 Pau l d e Man , 'Pascal' s Allegor y o f Persuasion' , quote d i n Donal d L . Lawler ,

1 1 6



Wilde's fiction(s)

'Allegorical Performanc e i n Dorian  Gray\  i n The  Picture  of  Dorian  Gray,
Norton Critica l Edition , ed . Donal d L . Lawle r (Ne w York : Norton , 1988) ,
P-453-

44 Th e argument ha s been made by Angus Fletcher, in Allegory: The  Theory of a
Symbolic Mode (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1964), that Wilde did much in
his revisions of The  Picture of  Dorian Gray to contest and modify th e original
moral allegory that directed the reader to an 'authoritative , thematic, "correct"
reading of his text'.

1 1 7



8
JOSEPH DONOHU E

Distance, deat h an d desir e i n Salome

i
'I have one instrument that I  know I can command, and that is the English
language', Wilde said in an interview published in 1892. 'There was another
instrument to which I had listened al l my life', he explained, 'and I  wanted
once to touch this new instrument to see whether I could make any beautifu l
thing out of it.'1

The beautiful thin g he had made was a one-act play, Salome, written in
French in Paris in late 189 1 and offere d t o Sarah Bernhardt fo r a  London
production, i n French , i n 1892 . 'Sara h v a joue r Salome\\\  Wild e wrot e
excitedly to the novelist Pierre Louys, perhaps in June of that year (L 316).2
By late June, the celebrate d Frenc h actres s wa s i n rehearsa l a t th e Palac e
Theatre, London, when the Lord Chamberlain's Examiner of Plays, E. F. S.
Pigott, denie d a  licenc e fo r performanc e o n th e ground s o f a  prohibitio n
against biblical characters on the stage. William Archer, champion of Ibsen
and othe r avant-gard e dramatists , condemne d th e Examiner' s decisio n i n
bitter terms: 'A serious work of art, accepted, studied, and rehearsed by the
greatest actres s o f ou r time , i s peremptoril y suppressed.' 3 O n reflection ,
what i s puzzling i s no t th e denia l o f a  licenc e bu t th e blith e assumptio n
(attributed b y Wilde' s frien d an d literar y executo r Rober t Ros s t o Bern -
hardt's ignoranc e o f Englis h stag e censorship 4) tha t a  licenc e woul d b e
forthcoming. Fo r beneath Pigott' s official relianc e on Henry VIII's interdic-
tion of mystery plays lay a condescending disdain for seriou s poetic drama
and, some might have added, a covert preoccupation with sexuality that he
shared wit h th e publi c h e served . Describin g England' s 'loathsom e prur -
iency' i n thei r 191 3 stud y o f Englis h censorship , Frank Fowel l an d Fran k
Palmer observe d tha t se x had bee n degraded 'int o a  national obscenity , a
thing o f dar k places , of sham e an d disease'. 5 Pigot t illustrated th e alleged
national bia s in a  letter to his colleague Spencer Ponsonby. Characterisin g
Salome as 'half Biblical, half pornographic', he proposed to send the play on
to him for his 'private edification &  amusement'.6
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Pruriency aside , Wilde' s enthusiasti c acceptanc e b y thi s sam e Englis h
public jus t a  fe w month s befor e Salome  went int o rehearsa l woul d see m
ironically t o hav e preclude d hi s presentin g himsel f t o the m a s a  seriou s
poetic dramatist . Earlie r tha t year , Wild e ha d becom e th e toas t o f th e
London theatre audience as a result of the stunning success of his first West
End comedy-drama, Lady  Windermere's  Fan,  which had opene d a t the St
James's Theatr e o n 2. 0 Februar y 189 2 an d wa s stil l playin g t o packe d
houses before beginning a provincial tour at the end of July. The reputation
this play garnered for its author, augmented over the next three years by the
appearance o f A  Woman  of  No  Importance,  An Ideal  Husband and The
Importance of Being Earnest, has lasted down to the present day, surviving
Wilde's catastrophic series of trials in the spring of 189 5 an ( i m s incarcera -
tion, subsequent self-exil e an d earl y death i n 1900 . For decades after , tha t
reputation entirel y overshadowe d Wilde' s ow n persisten t attempt s ove r
nearly the whole of his career to write producible poetic drama, a mode of
dramatic art unaffected (h e may have thought) by the constraints exerted by
West End actor-managers ' uncurbabl e impulse towards stardo m an d their
audiences' well-known taste for an amalgam of the acceptably risky and the
tried an d true . Salome  appeared o n stag e fo r th e firs t tim e onl y i n earl y
1896, i n Paris , fo r jus t a  singl e performanc e b y Aurelie n Lugne-Poe' s
Theatre de PCEuvre, even as its author was serving a two-year sentence with
hard labou r fo r act s o f 'gros s indecency ' committe d i n violatio n o f th e
vague but broadly repressive terms of the Criminal Law Amendment Act of
1885.7

Moreover, in the years after Wilde's death, intermittent efforts to produce
Salome on the English-speaking stag e had littl e impact on the posthumous
profile of this misunderstood and , for a long period, badly neglected writer.
Subsequent t o it s Pari s production th e play itsel f cam e to b e much bette r
known o n th e Continent , becoming , a s Ross bitterl y noted , ' a househol d
word wherever the English language is not spoken'.8 Its great popularity in
Europe, indicated by Walter Ledger's 1909 bibliography of translations into
German, Czech , Greek , Italian , Hungarian , Polish , Russian , Spanish ,
Catalan, Swedish and Yiddish,9 was challenged but not eclipsed in 1905 by
the remarkabl e succes s o f a n opulen t operati c treatmen t unde r th e sam e
title, based on a German translation of Wilde's French original, by Richard
Strauss.10 Meanwhile , Englis h literar y an d dramati c criticis m ignore d th e
work even more thoroughly than it did the rest of Wilde's writings, leaving
his reputation dependen t o n occasiona l revival s of the West End successes
and o n early biographer s notabl e fo r thei r bias . Comments such as Alfre d
Schattmann's sympathetic appraisal of Salome, published a s early as 1907,
as a  pla y 'ful l o f characte r an d effectiv e contrast ' fro m whic h grow s
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'organically and convincingly, casting its spell over one, a mood of anxiety',
are rare.11 As late as mid-century James Agate would engage in a wholesale
debunking o f Wilde an d hi s work , condemnin g hi s lac k of 'any kin d o f
artistic conscience ' an d hi s dependenc e o n 'all th e stales t device s of the
theatre'.12 In time, intelligent treatments b y such critics as Edouard Rodit i
(1947) and Epifanio Sa n Juan, Jun. (1967 ) began to appear, bu t as late as
1977 Rodne y Shewa n coul d observ e tha t Salome  was 'seldo m at present
taken seriously'. 13 Twenty-five year s ago, in an essay grounding Salome  in
the dens e contex t o f Wilde's formativ e influences , Richar d Ellman n ex -
tended 'overtures' to a play that still seemed to inhabit unknown territory.14

Today, something over a century beyond the date of its original composi-
tion, a wealth of criticism representing a variety of approaches has brought
the pla y decisivel y int o a new sphere of understanding. The present essay
offers a  partial summary of these approaches and a contribution to the far-
reaching revaluation of Salome now under way.

II

The mixed tone of wistfulness an d bitterness in Wilde's 189 2 interview on
Salome seems only appropriate in view of its subsequent fortunes. Salome is
the one play of Wilde's maturity of which he himself never saw a production
during his lifetime. As the earliest surviving manuscript conclusively demon-
strates, i t is also th e onl y pla y h e ever wrot e i n a language othe r tha n
English, despit e Lor d Alfre d Douglas' s groundles s assertion s tha t Wild e
composed it in English and then translated it into French.15 Wilde's frien d
the poe t Stuar t Merril l describe d th e pla y a s having bee n writte n 'tre s
rapidement, d e premier jet , en francais'. 16 Thi s partia l draft , writte n in a
bound, line d compositio n book , document s Wilde' s astonishin g facility ,
evident i n part i n the widesprea d absenc e o f headings for speeches tha t
nonetheless reflect clearly differentiated characters .

Comparison o f this first,  holograph manuscrip t wit h late r manuscript s
and th e first edition indicate s tha t Wild e ha d formulated hi s essential
dramaturgical concept even at this early point. In simple outline, this was to
be a  pla y abou t a  youn g woman , hardl y mor e tha n a  girl , wh o fall s
precipitously i n love wit h a  ma n wh o rigidl y spurn s he r advances; in
perverse retribution sh e claims his severed head a s the price of a  sensuous
dance before the Tetrarch - only to be killed herself by the humiliated an d
outraged ruler. Thematically, Salome was to be a play about a subject Wilde
had claime d fo r hi s own a s early a s 1883 . In a letter t o the actres s Mar y
Anderson h e identifie d 'th e tw o grea t speculation s an d problems ' of The
Duchess of Padua: 'the relations of Sin and Love' (L 136). In the particular
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configuration take n on by these relations in Salome, the play is about illicit
but overwhelming desire and its fateful clas h with ultimate authority.

Ellmann identifies Wilde' s first indication of interest in writing a play on
the subjec t i n hi s discover y o f th e imag e o f a  dancer : a n engravin g o f
Herodias dancing on her hands (jus t as Flaubert pictures her in Herodias).
Wilde, approachin g th e picture , commented , 'La  bella  donna della  mia
mente' (E  322). He began, Ellman n observes , by thinking o f the play 'as
posing a perverse passion, the desire of vice for virtue, pagan for Christian ,
living fo r dead' , an d 'th e abhorrenc e o f vic e b y virtue , th e extremit y o f
renunciation' (E  322) . These polaritie s ar e implie d i n Fran k Kermode' s
earlier descriptio n o f th e Romanti c contex t o f th e play : 'Salom e i s the
Dancer i n th e specia l rol e o f th e Imag e tha t cost s th e artis t persona l
happiness, indeed life itself. ' What struck Richard Strauss , Kermode points
out, i n considerin g Elisabet h Schuman n fo r th e rol e o f Salom e i n hi s
projected oper a wa s 'precisely th e transparent, eve n girlish , clarit y o f her
tone'; Straus s hear d i n her voice 'som e voca l equivalen t fo r tha t unemo -
tional, disengage d quality' . Kermod e concludes : 'Ther e shoul d b e a n
innocent, totally destructiv e malice ; beauty inhumanly immature and care-
less cruelty. This is the type.'17 In A Vision  Yeats late r capture d a  similar
idea o f aestheti c an d mora l distanc e i n describin g hi s menta l imag e o f
Salome, 'dancin g befor e Hero d an d receivin g th e Prophet' s hea d i n her
indifferent hands'. 18

Salome a s dancer , an d Salome' s dance , togethe r se t th e keynot e fo r
understanding the play. Salome's remarkable psychi c distance, her evident
preoccupation an d her unflinching remorselessnes s a s she negotiates terms
with Hero d and,  later, speak s t o the severed hea d o f Iokanaan itself , are
crucial factors i n Wilde's creation of his play and its central character. The
dancer's ambiguous image, its clear, 'objective ' for m a  contrast to the self-
absorbed, self-delightin g performer , woul d see m t o hav e hel d a  specia l
meaning for him as he proceeded t o impose his own compelling authoria l
and personal interests on a well-known biblical story - o r concatenation of
biblical storie s -  tha t ha d engage d writers , poets , painter s an d musica l
composers from a  very early time, many of whose treatments of the subject
Wilde must have known.

Reviewing relevant evidence, Norbert Kohl ascribes the period of compo-
sition of Salome to November-December 1891 , citing a letter of Wilde's to
Pierre Louy s sendin g hi m a n uncorrecte d manuscrip t whos e 'ide e d e la
construction9, the author explained, should be nonetheless clear.19 To judge
by the earliest surviving manuscript, Wilde wrote until he came to a sticking
point, the n skippe d ahea d t o anothe r scen e o r sequence , presumabl y
intending t o retur n late r t o fill  i n gap s an d assig n characte r name s t o
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speeches. A second manuscript , muc h mor e complet e an d containin g th e
speech headings found i n published texts of the play, suggests something of
the complexities of the composition process.20 Still a third manuscript, a fair
copy of the previous manuscript made by Wilde himself, shows evidence of
a numbe r of revisions i n more tha n on e hand . Evidenc e exist s to indicat e
that fou r friend s o r associates o f Wilde - Pierr e Louys , Marce l Schwob ,
Stuart Merril l and Adolphe Rette - were asked by him to review the work
and mak e suggestion s (whic h in some cases Wilde rejected , a s the manu -
script itself indicates).21

A full year elapsed before the first edition appeared, published in Paris in
February 189 3 and simultaneously in London.22 Wilde's French colleagues
were enthusiastic, especially Mallarme, who especially praised the character
of Salome , 'cett e jeun e princesse , qu e definitivemen t vou s evoquates'. 23

Maeterlinck calle d the play 'mysterieux , etrange e t admirable' (£ 354) . An
English translation wa s published i n London b y Elkin Mathews an d John
Lane th e followin g year , 'pictured' , a s the title-pag e curiousl y put s it , by
Aubrey Beardsley.

The Mathew s an d Lan e Englis h editio n indicate d n o translato r o n th e
title-page, bu t bor e Wilde' s dedicatio n 'T o M y Frien d Lor d Alfre d Bruc e
Douglas the Translator o f My Play'. 24 Wilde had aske d Dougla s to make
the translation , bu t was evidentl y no t satisfied wit h th e results an d s o
became a reluctant collaborator , introducin g som e changes into Douglas' s
version, the exact nature and extent of which are unknown but which were
evidently sufficient t o preclude crediting Douglas in more than an informa l
way. Peter Raby concludes that Wilde revised Douglas's draf t 't o the point
where i t becam e hi s own onc e more'. 25 No r was Wild e happ y wit h
Beardsley's illustrations ; Charle s Rickett s reporte d Wilde' s sayin g tha t
Beardsley's designs were 'like the naughty scribbles a precocious schoolboy
makes on the margins of his copybooks'.26 Their highly individualistic style
and perverse , anachronisti c substanc e quickl y becam e controversial .
Beardsley himself said the drawings 'aroused great excitement and plenty of
abuse'.27 In 1938 Holbroo k Jackso n coul d stil l find  'somethin g sinister '
about the m an d argu e tha t thei r 'solem n naughtiness' , thei r us e of 'obste-
trical an d phalli c "properties"' , an d thei r 'essentia l seriousness ' generated
opposition an d prejudiced th e play's reception from th e beginning. 28 They
have remained notorious, and irresistibly attractive, ever since.29

Wilde's disconten t wit h Beardsley' s wor k i s not surprising, give n th e
obvious caricaturin g o f the autho r himsel f i n four o f the renderings , in
which Wilde appears as, among other figures, a woman in the moon and a
jester i n cap an d bells , holdin g i n the croo k o f his ar m a  book whos e
partially visible title reads 'SALO M ...' - Beardsley's flippant suggestio n that
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the boo k o f whic h thi s imag e i s itsel f a n illustratio n i s no t t o b e take n
seriously.30 Al l the same , in an autographe d cop y o f the firs t Frenc h editio n
Wilde attribute d t o Beardsle y a n insider' s privat e knowledge , identifyin g
him a s 'th e onl y artis t who , beside s myself , know s wha t th e danc e o f th e
seven veils is, and can see that invisible dance ' (L 348n.). The importance of
the dance r an d th e danc e emerge s agai n i n this comment . Elain e Showalte r
has argue d tha t th e danc e Beardsle y ha s see n 'i s th e danc e o f gender , th e
delicacy an d permeabilit y o f th e vei l separatin g masculin e fro m feminine ,
licit from illici t desire'.31 In an importan t essa y o n Beardsley's drawing s fo r
Salome tha t range s wel l beyon d it s precis e subject , Ellio t Gilber t ha s
persuasively argue d tha t th e picture s an d tex t ar e closel y relate d an d
complementary, an d tha t they illuminat e on e anothe r i n many ways , finall y
achieving ' a singl e strong focus' , no t leas t because o f the concern they shar e
with th e 'demoni c an d pervers e sexuality ' figure d pervasivel y i n th e pla y
itself.32

The response s o f Englis h reviewer s wer e diametricall y oppose d t o th e
positive Frenc h reception . Salome  mus t hav e seeme d t o the m almos t a
betrayal; th e idio m wa s to o unfamiliar , to o threatening , an d Wilde' s
models, dramaturgica l an d characterological , wer e to o fa r afiel d fro m th e
West En d repertoir e o f drama s an d comedie s o f moder n lif e an d romanti c
costume plays , people d b y upper-clas s Londoner s o r thei r surrogates .
The Times  describe d th e pla y a s 'a n arrangemen t i n bloo d an d ferocity ,
morbid, bizarre,  repulsive , and ver y offensiv e i n its adaptation o f scriptura l
phraseology t o situation s th e revers e o f sacred'. 33 Th e Fall  Mall  Gazette
perceived i t a s a  mosai c produce d b y man y masters ; th e reade r 'seem s t o
stand i n th e Islan d o f Voices , an d t o hea r aroun d hi m an d abou t th e
utterances o f friends , th e whisperings o f demigods ' -  amon g the m Gautier ,
Maeterlinck and , abov e all , Flaubert , whos e He'rodias,  th e reviewe r as -
serted, oppressivel y overshadow s Wilde' s play. 34 I n a  way , thes e hostil e
accusations o f derivativenes s an d eve n plagiaris m publishe d i n mainstrea m
London journal s see m supererogatory ; fo r man y late r an d muc h mor e
sympathetic account s o f Wilde' s dependenc e o n previou s treatment s o f th e
subject emphasis e th e sam e almos t embarrassin g indebtedness . Kohl' s
assessment i s typical : 'Wild e combine d Maeterlinck' s symbolis m wit h th e
rich imager y o f th e Son g o f Solomon , th e exoticis m o f Flaubert , an d th e
sensuality o f Morea u a s interprete d b y Huysmans , an d ou t o f al l thes e
elements h e create d a  fin-de-siecle  femme  fatale.' 35 Largel y passin g ove r
Wilde's ow n idea s abou t ar t an d aesthetic s a s expresse d i n hi s Intentions
and othe r critica l essays, 36 scholarshi p an d criticis m o n Salome  hav e thu s
remained preoccupie d wit h the plethora o f external source s and 'influences '
exerted o n th e author' s thinkin g an d writin g b y previousl y existin g
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materials, a s recent a s Mallarme's Herodiade  and as old as the New
Testament.

Considering th e enormous literatur e the y hav e spawned , th e biblical
sources fo r the stor y o f Salome ar e surprisingl y brie f sketches , foun d in
Matthew 14:1-1 2 and Mark 6:14-29. 37 Nor is Salome mentioned by name
in either of them. In a full discussio n o f Wilde' s use of biblical an d othe r
early sources , Shewa n trace s th e developmen t o f the legen d o f Salome,
including th e firs t appearanc e o f her nam e in Josephus's first-centur y A D
Antiquities of  the Jews,  an d note s that , earl y on , ther e wa s continuin g
confusion o f Salome with he r mother Herodias , along with a tendency to
confuse th e three Herods mentioned in the Gospels and elsewhere. Shewan
shows tha t Wild e ha d rea d Josephus , bu t conclude s tha t th e dramatist ,
usually sensitive to issues of historica l accuracy , abandoned suc h concerns
once he had decide d t o focus hi s play on the relationship betwee n Salome
and John th e Baptis t an d t o have Salome quite unhistoricall y kille d at the
end.

Of a  similar characte r i s the muc h discusse d impac t on Wilde's idea s
about hi s subject allegedl y exerted b y contemporary o r earlie r nineteenth -
century treatments , such as Heine's Atta Troll,  Laforgue's Moralites  legen-
daires and, mos t strikingly , Flaubert' s Herodias.  Shewan emphasize s th e
relevance o f Ernest Renan' s poeti c interpretatio n o f Christ in his Vie  de
Jesus (1863 ) an d goe s s o far as to state tha t 'virtuall y al l the Biblical
materials' neede d fo r the play 'coul d hav e bee n suggested ' b y Wilde's
readings i n Renan . Al l the same, Shewa n concludes , Wilde' s Salome
belongs, not to an historical or quasi-historical tradition , but to a mythical
one in which ethical and religious emphases make way for an aesthetic and
symbolic orientation. 38 Evidently , th e extensiv e literatur e o n the subjec t
acted suggestively, not peremptorily, on Wilde's imagination. He could have
turned almos t anywhere , from lat e Classica l myth and ecclesiastica l archi -
tecture39 t o contemporary opera , fictio n an d painting , an d encountere d
some version or some mention of Salome and her dance before the Tetrarch
and Salome' s insisten t claim o f the head o f the Prophet . J.-K. Huysmans' s
notorious an d widel y rea d nove l A  rebours  and it s description o f two
powerfully evocativ e paintings by Gustave Moreau, of Salome dancing and
Salome with the head of John, are only two, albeit chief, items in a long list
of likel y source s an d relevan t possibilitie s adduce d b y Ellmann , Shewan ,
Kohl, Daffner, Zagona , Kuryluk, Meltzer, Seidel, Ellis and other commenta-
tors, including the hostile but astute reviewers of the first English-languag e
edition of the play.40

What stil l remain s insufficientl y assessed , afte r exhaustiv e revie w of
sources, parallels , analogie s an d affinities, i s the real exten t o f Wilde's
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originality. I n availing himsel f o f the multifarious material s o f the legends
and later treatments and basing on them a symbolist play for performance ,
Wilde employe d th e drama , th e 'mos t objective ' for m o f art , a s h e
characterised i t i n hi s lon g lette r t o Dougla s fro m prison , a s a  wa y o f
exploring som e essentially privat e idea s and value s tha t wer e a s 'persona l
.. . a s the lyri c o r th e sonnet ' ( L 466)  and wer e evidently , a t th e tim e of
writing, paramount.

Ill
The mos t immediat e indicatio n o f Wilde' s originalit y lie s i n hi s eviden t
departure from the biblical accounts of the sequence in which the unnamed
daughter o f Herodia s agree s t o dance , dance s an d the n exact s a  rewar d
from Herod . I n Wilde' s hands , th e characte r o f Salom e become s th e
instigator of the demand for the head of John instead of relying, as in earlier
treatments, o n he r mothe r Herodias' s prompting . Thi s i s only one , easily
noticed, instanc e o f Wilde' s concerte d attemp t a t a  deep , eve n radical ,
originality o f treatmen t withi n th e ostensibl e boundarie s o f conventiona l
and traditional  approache s t o hi s subject. 41 Furthe r indication s o f origin -
ality appea r i n the process of hi s blending the biblica l texts o f the various
accounts of Herod, and of the three biblical Herods themselves, into a single
character operating in a unified situation . Wilde uses historical and biblical
sources wit h muc h freedom , a s Pete r Rab y ha s observed . Wilde' s Hero d
incorporates element s o f Hero d Antipas , Hero d Agripp a an d Hero d th e
Tetrarch; as a result, Iokanaan seems identified wit h the John familiar fro m
the synopti c Gospel s bu t alternativel y serve s a s a  vehicl e fo r a  much les s
specific propheti c tradition . This , Raby point s out , allow s Wilde t o 'con -
struct hi s ow n apocrypha l text , with quotation , semi-quotatio n an d ech o
ranging from Isaiah to the Book of Revelation'.42

An additional aspec t of Wilde's fresh approac h wa s his making Herod' s
court comprehensivel y representativ e o f th e ancien t worl d a t th e tim e of
Christ. Shewan discerns two groups, cynics and dreamers, representing two
contrasting attitudes, 'worldly cynicism and symbolist fantasy', represente d
in their extreme s by Herodias and her Page.43 Present here are representa-
tives o f virtuall y th e entir e Mediterranea n world : ther e ar e a  Syrian , a
Cappadocian, a  Nubian ; Tigellinu s ha s spen t tim e i n Rome ; Caesa r ha s
recently sen t emissarie s fro m Rom e t o Herod' s palace ; ther e ar e Jews ,
engaged i n impassione d disputation ; ther e ar e allusion s t o Jesu s an d hi s
extensive travels through parts  of the Mediterranean world ; and, for goo d
measure, there are two Nazarenes.

The resultin g impressio n i s o f a  microcos m o f th e know n worl d -
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depraved, unredeeme d an d seemingly irredeemable , despit e th e reputed
healing and saving work of Jesus Christ and despite the presence at Herod's
court o f John th e Baptis t -  Iokanaan , a s Wilde call s him , in a notable
instance o f distancing - th e harbinger o f the Saviour, but long imprisoned
by Herod in the filthy cistern that lies below the palace courtyard. A striking
impression thus emerges of a world in flux, yet held in check by mysterious
forces, a world suspended in a kind of Spenglerian - or, perhaps, Yeatsian -
moment o f transition toward s something a t least as fearful a s what has so
far prevailed.44 In this way Wilde establishes a clear orientation, an effectiv e
contextualisation, an d a n increasin g sens e of foreboding fo r th e dramati c
action tha t ensues , presenting , as San Juan phrase s it , a 'crisis in which
extremes, paradoxes, and contraries revolve in a continuum o f widespread
disorder'.45

This disorde r i s effectively dramatise d fro m th e outset: i n character ,
language and action, Wilde depicts perverse, inordinate, illicit and impulsive
desire and its clash with ultimate authority . Herod's incestuous lust for hi s
stepdaughter Salom e is evident fro m th e moment h e follows he r o n stage ,
concerned tha t sh e ha s disobeye d hi s command to return to th e banque t
inside. Salome' s initial , wilfu l impuls e to disobey an d thwar t Hero d ha s
drawn the central action from hi s banqueting hal l onto his private terrace.
Herod's eviden t desir e for his wife' s daughte r ha s a  touch o f the comi c
about i t - an d Herodias' s objection s to his interes t in her daughte r hav e
more than a  touch - bu t th e forebodin g tensio n of the sequenc e i s none-
theless clearl y felt . An d the n Salom e goe s on e bette r tha n Hero d i n her
unbridled curiosit y an d insatiabl e thirs t fo r new experienc e beyon d her
years, as well as in her rapidly developing sexual instincts, which culminate
in her falling i n love with the filthy an d disgusting yet perversely attractiv e
figure o f the prophe t Iokanaa n th e moment h e is brought forth . Minglin g
desire an d disgust , an d provin g ultimatel y fata l fo r the ma n wh o i s it s
object, Salome's love becomes, in the major peripety of the dramatic action,
all too destructive - an d self-destructiv e fo r he r as well. Like much else in
the play, that turn-about contributes to a sustained and conclusive disorder
that i s deeply ironi c a s well: condemnin g Herodia s fo r her incestuous
marriage t o the brother o f her slain husband , Iokanaa n call s fo r he r
destruction beneat h th e shield s o f Herod's soldiers ; bu t a t the en d i t i s
Salome herself whom Herod, in this fashion, mercilessly destroys.

In the early sequence of the action, before Herod and Herodias and their
entourage make their way on stage, the Young Syrian, Narraboth, who has
recently been made captain of the guard, serves as a pivotal figure. Clearly ,
he is infatuated wit h Salome, and when she insists that he give the order to
bring Iokanaa n ou t o f the cistern , Narraboth , a t first resistin g bu t the n
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wilting before he r powerful determination , issues the command tha t brings
Iokanaan out of the hellish depths onto the stage. Then, having gone against
the expres s orde r o f Herod , an d witnessin g Salome' s eroticall y charge d
confrontation wit h Iokanaan , h e impulsively kill s himself , falling betwee n
Salome and the prophet and leaving a pool of blood on the floor that Herod
will slip in and find ominous. Narraboth is thus both visually and actually a
sacrifice to the opposing forces of Herod's authority and Salome's will and,
as such, a sign of the crisis yet to come.

Part of Salome's persuasive effect o n Narraboth derives from her promise
that th e nex t da y a s she passes in her litte r sh e will drop 'un e petit e fleu r
verte' (2.5) / 'a little green flower' (CW  588)46 for him to retrieve as the sign
of her special interest. By common critical consent the reference is to a green
carnation. Wilde claimed he had invented the flower,47 bu t in fact it was, as
H. Montgomery Hyde explains, the covert sign of homosexuality in Paris.48

Wilde presumably counted on his London audience's naivety when he called
for a  characte r i n Lady  Windermere's  Fan to wea r suc h a  flowe r an d
arranged for friends in the audience to be wearing duplicates of it. A reviewer
for Lady's  Pictorial (Mar . 1892 , p. 50) nevertheless denounced the flowers
worn b y Wilde' s supporter s a s 'unmanly' . I n Regeni a Gagnier' s view ,
Wilde's schem e mad e the m unwittin g bearer s o f 'th e emble m o f homo -
sexuality', an d sh e argue s tha t th e sam e significanc e o f a  veile d homo -
sexuality emerges in Salome's offer o f the 'littl e green flower' t o the young
captain.49 Although Wilde maintained to Graham Robertson that the oddly
coloured flower meant nothing at all,50 in retrospect one may speculate that
it possessed a coded significance identifying Salome' s sexuality as perversely
and clandestinely male , suggesting that the Syrian thus kills himself ou t of
homosexual jealousy over Salome's infatuation with Iokanaan.

Much commentar y ha s focuse d o n Salome  a s a  cover t homosexua l
work.51 As early as 1970 Kate Millett characterised the play as a 'drama of
homosexual guil t an d rejection', 52 a  view condemned a s too one-side d b y
Kohl, who nonetheless seems sympathetic to Edmund Bergler's earlier, and
simplistic, psychoanalytic view of Wilde as consoling himself and justifyin g
his homosexuality b y concluding tha t wome n ar e cruel. 53 I n Kohl' s view,
accepting 'th e connectio n betwee n demoni c femal e sensualit y an d th e
author's homosexuality ' lead s t o a n identificatio n o f th e characte r o f
Iokanaan with Wilde himself.54 Yet it is unnecessary to read Iokanaan as a
covert imag e o f th e autho r -  or , a s Ellman n woul d hav e it , Hero d a s a
covert representation of him55 - i n order to appreciate the complex dynamic
of sexua l element s i n Salome,  In hi s biograph y o f Wilde , Fran k Harri s
recollected a  conversatio n i n whic h hi s subjec t explaine d hi s attitud e
towards passionate sexual relations:
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A woman's passion is degrading. She is continually tempting you. She wants
your desir e as a satisfaction fo r he r vanity more than anythin g else , and her
vanity is insatiable if her desire is weak, and so she continually tempts you to
excess, and the n blame s yo u fo r th e physica l satiet y an d disgus t which she
herself ha s created. With a boy there is no vanity in the matter, no jealousy,
and therefor e non e o f the tempting , no t a tenth par t o f the coarseness ; and
consequently desire is always fresh and keen. Oh, Frank, believe me, you don't
know what a great romantic passion is.56

Taken fo r it s attitude toward s heterosexua l relations , the passag e offer s b y
implication an oddly pejorative view of Salome herself, tempting Herod to an
excess of sexual arousa l tha t precipitate s a  disgust whos e ultimat e issu e is
Herod's condemnation of her to death. The complexity of characterisation in
the play nonetheles s allow s fo r a  more cover t homosexua l aur a fo r Salome ,
as Gagnier an d other s have observed. One may even construe Salome' s ow n
attraction t o Iokanaan a s a virtual homosexua l seduction , unconsciou s on
his part , tha t rob s Salom e of her innocence : 'J'etai s u ne vierge,' she says to
Iokanaan's severe d head , 't u m'a s defloree . J'etai s chaste , tu as rempl i me s
veines d e feu ' (82 ) / 'I was a  virgin, an d tho u dids t tak e my  virginit y fro m
me. I was chaste, and thou dids t fill my veins with fire'  (CW  604) .

We may thus see embodied i n the play two separate aspects of perversion ,
heterosexual an d homosexual , linke d ambiguousl y together . Th e cleares t
example o f heterosexual perversit y i n the pla y concern s Salom e an d her
insistent desir e to kiss th e mout h o f the prophe t -  not , on e infers , fo r th e
wisdom she may derive, but for the sheer sensuality and erotic thrill of the act
- and , whe n h e refuses , he r desir e to kill him , to punish hi m for his ow n
sexual innocenc e and , paradoxically , t o appropriat e th e power o f tha t
innocence t o attrac t an d compromis e it s perceiver. Th e threa t pose d by
Salome's aggressivenes s reflect s a n age-ol d fea r o f heterosexual relation s as
dangerous an d destructive fo r men. Th e ide a i s evocatively captured , as
Robert C . Schweik point s out , i n the iconograph y o f Gustave Moreau' s
painting Salome  Dancing  Before  Herod,  i n which 'Salome' s wais t i s girdled
with th e trophy-like head s o f men'. I n his notebooks Morea u describe d
Salome a s an 'emblem o f sensuality, o f unhealthy curiosity , an d o f that
terrible fat e reserve d fo r searcher s afte r a  nameless ideal'. 57 The ide a o f th e
fatally destructive woman, traditionally epitomised in the Medusa, carries an
image Beardsley deftl y allow s to infiltrate hi s own representations, featurin g
the 'peculiarly defian t irrationality' , as Schweik puts it , of Salome.58 In what
may be the earliest appreciation of Beardsley's first representation of Salome,
J'ai baise  ta  bouche,  Iokanaan  (figur e 7 , p. 132) , Theodor e Wratisla w
published i n 189 3 a graphic description o f the character's morbid attractive -
ness:
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In this drawing, Salome, arrayed in a strange headdress in which the locks and
ball of hair take the vague form of a hideous spider, on her knees, holds before
her wizened face the severed head of the Baptist; a head with snaky locks like
those of Medusa, from whic h fal l a  stream of blood which, as it touches the
ground spring s u p agai n a s a  marvellou s lily . I t i s like a  spider' s web , thi s
drawing, with fantastic line s and spiral s wandering abou t a t hazard. But the
horror lie s in the headdress of Salome: the hair falls before her as she kneels,
runs ove r he r bac k an d spring s fro m he r hea d lik e the leg s an d bod y o f a
gigantic spider or scorpion.59

There is , then , n o clea r lin e betwee n heterosexua l an d homosexua l
concerns i n Salome.  Beardsley' s pervers e celebratio n o f Iokanaa n a s a
Medusa-like seduce r o f Salome , wh o i s hersel f depicte d a s a  treacherou s
threat, effectivel y capture s th e pervasiv e ambiguit y o f sexualit y an d sexua l
attraction i n thi s dense , paradoxical play . To Edwar d Carpenter , autho r o f
The Intermediate  Sex  an d a  studen t o f 'transitiona l type s o f me n an d
women', suc h ambiguit y wa s explainabl e a s representin g person s 'i n th e
middle region ' betwee n tw o poles , wh o diffe r biologicall y bu t ar e 'b y
emotion an d temperamen t ver y nea r t o eac h other' , displayin g ' a unio n o r
balance o f th e feminin e an d masculin e qualities ' tha t allow s the m t o
'interpret me n an d wome n t o on e another'. 60 Showalte r argue s fo r th e
aptness of Beardsley's drawings , in particular th e one called 'Th e Woman i n
the Moon', insofa r a s they deliberately blur 'the line between ar t and reality ,
sexuality an d gender' , an d s o compris e a  reflectio n o f th e homosexua l
subtext o f an ostensibly heterosexual play. 61

The pla y i s thus invested , b y the middl e o f th e actio n i f no t earlier , wit h
an intens e an d comple x eroti c charg e tha t linger s t o th e ver y end , eve n
where th e force s o f thanatos  hav e seemingl y overwhelme d th e force s o f
eros. Gagnie r argue s that Wilde makes sexual desire the 'rulin g divinity' , a n
emphasis eviden t eve n in Wilde's perversio n o f scriptur e fo r hi s purpose. In
Luke 3:22 , Go d th e Father' s wor d o n th e descen t o f th e Dov e -  'Tho u ar t
my beloved Son ; in thee I  am wel l pleased' -  become s Herodias' s ' I am wel l
pleased wit h m y daughter' , accomplishin g a  blasphemou s fulfilmen t o f
prophecy i n Wilde's play . In this way, Gagnie r says , a 'Pentecosta l visio n of
fire an d doves , spoke n i n th e ne w tongu e o f sexua l love , celebrate s th e
triumph o f Salom e an d he r mother' , an d s o 'Wilde' s Salome  posit s th e
castration o f th e force s o f la w an d orde r b y th e force s o f illici t sexua l
desire.'62

It i s nevertheles s fo r a  brie f momen t onl y tha t th e pla y ma y b e see n t o
celebrate a n alternativ e sexuality , fo r ultimatel y i t enacts th e destructio n o f
that sexualit y a t th e hand s o f a n official , philistin e power . In  th e late r
context o f Wilde' s trial s i n 189 5 f° r action s prohibite d unde r th e Crimina l
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Law Amendmen t Ac t of 1885 , th e play i s powerfull y an d ironicall y
prescient.

IV

And yet , a s Jonathan Dollimor e ha s shown i n a masterl y discussio n of
Wilde's transgressiv e behaviour, 63 eve n mor e fundamenta l matter s ar e at
stake i n the play tha n sexua l orientation . Wha t i s ultimately centra l in
Salome i s the representation o f unquenchably stron g desire itself, aside fro m
its specific manifestations i n gender and gender relations.

Moreover, i t is crucia l to perceive ho w deep-roote d desir e i s persistentl y
articulated i n the ide a o f seeing things . As many commentator s hav e noted ,
the play is rife with words and images related to vision, to gazing or lookin g
upon som e objec t o f attraction. Foremos t amon g reiterate d image s of this
kind i s that of the moon. As the actio n progresses , we ar e told th e moon is
like 'une femme qu i sort d'un tombeau ' - 'un e femme morte ' (9 ) / 'a woma n
rising fro m a  tomb' - ' a dead woman ' (CW  583) , according t o the Pag e of
Herodias. T o the Youn g Syrian , preoccupie d wit h Salome , i t is like 'un e
petite princess e qu i port e un voil e jaune , et a des pied s d'argent' , /  'a little
princess wh o wear s a  yellow veil , an d whos e fee t ar e o f silver', lik e 'un e
princesse qu i a des pieds comm e de s petite s colombe s blanches ' (9-10 ) / 'a
princess wh o ha s littl e whit e dove s for feet' (C W 583) . T o Salome , muc h
preoccupied wit h hersel f an d he r stil l virgina l state , th e moo n i s like 'un e
petite piece de monnaie . . . un e toute petite fleur d'argent.. . froid e e t chaste
vierge . . . Ell e n e s'est jamai s souillee . Ell e n e s'est jamai s donne e aux
hommes' (20 ) / 'a little piec e o f money, a  little silve r flower  . . . cold an d
chaste . . . a virgin. Sh e has neve r defile d herself . Sh e ha s neve r abandone d
herself t o men ' (CW  586). Th e Page an d the Young Syria n continu e
describing th e moon i n their respectiv e views : like 'l a main d'un e mort e qu i
cherche a  se couvrir ave c un linceu P / 'the han d o f a dead woma n wh o is
seeking t o cove r hersel f wit h a  shroud' , say s th e Page; lik e 'un e petit e
princesse qu i a  des yeu x d'ambres ' (26 ) / 'a little princess , whos e eye s ar e
eyes o f amber ' (CW  588), replie s th e Syrian. Later , i n appreciating the
physical qualitie s o f Iokanaan , Salom e assert s that 'l e sein de la lune quan d
elle couche su r le sein de la mer' (32 ) / 'the breast of the moon when she lies
on the breas t o f the sea ' (CW  589 ) i s not s o white a s Iokanaan's body . Th e
Page's preoccupation wit h images of death has had a n ominous qualit y tha t
proves al l to o appropriat e whe n th e Youn g Syria n kill s himself : 'J e savai s
bien qu e l a lune cherchai t u n mort, mai s j e ne savais pa s qu e c'etai t lui
qu'elle cherchait ' (35 ) / 'I knew that the moon was seeking a dead thing, bu t
I knew no t tha t i t was he whom sh e sought ' (CW  591) , the Page remarks i n
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sorrow. Hero d himsel f see s th e moo n a s a  troublin g presence . 'L a lun e a
Pair tre s etrang e c e soir ' /  'Th e moo n ha s a  strang e loo k to-night' , h e
observes, lik e 'un e femm e hysterique , un e femm e hysteriqu e qu i v a
cherchant de s amant s partout ' /  ' a ma d woman , a  ma d woma n wh o i s
seeking everywhere fo r lovers' ; it 'chancell e a  travers les nuages comme un e
femme ivre ' (38-9 ) /  'reel s throug h th e sk y lik e a  drunke n woman ' (C W
592). I n thi s broa d contex t o f almos t compulsiv e association , Herodias' s
disclaimer -  'Non . L a lun e ressembl e a  l a lune , c'es t tout ' (39 ) /  'No ; th e
moon i s like the moon, that i s all' (CW 592) - i s positively comic.

Even aside from th e moon, there is much to look a t in this play, and muc h
to understand i n symboli c ways, while a t th e same time the perils o f gazin g
at thing s ar e continuall y stressed . Salom e i s a  beautifu l youn g woma n bu t
dangerous t o b e looke d at , whethe r b y th e Youn g Syria n o r b y Hero d
himself. A  greate r dange r arise s i n th e middl e o f th e pla y i n Herod' s
licentious feastin g o f hi s eye s o n th e bod y o f hi s stepdaughte r a s sh e
performs th e danc e o f th e seve n veils . Wilde' s stag e directio n -  'Salome
danse la  danse des  sept  voiles'  (70 ) /  'Salome  dances  the  dance  of  the  seven
veils' (CW  600)  -  i s surel y on e o f th e mos t laconi c direction s i n al l o f
modern drama . Slave s hav e brough t th e seve n veils , and Salom e ha s veile d
herself onl y to unveil herself again . The unavoidable conclusion i s that wha t
she doe s is , howeve r tastefu l an d howeve r muc h withi n th e limit s o f
theatrical an d socia l decorum , a  strip-tease . N o matte r ho w etherea l it s
style, ther e mus t b e somethin g directl y sensua l an d eroti c o n vie w i n th e
dance i n orde r t o captur e wha t i s surel y Wilde' s ide a o f presentin g t o th e
gaze -  ostensibl y th e mal e gaz e o f Hero d himsel f -  somethin g tha t i s
strongly desired and equally forcibly forbidden .

Desire doe s indee d li e a t th e ver y centr e o f th e play , multivalent , chaoti c
and ungovernable . Salome  present s a  protagonist with a  critical lack o f self-
knowledge, bu t on e whos e yearning s ar e to o stron g t o overmaster .
However pervers e Salome' s desir e fo r Iokanaan' s hea d ma y be , the immu -
table strengt h o f tha t desir e itsel f -  s o great tha t i t overcomes al l the worl d
and lif e itsel f -  is , fundamentally, wha t th e play is about. Almost a t the end ,
Salome utters an exceedingly long speech befor e th e decapitated hea d o f the
Baptist. Sh e acknowledge s havin g a t las t go t wha t sh e ha s aske d for : th e
fulfilment o f he r desir e t o kis s th e mout h o f th e prophet : 'Ah ! t u n'a s pa s
voulu m e laisse r baise r t a bouche , Iokanaan . Eh , bien ! j e l a baisera i
maintenant' (80 ) /  'Ah ! Tho u woulds t no t suffe r m e t o kis s th y mouth ,
Iokanaan. Well ! I  will kiss i t now' (CW  604).  Sh e has triumphed ove r bot h
Iokanaan's scandalise d refusa l an d Herod' s pusillanimity . The speec h ends ,
true t o he r preoccupation , wit h Salome' s declaratio n tha t th e myster y o f
love i s greate r tha n th e myster y o f death : 'I I n e fau t regarde r qu e l'amour '
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JA! BAISE TABO\/CHE )

Figure 7  Aubre y Beardsley' s first  Salom e illustration ; th e origina l drawin g wa s publishe d i n
the first  number o f The  Studio,  April , 1893 , prompting John Lan e to commissio n Beardsle y t o

illustrate the English edition of Salome

(83)/'Love onl y shoul d on e consider ' (CW  604).  Onl y lov e i s wha t
matters; nothing else . Herod's reactio n i s one o f dee p revulsion an d fear ,
and h e condemn s Salom e a s a  monstrou s perso n wh o ha s committe d a
crime against an unknown god. Herodias defiantly declare s her approval of
what he r daughte r ha s done , bu t Herod' s fear s persist ; h e call s fo r th e
torches t o b e extinguished an d fo r eve n the moon an d star s to b e hidden
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from view . Eve r mor e fearfu l o f lookin g a t things , he command s Herodia s
to retreat with him into the palace.

At thi s poin t th e stag e direction s cal l fo r a  grea t clou d t o obscur e th e
moon, momentaril y throwin g th e scen e int o darknes s an d gloom . Salom e
continues t o knee l befor e th e head o f Iokanaan , obliviou s t o al l except tha t
one objec t an d remaining , fo r th e moment, silent . Then, a s Herod begin s t o
climb the staircase , the voice of Salome is heard onc e more, emanating fro m
the obscurity , speakin g a  muc h briefer  speec h tha t end s ' . . . J'a i bais e t a
bouche, Iokaanan, j'a i baise ta bouche. ' Aubrey Beardsle y demonstrated hi s
understanding o f how importan t thi s climactic moment i s when h e used th e
speech a s a  caption fo r hi s very first  illustration o f the play. 64 Whil e Hero d
slowly mount s th e staircase , Salom e agai n take s u p he r chante d speec h
addressing th e hea d o f Iokanaan , protractin g th e reverie-lik e stat e int o
which sh e has falle n an d luxuriatin g i n her situation . Katharin e Wort h see s
a tragi c qualit y i n the moment , capturin g th e presenc e stil l o f th e 'littl e los t
girl' o f the beginning o f the play. 65 Th e longe r the moment lasts , the highe r
the dramati c tensio n rises . Herod' s protracte d mountin g o f th e staircas e
through th e persisten t darknes s suggest s tha t h e feel s defeate d an d ha s
abandoned Salom e t o he r pervers e morbidity . Ever y indicatio n no w i s tha t
she wil l b e allowe d t o retai n he r gruesom e priz e undisturbed , unmolested .
And then , in a sudden, unprepared reversa l that bring s ful l th e resolution o f
the drama , a  ray o f moonligh t fall s o n the figure  o f Salom e an d illuminate s
her; at the sam e instant Hero d turn s and , seeing her captured i n the pool of
light, crie s ou t i n vengefu l fury : 'Tue z cett e femme! ' (84 ) /  'Kil l tha t
woman!' (CW  605) . Th e terribl e en d i s swif t an d sure . Herod' s soldier s
advance ou t o f th e darknes s int o th e circl e o f ligh t an d crus h beneat h thei r
shields 'Salome,  fille  d'Herodias, Princesse  de]udee\

Curiously, i n these concludin g stag e direction s Wild e identifie s th e dyin g
Salome i n quit e formal , an d specificall y matrilineal , terms . Wha t ha s
happened i s that, notwithstanding he r sudden and violent death, Salome has
had th e ineffabl e pleasur e o f bein g grante d he r fondes t desire , an d he r
unshakeable will  has brought her at last to the point of enjoying the intimate
kiss denied her by the prophet while he lived. As Ellmann explains ,

Like Huysmans's Des Esseintes, she is a jusqu'au-boutiste, willing her passion
beyond huma n limits , beyon d th e grav e even . Thos e wh o d o thi s becom e
exemplary; thei r valu e a s illustration s mitigate s thei r monstrousness . Whe n
death comes to Salome, it takes the measure of her boundless desire. She dies
into a parable of self-consuming passion. ( £ 32.6)

Salome has acted with such single-mindedness o f purpose an d ha s remaine d
so implacable i n her desir e that sh e has overmastered th e weaker will  of the
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patriarch, compromising his supreme power and stature in the kingdom and
forcing him into the most extreme of actions: first, the killing of the prophet
despite deep misgivings about the advisability of such a deed, and then the
cowardly, vindictiv e murde r o f Salom e herself . Fa r from havin g bee n
defeated, it is she who has defeated th e patriarch; it is she who will live in
myth and legend, and in the imaginations of all who have seen her dance.

Some of the best criticism on Salome focuses on the complex character of
its central figure and its achievement of a larger, transcendent status. Gilbert
finds Salome' s kissing of the lips of the severed head, in itself a repellent act,
'unaccountably touching' : Wilde half convinces us that 'in experiencing the
dark obsessions of Salome we are experiencing ou r own' . About this play,
Gilbert adds , Wilde migh t hav e proclaimed , 'Salome , c'est  moi.' ' A con-
ventionally monstrou s act' , Gilbert explains , 'ca n be made t o appea r
recognizably huma n throug h associatio n wit h ourselves' ; by analogy , on e
may discover a more general process in which objective reality yields to 'the
dissolving influences o f individual perception'. 66 Sa n Juan, in a convincing
reading, see s in Salome's lon g metaphori c flights  the releas e of libidinal
impulses. Hers are lawless motivations reflecting a  'poisonous malice' and a
'careless crue l passion ' lyin g at the centr e of Wilde's conception . Salom e
gains 'a quality of heroic firmness', San Juan argues, in executing 'the law of
Eros .. . withi n her' . At the same time, she transcends bodily desire, and in
her death annihilates guilt and 'the discords of existence'.67 Taking a similar
view, Peter Raby describes the death of Salome as 'a symbolic reenactment
of the Fall, and a  highly charged, ritualistic attempt at synthesis, as Salome
assumes a prophetic role in her own search for fulfilment'. 68

This remarkable enlargement o f a character who begins as an ostensibly
weak, waif-like pubescent girl occurs partly through Wilde's brilliant use of
the potentia l of the physica l theatre. 69 I n th e concludin g moment s of the
play, at a point somewhere near the centre of the stage, Salome seizes from
the Executione r th e hea d o f Iokanaan, place d o n 'un bouclier  d'argenf
(80) / '<z silver shield" (CW  603). Salome resolutely makes this central point
her own resting place, delineating a space that mentally excludes all traces
of the exterior setting and so achieving 'a subjectivity and an interiority', as
Gilbert explains , notably absen t fro m Wilde' s sources. 70 Salom e has bee n
instinctively intent on establishing this interiority almost from her entrance.
Her stron g wil l to gain wha t sh e want s -  initially , th e presenc e o f the
prophet o n Herod's privat e terrac e and , later , th e hea d o f the prophe t
himself - makes her singularly able to ignore whatever might distract fro m
her purpose. She seems to be walking in a kind o f dream. This developing
correspondence o f Salome's outer and inner reality , fully articulate d a t the
moment when the head o f Iokanaan i s set before her , identifies the play of
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which she is the eponymous and central character as an authentic symbolist
drama. In his essay on Huysmans, Arthur Symons defined symbolis m as an
aesthetic force working to establish 'the links which hold the world together,
the affirmation o f a n eternal , minute, intricate, almost invisibl e life , which
runs throug h th e whol e universe'. 71 A  true measur e o f th e kee n sens e of
theatre attribute d t o hi m b y Rober t Ros s emerge s i n Wilde' s remarkabl e
dramaturgical ability , eviden t here , t o impos e ont o th e objective , alie n
ground o f Herod' s terrac e a n entirely subjective an d transformative visio n
of Salome . I n thi s vision , sh e become s th e effectiv e centr e o f a  spiritua l
world enveloping what is a frankly an d perversely sensual sphere of action
and reifying i t as a world instinct with love. When the moonlight falls upon
Salome, i t illuminate s he r a s th e ultimat e interprete r o f wha t th e moo n
means: it means no less than herself , and al l that her sel f comprehends. As
Gilbert argues , Salom e draw s he r strengt h fro m ' a wholl y apolitica l self -
indulgence', an d whe n Hero d accuse s he r o f bein g merel y he r mother' s
agent she replies: 'It is not my mother's voice that I  heed. It is  for my own
pleasure that I  as k th e hea d o f Iokanaa n o n a  silve r charger.' 72 Salome,
Gagnier observes, is Wilde's 'personal fantasy o f the triumph of sexual love
over th e repressiv e force s o f society'. 73 I n thi s final moment, Salom e ha s
now becom e a  full y articulate d ico n o f desir e an d love , even while , in a
more tragi c mod e o f understanding , sh e ha s becom e th e victi m o f a n
embattled patriarchal society's remorseless revenge.

In a letter to Douglas from Berneval-sur-Me r shortl y after hi s release fro m
prison, Wild e discusse d hi s prospect s a s a  write r an d summe d u p hi s
accomplishment t o date . Adaptin g a  crucia l statemen t fro m th e earlier ,
much longe r lette r t o Dougla s writte n fro m Readin g priso n ( L 466) , he
reasserted what he believed was his singular contribution to dramatic art: 'If
I were asked of myself as a dramatist, I would say that my unique position
was that I had taken the Drama, the most objective form known to art, and
made it as personal a  mode of expression as the Lyric or the Sonnet, while
enriching the characterisation of the stage, and enlarging - a t any rate in the
case of Salome - it s artistic horizon' (L 589). This rendering of his art from
the vantag e poin t o f a  mask-lik e objectivit y was , Wild e argues , wha t
paradoxically liberate s the artist and affords hi m scope to tell the truth. In
this case , a s h e himsel f point s out , Wild e ha s no t onl y tol d th e persona l
truth abou t himself ; he has enriched dramati c characterisation and , just as
important, enlarge d th e artisti c horizo n o f th e stage . Tha t is , in creatin g
Salome he has broadened and deepened the generic basis of character, and
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he has moved beyond the realistic stage to a more modern mise-en-scene of
symbolic dimensions.

Edouard Roditi , quotin g Wilde' s Berneva l letter , point s ou t tha t thi s
notion o f an artful articulatio n o f inherent authoria l subjectivit y shoul d be
understood a s a development o r refinemen t o f genre. In Salome,  his most
essentially lyrica l drama, Wilde had reduced the traditional component s of
effective dramaturg y - plot, structure, characterisation and the like - which
had unnecessaril y complicated suc h earlier plays as Vera  and The  Duchess
of Padua,  to 'basic element s of genre'. As Wilde 'sorte d hi s varied gifts' ,
Roditi argues , he discovered throug h a  persistent an d origina l stud y of
genre 'th e aspect s of his personality whic h coul d b e cultivated ther e mos t
fruitfully . . .'.74 Thos e aspect s combine int o a limpid subjectivit y that , fo r
Wilde, expresses the very nature of modernity. As early as 1883, in the letter
to Mar y Anderso n quote d earlier , h e explained tha t audience s wil l be
surprised to find modern life in an Italian tragedy (The  Duchess of Padua),
but 'the essence of art is to produce the modern idea under an antique form'
(L 137) . Later, writing to Douglas , he asserted tha t 'th e egoistic note' had
always been to him 'the primal and ultimate note of modern art' (L 590).

Roditi's explanation of Wilde's mastery of genre as a process of effectiv e
self-expression make s muc h sens e as a gloss of the principa l feature s of
Wilde's dramati c art . Wort h concurs ; Salome' s unveiling , sh e explains , is
'an appropriate image ' for what Wilde considered the artist's primary task:
'self-expression an d self-revelation'.75 I f anythin g a t all is clea r abou t
Wilde's wa y of writing plays , it is that h e did no t begi n with a notion of
coherent genr e int o whic h h e fitted what h e had to say; rather, h e began
with a sense of his own subjective self and personal situation, a self impelled
irresistibly toward s som e kind o f formal expressio n tha t hi s own architec-
tonic imagination would then enable him to control and manipulate. Every
such attempt was different fro m every other. In the long letter from Reading
prison, Wilde explained that he could not rest content with repetition of the
familiar, bu t had to 'pas s on ' to the 'othe r sid e of the garden' , which also
'had it s secrets'. At this time, there was a constancy in the effort tha t held
promise o f a larger coherence . 'A t ever y singl e momen t o f one's life' , he
explained, 'one is what one is going to be no less than what one has been.
Art is symbol, because man is a symbol' (L 475-6). Elsewhere, in 'The Soul
of Man Under Socialism' , Wilde said that 'Ar t is the most intense mood of
Individualism that the world has known', in a passage Shewan has identified
as the germ of the character of Salome.76

In respondin g t o such visionar y pronouncements , criticis m ha s ofte n
floundered. Philip Cohen' s vie w tha t Wilde' s oeuvr e reflect s a  continuing
spiritual an d mora l crisi s -  Salom e an d Iokanaan , h e asserts, 'functio n
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largely as symbolic projections o f Herod's - an d Wilde's - divide d mind ' -
reflects a  simplisti c notio n o f Wilde' s generi c objectivit y a s no mor e tha n
'camouflage' fo r 'hi s confession'. 77 G . Wilso n Knight' s commen t tha t
Wilde's play s ca n b e rea d i n par t a s 'obliqu e expression s o f hi s inne r
torments'78 run s i n th e sam e vein , a s doe s Worth' s endorsemen t o f
Ellmann's view that Herod i s a Wildean self-portrait , a  clandestine expres-
sion o f Wilde' s allege d ambivalenc e ove r th e extreme s represente d b y
Salome an d Iokanaan. 79 Herod' s strikin g self-consciousness , note d b y
Showalter, Wort h an d others , an d Beardsley' s representatio n o f Wild e a s
Herod in one instance, may have encouraged such interpretation. Holbrook
Jackson's earlier notion o f Salome as a modern morality play, 'a tragedy of
spiritual disharmony ' i n whic h eac h characte r 'founder s throug h lac k o f
balance betwee n bod y an d soul', 80 offer s a  mor e clear-sighte d view . Ye t
none o f thes e approache s full y account s fo r th e extraordinaril y inward -
turning, self-sufficing, self-revealin g character of Salome herself, and for the
author who stands ambiguously - o r perhaps triumphantly - behin d her.

For Wilde such subjectivity i s a prime generative force fo r art . To miss
this basi c characteristi c o f Wilde' s writin g fo r th e theatr e i s to misunder -
stand th e experientia l an d dramaturgica l foundatio n o f hi s plays . Wilde's
Salome, far fro m bein g a n anomalou s wor k i n th e oeuvr e o f a  popula r
master o f comedy-dram a an d farcica l comedy , stand s exemplaril y a t th e
very centr e o f hi s dramati c writing . A s Shewa n observes , 'th e opposin g
forces o f self-expressio n an d self-repressio n ar e presen t i n al l o f Wilde' s
plays, thoug h the y reac h thei r Romanti c climax ' i n Salome. 81 Fa r fro m
obscuring o r distorting hi s efforts i n a variety of dramatic genres, the play
sheds a clarifying and orienting light on every one of his efforts in that form.
Roditi observes that Wilde developed 'a paradoxical ethics of good and evil
whose Manichean identity of contraries is typical of many heresies that once
flourished amon g th e mor e Orienta l sect s o f Gnosticis m an d Earl y Chris -
tianity'.82 Howeve r tru e thi s is , th e mor e essentia l poin t abou t Wilde' s
heretical dramaturg y i s that i t i s not only based on a  paradoxical ethi c of
good and evil, but on one ultimately expressive of the man himself.

And s o Salome  deserve s renewe d consideratio n a s a  maste r wor k o f
dramatic authoria l self-expressio n and , simultaneously , a  powerfu l an d
exemplary piece for th e modern theatre : these are the polarities, subjectiv e
and objective, of its nature as a work of symbolist art. Although it will never
unseat The  Importance  of  Being  Earnest  a s Wilde' s mos t perenniall y
popular play , Salome  nevertheless challenge s th e Wildea n audienc e t o a
fresh engagemen t wit h th e generativ e force s o f hi s dramaturgy , eve n a s i t
leads th e seriou s studen t o f Wild e an d hi s play s toward s a  broade r
reassessment of his accomplishment.
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Wilde's comedie s o f Societ y

Wilde's thre e Societ y comedie s wer e produce d b y differen t managers :
Lady Windermere's  Fan by Georg e Alexande r a t th e S t James's Theatr e
(20 February 1892) , A  Woman  of  No  Importance  by Herber t Beerboh m
Tree (1 9 Apri l 1893 ) a n d An  Ideal  Husband ( 3 January 1895 ) b y Lewis
Waller, bot h a t th e Theatr e Royal , Haymarket . Ha d Henr y James' s Guy
Domville not bee n a  failur e an d lef t Alexande r wit h a  gap i n hi s season ,
Wilde would hav e adde d Charle s Wyndham an d th e Criterio n Theatr e t o
his lis t wit h The  Importance  of  Being  Earnest. In th e month s befor e hi s
career collapse d i n the witnes s bo x o f th e Queensberr y libe l trial , he was
sketching out a new play of modern life for Alexander , the Gerald Lancing
scenario which Frank Harris later fleshed out as Mr and Mrs Daventry; and
negotiating wit h America n producer s suc h a s Albert Palme r abou t a  play
' "with no real serious interest" - jus t a comedy', and with Charles Frohman
for a  'moder n "Schoo l fo r Scandal" ' styl e o f play . This flurr y o f activit y
indicates both Wilde's perceived marketability on both sides of the Atlantic
and his own growing confidence in a genre he had only taken up in 1891, in
fact at Alexander's invitation. 'I wonder can I do it in a week, or will it take
three?' he reportedly commented to Frank Harris. 'It ought not to take long
to beat the Pineros and the Joneses.'

Writing to Alexander i n February 1891 , Wilde offered a  rather differen t
attitude towards his progress on Lady Windermere's Van: ' I am not satisfied
with mysel f o r m y work. I  can't ge t a  grip o f the play yet : I can't ge t my
people real... I am very sorry, but artistic work can't be done unless one is
in th e mood ; certainl y m y work can't . Sometime s I  spend month s ove r a
thing, and don' t do any good; at other times I write a thing in a fortnight '
(L 282). Even allowing for a  writer's defensiveness to explain his delays in
delivering a  commissioned piece , Wilde makes clear the artistic seriousness
with whic h h e approache d hi s plays ; an attitud e t o whic h th e numerou s
drafts an d rewriting s o f al l hi s comedie s als o testify . I n the cas e o f Lady
Windermere's Fan, it wa s a  proces s which , famously , continue d afte r th e
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opening night, with changes made at Alexander's strongly urged suggestion
to reveal Mrs Erlynne' s relationship t o he r daughte r Lad y Windermere by
gradual degrees, instead of reserving it for the fourth act . Following the first
run o f each play , Wilde would then make alterations an d addition s to the
post-production printe d text . No playwright befor e hi m writing in English
had pai d suc h minut e attentio n t o th e tex t o f bot h hi s performe d an d
published work.

What di d Wild e mea n b y ' I can' t ge t m y peopl e real' ? I n th e Londo n
theatrical contex t o f 1891 , one migh t assum e tha t h e wa s respondin g t o
Ibsen. Janet Achurch had appeared as Nora Helmer in the 1889 production
of A  Doll's  House  which Harle y Granville-Barke r describe d a s 'th e mos t
important dramati c even t o f th e decade' : Lad y Windermer e prepare s t o
leave her child, like Nora, even if she changes her mind as she waits in Lord
Darlington's rooms . I n Marc h 189 1 cam e th e singular , explosiv e Englis h
presentation o f Ghosts-,  i n April , Wild e returne d a  secon d tim e t o se e
Elizabeth Robin s a s Hedd a Gabler . H e wa s wel l awar e bot h o f th e
revolutionary kin d o f dramati c writin g Ibse n wa s practising , an d th e
different kin d of acting that Ibsen's roles demanded, especially those of the
women.

Wilde, like Ibsen initially, worked within the dramatic conventions of his
time. Thi s wa s particularl y eviden t i n term s o f plot . Whe n Lady  Wind-
ermere's Fan was produce d i n Februar y 1892 , some o f th e critic s leape d
eagerly to proclaim its ancestry: Victorien Sardou was the name frequentl y
thrown a t Wilde , bu t othe r suspect s include d Haddo n Chambers' s The
Idler, recently performe d a t Alexander' s S t James's Theatre , while Sydney
Grundy complaine d tha t h e could not revive his own deservedly forgotte n
1883 piece The Glass of Fashion because Wilde had already done so, 'under
the titl e o f Lady  Windermere's  Fan\ Som e o f th e situations , motif s an d
devices whic h Wild e employe d -  th e woma n conceale d i n th e roo m o f a
man wh o i s not he r husband , the mislaid fan , th e misdirected lette r -  ar e
decidedly, even deliberately, familiar: in an early draft o f the play, Wilde has
Lady Windermere hid e behind a  screen, rather tha n a  curtain, an obviou s
echo o f Sheridan' s School  for Scandal  (a 'quote ' whic h migh t toda y b e
applauded as sophisticated intertextuality, the kind of theatrical echo which
Stoppard deploy s s o skilfully) . Wild e wa s a  maste r o f conventions , an d
particularly the conventions of popular form: he did not hesitate to exploit
any medium within which he chose to work.

Wilde, with on e ey e on th e dramati c geniu s o f Ibse n an d th e othe r o n
the commercia l competitio n i n London' s Wes t End , targeted hi s audience
with adroit precision. Alexander's audiences at the St James's Theatre were
well connected , wel l dressed , wealthy an d influential ; an d Wilde se t Lady
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Windermere's Fan explicitly withi n thei r world . Th e Winde r meres' tow n
house i s located i n Carlton Hous e Terrace, a few hundred yard s from th e
theatre i n Kin g Street , an d clos e t o th e Foreig n Offic e an d th e Londo n
Clubs. Wilde maps ou t th e restricte d geograph y o f Englis h upper-middle -
class society: Grosvenor Square , Curzon Street , the Park and , beyond thi s
little parish of St James's, the rose gardens of country houses like Selby. The
names of the principal character s root the action in the English landscape:
Windermere, Darlington , Berwick . Beyon d Englan d lie s a  Europ e whic h
provides temporar y refug e fo r errin g husband s i n th e ambivalen t spa s of
Wiesbaden, Homburg and Aix, or a  more permanent exile in capitals such
as Vienna or Rome to be reached in the luxury of the Club Train.

This worl d o f 'Society' , circumscribe d b y conventions , monitore d b y
formidable dowager s suc h a s th e Duches s o f Berwick , measure d b y th e
rituals o f the English version o f the tea ceremony , or the endless round of
'small and early' dances and luncheons, is created brilliantly by Wilde. (Like
Henry James in The Portrait of a Lady, or T. S. Eliot in 'The Love Song of
J. Alfred Prufrock' , h e suggests both the comforting security and the terrible
emptiness o f the routines. ) Thi s was a  world Wilde was already confiden t
about, and one he would become even more familiar wit h after th e success
of thi s play ; an d h e strov e t o ge t th e detail s right . Durin g th e rehearsa l
period, he bombarded Alexande r wit h comments , writing him long letters
when he was not able to have ' a formal quie t interview at the end of each
day's rehearsal', as he had requested. He learned that Alexander planned to
use the Act I setting - originall y specified as Lord Windermere's library - fo r
Act IV, which Wild e ha d intende d t o b e Lady Windermere's boudoir , a n
arrangement whic h woul d hav e shifte d th e contex t fro m mal e t o femal e
territory. 'I f throug h pressur e o f time, or fo r reason s of economy, you are
unable t o giv e the pla y it s ful l sceni c mounting , th e scen e tha t ha s t o b e
repeated should be the second, not the first. Lady Windermere may be in her
drawing-room in the fourth act . She should not be in her husband's library.'
A compromise , th e morning-room , wa s reached , a  settin g whic h coul d
accommodate bot h Lad y Windermere' s area , th e tabl e wit h th e bow l o f
roses an d th e fa n an d th e sit e o f afternoo n tea , and , i n mal e opposition ,
Lord Windermere' s bureau , with book s an d paper s an d th e locke d bank -
book. Wilde's comments revealed a  sharp understanding of stage dynamics
in creativ e tensio n wit h hi s socia l awareness . H e demande d a  centra l
position fo r Mr s Erlynn e i n th e las t act . 'Windermere , bein g i n hi s ow n
house, can pace up and down - does , in fact, do so; Mrs Erlynne, of course,
cannot d o anything o f the kind. She rises from th e sofa , a s marked i n the
play, and sit s down, but with the possibility of Lady Windermere enterin g
at an y moment , fo r he r t o wal k about , o r cross , o r th e like , woul d b e
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melodramatic, but no t dramati c or artistic.' 1 Wilde's comments must have
been extremel y irritatin g t o Alexander , a s he claimed superio r knowledg e
both o f hig h Societ y an d stage-craft , whils t implyin g tha t Alexander' s
movement patterns tended to the broad and obvious. Wilde's art was not an
exercise i n naturalism . A s h e wrot e i n a  subsequen t lette r t o Alexander ,
'Details i n lif e ar e o f n o importance , bu t i n ar t detail s ar e vital.' 2 Hi s
reproduction o f wit , the polish and balance of the phrasing, the rhythm of
the exchanges, suggest for much of the play a certain mocking detachment .
The habit s an d ritual s o f the tribe have been adjusted , subtl y exaggerate d
and heightened , unti l the y are made transparent an d s o exposed t o ironi c
scrutiny.

Wilde open s th e pla y wit h a  deliberatel y ligh t sequence , a s th e youn g
Society hostess arranges roses while deflecting the charming compliments of
the witt y Lor d Darlington , a  Lor d Henr y Wotto n wit h feelings . Signifi -
cantly, sh e instruct s th e manservan t tha t sh e i s a t hom e 't o anyon e wh o
calls', thus markin g th e visi t a s entirely innocent , thoug h th e effec t o f the
instruction is to alert the audience to the subtext. As Darlington handles the
fan whic h i s Lord Windermere' s twenty-first-birthda y presen t t o hi s wife ,
and talks about covering the street with flowers for her to walk on, the tone
is one of admiring an d trivial flirtation, until the offer o f friendship -  'yo u
may wan t a  frien d som e day ' -  disturb s th e innocen t ritua l momentarily ,
and reveals the unquiet reality beneath the smooth social patina. Wilde then
introduces th e Duches s o f Berwick , a  prototyp e fo r Lad y Bracknell , t o
conduct a more formidable and broadly comic assault on the conventions of
conduct and alliance. Her scorn for the new money of commerce is matched
by her ruthless pursui t o f the rich young Australian, Hopper, a s a suitable
husband for her monosyllabic daughter. She has kindly called to warn Lady
Windermere abou t he r husband' s suppose d affai r wit h Mr s Erlynne , and ,
with the additional confidenc e o f her own experience, passes on to her the
received wisdom - 'Jus t take him abroad.' 'Yes , dear, these wicked women
get ou r husband s awa y fro m us , bu t the y alway s com e back , slightl y
damaged, of course' (CW 427). What makes Lord Windermere's conduct so
particularly scandalou s i s that h e has given awa y larg e sum s o f mone y -
Berwick wa s 'fa r to o principle d fo r that!' . Marriag e i s her e see n a s a n
economic transaction : th e woma n acquire s security , an d th e wealt h t o
maintain a  conspicuous socia l position; in return, the man's sexua l infide -
lities are condoned, o r a t least overlooked. After th e Duchess's bombshell ,
Wilde shift s th e tone to focus o n the serious . Lady Windermere i s given a
soliloquy, its artificiality modifie d b y her shocking action, as she cuts open
her husband's bank-book an d discovers the 'truth ' o f the Duchess's allega-
tions. B y th e en d o f th e night , sh e wil l hav e move d traumaticall y fro m
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idealised innocenc e t o experience , a  serie s o f shift s highlighte d b y th e
ostrich-feather fa n a s it passes from han d to hand in this glittering comedy
of masks and manners.

The juxtapositio n o f th e comi c an d th e seriou s i s one o f Wilde' s mos t
successful dramati c techniques; once the absurd and the patently false have
been established , the serious emotions and ideal s which are explored hav e
been given a  contex t whic h prevent s them fro m eve r seeming too solemn .
Inevitably, in what was his first attemp t within the genre, Wilde has some
awkward passages , perhap s mos t eviden t i n Lad y Windermere' s lon g
soliloquy at the beginning of Act III, when she has fled to Lord Darlington's
rooms. I n term s o f achievin g th e righ t balanc e an d tone , Alexander gav e
Wilde good advice . It was at his suggestion that Wilde wrote an additional
speech fo r Lor d Augustus , 'Well , really , I  might b e he r husban d already .
Positively I might', ensuring that Act II closed on a comic downbeat, rather
than o n Mr s Erlynne' s stron g an d seriou s instruction . Alexande r als o
persuaded Wild e t o revea l Mr s Erlynne' s identit y a s Lad y Windermere' s
mother gradually through the course of the play, rather than holding it back
for a  fourth-ac t revelation . Wild e resiste d thi s suggestio n fiercely: 'I hav e
built m y hous e o n a  certai n foundation , an d thi s foundatio n canno t b e
altered' ( L 309). However, after th e first night, he agreed to the alteration,
claiming tha t al l his friends, 'withou t exception' , thought tha t the psycho-
logical interes t woul d b e greatly increase d b y the disclosur e o f th e actua l
relationship ( L 313) . In ways like these, Wilde achieved a  subtle variation
on what appeared to be a traditional plot, with a hidden secret which would
be explained in the last act, accompanied by repentance and reconciliation.
Wilde's handling o f the narrative elevate s the ar t of concealment , i f not of
outright lying . Lad y Windermer e neve r discover s th e identit y o f Mr s
Erlynne. Lord Windermere never knows that his wife had been prepared to
throw herself into Lord Darlington's arms. (In much the same way, Harabin
in Jones's The  Case  of Rebellious  Susan  never learne d wha t happened , o r
did no t happen , i n Cairo , durin g tha t suspiciousl y lon g sermon. ) Lor d
Darlington an d Lor d Augustu s Lorin g ar e bot h lef t i n ignorance . Lad y
Windermere's final  commen t t o Lor d Augustus , i n contradictio n t o he r
husband's po-faced put-down, 'Well, you're certainly marrying a very clever
woman!' is : 'Ah , you'r e marryin g a  ver y goo d woman! ' (CW  464) . The
speech picks up the play's subtitle (and original working-title). This conven-
tional endin g work s effectivel y a s a n expressio n o f Lad y Windermere' s
coming-of-age, an d he r exposure to a  new morality; i t i s also wonderfull y
ironic, a  joke share d onl y betwee n th e audienc e an d Mr s Erlynne . (Philip
Prowse's 199 5 productio n adde d a  fresh dimension , a s Lady Windermere
slapped her husband's face in response to his sneering delivery of 'clever'.)
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Figure 8  Lady  Windermere's  Fan  a t th e S t James' s Theatre , 1892 ; outfit s b y Savag e an d
Purdue fo r Mr s Erlynn e (Ac t IV , centre ) an d Lad y Windermer e (Act s I I and III,  left ; Ac t IV ,

right) (The  Lady,  1 0 March 1892 )

Wilde's playin g with th e audience , who, in contrast wit h the somewha t
mixed receptio n fro m th e critics , wer e amuse d an d enthusiastic , di d no t
close with the play's final lines. He gave a curtain speech. The contents have
been variously reported . According to Alexander, i t concluded b y praising
the audience fo r thei r mos t intelligent appreciation : ' I congratulate you on
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the great success of your performance , which persuades me that you think
almost a s highl y o f th e pla y a s I  do mysel f ( £ 346) . But i t wa s Wilde' s
manner which attracted attention , and, from som e quarters, censure, as he
walked ont o th e stag e smokin g a  cigarette , i n mauv e glove s an d wit h a
green carnation in his button-hole. Graham Robertson had been despatched
to buy green carnations from Goodyear' s in the Royal Arcade, and Wilde's
young friends wore them to the first night, so creating an echo with the on-
stage costume of the young dandy in the play, Cecil Graham: life imitating
art.

Wilde paid wha t was , for th e English stage , unprecedented attentio n t o
dress an d accessories . Joe l Kapla n an d Sheil a Stowell , i n Theatre  and
Fashion: Oscar  Wilde to the Suffragettes, have illuminated the relationship
between the London stage and fashion, peeling off the translucent layers of
meaning which surrounded the social event of Wilde's play of modern life at
a smart theatre, attendance at which itself formed par t of the Social Season.
They quot e Florenc e Alexander , i n charge o f th e women' s costumes , who
commented tha t 'i n thos e day s peopl e wen t t o se e th e S t James' s play s
before ordering a  new gown';3 and the key costumes fo r Mario n Terry as
Mrs Erlynn e an d Lil y Hanbur y a s Lad y Windermer e wer e mad e b y th e
couturieres Mesdames Savage and Purdue . These ensembles were minutely
reviewed an d illustrate d i n the press, ensuring tha t significan t detail s were
given clos e attention . Wilde , a s instance d b y th e notoriou s button-hole ,
which reached it s apotheosis in Lord Goring' s lapel in An Ideal  Husband,
operated through male as well as through female costume detail: one of his
notes to Alexander concerned Lord Augustus's coat in Act III - 'to o horsy:
also he should take i t off . H e wants to make a night of it.' 4 (Wild e would
reserve hi s most brillian t coup  de theatre,  achieved b y costume alone , fo r
Jack's entranc e i n The  Importance  of  Being  Earnest  i n ful l Victoria n
mourning.) Kaplan and Stowell have drawn attention to the visual contrast
between Lady Windermere and Mrs Erlynne in Act III: Lady Windermere,
the Puritan, standing in Lord Darlington's rooms with bare arms and low-
cut gown, having thrown of f he r cloak and flung i t on the sofa, while Mrs
Erlynne, the woman with a  dozen pasts, remains cloaked throughout 'i n a
garment of sound English manufacture'.5 Th e cloak itself conveys complex
associations. The mother covers up her daughter; the sexually promiscuous
protects th e innocent ; th e actio n signifie s Lad y Windermere' s decisio n t o
return to her child, a decision which will be immediately challenged by the
arrival of her husband. But the cloak has already been emphasised in Act I,
when Lady Windermere order s it to be taken ou t to the terrace, where she
has walked and talked with Lord Darlington. On her return, she places it on
the sofa , a s h e ask s he r t o leav e th e hous e wit h him . I t thu s become s a
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reminder of the declaration of love, and an image of the false life Darlington
says that sh e wil l hav e to conten d wit h i f sh e remains with he r husband :
'You would have to be to him the mask of his real life, the cloak to hide his
secret' (CW  438). The cloak remains, while Mrs Erlynne seats Lord Wind-
ermere on the sofa and bargains with him about the extent of her settlement,
with Lad y Windermer e a  silen t witnes s i n th e background . Finally , Lady
Windermere puts on the cloak, to leave ball, house, husband an d child, an
action potentially a s shocking as Nora's i n A Doll's  House. Wilde orches-
trates and emphasises Lady Windermere's feelings through the cloak, which
forms par t o f the pattern o f parallel s an d contrast s betwee n daughte r an d
mother, a s well a s furnishing thei r on e moment o f physical intimacy . I t is
one of a  sequence of motifs which binds them, the most obvious being the
fan wit h 'Margaret ' (i n diamonds ) o n it ; the las t i s Mrs Erlynne' s Ac t IV
bonnet, decorated with real roses, a natural touch which echoes both Lady
Windermere's referenc e t o th e garde n a t Selby , an d th e play' s openin g
image. In the words given to Mrs Erlynne, 'manners before morals': this is a
play where surface i s triumphantly dominant , a  surface whic h throughou t
hints a t wha t lie s beneath , an d whic h repeatedl y cause s a n audienc e t o
question what is seen and heard.

Established firml y i n th e rank s o f th e smar t an d fashionabl e b y th e
success o f Lady  Windermere 3s Fan,  Wilde wa s courte d t o writ e a  secon d
social comedy by Herbert Beerbohm Tree, half-brother o f Max. Initially, he
refused, with a characteristic put-down. 'As Herod in my Salome you would
be admirable . A s a  pee r o f th e real m i n m y lates t dramati c device , pray
forgive me if I do not see you.'6 Tree's argument, that he had been admired
as the Duke of Guisebury in Jones's The  Dancing Girl, was hardly phrased
to convinc e Wilde ; bu t Tre e persisted , an d Wild e retire d t o th e Norfol k
coast i n th e lat e summe r o f 189 2 t o write , accompanie d b y Lor d Alfre d
Douglas. Norfol k place-name s -  Hunstanton , Brancaste r -  surviv e i n th e
play's text ; the setting , indeed , seem s to b e one o f th e grea t Eas t Anglian
country houses , and the almost silent figure o f Lord Alfred Rufford , whos e
only occupation s ar e hi s debt s an d th e gold-tippe d cigarette s h e canno t
afford, provide s a n echo of Lor d Alfred Douglas . But the most disturbin g
portrait withi n th e pla y i s tha t o f Lor d Illingworth , a  'witt y aristocrat '
whom Wilde described to Tree in these terms: 'He is certainly not natural .
He is a figure of art. Indeed, if you can bear the truth, he is MYSELF.'7 Tree,
quite carried awa y with the role, took t o playing it off-stage, whic h Wilde
described as a wonderful cas e of nature imitating art: he himself did his best
to make Tree less theatrical, attending rehearsals, and cutting and rewriting.
Tree's retrospectiv e commen t tha t h e ha d produce d th e pla y wit h 'th e
interference' o f Wilde is likely to be less than the truth. The two men were
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much closer in temperament than , for example , Wilde and Alexander, and
theirs was a fruitful collaboration .

Where Lady  Windermere's  Fan  centre d o n a  woma n wh o lef t he r
husband an d so lost her daughter , A Woman  of No Importance  features a
father, Lor d Illingworth , wh o seduce d an d abandone d a  youn g girl , an d
now tries to win back his son Gerald; a story taken, so Wilde claimed, from
The Family Herald: he professed no t to be interested in plot. The orphan is
a recurren t moti f i n Wilde' s plays , and thi s on e ha s two o f them , Geral d
Arbuthnot an d th e beautifu l America n Puritan , Heste r Worsley . Challen -
ging the stereotype, Rachel 'Arbuthnot' , Wilde's woman of no importance,
is both a woman with a past, an innocent victim, and the centre of goodness
and moral truth within the play; she is also extremely beautiful , appearin g
after dinne r a t Hunstanton Chas e in her black velve t gown, whose colour
was appropriat e fo r a  penitent , bu t whos e close-fittin g bodic e an d lo w
neckline conveyed a  disturbingly ambivalen t image, and stood out strongly
'in grim, sombre majesty against the brilliant dresses of the butterfly women
of the play'.8 Her name, Rachel, conveys her condition o f grief. Her young
American counterpart' s first  name, Hester, was deliberately chose n fo r it s
New Englan d Purita n ring , echoin g Heste r Prynn e i n Hawthorne' s The
Scarlet Letter. Heste r Worsley , too , create d ambivalenc e i n performance ,
her mora l condemnatio n o f Englis h society issuing from th e mouth o f the
extremely prett y Juli a Neilso n dresse d i n white , the fabri c 'glistenin g an d
shimmering with every movement', 'a superb Juno dressed by Worth'.9

The socia l an d mora l value s o f thi s pla y ar e a s comple x a s th e dres s
codes. Wilde places his social world wit h great precision . The first act - a
perfect act , he claimed, because nothing happens in it - i s set on the lawn in
front o f th e terrac e o f a  grea t Englis h countr y house , wit h guest s sittin g
under a  large yew tree - a n image of tranquillity, stability, wealth. There is
little trul y rura l abou t thi s evocatio n o f 'Englis h countr y life' . Footme n
move in and out with shawls and cushions and letters, converting the lawn
into a n extensio n o f th e house . (I n Phili p Prowse' s desig n fo r hi s 199 0
production, h e brilliantl y suggeste d thi s colonisin g o f th e outdoor s b y a
kind of upholstered lily pond which was transformed int o a sofa for Act II.)
As th e ac t proceeds , th e sens e o f unruffle d cal m become s increasingl y
disturbed. Th e make-u p o f th e hous e part y i s immediately brough t unde r
question: Lord Illingworth is a man of 'high distinction' - bu t Mrs Allonby
is 'hardly a very suitable person', declares Lady Caroline Pontefract, though
she immediatel y defend s he r a s 'ver y wel l born ' whe n Heste r Worsle y
expresses her dislike. Wilde introduces a number of value systems in the first
two acts , an d invite s th e audienc e t o plac e Lor d Illingwort h an d Mr s
Allonby a t th e apex , dandie s wh o dominat e b y wi t an d assurance , wh o
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match eac h othe r i n thei r manipulatio n o f words , an d wh o defin e th e
fashionable an d th e modern . Ye t they ar e als o associate d wit h a  sens e of
decadence: Mrs Allonb y leave s the law n fo r th e conservatory , where , she
has bee n tol d b y Lord Illingworth , 'ther e i s an orchi d a s beautifu l a s the
seven deadly sins' . 'Yes, let us stay here' , suggests Lord Illingworth to Mrs
Allonby, as an alternative to taking tea in the Yellow Drawing-room; 'The
Book o f Lif e begin s with a  man an d a  woman i n a  garden. ' Mr s Allonby
replies, 'I t end s wit h Revelations ' (CW  477) . Th e flippan t jok e i s als o
prophetic. Mr s Allonby' s challeng e t o Lor d Illingwort h t o kis s the prett y
Puritan i s th e actio n whic h crack s ope n th e fragil e shel l o f thi s flawe d
masquerade o f civilisation . Th e barbe d shaft s directe d a t America , an d
Hester's youthfu l idealism , seem increasingly harmless , and the portrait of
aristocratic and political society edges towards caricature and satire . There
is onl y on e marrie d coupl e o n stage , Lad y Carolin e Pontefrac t an d he r
fourth husband , th e quiescen t Si r John . Mr s Allonb y mock s he r absen t
husband, ominousl y name d Ernest ; M r Kelvil , th e ludicrou s Membe r o f
Parliament wh o expand s o n th e subjec t o f Englis h hom e life , i s only to o
happy t o b e absen t fro m hi s wife an d eigh t children . Whe n Mr s Allonb y
and Lady Hunstanton visi t the 'happy English home' of Mrs Arbuthnot, in
Act IV - 'fres h natura l flowers , book s tha t don' t shoc k one , pictures tha t
one ca n loo k a t withou t blushing ' -  th e contras t wit h th e luxur y o f
Hunstanton Chase is complete. Their visit is refused: Mrs Arbuthnot pleads
a convenien t headache . The falsenes s o f thi s happ y Englis h hom e i s then
laid bare: an unmarried mother with an assumed name; a bastard son; and
an unrepentant seducer , who offers marriage as the price for his son. When
his bi d i s rejected , Lor d Illingwort h i s give n a  speec h o f unrivalle d
condescension: 'It' s bee n a n amusin g experienc e t o hav e me t amongs t
people o f one' s ow n rank , an d treate d quit e seriousl y too , one' s mistress ,
and one' s —' Mr s Arbuthno t snatche s u p on e o f Illingworth' s glove s (he
has been pulling on the other durin g his speech, with the fastidiousness o f
the dandy) and strikes him across the face with it, to prevent his uttering the
word 'bastard' . Thi s privat e actio n echoe s Lad y Windermere' s threa t t o
strike Mrs Erlynne with her fan should she appear at her ball.

The conclusio n work s o n a  numbe r o f levels . Th e blo w ha s bee n
postponed fro m th e end of Act III, when Mrs Arbuthnot halt s Gerald with
the notoriously melodramati c 'Stop , Gerald, stop! He is your ow n father! '
Coming from a  woman, and unsignalled, hers is a far more telling action; it
is the traditional insul t of one man to another, an invitation to a challenge,
but her e wholl y unanswerable : a  spontaneou s subversio n o f a  male cod e
which i s absurdly theatrical. Tree was praised by the Pall Mall Gazette for
his actin g i n thi s sequence , suggesting ' a sudde n uncomfortabl e feelin g o f
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Figure 9  Mr s Arbuthno t insult s Lor d Illingworth , A  Woman  of  No  Importance,  Act IV
(The Graphic, 2.9 April 1893)

old age coming over the brilliant sinner - a n old age that betrayed itsel f in
mere hints of speech and gait, and that contrasted grimly with the elaborate
youthfulness o f dress'.10 Illingworth has been defeated by youth, by that 'fin
de siecle person', the pretty Puritan. His is the defeat o f age, of aristocracy,
of the old England; of everything that i s suggested by the manicured lawns
and terrace s o f Hunstanto n Chase . Wild e give s th e conventiona l word -
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playing las t phras e t o Mr s Arbuthnot , ' A ma n o f n o importance' , s o
lightening th e sentimen t o f th e las t sequence , whic h close s o n Geral d
holding the single glove, an ironic last legacy from his father.

There is a tension in this play, which arises from the language Wilde gives
from time to time to Mrs Arbuthnot, and to Hester. Their expression of the
new moralit y i s conveye d i n term s an d rhythm s whic h see m to o heavil y
reminiscent o f melodram a an d th e Bibl e t o b e aestheticall y convincing ;
'What welcom e woul d yo u ge t fro m th e gir l whose lip s you trie d t o soil ,
from th e bo y whos e lif e yo u hav e shamed , fro m th e mothe r whos e
dishonour comes from you?' (CW 512). The wit, and so the play's dynamic
focus, seem s t o belon g b y natura l righ t t o Lor d Illingworth , o r t o hi s
counterpart, Mr s Allonby . Yet even without th e impetus o f languag e thi s
last scene can be made to work with great effect o n stage. It is, perhaps, the
counterpart, i n mor e seriou s mode , o f th e outrageousl y contrive d trivia l
ending of The Importance of Being Earnest. There is something Chekhovian
in this study of England, which exposes the immorality and hypocrisy, and
the immens e self-satisfaction , o f th e English rulin g classes , and whic h yet
contrives to show glimpses of the charm and elegance, the allure, of a way
of life which has no future. The play has an autumnal feel, with its leitmotifs
of Shetlan d shawl s an d mufflers ; an d th e singl e white glove o f the ageing
aristocratic dandy provides an appropriate final image.

Wilde injected a  political and social agenda into the text and texture of A
Woman of  No  Importance;  the subjec t o f class , an d relate d matter s o f
wealth and morality, forms a  recurrent topic of conversation, a  parallel to
the analysi s o f relationship s betwee n me n an d women . Eve n Lor d Illing -
worth, arbite r o f the idle classes, professes hig h ambitions , and announce s
his intention t o trave l t o India , presumably o n som e imperia l purpose . In
Wilde's nex t play , An Ideal  Husband, he transposes th e contex t i n which
morality, in the broadest sense , is scrutinised overtl y to the political arena .
The central issue concerns the Under-Secretary for Foreign Affairs, an d the
way he acquired the wealth which allowed him to succeed by 'selling a state
secret'. This was by passing on privileged information abou t the Suez Canal
to a European financier . Th e backdrop to the play is the imposing London
house wher e th e Chiltern s entertai n peopl e wh o hav e powerfu l politica l
connections; th e referenc e point s ar e t o th e House s o f Parliament , t o
Downing Street , attache s a t Embassies , and seat s in the Cabinet . (Wilde' s
fictional Argentin e Canal scheme echoes the current Panama Cana l scandal
which was threatening the stability of the French Government as he drafted
the play; Sir Edward Grey was Under-Secretary in the English Cabinet at the
time, speakin g o n foreig n affair s i n th e Hous e o f Common s sinc e th e
Foreign Secretar y wa s Lor d Rosebery , wh o too k hi s sea t i n th e Lords. )
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Figure 1 0 Fou r sketche s b y Fre d Pegra m o f An  Ideal  Husband-,  clockwise , Lewi s Walle r a s
Sir Rober t Chilter n with Florenc e West as Mrs Chevele y in her unsuitabl e dress , Act I; Charles
Hawtrey a s Lord Gorin g with Maude Mille t as Mabel Chiltern ; Julia Neilson a s Lady Chilter n
and Fann y Broug h a s Lad y Markby ; an d Mr s Cheveley' s triumphan t exi t i n Ac t III,  i n th e

presence of Charles Brookfield's Idea l Butler, Phipps (Lady's  Pictorial,  1 2 January, 1895 )
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While Wilde's handling of these references may have the lurid simplicity of
melodrama an d Flee t Stree t scandals , thi s doe s no t invalidat e the m a s
reflections o f reality . The wa y suc h events are discussed an d reporte d ha s
not materiall y change d i n th e las t century , an d audience s i n th e 1990 s
simply transpose the general area of reference to some more recent compar-
able issue. Sir Peter Hall's production of 199 2 and 199 6 frequently evoke d
the laughter of recognition.

Wilde did not complete this play with the same fluency as its predecessors;
managers raised a  number o f objections -  Joh n Har e decline d it , thinking
the las t ac t unsatisfactor y -  an d i t wa s no t pu t int o rehearsa l a t th e
Haymarket, this time under Lewis Waller and H. H. Morell, until the end of
1894. Juli a Neilson , wh o ha d acte d Heste r Worsley , wa s apprehensiv e
about the part o f Lady Chiltern, and Wilde wrote to her husband: 'Le t me
assure you that it is what I believe is called the part of the "leading lady"; it
is th e importan t part , an d th e onl y sympatheti c part . Indee d th e othe r
woman doe s no t appea r i n th e las t ac t a t all.' 11 Wilde' s lette r helpe d t o
convince Julia Neilson ; bu t th e las t act' s focu s o n th e 'serious ' Chilterns ,
modified onl y by the 'trivial ' engagement between Lord Goring and Mabel
Chiltern, suffers from the absence of the 'other woman', Mrs Cheveley.

Wilde seems a little inconsistent i n his construction o f the 'brillian t Mr s
Cheveley'. Sh e i s witty , wealthy , move s i n Europea n rathe r tha n Englis h
circles, and ha s an interesting pas t which includes an engagement t o Lord
Goring: for three acts, she plays the game of life with pleasure and aplomb.
But her dress codes indicate an adventuress o f a rather more blatant kind :
she wore, in Lord Goring' s words, 'far to o much rouge last night, and not
quite enough clothes'. Yet she and Goring were once in love; and she is also
marked a s the companion o f Baro n Arnheim , the off-stag e mento r who m
Sir Robert Chiltern describes as 'a man of a most subtle and refined intellect .
A ma n o f culture , charm , an d distinction ' (C W 537) . Wild e give s Mr s
Cheveley al l th e bes t scenes : he r arriva l a t th e Chilterns ' languorous ,
decorous reception, where she springs her outrageous request on Sir Robert
and ruffles hi s smooth complacency; her unwelcome afternoon cal l on Lady
Chiltern, which concludes with her denunciation o f Sir Robert to his wife;
and he r late-nigh t visi t t o Lor d Goring , a  wonderfu l exercis e o n Wilde' s
part o f high comedy and melodrama. Revising the play for publication , in
1899, Wilde expanded some of the stage directions, and the commentary on
Mrs Cheveley as she struggles with the snake-brooch/bracelet (itsel f a  very
late arrival to the plot) suggests a villainness such as Dumas pere might have
lifted fro m stoc k unde r pressur e o f a  deadline : 'Her fac e i s distorted. He r
mouth awry . A mask has fallen fro m her . She is, for the moment, dreadfu l
to look at ' (C W 567). The role, and the third act , do not work like that in
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the theatre. The melodrama is held in check and pointed up by the brilliance
of the comic structure, as the fast-moving series of visits - Lor d Caversham,
Mrs Cheveley , Si r Rober t Chilter n -  an d th e accumulatio n o f misunder -
standings i s cooll y orchestrate d b y th e Sphinx-lik e Idea l Butler , Phipps .
Chairs fall, bells ring, letters are presented on salvers, burned, stolen: the act
is visually frame d b y two deftl y chose n stag e emblems , male an d female :
Lord Goring' s fres h button-hol e an d Lad y Chiltern' s lette r o n pink paper .
The effect wa s well described by Shaw when he wrote of the play's 'subtl e
and pervadin g levity' . Wilde' s imitatio n o f th e Englis h rulin g clas s i s
sufficiently wel l informed an d accurate to anchor i t to reality; yet he is also
engaged in an exercise in pastiche, lightly mocking the social structures and
moral postures both from within, in the manipulations of Mrs Cheveley and
Lord Goring , an d fro m without , b y hi s overal l contro l o f th e physica l
pattern and verbal tone.

An example of this mockery comes in Lord Goring's argument in Act IV
when he solemnly informs Lady Chiltern: 'A man's life is of more value than
a woman's. It has larger issues, wider scope, greater ambitions . A woman's
life revolves in curves of emotions. It is upon lines of intellect that a  man's
life progresses. ' Coul d anyon e seriousl y believ e tha t i n 1895 , l et alon e a
champion of the Higher Education of Woman, as Lady Chiltern purports to
be? Yet she allows hersel f t o be persuaded tha t the decen t thing is for he r
husband t o stay in office; and , if any doubt lingers for th e audience, Wilde
points u p th e absurdit y b y havin g Lad y Chilter n repea t thi s speciou s
argument wor d fo r word , t o b e answere d b y Si r Robert' s breathles s
'Gertrude! Gertrude!'. Sir Robert's willingness to conceal his own discredit-
able past is then placed in ironic perspective by his moral indignation over
Lord Goring' s suppose d indiscretio n wit h Mr s Cheveley . Th e cumulativ e
impact o f the resolution o f Act IV is to reveal the gap between high moral
posturing an d th e realit y o f politica l control . Norma l servic e ca n resum e
again, wit h luncheon , an d a  visi t to Downin g Stree t t o secur e th e future .
The English system is triumphantly bac k in place. The play concludes, the
spirit of comedy prevails and the audience applauds: Wilde has returned this
segment of English society to the people who act i t out in real life, slightly
but significantly damaged .

From one perspective, these three plays might seem to be concerned with
a ridiculously circumscribed and skewed cross-section of English life. Wilde
worked withi n th e theatre convention s o f hi s time, and with the world he
knew, even if he did not belong to it . He saw it as a fantastic masquerade ,
highlighting aspect s o f Englis h publi c lif e whic h themselve s inhabite d th e
dimension o f theatre : th e smar t dance , th e countr y hous e party , th e
Chilterns' reception. At all of these there is a strong element of performance,
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and of audience, accentuated by the presence of almost silent 'extras', and a
background o f servants . I n An  Ideal  Husband,  th e ide a o f 'real ' lif e a s
theatre is especially powerful, with Chiltern's off-stage 'performance ' i n the
House o f Common s glowingl y reviewe d i n The  Times  the followin g day .
This imitation of Englishness is at once parodic and unnervingly accurate, a
subtle for m o f insult . Wilde uncovers th e relentless evasiveness o f English
speech, the attempts to make resounding definitions and statements of ideals
within a  worl d tha t i s clearl y n o longe r stati c an d solid , attempt s Wild e
described as 'the vice of sincerity' . Morality, private and public, is brought
into question in these plays, and found wantin g quite as radically as in the
'stronger' dramas of Ibsen.

It i s interestin g t o not e wha t Wild e leave s out . Ar t an d literature , fo r
example, are scarcely mentioned, except as jokes, or as possessions, in the
case of Chiltern' s Corots . The middle classes , and the working classes , on
the othe r hand , receive a  surprising amoun t o f coverage . In A Woman  of
No Importance  the earnest Kelvil' s defence o f the House of Commons fo r
having alway s show n grea t sympath y wit h th e suffering s o f th e poo r i s
dismissed b y Lord Illingwort h a s it s specia l vice , a philosophica l poin t of
view whic h coincide d wit h Wilde's ; bu t th e true r response s o f th e rulin g
class com e fro m Lad y Hunstanton' s benignl y inan e assurance : 'Dea r D r
Daubeny, our rector here, provides with the assistance of his curates, really
admirable recreations for the poor during the winter. And much good may
be don e b y means o f a  magi c lantern , o r a  missionary , o r som e popula r
amusement of that kind'; while the authentic voice of Empirespeak rings out
in Lad y Carolin e Pontefract' s retort : ' I a m no t a t al l i n favou r o f amuse-
ments fo r th e poor , Jane . Blanket s an d coal s ar e sufficient . Ther e i s to o
much love of pleasure amongst the upper classes as it is' (CW 471). No one,
apart fro m th e servants , works, or wishe s to work , in these plays : Gerald
longs to escap e the horror s o f a  ban k i n a  provincial town . I t i s a  world
claiming to live exclusively on inherited wealth, though in reality needing to
top up family money by marrying heirs to Australian canned-goods fortunes
like Hopper's, or selling a state secret to a European financier . Perhap s the
most ironi c line in these three plays i s Lady Chiltern' s solem n valedictor y
statement: 'For both of us a new life is beginning.'

The interpretation of these plays as essentially ironic exposures of English
society, a society still ostensibly ruling a large part of the world, forms par t
of th e meaning s whic h the y convey : i t i s an interpretatio n whic h i s only
intermittently mad e explicit . Wild e pursue d pleasure , an d h e enjoye d th e
pleasures which were available at the tables of the English leisured classes: 'I
filled m y life to the very brim with pleasure , as one might fil l a  cup to the
very brim with wine ' (C W 1022). But he also saw through them, with the
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detached, or semi-detached, perspective of his Celtic mind and imagination.
Like Mari a Edgworth , h e move d betwee n Irelan d an d England , an d hi s
position as part-time outsider sharpened his analysis. Moreover, he created
a particula r for m o f comed y i n which to displa y hi s mocking imitation of
England, a  for m whic h satisfie d hi s audience , an d whic h seemed , b y it s
adroit resolutions , t o sugges t tha t al l wa s wel l wit h Society . I n The
Importance of Being  Earnest, by pushin g neatnes s an d coincidenc e t o it s
outer limits, he came closer to revealing his method. In his short but intense
burst o f play-writing , h e firs t mad e hi s peopl e 'real' , an d the n too k hi s
audiences throug h th e looking-glas s int o a  world whic h seeme d t o reflec t
modern life , bu t whic h wa s a  surrea l improvisatio n upo n it . I t seem s
appropriate tha t hi s professiona l caree r a s a  fashionable write r dre w to a
close with two plays in West End London theatres running simultaneously ,
An Ideal  Husband  wit h it s echoe s o f contemporar y politics , an d The
Importance of Being Earnest, an ostensible farce. You could look from one
to the other, and back again, and wonder which represented English society
more acutely . Wilde's clai m to hav e made th e drama , 'th e mos t objectiv e
form know n t o art' , 'a s persona l a  mode o f expressio n a s the lyric or the
sonnet', has validity; it was a claim which Society found it hard to accept, or
to forgive.
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RUSSELL JACKSON

The Importance  of  Being  Earnest

The Importance  of  Being  Earnest,  Osca r Wilde' s mos t famou s an d -
posthumously -  mos t successfu l play , wa s first  produce d b y Georg e
Alexander a t th e S t James's Theatr e o n 1 4 Februar y 1895 . London wa s
enduring a  prolonge d an d sever e spel l o f col d weather : severa l theatre s
advertised thei r steam-heatin g amon g th e attraction s o f thei r programme ,
and th e first night o f Wilde' s comed y ha d bee n pu t of f fro m 1 2 February
because several of the women in the cast had bad colds.1 In addition to the
habitual glamour o f a first night at a  fashionable theatre , the occasion was
especially interestin g becaus e Wilde was in vogue. An Ideal  Husband had
been playin g a t th e Haymarke t Theatr e sinc e 3  January, an d a t th e same
theatre A  Woman  of  No  Importance  ha d complete d a  successfu l run ,
having opened on 19 April 1893. On 20 February 1892 Lady Windermere's
Fan had bee n the secon d pla y stage d b y Alexander's ne w management a t
the St James's Theatre, running until 26 July of that year.

Wilde's spectacula r debu t i n th e earl y 1880 s ha d bee n followe d b y a
period of less glamorous work as a reviewer, editor and jobbing author fo r
journals and magazines. In 1888 he published The Happy Prince and Other
Tales. I n 189 1 h e ha d publishe d fou r books , includin g The  Picture  of
Dorian Gray  and Intentions.  Now, a  decad e afte r hi s appearanc e o n th e
London literar y scene , h e wa s a  successfu l Wes t En d dramatis t an d wa s
beginning to seem a more substantia l figure. A book-length lampoon , The
Green Carnation, by imitating (perhaps reporting) his style of conversation,
contributed t o hi s renewe d prominenc e i n th e literar y an d socia l gossi p
columns.2 To some readers it may also have suggested - o r confirmed -  th e
impression that there was a less positive side to Wilde's notoriety.

For his part, George Alexander was a rising theatrical star . He had gone
into managemen t i n 188 9 afte r establishin g himsel f durin g a  stin t wit h
Henry Irving's company at the Lyceum. In 1891 he had taken the St James's
Theatre, wher e h e remained unti l hi s deat h i n 1915 . He was knighte d i n
1911. Alexander's theatre was run meticulously. His biographer, the play-
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wright and novelist A. E. W. Mason, described Alexander's work on one of
his own plays. The manager went through the script line by line and move
by move , interrogatin g hi m rigorousl y o n ever y sentence , an d plannin g
moves with a  toy theatre stage . Then a  ground cloth was marked with the
lines o f wall s an d exit s an d fo r thre e week s ther e wer e dail y rehearsals ,
beginning each day punctually a t eleven and finishing a t two, until for th e
last fou r day s ther e wer e morning an d afternoo n sessions , culminating i n
two dress-rehearsals . The management' s attentio n t o detai l i n stagin g an d
performance wa s thorough: Lady Alexander described how on a first night
she would si t i n he r bo x 'sic k wit h anxiety ' an d the n betwee n th e act s ' I
used t o pu t o n a n apro n an d g o behin d th e scene s t o plac e al l th e littl e
things o n th e stag e mysel f unti l th e me n go t use d t o it . I  arrange d th e
flowers; i n those days we had s o much detail , and I  loved to make things
look real . I  ordered th e gowns to sui t the decorations o f the scene so that
nothing clashed o r was ugly. Alec gave me the large sum of £5 a  week for
my work, and I think I was very cheap at the price.'3

This was a  theatre a s well ordered a s a  drawing-room, wit h actin g and
staging whose quality was achieved with the expenditure o f immense craf t
and car e bu t whic h neve r dre w attention t o the effor t i t required . It s firs t
nights seemed (wrote Lady Alexander) 'like brilliant parties', although they
were not s o exclusive a s to b e without th e gallery audience , who guarded
jealously thei r privileg e o f expressin g immediat e an d voca l judgemen t o n
what was put on stage. The atmosphere of a fashionable occasion combined
with th e reminde r o f a  wider public' s existenc e was alway s there . 'Every -
body knew everybody,' wrote Lady Alexander, 'everybody put on their best
clothes, everybod y wishe d u s success . When I  entered m y bo x o n a  firs t
night I  alway s ha d a  receptio n fro m th e gallery . The y wer e alway s s o
pleased and so kind to me.'4 They were also quite capable of booing Henry
James's Guy  Domville:  th e Wes t En d theatre s wer e neve r completel y
insulated from societ y with a  small 's' , and i t is a mistake to think o f them
as playing to a homogeneous middle- and upper-class audience. The masses
and th e classe s were no t wholl y separated , eve n though theatr e architect s
did their best by providing separate entrances and box-offices .

It might never have appeared so in public, but Wilde resembled Alexander
in hi s approac h t o work . Thei r temperament s wer e dissimila r i n othe r
respects, but both were scrupulous, laborious artists. Wilde liked to give the
impression tha t word s flowe d easil y fro m hi s pen, bu t thi s was par t o f a
strategy for underminin g assumption s abou t the seriousness of art . In fact ,
his new 'Trivia l Comed y fo r Seriou s People ' (or , in earlier drafts , 'seriou s
comedy for trivial people') was proposed in outline to George Alexander in
July 1894 , drafted i n August an d assiduousl y revise d an d polished durin g
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the autumn. Alexander had not taken it up at first, and Wilde placed it with
Charles Wyndham, who had not so far staged any of his plays. In the event
The Importance of Being Earnest came to the St James's when the failure of
Henry James' s Guy  Domville  made a  replacemen t necessary . (Unabl e t o
face his own first night, James had tried to distrac t himself b y going to see
An Ideal  Husband  a t th e Haymarket. ) I n the cours e o f rehearsal , amon g
other adjustment s t o the text , Alexander insiste d tha t th e play be reduced
from fou r t o three acts . This is the best-known and most radical alteration
made between the first draft an d the first night, but Wilde had revised every
sequence, mos t speeche s an d almos t ever y sentenc e ove r th e pas t si x
months.

Some o f th e change s migh t see m trivial i n themselves , bu t i n a  play so
economical i n it s languag e an d effects , the y ha d a  seriou s consequence .
Thus, Wild e considere d severa l variation s o f th e titl e o f D r Chasuble' s
sermon, which was given for benefi t o f a  charity describe d a t one time or
another a s th e Societ y fo r th e Preventio n o f 'Cruelt y t o Children ' ( a rea l
organisation, an d therefor e no t reall y suitable) , 'Disconten t amon g th e
Higher Orders ' and , i n th e page-proof s o f th e 189 9 edition , 'Disconten t
among the Lower Orders' . Wilde finally altered this to 'Disconten t amon g
the Upper Orders', restoring a topsy-turvy joke of a kind familiar in the play
(11, 249-50). 5

Sometimes i n a n earl y manuscrip t draf t on e finds  th e bar e bone s o f a
speech late r develope d an d mad e specifi c t o it s speake r an d th e situation .
Thus Wilde produced the following (1,130-2) :

O! it is absurd to have a hard-and-fast rul e about what one should read and
one shouldn't . Mor e tha n hal f o f moder n cultur e depend s o n wha t on e
shouldn't read.

from thi s (manuscrip t draft) :

One should rea d everything . That i s the true basi s o f modern culture . More
than half of modern culture depends on the unreadable.

In the first edition (1899 ) Jack declares to Gwendolen :

Miss Fairfax, ever since I met you I have admired you more than any girl - I
have ever met since -1 met you. (i , 385-6)

The falterin g i s carefull y indicate d b y Wild e wit h inserte d dashes . Th e
earliest draf t o f th e speec h make s i t a  self-consciousl y cleve r an d confiden t
sentence, with a play on words that depends on emphasis :

Miss Fairfax, eve r since I met you I  have admired you more than an y girl I
have ever met since I met you.
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Among th e multitud e o f simila r tinkering s i s on e whic h seem s puzzling .
When Lad y Bracknel l i s told tha t Jack ha s los t both hi s parents, the earlies t
manuscript draf t o f the complete ac t has her react as follows:

Both? .. . T o lose one parent ma y be considered a  misfortune. T o lose both
seems like carelessness. (i , 539-40)

It seems likely that in 189 5 t n e l m e w a s spoke n thus:

Both? To lose one parent may be regarded as a misfortune, to lose both seems
like carelessness.

This wa s th e versio n o f th e lin e printe d i n th e page-proof s fo r th e firs t
edition: Wilde changed i t to

Both? - tha t seems like carelessness.

As i f thi s wer e no t puzzlin g enough , Rober t Ross , i n th e first  collecte d
edition of Wilde's works, printed yet another variation :

Both? To lose one parent, Mr Worthing, may be regarded as a misfortune; to
lose both looks like carelessness.

Wilde's alteration an d Ross's emendation have yet to be explained.
This fine  tunin g i s par t o f a  proces s tha t Wild e wa s carefu l t o concea l

beneath th e imag e o f a n artis t wh o worke d b y inspiration an d sprezzatura,
composing almos t i n spit e o f himself . He was a  master o f what woul d no w
be calle d medi a opportunities . Hi s epigrammatic , paradoxica l utterance s
made for effectiv e publicity , fin-de-siecle sound-bites . The vigorous world o f
the expandin g an d increasingl y illustrate d popula r pres s gav e scop e fo r
interviews, paragraphs i n gossi p columns , glimpses o f celebritie s 'a t home' ,
cartoons, parodies , report s o f speeche s (especiall y first-night  speeches ) an d
lectures. Wild e mad e grea t pla y wit h th e boundar y betwee n publi c an d
private personality , affectin g a  kin d o f loft y intimac y whic h tantalise d
journalists an d thei r public . H e wa s alway s goo d copy , neve r a t a  los s fo r
words and frequently tro d a  narrow path betwee n effrontery  an d reserve. In
an intervie w wit h Rober t Ross , publishe d o n 1 8 Januar y 1895 , Wild e
answers the tentative enquiry , ' I dare no t ask , I  suppose, whether [th e play ]
will please the public?' with a splendidly definitive statement :

When a  play tha t i s a  work o f ar t i s produced o n the stage , what i s being
tested i s not the play, but the stage; when a  play that i s not a. work o f art is
produced on the stage what is being tested is not the play, but the public.6

Such a  'personality' , effortlessl y generatin g publicity , wa s i n on e sens e a
godsend to Alexander, but there was another sid e to Wilde's presentation o f
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himself. It is clear from some reviews of the plays that Wilde was thought to
have intrude d himself , t o b e passing of f 'false ' wi t a s 'true ' (b y Victorian
definitions).7 Som e critic s use d th e wor d 'impertinence ' ominousl y an d
equivocally t o describ e bot h th e styl e an d th e author . I n Februar y 189 5
more than one critic wondered whether the fashion for Wilde's paradoxical,
epigrammatic wi t woul d survive . Howeve r pleasin g The  Importance  of
Being Earnest might be (and even the sourest reviewers could not ignore its
success wit h audiences) , woul d th e ne w styl e continu e t o appea l t o th e
public?

The Importance of Being Earnest has, of course, prevailed. It is one of the
few plays from it s period to remain in theatrical repertoires, outlasting most
of th e trivia l an d almos t al l the seriou s works o f Wilde' s contemporaries .
W. S. Gilbert has barely survived without Sullivan' s support , Arthur Wing
Pinero's farces fro m th e 1880 s are far mor e commonly see n than the later
work he set most store by, plays by Henry Arthur Jones have received only
a fe w revivals , an d suc h erstwhil e celebritie s a s Haddo n Chamber s an d
Sydney Grundy have sunk without trace. From the theatres of the nineties,
only the plays of Wilde and Shaw have consistently held the stage, together
with Brandon Thomas's farce Charley's Aunt (1892) . Of Wilde's own plays,
it is The Importance of Being Earnest which has enjoyed most revivals.

If Wild e wer e her e no w h e migh t wel l expres s surpris e a t posterity' s
behaviour. A s far a s he was concerned, The  Importance of Being Earnest
was no t th e culmination , an d o f cours e no t a t al l th e conclusion , o f a
dramatic career. He was anxious to write a more serious play, also sketched
in the summer of 1894 , and when he first broached the subject o f the new
comedy to Alexander (asking for an advance of £150) he referred to it as his
response t o a n America n impresario' s reques t fo r a  pla y 'wit h n o rea l
serious interest'. This attitude to The Importance of Being Earnest persisted
in his letters to Alexander during the autumn, Wilde declaring that it would
probably b e unsuitabl e fo r th e mor e seriou s repertoir e th e manage r wa s
establishing fo r the St James's company and wished to take with him on a
projected America n tour. 8 Wilde' s Society plays before The  Importance of
Being Earnest can be seen as a series of experiments, determinedly distorting
familiar dramati c situations. This new play seems an excursion - a  day-trip
into a  les s demanding , les s adventurou s kin d o f theatre.  Certainl y i t
appeared s o to a  numbe r o f reviewers , especially thos e wh o regarde d th e
unevenness o f the earlier plays as signs of Wilde's inadequate grasp of the
essentials of construction an d character . The  Importance of Being Earnest
lacks not only the 'serious ' plot devices of the other Society plays, but also
the grandiloquent speeches with which the characters rise to serious subjects
in moments of crisis. When we approach The  Importance of Being Earnest
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as hi s firs t audience s did , fro m experienc e o f Wilde' s previou s Wes t En d
plays and his perceived characteristics as a writer, it seems remarkable for a
number of omissions and deviations from what might be expected.

Three figure s prominen t i n Wilde's previou s dramati c wor k ar e absent .
The ne w comed y lack s a  'woma n wit h a  past ' lik e the activ e an d defian t
Mrs Erlynn e o r Mr s Cheveley , o r th e wronge d an d repentan t Mr s
Arbuthnot. (Miss Prism does not emerge as a comic variation on this theme
until th e fina l scenes. ) I n fact , th e pas t i n thi s pla y ha s becom e a  benig n
rather tha n a  menacing secret , with th e handba g concealin g no t a  'socia l
indiscretion' bu t an absurd mistake . Female culpability ( a mainspring even
of the 'advanced' serious drama of the time) is limited to absent-mindedness.
An audienc e i n Februar y 189 5 migh t als o hav e expecte d a  dandyis h
aristocrat o f Wilde' s particula r kin d -  eithe r dubiousl y charmin g lik e
Darlington i n Lady  Windermere's  Fan, villainous lik e Illingwort h i n A
Woman of No Importance  or nonchalantly virtuous like Goring in An Ideal
Husband. Bot h Algerno n an d Jac k (i n hi s Londo n mode ) lea d live s o f
cultivated pointlessness , and bot h ar e given to makin g authoritativ e state -
ments o n al l aspect s o f moder n lif e an d cultur e (so , fo r tha t matte r ar e
Gwendolen, Cecily and Lady Bracknell) but neither of the men is a villain or
a raisonneur.  Lik e the storie s of the plays in which Wilde had s o far use d
them, the woman with a  past and the dandy were Wildean revisions of the
stock devices , and a  playgoer migh t expect that a  new play by him would
continue to exploit this vein. The third stock figure that The Importance of
Being Earnest  lacks i s th e innocentl y idealisti c youn g woman , force d t o
confront the sordid realities of political and social life - Heste r Worsley in A
Woman of  No Importance,  or Lady Windermere and Lady Chiltern, all of
them gifted with a kind of rhetoric that it is hard to believe the author took
seriously. Again, the new play transforms a  type, in this instance by making
idealism consist in wanting to marry a man called Ernest, and self-righteou s
indignation is briefly mocked when the two girls declare that they have been
deceived by Jack and Algernon.

Another qualit y associated with Wilde in the early 1890 s is also notably
absent: self-conscious 'decadence' . Salome (published bu t refused a  perfor -
mance licence ) combine d orienta l exoticis m wit h pervers e passions . The
Picture of Dorian Gray had confirmed th e association of his name with the
luxuriant description of unusual and refined artisti c tastes, and the theme of
a younger man seduced intellectually and aesthetically (an d perhaps impli-
citly, sexually) b y an olde r mentor . In his critical dialogues , 'The Criti c as
Artist' and 'The Decay of Lying', aesthetic discrimination is associated with
luxurious surroundings and the idea of persuasive talk among men. Persua-
sion and conviction are central to the fictional 'Portrai t of Mr W. H.'. One
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of th e rea l danger s o f The  Green  Carnation  -  give n Wilde' s persona l
situation i n 189 4 -  wa s it s suggestio n o f suc h a  relationshi p betwee n th e
Wilde figur e an d a  youn g man . I n th e firs t tw o Wes t En d play s ther e i s
relatively littl e o f thi s elemen t -  a t leas t o n th e surface , althoug h Geral d
Arbuthnot i s clearl y unde r th e spel l o f th e ma n wh o i s reveale d t o b e hi s
father. I n An  Ideal  Husband  th e them e i s handle d explicitly . Si r Rober t
Chiltern's wealt h an d caree r hav e bee n based o n a  dishones t ac t committe d
at the instance of a  sinister internationa l financier , Baro n Arnheim. Chilter n
describes Arnheim' s influenc e i n terms redolent o f the corruption o f Doria n
Gray by Lord Henry Wotton :

I remember s o well how, with a  strange smile on his pale, curved lips , he led
me throug h hi s wonderfu l pictur e gallery , showe d m e hi s tapestries , hi s
enamels, hi s jewels , hi s carve d ivories , mad e m e wonder a t al l th e strang e
loveliness of the luxury in which he lived; and then told me that luxury was
nothing but a  background, a  painted scene in a play, and that power, power
over other men , power ove r the world, was the one thing worth having , the
one supreme pleasure worth knowing , the joy one never tired of, an d that in
our century only the rich possessed it.9 (CW  537)

This overtl y 'decadent ' vei n (tone d dow n i n th e revisio n o f An  Ideal
Husband) i s entirel y absen t fro m th e farce . A s i f t o dra w attentio n t o th e
missing element , a  contemporar y parod y i n Punch  b y a  frien d o f Wild e
makes a  joke of infusing th e new play with decadence . Ada Leverson' s 'Th e
Advisability o f no t Bein g Brough t U p i n a  Hand-Bag ' feature s 'Dorian' ,
described in the cast-list as 'a button-hole' :

ALGY: (eating  cucumber-sandwiches). D o yo u know , Aun t Augusta , I  a m
afraid I  shall not be able to come to your dinner to-night , afte r all . My
friend Bunbury has had a relapse, and my place is by his side.

AUNT AUGUSTA : (drinking  tea).  Really , Algy ! i t wil l pu t m y tabl e ou t
dreadfully. And who will arrange my music?

DORIAN: I  will arrange your music, Aunt Augusta. I know all about music. I
have a n extraordinar y collectio n o f musica l instruments . I  giv e curiou s
concerts every Wednesday i n a long latticed room, where wild gipsies tear
mad musi c fro m littl e zithers , an d I  hav e brow n algerian s wh o bea t
monotonously upon copper drums. Besides, I have set myself to music. And
it has not marred me. I am still the same. More so, if anything.

(Punch, 2 March 1895, p. IO7)

Although i t is arguable tha t there are coded references t o the homosexua l
double lif e o f it s autho r i n the play , nothing o f th e overtl y Dorian  mod e i s
to b e foun d i n th e finishe d wor k o r it s drafts. 10 Algernon' s room s ma y b e
'luxuriously an d artisticall y furnished' , bu t h e neve r speak s anythin g
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remotely resembling the language o f decadence . His debts are the conven-
tional attribut e o f the stage man abou t town . The manuscript draf t o f the
first ac t seem s t o sugges t tha t Wild e though t o f makin g th e nee d fo r a
fortune int o a  motivatio n fo r Algernon' s pursui t o f Jack's youn g war d -
although thi s wa s no t followe d u p an d th e hin t wa s soo n removed. 11

(Interestingly, thi s woul d hav e mad e th e pla y mor e lik e Gilbert' s cynica l
comedy Engaged, with its principal characters avidly pursuing money while
spouting the rhetoric of love.)

The openin g scen e o f th e four-ac t versio n ha s Algerno n besiege d i n
Half-Moon Stree t b y creditor s (represente d eventuall y simpl y b y th e
letters Lan e hand s hi m in the firs t scene) , and i n a  sequence subsequentl y
cut fro m th e secon d ac t a  solicito r pursue s hi m t o th e countr y t o arres t
him fo r a  deb t o f f762.14s.2d . fo r dinner s a t th e Savo y Hotel . (Ther e
can b e littl e goo d i n an y youn g ma n wh o eat s s o much , an d s o often' ,
says Mis s Prism) . I n th e ligh t o f wha t becam e publi c knowledg e a  fe w
weeks later , Wilde' s referenc e t o th e Savo y seem s lik e sailin g perilousl y
close to the wind, an d the author' s ow n imprisonmen t len t a  sad irony to
Algernon's protes t agains t bein g taken to Holloway: 'Wel l I  really am not
going t o b e imprisone d i n th e suburb s fo r havin g dine d i n th e Wes t
End.'12 Elsewher e i n th e pla y a s performe d an d published , onl y th e
defiantly unconventiona l us e o f th e word s 'immoral ' an d 'moral ' echoe s
the deliberat e floutin g o f conventiona l rule s tha t mark s Doria n an d hi s
mentor in Wilde's novel.

It can be argued tha t Wilde had already transposed apprehensio n abou t
his ow n situatio n int o th e safer , specificall y politica l misdemeanou r o f
Chiltern i n An  Ideal  Husband,  written a  yea r befor e The  Importance  of
Being Earnest in the autumn of 1893 but not produced on stage until 1895.
Like Dorian Gray , Sir Robert Chilter n has a history that i s concealed -  i n
this case , specificall y fro m hi s wife , wh o ha s a n inflate d sens e o f hi s
character as a sort of chivalric ideal. (She even quotes Tennyson: 'We needs
must love the highest when we see it.') The ideal husband is threatened with
a non-sexua l versio n o f th e kin d o f blackmai l tha t Wild e ha d alread y
encountered, when Mrs Cheveley tries to secure his ministerial backing for a
fraudulent shar e issue and reminded hi m of the gutter press : 'Think o f the
hypocrite wit h hi s greasy smil e penning hi s leading article , and arrangin g
the foulness of the public placard' (CW  529).

The Importance  of  Being  Earnest  effects a n altogethe r les s ominou s
transformation o f guilt , secrec y an d th e doubl e life : i t enables two young
men t o 'ge t int o scrapes' . Confessio n an d absolutio n ar e sublimel y easy .
When Algernon arrives in the country as Ernest he tells Cecily that he is not
really wicked at all.
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If yo u ar e not , the n yo u hav e certainl y bee n deceivin g u s al l i n a  ver y
inexcusable manner . I  hop e yo u hav e no t bee n leadin g a  doubl e life ,
pretending t o b e wicked an d bein g reall y good al l the time . That would b e
hypocrisy. (n , 122-4)

In the final  scen e Jack ha s to as k Gwendole n i f she can forgiv e hi m fo r no t
having been deceitful afte r all :

JACK: Gwendolen , it is a terrible thing for a man to find out suddenly that all
his life he has been speaking nothing but the truth. Can you forgive me?

GWENDOLEN: I  can, for I feel that you are sure to change. (111,478-80 )

However, an y biographica l interpretatio n on e migh t wis h t o pu t o n thes e
passages shoul d b e qualifie d b y th e consideratio n tha t the y parod y a
familiar featur e o f the approac h t o marriage : when a  man propose d h e wa s
expected t o confess th e peccadilloes o f hi s bachelor life , for whic h he would
be forgiven b y his intended. Like Lady Bracknell' s memorable interrogatio n
of Jac k i n Ac t I , th e dialogu e betwee n Jac k an d Gwendole n i s par t o f th e
play's systematic guying of the conventional etiquette of love and marriage .

This points to one of the play's grea t attractions , and on e of the principa l
reasons fo r it s continuin g appeal . Wild e simultaneousl y engage d wit h an d
mocked th e form s an d rule s o f Society . His stanc e a s a  dandy , a  performe r
and (a s an Irishman) an outsider gave him a particular us e for the machinery
and convention s bot h o f th e socia l worl d an d o f th e Societ y dram a o f th e
theatre, which gav e fictional  expressio n t o it s values b y dwellin g o n storie s
of falle n an d fallin g women , reinforcin g socia l an d sexua l discriminations ,
showing th e righteou s bu t har d consequence s o f maintainin g ideals , an d
endorsing th e crue l an d absolut e exclusio n o f thos e wh o erred . Thi s i s a
subject matte r The  Importance  of  Being  Earnest  share s wit h th e earlie r
plays, but no w the spiri t o f Society' s authoritativ e exclusivenes s i s analysed
in the most satisfying wa y Wilde had yet devised, in its most absolute and a t
the same time funniest embodiment : Lady Bracknell .

Lady Bracknell' s unwaverin g dogmatis m wa s reinforce d a s th e play' s
dialogue wa s worke d on . I t i s i n fac t impossibl e t o discus s th e play' s
treatment o f authority - it s politics, in fact -  withou t considering the style of
the speakers . Styl e i n thi s (a s i n al l seriou s matters ) i s o f th e utmos t
importance. A  tiny exampl e i s the immediac y wit h which , gravel y shakin g
her head , Lad y Bracknel l pronounce s 14 9 Belgrav e Squar e t o b e o n th e
unfashionable sid e (1 , 529). In earlie r version s sh e had first  consulte d a  re d
book, bu t the omission o f this detail makes i t clear that even her knowledg e
of street and house numbers is encyclopedic, definitive an d (mos t important )
immediately accessible . She is easily - a s well as loftily -  magisterial .

In thi s scene , a s throughou t th e play , al l th e detail s o f Lad y Bracknell' s

169



RUSSELL JACKSO N

draconian socia l discriminations are underpinned by her frankly mercenar y
approach to life and - i n particular - marriage . Performers o f the role have
sometimes intimated that Lady Bracknell has herself clambered to the social
position sh e enjoys , especiall y whe n sh e ha s bee n cas t younge r tha n i s
commonly th e case . Judi Dench , i n Pete r Hall' s 198 2 productio n fo r th e
National Theatre, made it clear that she had a lively interest in young men:
she patted the seat invitingly for Jack to sit near her as she took notes of his
social and financial qualifications, bu t drew back (and tore up the notes) as
she learned of his obscure parentage. Edith Evans's performance in Anthony
Asquith's 1952 . film has coloure d publi c perceptio n o f thi s scen e t o th e
extent that , like Hamlet, The Importance of Being Earnest now includes a
speech - i n fact, two words - whic h audiences are likely to utter before the
performer ca n speak. However, the 'build' of the sequence is really towards
Jack's desperately specific 'The Brighton Line' and Lady Bracknell's amazed
retort, 'Th e lin e i s immaterial' , followe d b y he r homil y o n th e possibl e
significance of such a situation:

Mr Worthing, I confess I feel somewhat bewildered by what you have just told
me. To be born, or at any rate bred, in a hand-bag, whether it had handles or
not, seems to me to display a contempt for the ordinary decencies of family life
that remind s on e o f th e wors t excesse s o f th e Frenc h Revolution . An d I
presume yo u kno w wha t tha t unfortunat e movemen t le d to ? A s fo r th e
particular localit y i n whic h th e hand-ba g wa s found , a  cloak-roo m a t a
railway statio n migh t serv e t o concea l a  socia l indiscretio n -  ha s probably ,
indeed, bee n use d fo r tha t purpos e befor e no w -  bu t i t coul d hardl y b e
regarded as an assured basis for a recognized position in good society.

(1, 568-80)

Wilde packe d int o thi s speec h Lad y Bracknell' s basi c socia l assumption s
('the ordinary decencies of family life .. . social indiscretion . . . a  recognized
position in good society') , an absurd politica l and historica l reference ('th e
worst excesses of the French Revolution'), and a breathtakingly magisteria l
manner (i n callin g th e Revolutio n 'tha t unfortunat e movement') . Stylisti -
cally, the sense of authority in the speech is supported b y the movement of
the las t sentenc e fro m comi c particulars , throug h a  brie f parenthetica l
reflection ('ha s probably, indeed ...' ) towards the resounding invocation of
an unanswerabl e principle . Lik e th e elaborat e pattern s o f Elizabetha n
dramatic writing , thi s passag e move s forwar d fro m thesi s t o antithesis ,
giving a sense of absorbing and containing all possible considerations along
the way . I t i s assertive b y restraint , whic h i s the ke y to Lad y Bracknell' s
manner, and the ease of utterance she shares with other characters echoes a
characteristic o f Wilde' s ow n socia l tal k whic h struc k W . B . Yeats : h e
seemed to speak in complete sentences.
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It appear s tha t th e first  production achieve d th e assuranc e an d pois e -
and lack of self-conscious comic effect - tha t the play requires. Interestingly,
none of the reviews imply that Lady Bracknell was a 'star' part . Alexander
himself wa s demure , Alla n Ayneswort h debonai r an d stylish . Althoug h
some o f th e stage-busines s tha t Alexande r attache d t o th e play was more
farcical tha n i s indicated i n the published tex t o f 1899 , t ne play' s relative
lack o f strenuou s physica l actio n mus t hav e bee n apparent . Althoug h th e
presence (an d violen t consumption ) o f food i s typical o f farce , ther e i s no
knockabout. The finest visual effect i s achieved b y Jack's slow entrance in
full mourning , upstag e -  a  moment a t which (accordin g t o one actor ) the
first-night audience' s laughte r tol d Wild e tha t th e plo t poin t ha d bee n
achieved. At the end Jack rummages upstairs for the handbag and ransacks
bookshelves t o find the arm y list s that wil l disclose his father's name , but
the vehement heaping of sugar lumps into tea-cups and aggressive slicing of
cake are the most violent action of the play's second act . In places, notably
the opening of the third act, comic repetitions make the dialogue resemble a
comic oper a libretto . 'Th e story' , sai d th e Times  reviewe r o f th e first
production, wa s 'almos t to o preposterou s t o g o withou t music ' W . H .
Auden commente d o n th e 'pur e verba l opera ' o f th e dialogue , an d othe r
critics have compared the play's formality to that of dance.13

In approaching the condition of opera - transformin g late-Victoria n farce
into somethin g resemblin g Cost  fan  tutte  -  Wild e wa s o n dangerou s
ground. Th e self-consciou s artificialit y o f th e play , whic h ha s reminde d
some critic s o f D e Musse t an d Marivaux , wa s a  qualit y no t readil y
associated wit h seriousnes s o f purpos e i n th e Victoria n theatre . Ther e
sincerity, no t style , was hel d t o b e th e guaranto r o f purposefu l laughter .
Acknowledging th e audience' s presence , an d allowin g th e character s o f a
play to refer t o the drama i n which they appear, were commonplace in the
burlesque an d th e comi c opera , bu t no t admissibl e i n th e 'new ' moder n
comedy. Self-consciousl y patterne d dialogu e an d situations , and th e refer -
ences throughout the play to fictions (from Cecily' s diary to the observation
that coincidences do not occu r in the best families), make The  Importance
of Being Earnest defiantly artificial . It is Miss Prism, the unwitting vehicle of
a benevolen t Fate , who insists on the rules of conventional story-telling . In
her 'abandoned' novel, she tells Cecily, who finds happy endings depressing,
'The goo d ende d happily , an d th e ba d unhappily . Tha t i s wha t Fictio n
means' (11, 54-5).

In th e Marc h 189 5 i s s u e ° f The  Theatre  a n anonymou s reviewe r
(probably th e edito r Clemen t Scott , who wa s n o grea t admire r o f Wilde )
remarked o n th e author' s eviden t contemp t fo r hi s ow n character s -  a n
interesting expression of the idea that a conscientious author should always
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appear t o believ e hi s ow n fictions . Lik e th e accusation s o f impertinentl y
'false' wi t from critic s who thought anyone could write Wildean epigrams,
this reads like a determined effor t t o exclude Wilde from th e society of the
serious dramatic craftsmen. With the new play, Wilde was refusing eve n to
play the game which his opponents declared him to have lost in his earlier
work. Th e passionat e statemen t o f ideals , whic h dramatist s lik e Henr y
Arthur Jones considered th e prerogative (an d glory) o f their more serious-
minded characters, is thoroughly mocked.

Wilde's attac k o n earnestnes s undermine s no t onl y th e well-establishe d
'high mora l tone ' o f Victorian plai n livin g and hig h thinking (invoke d b y
Chasuble in the omitted scene of Algernon's imminent arrest for debt) . It is
not simply a contest between Wilde and the sages or the 'serious ' religious
and socia l missionaries of his time. Implicitly, he also refuses t o join in the
earnest struggl e fo r intellectua l respectabilit y tha t marke d man y o f ou r
theatres in the nineties.

'We live , a s I  hop e yo u kno w M r Worthing , i n a n ag e o f ideals' ,
Gwendolen announces , an d proceed s t o enunciat e th e reductio n t o ab -
surdity of all such notions: that marriage with a man called Ernest can be a
goal in life. (Lady Bracknell, of course, later characterises the age as one of
surfaces.) Amon g al l th e play' s othe r systemati c inversion s o f commo n
values (moral/immoral , serious/trivial , town vice/country virtue and so on)
this ha s a  direc t bearin g o n th e busines s o f th e 'Ne w Drama' . I t i s more
radical tha n th e habituall y far-fetche d motivation s tha t generat e stag e
farces: positin g fo r exampl e tha t a  youn g ma n need s t o arrang e th e
impersonation of an aunt from Brazi l to chaperone a luncheon-party. Wilde
is proposing an absurdly irreverent version of that indispensable item in the
moral equipmen t o f th e earnes t characte r i n a  seriou s play , a  'higher '
aspiration. H e has had th e effrontery t o writ e a  farce wit h young women
who are idealists, and to make their ideals appropriately farcical . Hovering
over the result are both the eponymous heroine of Pinero's The  Notorious
Mrs Ebbsmith (torn apart b y high principles a t the St James's the previous
year) an d Brando n Thomas' s Charley's  Aunt  (fro m Brazil , where the nut s
come from).

Wilde's character s bot h embod y an d moc k dramati c stereotypes : hi s
formidable dowager , swee t ingenue,  fussy clergyma n an d scapegrac e ma n
about tow n lea d doubl e live s a s parodie s o f themselves . Becaus e th e
dialogue i s comparatively fre e fro m pun s an d rac y slang , i t ha s an oddl y
decorous effect : th e toughness an d urbanit y o f Jane Austen , the slyness of
George Meredith, bu t none of the flaunting affectation o f Ronald Firban k
or even E. F. Benson. Wilde's tactics are also quite different fro m thos e of
Shaw: his paradoxes are not as confrontational an d openly argumentative .
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His character s ar e ruthles s i n the pursui t o f selfis h goal s an d absur d ideals ,
not combativ e i n th e furtheranc e o f th e Life-forc e o r socia l justice . Woul d
Shaw ever allow himself a  diminuendo like the end of Wilde's first act?

ALGERNON: I  love scrapes. They are the only things that are never serious.
JACK: Oh , that's nonsense, Algy. You never talk anything but nonsense.
ALGERNON: Nobod y ever does. (1,751-5 )

Shaw's oddl y unamuse d Saturday  Review  notice , i n whic h h e reacte d
against wha t h e sa w a s th e heartlessnes s o f th e play , an d insiste d i t wa s
merely an assemblag e o f old-fashioned farcica l devices , seems to express hi s
apprehension fo r a  style that threatened t o supplant hi s own an d woul d no t
serve th e aim s h e wishe d th e theatr e t o adopt . The  Philanderer  (writte n i n
1893) a n d Arms  and  the  Man  (stage d i n Apri l 1894 ) hav e somethin g o f
Wilde's talen t fo r talk , bu t Shaw' s paradoxe s an d parodie s neve r le t th e
audience los e sigh t o f a  purpose. 14 Wilde' s see m constantl y t o undermin e
the very idea of seriousness .

By adoptin g farce , wit h wha t Kerr y Powel l characterise s a s 'aggressiv e
pranks, quick-paced actio n an d evasio n o f mora l responsibility' , Wilde wa s
abdicating wha t man y -  bot h conservativ e an d 'advanced ' -  sa w a s th e
responsibility o f a  dramatist. 15 Th e propositio n tha t nobod y eve r doe s tal k
anything bu t nonsens e wa s anathem a t o Shaw . Wild e announce d i n a n
interview befor e th e openin g that the play was 'exquisitel y trivial , a delicat e
bubble o f fancy' , bu t tha t i t had a  philosophy, tha t 'w e shoul d trea t al l th e
trivial thing s o f lif e ver y seriously , an d al l th e seriou s thing s o f lif e wit h
sincere an d studie d triviality'. 16 I t i s this qualit y whic h make s Wilde' s pla y
less than tractabl e t o attempt s t o attac h t o i t various kind s o f biographica l
meaning (tha t is , being construed a s showing a n intentiona l elemen t o f self -
discovery) while i t remains hospitable to all kinds of significance commenta -
tors ma y identif y i n it . As Alan Sinfiel d ha s pointe d out , naivel y co-optin g
Wilde a s a n all y o f ga y me n a  centur y late r i s anachronistic. 17 A s a
conscious contributio n t o th e establishmen t o f a  distinctivel y homosexua l
literary an d theatrica l tradition , i t seem s unconvincing , bu t see n a s a  pla y
written b y a n autho r whos e statu s a s a  sexua l an d socia l bein g wa s
precarious, i t ha s a  peculia r patho s an d dignity . Eve n i f i n som e quarter s
'earnest' wa s indee d a  code-wor d fo r homosexual , vi a 'uraniste' , th e
message hardl y seem s wort h th e bottle ; bu t becaus e i n genera l parlanc e
'earnest' ha d (an d stil l has ) al l it s deadly Victoria n connotation s o f probit y
and high-mindedness , the n th e play' s irreverenc e lives . Th e claim s tha t
Wilde wa s writin g ou t hi s Irishnes s i n the doubl e selve s o f hi s protagonist s
are mor e convincin g tha n th e argumen t fo r The  Importance  of  Being
Earnest a s a specifically ga y play. 18
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Some of the topics spoken o f lightly in the play were indeed the subject of
earnest debat e i n th e 1890s : th e dail y paper s wer e ful l o f th e Iris h Home -
Rule questio n (whic h underlie s th e jok e o f Jack' s clai m t o b e a  Libera l
Unionist). Marriage , education , theology , th e fal l o f th e rupe e an d agricul -
tural depressio n al l ge t a n airing . The graves t socia l concer n invoke d i s the
fear o f insurrection . Told tha t Bunbur y wa s quite exploded , Lady Bracknel l
exclaims:

Exploded! Was he the victim of a revolutionary outrage? I was not aware that
Mr Bunbury was interested in social legislation. If so, he is well punished fo r
his morbidity . (111 , 101-4 )

If educatio n ha d an y effec t i n Englan d i t migh t lea d t o act s o f violenc e i n
Grosvenor Square , and ther e i s the spectr e o f the Frenc h Revolution . In  the
wake o f event s durin g th e 1880 s (particularl y th e Trafalga r Squar e rio t i n
1885) an d curren t fear s abou t anarchist s an d revolutionar y socialis m -  th e
masses and the classes - thes e jokes are the 1890 s equivalent of references t o
'The Bomb' in British plays of the 1950 s and 1960s .

In thi s grea t farc e Wild e distance d himsel f no t onl y fro m earnes t
philistinism, o r eve n earnes t hig h culture , bu t fro m th e earnes t theatre .
Those dramatist s wh o wer e heedin g Mathe w Arnold' s call , 'Th e theatr e i s
irresistible: organis e it!' , coul d find  littl e t o suppor t the m i n thi s trivia l
comedy. Wild e wa s uncomfortabl y unlik e th e imag e o f th e seriou s play -
wright a s Jones o r Piner o o r (i n hi s outre  way ) Sha w promulgate d it . Hi s
position a s a n outside r wh o proclaime d hi s apartnes s -  th e dandy' s stanc e
as a  leade r an d mocke r o f fashio n -  wa s dangerousl y clos e t o tha t o f th e
theatre itself . Alexande r -  th e so n o f a  tradesma n -  ha d risen , lik e hi s ol d
chief Henr y Irving , to b e a  leading participan t i n the fashionable world . H e
excelled a t playin g gentlemen , hi s theatr e welcome d gentleme n an d ladie s
and gav e the public an imag e o f stylish life ; his first  nights might (lik e those
of fello w actor-managers ) resembl e fashionabl e parties ; bu t h e wa s stil l a
member o f a  profession whos e socia l standing was only now evolving to the
condition o f deservin g respec t b y righ t rathe r tha n contrac t -  an d no t
altogether s o i n som e socia l and , especially , 'earnest ' religiou s circles . No r
were al l actor s o n th e sam e socia l leve l a s Alexander . Lik e Markb y th e
solicitor (occasionall y see n a t dinne r parties ) o r th e Libera l Unionist s wh o
dine wit h th e Bracknell s o r a t an y rat e com e i n th e evening , th e actin g
profession di d not have an assured place in Society .

In th e 1890 s dramatist s ha d t o choos e betwee n workin g withi n a n
'established' theatre , whos e socia l standin g an d clai m t o participat e i n
intellectual lif e wer e glamorou s bu t fragile , an d a  radica l theatr e o f
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symbolism an d 'Ibsenite ' (o r Zolaesque) realism . The choice was between
fashionable first nights, or earnest matinees - duchesse s or dowdies.

Some endeavoured , lik e Shaw , t o practis e a  for m o f wha t i n radica l
politics coul d b e calle d entryism : workin g fo r th e Ibsenite s amon g th e
disadvantaged o f S t James's.  Wilde' s participatio n i n th e fashionable ,
'established' theatre was symptomatic of his refusal t o be marginalised and
his insistence -  a t th e sam e time -  o n keeping hi s distance fro m 'Society' .
One of the paradoxes o f culture is the absorption o f rebels into the canon,
so that the work of irony becomes a 'classic', fixing and epitomising a style
and a whole period. Wilde treated such notions with a mixture of eagerness
and scepticism . H e woul d hav e relishe d th e iron y o f hi s mos t trivia l o f
comedies being a text for examination in schools. 'Fortunately, in England,
at any rate, education produces no effect whatsoever ... '

NOTES

1 Th e fullest accoun t o f the circumstances o f the first production i s given in Oscar
Wilde1s 'The  Importance of  Being Earnest*. A  Reconstructive  Critical  Edition of
the Text  of  the  First  Production,  ed . Josep h Donohu e an d Rut h Berggre n
(Gerrards Cross : Colin Smythe, 1995) .

2 The  Green  Carnation  wa s in fact writte n b y Robert Hichens : at one point i n the
composition o f hi s pla y Wild e adde d a  referenc e t o i t (i n th e fina l scen e Lad y
Bracknell i s given i t by mistake instea d o f a  volume o f the Army List) . This wa s
later removed .

3 A . E . W . Mason , Sir  George  Alexander  and  the  St  James's Theatre  (London :
Macmillan, 1935) , pp. 227-8.

4 Ibid. , p. 228.
5 O n th e play' s compositio n an d subsequen t textua l histor y se e Donohu e an d

Berggren, Oscar  Wilde's  'The  Importance  of  Being  Earnest*.  Se e als o th e
Introduction an d note s t o m y editio n o f th e pla y (London : Benn , 1980 ; fourt h
impression, revised , 1992) . The ac t an d lin e reference s i n th e tex t relat e t o thi s
edition o f th e play . A  partia l facsimil e an d ful l transcrip t o f th e earlies t manu -
script drafts o f the four-act versio n will be found i n Sarah Augusta Dickson (ed.) ,
The Importance  of  Being  Earnest.  A  Trivial  Comedy  for  Serious  People  as
Originally Written  by  Oscar  Wilde,  2  vols. , (Ne w York : Ne w Yor k Publi c
Library, 1956) . I n th e presen t chapte r reference s t o th e earl y M S draft s ar e t o
Dickson's transcription . Th e various manuscript s an d typescript s o f the four-ac t
version ar e examine d i n Rut h Berggren' s edition , The  Definitive  Four-Act
Version of'The Importance  of  Being Earnest* (New York: Vanguard, 1987) .

6 Quote d fro m Willia m Tydeman' s collection , Wilde,  Comedies.  A  Casebook
(London: Macmillan , 1982) , p . 41 . The interview , with Rober t Ross , appeare d
in the St James's Gazette  o n 1 8 January 1895 .

7 O n Victoria n definition s o f wi t an d humour , se e Rober t Bernar d Martin , The
Triumph of  Wit  (Oxford : Clarendo n Press , 1974) . Th e socia l dimensio n o f
Wilde's comedy i s considered i n Roger B . Henkle's study , Comedy  and  Culture,
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England 1820-1900 (Princeton : Princeton University Press, 1980) and - wit h a
more complex model o f cultural process - b y Regenia Gagnie r i n her Idylls of
the Marketplace. Oscar  Wilde  and the  Victorian  Public  (Aldershot : Scolar Press,
1987).

8 I n additio n t o th e variou s letter s fro m th e perio d o f compositio n include d i n
Hart-Davis's edition s ( a selection i s in Tydeman's Casebook),  see also the firs t
scenario of the play, reprinted in Peter Raby's edition, 'The Importance of Being
Earnest' and Other Plays (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), pp. 308-10.

9 Detail s of the revisions to this passage are given in my edition of the play (second
edition, revised, London 1993) m t n e longe r note to 1, 91-109.

10 O n the homosexual interpretation o f 'earnest' , see Karl Beckson, London in the
1890s. A Cultural  History (New York: Norton , 1992) , ch. 8 . The commoner
usages o f th e wor d i n th e perio d ar e describe d i n Walte r E . Houghton , The
Victorian Frame of Mind  (Ne w Haven, CT : Wellesley College , 1957) , ch. 10 ,
'Earnestness'.

11 I n th e manuscrip t draf t o f Ac t I , Algernon' s debt s ar e a  fa r mor e pressin g
problem tha n i n late r versions . 'Wish to goodness som e ass would leav e me a
large fortune. Can't go on as I am going on now. It is ridiculous' (Dickson, vol. 1,
p. 4). This mercenary motive was displaced onto Lady Bracknell, whose view of
Cecily's eligibilit y i s affecte d b y he r fortune . (See , The  Importance  of Being
Earnest, 111, 160 etc.).

12. W. H . Auden , 'A n Improbabl e Life ' (New  Yorker,  Mar . 1963) , cite d fro m
Richard Ellmann (ed.) , Oscar  Wilde,  A  Collection  of  Critical  Essays  (Twentiet h
Century Views series; Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1969), p. 136. On the
formal pattern , se e Otto Reinert , 'Th e Courtshi p Danc e in The  Importance of
Being Earnesf, Modern Drama 1  (1958-9), 256-7.

13 Wilde' s us e o f thi s effec t wa s note d b y a t leas t on e reviewer : ' A remarkabl e
feature o f the piece is the entire absence of anything like a tableau at the end of
an act , th e curtai n droppin g i n eac h cas e upo n a  comparativel y unimportan t
remark' (Daily News, 15 Feb. 1895).

14 Kerr y Powell , Oscar  Wilde  and the  Theatre  of the  1890s  (Cambridge : Cam -
bridge University Press, 1990), p. n o. Powel l explores the relationship between
Wilde's work and contemporary plays , both as direct and indirect sources, and
as examples of the modes of writing with which he was engaged.

15 Shaw' s review (Saturday Review,  23 Feb. 1895) is reprinted in Our Theatres in
the Nineties by Bernard  Shaw (London, 3  vols., 1932) , 1 , 41-8. See also 'M y
Memories o f Osca r Wilde' , writte n a s a n appendi x t o Fran k Harris' s Oscar
Wilde: His Life  and Confessions  (2n d edn , 2  vols. , New York : Frank Harris ,
1918) an d reprinte d i n Ellmann' s collectio n an d i n Shaw' s Pen  Portraits and
Reviews (London, 1932).

16 H . Montgomer y Hyde , Oscar  Wilde (New York : Farrar , Strau s an d Giroux ,
*975)> P- *77-

17 Ala n Sinfiel d insist s tha t th e effeminac y o f Jac k an d Algerno n i s par t o f a
dandyism that at the time of writing (before Wilde's trial) did not suggest same-
sex love (The Wilde  Century. Effeminacy,  Oscar  Wilde and the Queer Moment,
London: Cassell, 1994, pp. 69-70). For a determined enlisting of Wilde and his
works i n a  gay canon, se e Gary Schmidgall , The  Stranger Wilde.  Interpreting
Oscar (London: Abacus , 1994) . See also Joseph Bristow' s introductio n t o hi s
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edition, 'The  Importance  of  Being  Earnest  and  Related  Writings  (London :
Routledge, 1992) .

18 Th e specificall y Iris h dimensio n o f Bunburying , an d th e 'doubl e life ' i n Wilde' s
writing, i s proposed b y Declan Kiberd , 'Wild e and th e English Question' , Times
Literary Supplement,  16  Dec. 1994 , pp. 13-15 .





II
KERRY POWEL L

A verdic t o f death : Osca r Wilde ,
actresses an d Victoria n wome n

A poe m labelle d dubiousl y a s havin g bee n 'translated ' b y Osca r Wild e -
from Polish , whic h h e di d no t spea k -  i s burie d dee p i n a n obscur e
anthology edite d b y Clemen t Scott , dram a criti c o f th e Londo n Daily
Telegraph. Th e poem , 'Se n Artysty' , supposedl y writte n b y actres s Helen a
Modjeska an d translate d b y Wilde nea r th e time o f he r Londo n debut , i s as
conflicted a s many othe r storie s and poem s in The  Green  Room  (1880) , the
anthology o f theatre-writin g i n which i t appears . The actress , o r rathe r th e
persona o f th e poe m tha t Wild e associate d wit h Helen a Modjeska , regret s
her choic e o f a n artisti c life , i s lef t wit h ' a restles s pain ' i n he r heart , an d
receives the stigmata o f 'red wounds o f thorns' on her brow when he tries to
take of f th e laurel-crown. 1 'Se n Artysty ' no t onl y harmonise s wit h othe r
writings i n Clemen t Scott' s anthology -  al l of them stories , essays or poem s
about th e theatr e -  bu t assert s th e sam e theme s a s man y othe r Victoria n
assessments o f wome n performers . Actresse s wer e commonl y though t t o
pay a  terrible price for th e public lives they led, including even the fortunat e
minority, lik e Modjeska , whos e geniu s o r har d wor k opene d th e wa y t o
riches an d internationa l fame . Tha t pric e wa s figure d i n th e rhetori c o f
suffering, illnes s an d death , in lives wrecked b y maladies bot h physica l an d
mental. Victoria n prais e an d eve n adulatio n o f actresse s wa s thu s mingle d
with representation s o f the m a s sufferin g o r wounded , lik e th e speake r i n
the Helen a Modjesk a poem , o r a s monstrous , sick , o r dyin g -  victim s o f
their ow n succes s in transcending th e usual limit s of a  respectable Victoria n
woman's life .

With thei r power s o f speec h an d gesture , actresse s coul d hol d audience s
spellbound instea d o f merel y 'suffe r an d b e still' , as Victorian wome n wer e
typically advise d t o do. 2 Yet performing wome n wer e thought t o loo k wit h
regret to what Wilde calls in 'Sen Artysty' the 'swee t confines' o f the garden-
close tha t wa s sacrifice d fo r a  publi c career . Thei r live s were believe d t o b e
incompatible with the domestic satisfactions o f other women whose identit y
seemed singl e rathe r tha n complex , thei r live s containe d b y marriag e an d
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motherhood. What could actresses, exiled from the domestic 'garden', have
in commo n wit h them ? Indee d coul d actresse s b e sai d t o posses s a n
authentic self of their own amid the whirl of identities that they assumed on
stage? Coul d the y b e though t o f a s wome n a t all ? Suc h questions , eve n
when not formally asked , lie just below the surface o f a  Victorian rhetori c
which could glorify o r even spiritualise the actress in one breath, and in the
next define he r i n terms of suffering , disease , madness, estrangement fro m
humanity, and death itself.

Wilde's recorde d attitude s toward s actresse s ar e mor e ofte n tha n no t
characteristically Victoria n i n their ambivalence . He threw lilies at the fee t
of Sarah Bernhard t whe n sh e first arrive d i n England an d hel d her i n awe
for the rest of his life, but his sonnet on Bernhardt represents the actress of
his dreams a s a  monstrous Phedr e - a  vampire fro m hell , the recipient of
kisses from 'th e loveless lips' of dead men (CW  835). This note of dread in
Wilde's 'T o Sara h Bernhardt ' i s evident i n many othe r enthusiasti c assess-
ments o f Bernhardt' s harrowin g styl e a s a n actress . T o th e criti c Arthu r
Symons, who sense d a n obscur e peri l an d fel t a n 'electrica l shock ' o n hi s
spinal cord when he saw Bernhardt perform, the actress seemed as inhuman
as sh e di d t o Wilde . Bernhard t 'tear s th e word s wit h he r teeth' , write s
Symons, 'an d spit s the m ou t o f he r mouth , lik e a  wild beas t ravenin g it s
prey'.3 Georg e Bernar d Sha w characterise s Bernhardt' s ar t a s 'entirel y
inhuman', an d th e actres s hersel f a  kin d o f disease d vampire , joltin g th e
sensibilities o f he r audienc e wit h gleamin g teet h an d 'paroxysm s o f
phthisis'.4 Other actresse s of great power wer e treated similarl y by critics,
their powe r neutralised , i n effect , b y relocatin g i t fro m th e real m o f th e
feminine to that of the altogether inhuman and even unreal. Thus Charlotte
Cushman's bloodthirst y portraya l o f Lady Macbeth i n London struc k on e
reviewer a s 'horribl y fascinating' , bu t someho w 'inhuman , incredible'. 5

Rachel, whose Phedr e electrifie d Londo n audiences , was characterise d b y
G. H. Lewe s a s 'th e panthe r o f th e stage' , moving wit h a n animal' s grac e
and alway s betrayin g 'somethin g no t huma n abou t her' . He r 'irresistibl e
power' a s a n actres s coul d b e explained , Lewe s felt , b y a n absenc e o f
femininity i n her stage performances -  'n o womanly caressing softness , no
gaiety, no heartiness'.6

A modified rhetori c ha d t o b e employe d t o cance l th e womanhoo d o r
humanity o f a  les s dominating , mor e sentimenta l actres s tha n Rache l o r
Cushman. For example, Wilde's poetic tribute to Ellen Terry i s devoted to
her exquisite suffering a s the queen in W. G. Wills's Charles  I  (1879) , her
eyes 'marred b y the mists of pain, / Like some wan lily overdrenched with
rain' (CW  835) . Terry hersel f understoo d ver y wel l the prejudice s o f he r
audience, t o whic h sh e appeale d b y playin g on e sufferin g victi m afte r
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another with thrilling pathos , attempting always to 'make them al l cry' by
crying firs t herself. 7 O f Wilde' s sonne t o n her , Terr y remarke d apprecia -
tively that 'tha t phrase "wan lily" represented perfectly wha t I  had tried to
convey'.8 Clemen t Scot t himsel f venerate d Terr y a s the greates t actres s of
the da y becaus e o f th e 'ideal ' an d 'mystical ' qualitie s i n he r pathos-lade n
enactments, whether as the suicidal Ophelia or the betrayed and maddened
women o f contemporar y play s suc h a s The  Amber  Heart  (1887 ) an d
Ravenswood (1890). 9 Lik e Bernhardt's , onl y i n a  differen t way , Terry' s
performances an d thei r receptio n situate d th e actres s o n th e margin s o f
humanity -  sh e becam e a  delicat e flowe r o r a  'mystical ' force , or , i n the
words o f anothe r o f he r admirers , a  'spiritua l essence ' mor e tha n a
woman.10 Reviewing Terry's performance a s the victimised Olivia in W. G.
Wills's adaptation o f The Vicar of Wakefield  (1878) , Wilde recognises that
Ellen Terry's 'power' , a s he calls it , arises from he r genius for thrillin g a n
audience wit h tende r emotions. 11 Bu t eve n thi s quie t 'power' , s o muc h
milder tha n Bernhardt' s o r Cushman's , was difficul t t o reconcil e wit h the
private and passive roles that Victorian women were usually asked to play
in life. Audiences could b e reassured by the reflection tha t Ellen Terry was
not s o much a  woman a s a  non-human , vaguel y spiritualise d essenc e - a
'wan lily' , i n Wilde' s phras e whic h s o appeale d t o Terr y herself . Wit h
safeguards lik e these, actresses were allowed to upset the usual distribution
of powe r b y gender , vocalisin g powerfull y an d publicl y whil e me n sa t
passively beyon d th e footlights -  'spellbound , whit e and wordless' , as one
man expressed it, their thoughts and feelings at the command of women.12

Shaw, more tha n Wilde , perceived th e disadvantage s unde r whic h late-
Victorian actresse s worked , claimin g tha t 'th e highe r artisti c caree r i s
practically closed to the leading lady'. In independent productions o f Ibsen
organised b y Elizabeth Robins and othe r women who disdained merel y to
'support' an actor-manager, Shaw discerned the stirrings of an apocalypse -
'something like a struggle between the sexes for the dominion of the London
theatres'.13 One of the professed revolutionarie s was a transplanted Amer -
ican actress named Eleanor Calhoun, who imagined a  theatre which would
rise above the 'vulgar and common plays' that were ordinarily staged in the
West End by managers 'actin g on self-evident economi c principles'. In due
time, she believed, the theatre could eliminate 'tha t typ e of exploiter' , an d
with progressiv e leadershi p ris e t o ' a standar d o f perfectio n an d form'. 14

Calhoun pu t int o practic e he r fait h i n a  ne w kin d o f theatr e wit h he r
production o f As  You  Like  It  i n the ope n ai r o f Coomb e Wood i n 1885 .
Wilde, i n hi s notic e fo r th e Dramatic  Review, said th e woodlan d settin g
increased the value of the play 'as a picture', but took no notice of the really
revolutionary aspect s o f thi s performanc e -  namely , tha t tw o women ,
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Eleanor Calhou n an d he r protege e Lad y Archibal d Campbell , wer e i n
charge o f the production ; tha t th e two o f them played bot h leadin g roles,
Orlando a s well as Rosalind; and that i n moving the production outdoor s
they wer e introducin g a  drama beyon d th e reach o f male actor-manager s
and the theatres under their control.15

A few years later Eleano r Calhou n trie d t o give Elizabeth Robins , fres h
from Boston , a start in the London theatr e by surrendering to her the title
role in A Fair Bigamist, a play written by a woman. Wilde, who befriende d
Robins at the time, discouraged her from takin g the part, pointing out that
the cas t wa s 'unknown ' an d th e Royalt y Theatr e wher e i t woul d b e
performed 'unpopular'. 16 H e urge d he r instea d t o cultivat e th e influentia l
manager o f the Haymarket, Beerbohm Tree, and provided an introductio n
which led Robins from on e disappointment t o another . By the time of her
own epoch-makin g productio n o f Hedda  Gabler  a  fe w year s later , a t
another unpopula r theatre , Robin s trie d t o enlis t Wilde' s suppor t fo r a
visionary 'theatr e of the future' which would rise above the commercialism
and egotis m o f theatre s i n th e hand s o f actor-managers . Wild e seeme d
excited b y th e idea , an d agree d t o 'spea k fo r it ' an d writ e a n essa y i n
support o f it , Robins recalls in a manuscript memoir about Wilde.17 In the
end, however, he did nothing of the kind, and went on to make a successfu l
career fo r himsel f i n th e theatre s o f leadin g actor-manager s -  includin g
Tree. It is not clea r whether Robins' s final judgemen t o f Wilde's work fo r
the theatre would have been as harsh as that of her friend Willia m Archer,
the Ibsen critic and translator who viewed Wilde as a representative of what
an advanced theatre would react against. His plays, Archer wrote, were 'in
reality mere drawing-room melodramas , and conventiona l one s at that . . .
there was no real substance in his work'.18

Robins confesses in her memoir of Wilde that she 'disliked' his novel The
Picture of Dorian Gray, and in her diary speaks of it more frankly a s 'vile &
revolting'.19 Bu t i n The  Picture  of Dorian  Gray  Wilde consider s i n more
detail than he does anywhere else , through the character o f Sibyl Vane, an
actress i n particula r an d actin g generally . Lik e many othe r Victorians , he
contrasts actresse s wit h th e majorit y o f women , whos e live s see m b y
comparison predictable and superficial :

Ordinary women never appeal to one's imagination. They are limited to their
century. No glamour ever transfigures them. One knows their minds as easily
as one knows their bonnets. One can always find them. There is no mystery in
any of them. They ride in the Park in the morning, and chatter at tea-parties in
the afternoon . The y hav e thei r stereotype d smile , an d thei r fashionabl e
manner. But an actress! How different a n actress is! (CW  49)
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This effusio n o f Doria n Gra y place s emphasi s o n th e 'glamour ' an d
'mystery' o f a n actress , he r abilit y t o transpor t a n audienc e ou t o f it s ow n
place and time. What the actress can do for the male spectator - th e qualitie s
which mak e he r 'th e on e thin g wort h loving ' -  ar e fo r Doria n Gra y th e
distinguishing an d indee d th e onl y worthwhil e feature s o f th e performin g
woman, whether Siby l Vane o r an y other . Lost in this male-centred analysi s
is wha t mad e actin g see m particularl y attractiv e t o Victoria n women,  les s
impressed b y the 'mystery ' an d 'glamour ' tha t seduc e a  masculine observe r
such a s Doria n Gra y tha n b y th e independence , professionalis m an d har d
work require d o f actresses . 'Th e wa y i n whic h the y hav e ha d t o grappl e
with real , hard facts , t o thin k an d wor k an d depen d upo n themselves , an d
the constan t us e o f th e highe r facultie s o f tast e an d imagination' , explain s
an anonymous autho r i n the Englishwoman's journal,  'rais e them far abov e
those wome n wh o ar e absorbe d b y th e pett y vanitie s an d trifle s an d
anxieties of a woman's ordinary life.' 20

Dorian Gray , by contrast, asks of actresses: Can they interest or enraptur e
me, th e spectator ? Ca n the y appea l t o m y imagination ? Ca n the y mak e m e
love them? Eve n fro m thi s vantage point , however , actresse s ris e above th e
superficial chatter , shallo w though t an d empt y day s o f wha t th e nove l
regards a s conventiona l women . A s Dorian' s mento r Lor d Henr y Wotto n
expresses it , mos t wome n 'neve r hav e anythin g t o say ' eve n when the y ar e
conversing 'charmingly' . The y ar e merel y 'decorative' , representin g th e
triumph o f matter ove r mind an d accountin g fo r th e fact tha t i n London n o
more than five women can be found wh o are 'worth talkin g to ' (CW  47) . In
denying women a  voice, or rathe r a  voice that communicate s wit h meanin g
and depth , Lord Henry reiterates in his own distinctive and, as Dorian Gra y
says, unforgettable voic e one o f the organisin g idea s o f Victorian cultur e a s
a whole . This almost universa l lac k o f a  voice in women -  o r the sound o f a
voice without significance , withou t effec t -  i s a  rule whos e exceptio n i s th e
actress, or a t leas t an actres s suc h a s Sibyl Vane. She is beautiful, o f course ,
'the lovelies t thing I  had eve r see n in my life' , bu t Dorian , a s he explains t o
Lord Henr y Wotton , i s moved a s muc h b y th e soun d o f Siby l Vane a s th e
look of her in the role of Shakespeare's Juliet:

. . . he r voice - I  never heard such a voice. It was very low at first, with deep,
mellow notes, that seemed to fall singly upon one's ear. Then it became a little
louder, and sounded lik e a flute o r a  distant hautbois . In the garden scene it
had al l th e tremulou s ecstas y tha t on e hear s jus t befor e daw n whe n night -
ingales ar e singing . Ther e wer e moments , late r on , whe n i t ha d th e wil d
passion o f violets . You kno w ho w a  voice can sti r one . Your voice and the
voice of Sibyl Vane are two things that I shall never forget. When I close my
eyes, I  hear them , an d eac h o f the m say s something different . I  don't kno w
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which t o follow . Wh y shoul d I  no t lov e her ? Harry , I  d o lov e her . Sh e is
everything to me in life. ( CW 49)

In bein g stirre d b y a  woman' s voice , hearin g i n i t somethin g 'different '
from Lor d Henr y Wotton' s misogynisti c comments, Dorian Gra y resemble s
many othe r Victoria n observer s wh o experience d th e differenc e an d powe r
of a n actres s i n he r vocalising . H e als o resemble s othe r persona e i n
Victorian novel s o f th e theatre . In  The  Life  and  Love  of  an  Actress  (1888) ,
for example , the voice of a  young performer enactin g th e role o f Juliet i s as
transfigurative a s Siby l Vane' s i n th e sam e rol e -  'a s t o he r voice , i t wa s
electric', writes th e anonymou s novelist ; 'th e dingy , tawdry stag e trapping s
faded awa y a s i f b y magic , whe n sh e spoke'. 21 Actua l critics , too , ofte n
expressed fascinatio n fo r th e voices  o f wome n performer s -  a n unnotice d
but significan t fac t whic h ma y b e explaine d i n par t b y th e reversa l o f
Victorian standard s i n th e theatre , a  plac e wher e wome n coul d spea k
powerfully whil e me n sa t mut e i n th e darkness . Within th e charme d spac e
of a theatre the speech of actresses beguiled men into a passivity that seeme d
akin t o the effect s o f witchcraf t o r narcotics . The voice o f Sarah Bernhardt ,
according t o th e trad e newspape r th e Era,  wa s 's o exquisitel y tone d an d
modulated tha t i t realised th e fable o f the Sirens . It acted o n th e heare r lik e
some soothing , intoxicatin g India n drug.' 22 Th e 'clear , pitiles s voice ' o f
Genevieve Ward contribute d t o he r ow n powerfu l effec t o n reviewers . 'Th e
actress last Saturday seeme d to cast a  spell over her audience' , wrote a  critic
of he r signatur e rol e i n Forget-Me-Not  (1879) , addin g tha t th e profoun d
'silence' o f th e audienc e 'denote d aw e a s wel l a s interest , an d gav e a n
unmistakable proo f o f th e actress' s power'. 23 Elle n Terry , a s Imoge n i n
Cymbeline, wa s said to have spoken 'i n a voice that melted your bosom'. 24

Eloquence suc h a s thi s i n a n ag e whic h doome d wome n t o silenc e o r
empty speec h coul d onl y intensif y th e powerfu l impac t o f som e actresse s
upon mal e spectators , wh o respon d t o thei r geniu s wit h a  medle y o f
intimidation an d admiration . Doria n Gra y i s 'fille d wit h awe ' whe n h e s o
much a s thinks o f Siby l Vane, and 'hecti c spots o f red' , lik e the mark s o f a
fever, bur n o n hi s cheek s whe n h e talk s o f her . A s befit s on e wh o i s
'absolutely an d entirel y divine ' rathe r tha n human , Siby l compel s hi m i n
strange ways; for example , he visits the theatre 'ever y night of my life' to see
her perform, an d doe s it involuntarily - ' I can't help going to see Sibyl play' ,
he explains , 'eve n i f i t i s only fo r a  singl e act ' (CW  51) . Dorian belong s i n
the catalogu e o f Victorians , rea l an d fictional,  wh o finds  themselve s place d
under compulsio n o f wome n performers , overwhelme d physicall y o r men -
tally b y thei r remarkabl e powers . Arthu r Symons , fo r example , manifest s
symptoms lik e Dorian' s whe n describin g ho w th e puls e 'bea t feverishly '
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under th e stimulu s o f Sara h Bernhardt , whos e actin g Sha w describe s i n
terms o f a  diseas e runnin g it s violen t course . Hecto r Berlio z haunte d th e
Parisian theatre where Harrie t Smithso n in the role of Juliet lef t him 'hardl y
able t o breath e -  a s thoug h a n iro n han d grippe d m e b y th e heart'. 25

Similarly th e her o o f Willia m Black' s long-forgotte n nove l o f th e theatre ,
Macleod of  Dare  (1878) , mechanically follow s actres s Gertrude White fro m
theatre t o theatre , unde r he r 'spell' , hopelessl y 'bewitched' , unabl e t o
'breathe freely ' a s h e watches , i n spit e o f himself , performanc e afte r
performance.26

The 'power ' o f th e actress , a s Doria n Gra y call s it , make s he r 'th e on e
thing wort h loving' , ye t a  sourc e o f contagio n an d los s o f contro l experi -
enced i n differen t degree s b y Victoria n me n i n bot h fac t an d fiction . He r
power, furthermore , i s measure d i n Wilde' s nove l an d elsewher e b y th e
extent to which th e actres s swerves fro m 'ordinary ' womanhood , takin g o n
a sel f o f her ow n creatio n -  o r selves , more accurately . What make s Doria n
Gray unusua l i s th e equanimity , indee d th e exhilaration , wit h whic h h e
regards thi s flexible , changin g identit y o f th e actress , a n identit y to o
complex t o b e containe d withi n th e one-dimensiona l live s o f 'ordinar y
women' wit h thei r predictabl e mind s an d inaccessibilit y t o meaningfu l
speech and action :

Night afte r nigh t I go to see her play . One evening she is Rosalind, an d the
next evenin g sh e i s Imogen. I  have see n he r di e i n the gloo m o f a n Italia n
tomb, sucking the poison from her lover's lips. I have watched her wandering
through the forest of Arden, disguised as a pretty boy in hose and doublet and
dainty cap. She has been mad, and has come into the presence of a guilty king,
and given him rue to wear, and bitter herbs to taste of. She has been innocent,
and the black hands of jealousy have crushed her reed-like throat. I have seen
her in every age and in every costume. (CW  49)

The genius of Sibyl Vane, as Dorian tell s Lord Henry , is precisely that sh e is
'more than a n individual ' -  indeed, she is 'all the great heroines o f the worl d
in one ' (CW  51) . Doria n ca n locat e n o single , fixe d identit y behin d thi s
revolving whee l o f selves ; the actress is 'never' simpl y Siby l Vane, never on e
of the ordinar y wome n whos e minds ar e a s easily known a s their hats . The
actress i s 'different ' becaus e sh e i s more tha n a  commodit y i n a  masculin e
economy - no t an ordinary woman, but rather many extraordinary ones .

By contrast , th e her o o f Willia m Black' s nove l Macleod  of  Dare  experi -
ences a 'strange nervousness ' as he waits for the actress he loves to make he r
entrance o n stage , uncertai n i n wha t characte r sh e wil l appear . Inwardl y
Macleod review s th e varie d incarnation s o f Gertrud e Whit e a s he ha s see n
them i n privat e an d i n performanc e -  a  sh y maiden , firs t o f all , the n a
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wronged an d weepin g woman , a n artfu l coquette , a  spoile d child . O n
another occasion , mad e u p a s a  duchess , th e actres s cause s Macleo d t o
stammer, 'I - I  did not recognize her', and to begin thinking of her as a kind
of witch o r sorceress . 'Which o f them al l was she?' he wonders anxiously ,
certain that there must be, or should be, a core of true and stable identity in
the actress. 'Which should h e see in the morning? Or would she appear a s
some stil l mor e elusiv e vision , retreatin g befor e hi m a s h e advanced? '
Macleod's dilemma is given away in the word 'elusive' , for the actress slips
out of his grasp with her perpetual shape-shifting, resists being fully know n
and controlle d b y him , an d thu s escape s th e narro w confine s o f wha t
Dorian Gray calls 'ordinary women'. 27 The very idea of a woman's having
a fre e an d flexible  selfhood , a s Nin a Auerbac h shows , contradicte d
Victorian thought about the self in general and woman's self in particular.28

Performance, furthermore , endangere d b y it s ver y natur e th e Victoria n
belief i n a  stabl e identity , th e tru e o r 'buried ' sel f tha t lie s fo r Matthe w
Arnold a t th e cor e o f ou r being . Actor s an d actresses , wit h thei r multi -
plication o f personalities, suggest that character i s unreadable, volatile and
subject t o transformation . Th e characte r o f wome n i n particula r wa s
supposed to be unmysterious and knowable, circumscribed by the function s
of wifehood and motherhood.

Dorian Gray , with his fin-de-siecle enthusiasm for the pose and mask, is
much less troubled b y the self-transformations o f actresses than were most
Victorians wh o considere d th e matter , includin g som e actresses . Mar y
Anderson, fo r example , cam e t o thin k o f he r popula r stag e role s a s
fundamentally unreal , mer e 'dramati c effects ' hopelessl y a t odd s wit h th e
'great realities ' o f a  woman' s domesti c lif e -  o f he r ow n lif e afte r sh e
married and left the stage. As an actress, writes Anderson in her memoirs, 'I
was perpetuall y longin g fo r th e real,  and wishin g t o abando n th e make -
believe, an d I  hav e foun d th e real , mor e rich , mor e beautifu l an d mor e
engrossing than it s counterfeit.'29 Thi s idea that a  woman's core identity is
endangered by her adoption of many selves on stage is frequently expresse d
in novel s o f th e theatre.  I n Mimic  Life  (1856 ) actres s an d novelis t Ann a
Cora Mowatt describes a scene in which a performer i s disconcerted by her
own reflection when practising a new role before a  mirror: 'It seemed to her
as i f sh e wer e scannin g th e fac e o f another . Sh e wa s indee d "losin g he r
identity".'30 And Gertrude White, the actress in William Black's Macleod of
Dare, worries that her having to sympathise with so many characters - 'b e
so many different people ' - make s it difficult fo r her to 'know what my own
character is , or i f I  have any a t all'. 31 Every woman i s supposed t o be , in
essence, like every other, 'supposed to have the same set of motives, or else
be a monster', observes the former actres s Alcharisi in George Eliot's novel
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Daniel Deronda (1876) . What make s Alcharis i unusua l i s her satisfactio n
with having lived 'myriad live s in one ' as an actress , and he r refusal t o be
written ou t of humanity, as a kind of 'monster' , because she refused o f her
own choic e t o b e a  wif e an d mother . ' I a m no t a  monster' , explain s
Alcharisi, embracin g th e possibilit y o f a  comple x an d variou s femininity ,
'but I have not felt exactly what other women feel - o r say they feel, for fear
of being thought unlike others.'32

But suc h expression s -  lik e Dorian Gray' s celebratio n o f Siby l Vane as
'more tha n a n individual ' -  reall y enforc e fro m another , unexpecte d
direction the tendency of the Victorians to isolate the actress in a ghetto of
the imagination , unassimilabl e wit h othe r wome n an d wha t Mar y An -
derson, havin g qui t th e stag e herself , call s th e 'grea t realities ' o f thei r
domestic lives . Deep-seated i n Victorian thought , eve n withi n th e theatr e
itself, was the idea o f an unbridgeable gap between women performers o n
one hand and wives and mothers on the other. Even the Stage Directory, a
trade publication, observed in an article of 188 0 that actresses were 'hope-
less' a t th e skill s o f househol d managemen t whic h 'ten d t o mak e a  home
happy'.33 Producer and set designer Gordon Craig argues in a memoir that
great actresses and singer s rarely marry with success . They are 'impossible
people', h e says , namin g a s example s Bernhardt , Duse , Rachel , Siddons ,
Jordan an d abov e al l hi s own mothe r Elle n Terry . 'On e can' t b e possible
every way', Craig elaborates; 'I don't see how you can rock the cradle, rule
the world , an d pla y Opheli a perfectly , al l i n th e day' s work. ' Actresses ,
especially those of the highest order like Ellen Terry, were sadly belated in
their attempt s t o b e wive s an d mothers , fo r the y wer e alread y happil y
married - 'marrie d to the stage', as Craig says.34

Against thi s backgroun d th e remark o f Lor d Henr y Worto n t o Doria n
Gray - ' I don' t suppos e you will want your wife t o act ' (CW  70) - woul d
have seemed a casual but obvious inference fro m a  rule which set actresses
apart from othe r women. Many working actresses were married, of course,
and some happily; but one of the most famous o f these, Madge Kendal, felt
compelled t o devot e many pages i n he r memoir s t o a  laborious argumen t
that a n acto r an d actres s coul d hav e a  successfu l marriag e despit e wide -
spread prejudice to the contrary.35 Reginald Turner concludes his theatrical
novel Cynthia's Damages (1901) with the marriage of an actress that will be
'blessed wit h issue ' and happ y -  ' a proof , say s Turner , wh o realise s tha t
sceptical reader s woul d nee d one , 'that actor s an d actresse s have a  famil y
life'.36 N o suc h 'proo f wa s known t o George Parkes, a Boston actor who
jumped to his death in the Charles River in 188 7 when his bride Elizabeth
Robins declined to give up her acting career and devote herself to making a
home fo r him. 37 I n fiction , too , deat h wa s imagine d a s a  las t desperat e
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measure t o avoi d contaminatin g th e 'real ' lif e o f domesticit y wit h th e
counterfeit an d fragmente d experienc e o f actresses . Thus th e titl e characte r
of Rober t Buchanan' s little-know n nove l The  Martyrdom  of  Madeline
(1882) responds impetuously when her husband suggest s that she might like
to retur n t o acting , he r professio n befor e sh e married hi m an d wen t t o liv e
in th e country . 'I t i s impossible' , th e forme r actres s exclaims . ' I hat e th e
stage. Rather than return to it I would die.' 38

Those sam e word s -  ' I hat e th e stage ' -  ar e uttere d i n The  Picture  of
Dorian Gray  b y Siby l Vane, whom Wild e leaves , just a s Madeline i s left i n
Buchanan's novel , choosing deat h ove r a  life on stage . Sibyl had live d 'onl y
in the theatre' - live d as Juliet and Rosalind, Cordelia and Beatrice, believing
the 'painte d scenes ' an d 'shadows ' o f the stag e wer e rea l -  before  fallin g i n
love with Doria n an d learnin g 'wha t realit y reall y is' . Her discover y o f lov e
and the prospect of marriage, what Mary Anderson call s the 'great realities' ,
causes Siby l to turn fro m th e stag e i n disgus t and denounc e a s a  'sham ' he r
revolving identitie s a s a n actres s (CW71-2) . I n he r las t performance o f al l
Sibyl play s Julie t withou t emotio n o r conviction , he r powe r a s a n actres s
having bee n consume d b y he r lov e fo r Doria n Gray . Where Wild e depart s
from th e usua l scrip t o f Victoria n though t o n thi s matte r i s i n expressin g
through Lor d Henry Wotton the view that acting 'i s so much more real than
life', an d i n makin g Doria n prefe r Siby l th e actres s t o th e 'real ' Siby l wh o
loves him. Instead o f allowin g th e actres s to marry an d retir e t o a  domesti c
life i n th e country , lik e the heroin e o f The  Martyrdom  of  Madeline,  Wild e
turns th e table s whe n h e ha s Doria n brea k of f hi s engagemen t t o Siby l
immediately after , an d because of, he r failed enactmen t o f Juliet:

You hav e killed m y love. You use d to sti r m y imagination. No w you don' t
even stir my curiosity. You simply produce no effect. I  loved you because you
were marvellous, because you had genius and intellect , because you realised
the dreams of great poets and gave shape and substance to the shadows of art.
You have thrown it all away ... I will never see you again. (CW  72)

Wilde put s hi s ow n stam p o n thi s narrativ e o f a n actres s i n lov e b y givin g
her a  lover , Doria n Gray , wh o i s mor e exhilarate d tha n worrie d an d
puzzled b y her transformation o f self on stage. Dorian, under the tutelage of
Lord Henry, learns to think o f the actual person Sibyl Vane as nothing bu t a
'dream', on e who 'neve r reall y lived' , and thu s t o accep t a s reasonable tha t
'the moment sh e touched actua l life , she marred it , and i t marred her ' (C W
82). Despite these ingenious reversals of customary thinking about actresses ,
however, Siby l i s lef t i n a  familia r dilemma , th e usua l dilemm a o f th e
Victorian actres s a s conceived b y others and ofte n b y herself -  helpless , that
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is, to combin e a  caree r o n stag e wit h a  happ y domesti c life . Th e two , as
usual, are made to seem incompatible.

Looking and feeling ill during her incompetent last performance a s Juliet,
dying soo n thereafter , Siby l is defined a t las t with the rhetoric o f sicknes s
and death that came so easily to Victorians who wrote about actresses and
their differenc e fro m so-calle d 'ordinar y women' . Lor d Henry , fro m th e
look of her in the role of Juliet, imagines Sibyl to be 'ill', and after the show
Dorian approache s her , likewis e unde r th e impressio n tha t 'yo u ar e ill , I
suppose'. Siby l hersel f feel s sic k -  'sic k o f shadows' , o f th e 'sham ' an d
'empty pageant ' o f the theatre, of the 'profanation ' o f playing at love once
she understands 'wha t lov e really is ' (CW  70-2) . This sickness of mind is
fatal; for when the actress learns that her longing for a life with Dorian can
never b e realised , sh e swallows , a s Lor d Henr y reports , somethin g con -
taining prussic acid or white lead and dies instantly. Like so many actresses
in so many Victorian texts, Sibyl Vane is written out of love and marriage,
and, again like other actresses in other texts, written out of humanity too -
'The girl never really lived', as Lord Henry explains, and even in taking her
own life 'she never really died' (CW 82).

But Sibyl's death is real enough that an inquest is performed o n her body
and written up in the St James's Gazette. Her death, in a sense, was written
even before Wild e wrot e hi s novel , for Sibyl' s fate re-enact s tha t o f many
other actresse s wh o sicke n o r di e i n Victoria n storie s o f th e theatre ,
including som e in the Green  Room antholog y edite d b y Clement Scot t in
which Wilde' s earl y poe m associate d wit h Helen a Modjesk a appeared . In
that volume, for example , a story by actress Marie Litton is concerned with
a performer whos e lover sees her act, and then, 'disgusted', breaks off their
engagement. Havin g los t an y chanc e o f lif e wit h th e ma n sh e loves , th e
actress o f th e stor y will s he r ow n death , th e 'bes t chance ' remainin g t o
her.39 Another contribution to The  Green Room,  written by actress Fanny
Bernard Beere, also links the actress's success in the public sphere to pain or
failure i n the private one. 'The Tale of a Peacock' concerns an actress who
receives a note from her fiance breaking off their engagement just before she
goes on stage to play Ophelia. Bereft of love, her marriage plans in ruin, she
gives th e performanc e o f he r life . ' I wa s ma d an d desperat e a s Opheli a
herself, sh e explains. The actress thus blends into the persona o f the mad
role she performs, fainting o n stage before the show ends and being carried
off with the symptoms of 'brain fever'.40 She is Ophelia, just as Sibyl Vane is
the Shakespearian characters she performs - a t least until her last disastrous
performance i n Romeo and  Juliet when she has begun to wish for a  life of
her own.

In her sickness and death Sibyl Vane thus performs the doom of actresses
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generally, a s th e Victoria n imaginatio n tende d t o conceiv e it . The y suffe r
from brai n fever , a s i n Th e Tal e o f a  Peacock ' an d Ann a Cor a Mowatt' s
Mimic Life,  o r hav e collapsed , lik e the heroin e o f William Suter' s play The
Life of  an  Actress  (1853) , into a  physical 'wreck ' -  casualties , they learn, of
the 'feveris h professio n tha t would destro y you'. 41 They kil l themselves, off -
stage lik e Siby l Vane , o r i n th e middl e o f a  show , lik e th e heroin e o f The
Life and  Love  of  an  Actress,  wh o stab s hersel f unde r th e gaz e o f th e ma n
who jus t brok e of f he r engagement . The y ar e desperat e cases , mentally an d
physically, althoug h i n principl e the y coul d b e restore d t o healt h easil y
enough. ' A quiet home shared with the man o f her heart' , as the audience of
The Life  of  an Actress wa s informed, woul d brin g colour back to the cheeks
of th e ailin g actres s Violett e l e Grande . An d whe n Siby l Vane ha s com e t o
'hate the stage' , she calls for the same remedy with a  plaintive cry : 'Take me
away, Doria n -  tak e m e awa y wit h you , wher e w e ca n b e quit e alone '
(CW 72) . Lik e Siby l an d th e speake r o f Wilde' s poe m 'Se n Artysty' , th e
actress give s u p everythin g -  he r happiness , he r hop e o f love , eve n he r
womanhood an d humanit y -  i n exchang e fo r a  publi c life . A s Franci s
Gribble describe s this dilemma i n his novel Sunlight  and  Limelight:  A  Story
of the  Stage Life  and  the  Real  Life  (1898) , the actress is perceived to exist in
a shadowland o f gender - no t like other women a t all:

Other wome n live d b y sunlight , lived without th e excitement and the music
and the applause, and never wanted it , and were happier than she was. They
had no t th e world abou t thei r feet , a s she had. They had no t he r power of
exacting homage or of breaking hearts. But they could love as she could not .
They coul d win on e man's heart , an d cleave to it , and grow old tranquilly ,
knowing that they had not loved in vain.42

Despite it s enthusias m fo r a  grea t actress , The  Picture  of  Dorian  Gray  i s
held captiv e b y thi s deepl y ingraine d Victoria n habi t o f conceivin g th e
performing woma n a s bein g outsid e th e boundarie s o f gender , healt h an d
even human lif e itself . Whether consciousl y o r not , i t followed th e Victorian
strategy o f neutralisin g powe r whe n a  woma n hel d it , o f rationalisin g a
strong voic e whe n i t happene d t o b e femal e an d compelle d me n t o silence .
There wa s another , les s defensiv e vie w o f actresses , on e usuall y expresse d
by women . Th e notabl e featur e o f a n actress' s life , a s Florence Nightingal e
wrote, wa s he r opportunit y t o undertak e 'studies ' withi n a  professiona l
discipline; fo r actres s Madg e Kenda l i t wa s 'th e blessednes s o f indepen -
dence'; an d fro m th e perspectiv e o f novelis t Geraldin e Jewsbur y i t wa s a
'clear, definit e channel ' throug h whic h he r energie s coul d flow. 43 Thes e
alternative view s o f the actres s equip he r fo r th e full , ric h an d complet e lif e
that i n Wilde's novel an d elsewher e in the literature o f Victorian theatr e sh e
is denied.
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'A comple x multifor m creature 5:
Wilde's sexua l identitie s

i

If Osca r Wild e i s remembere d fo r anythin g sinc e hi s turn-of-the-centur y
demise, it is his meteoric rise as a raconteur, playwright and cultural critic,
and hi s startlingly rapi d fal l int o disreput e a s a homosexual committe d t o
two years in solitary confinement wit h hard labour in Reading Gaol. Since
this memorable story has been told so many times and in so many versions -
not leas t i n hi s ow n wor k o f lif e writing , posthumousl y name d De
Profundis, an d i n biographie s a s notabl e an d substantia l a s Richar d
Ellmann's -  on e woul d reasonabl y imagin e tha t w e mus t no w kno w al l
there is to discover abou t Wilde's scandalous sexua l behaviour , no t to say
the imprin t o f transgressive desir e across the gamut o f hi s works. Indeed,
the enduring interest in his life and writings - fro m Peter Ackroyd's fictional
The Last  Will  and Testament  of  Oscar  Wilde  (1983) t o Phili p Prowse' s
visually arresting productions of the Society comedies1 - suggest s that Wilde
addresses issue s tha t stil l vibrantl y preoccup y ou r ow n fin  de  siecle,
particularly wher e question s o f sexua l identit y ar e concerned . Thi s i s
especially the case in the world o f scholarly research where the upsurge of
critical attentio n pai d t o Wilde's oeuvre has risen sharply i n the ligh t o f a
burgeoning lesbian and gay studies since the mid-1980s. Such developments
have mean t tha t academi c readers ar e now altogethe r free r i n articulatin g
the homoeroti c patterning s tha t woul d see m t o inflec t hi s writing s fro m
beginning to end. It was, after all , not so uncommon in the past for Wilde's
personal lif e t o b e treate d a s a  sourc e o f som e embarrassment , i f no t
prurience, i n universit y seminar s wher e student s wer e a t time s unde r
pressure t o interpre t The  Importance  of  Being  Earnest  (1895 ) a s a n

exemplary farce , rather tha n a  carefully code d dramatisation o f subversive
homosexual intent. Given the impressive amount of recent criticism that has
focused o n the sexually provocative allusions made in works as generically
distinct a s The  Picture  of Dorian  Gray  (1890, 1891 ) an d The  Ballad  of
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Reading Gaol (1898), it would not be misleading to think that Wilde - the
married love r of young men , the propagato r o f a Platonic philosoph y o f
homophile friendshi p -  ha d bee n finall y welcome d ou t of the academi c
closet. I n the fulsom e spiri t of emancipation, it would indee d appea r tha t
Wilde can at last be applauded fo r wha t he assuredly was: a gay man who
paid a terribly high price in being publicly shamed for his physical intimacy
enjoyed in private with other males.

But just at the point when it seemed that Wilde's distinctive personal style
and pre-eminen t literar y talen t coul d b e openly analyse d fo r all their
dissident sexua l pleasures , a significant conflic t emerge d tha t focuse d on
how critics might accurately discuss the erotic identity that has, for the best
part of a century, been labelled 'homosexuality' . I f Wilde's gay-affirmativ e
readers have devoted a great dea l of energy to unearthing the homosexua l
subtext tha t ma y b e plausibly brough t to light in those work s of Wilde's
that ar e ric h in telltale codes , puns, gestures an d allusions , then it would
seem that we can once and for al l celebrate what was referred to during the
trials of 1895 as 'the "Lov e that dare not speak its name'" (th e renowned
phrase from on e of Alfred Douglas' s poems).2 In other words, a desire that
was formerl y silence d i s no longer subjec t t o either embarrassmen t or
censorship. Yet sound objection s hav e been raised agains t critical methods
that would reduce each and every moment of suggestive obliquity in Wilde's
writings to an undeniable instance of homophile intensity, and such charges
- i t must b e emphasised - hav e bee n made , no t b y conservative scholar s
who might find such an approach politically motivated, but by readers with
a wholehearte d commitmen t t o the painstaking discussio n o f ho w a
category such as 'homosexuality' came into being in the first place, and why
it migh t no t readil y appl y t o the lif e an d work s o f Wilde. Th e conflic t
opened u p by this debat e i s crucial becaus e i t begs significan t question s
about how we can apply ourselves to the historica l specificity , no t only of
Wilde's sexual being, but our own.

Let me, then, provide a handful o f examples that highlight the points on
which critics diverge when it comes to apprising readers of the 'homosexual'
Wilde. If, for instance, we loo k at the distinguishe d wor k of Christopher
Craft, whos e fin e essa y entitle d 'Alia s Bunbury ' reverberate s wit h the
resonant punnin g w e fin d throughou t The  Importance  of Being Earnest,
what is surely set before us is an eloquent form of anti-homophobic criticism
that examine s th e 'flickering presence-absenc e o f the play' s homosexua l
desire'. Recognising onl y to o wel l tha t throughou t th e 1890 s homoeroti c
representation remaine d 'technicall y unspeakable ' (i n terms o f religious
doctrine, non nominandum inter  Christianos), Craf t take s pains to accent-
uate ho w th e absent frien d name d Bunbury , wh o serve s a s Algernon
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Moncrieff's alib i whenever the young bachelor wishes to escape the throes
of his family, implies at least seven overlayered meanings - fro m 'a n actual
person o f n o importance , Henr y Shirle y Bunbury , a  hypochondriacha l
acquaintance o f Wilde' s Dubli n youth ' t o ' a pseudony m o r alia s fo r th e
erotic oscillatio n withi n th e mal e subject , hi s fundamenta l wafflin g [i.e .
interweaving] betwee n Jac k an d Ernest'. 3 S o ingenious i s Craft' s enquir y
into the teasing provocations o f the 'Bunbury ' and related puns - man y of
which, as he himself admits, have been identified by earlier readers - tha t his
work takes a truly Wildean turn when he declares that there is nothing less
than 'pun-burying ' in 'Bunburying'. And Craft doe s so to demonstrate how
these connotative possibilitie s escalate throughout a  drama wher e 'opposi -
tional meanings ' (namely , ones that contes t the respectable socia l order of
the day ) 'ar e no t synthesize d o r sublate d s o much a s they ar e exchanged ,
accelerated, derailed, terminated, cross-switched'. (In deploying these verbs,
Craft i s clearl y exploitin g t o goo d effec t th e metaphor s implie d b y th e
uproarious disclosur e tha t Jack Worthing was a foundling discovere d i n a
handbag mislaid on the Brighton railway line.) One highly suggestive word
testifies mor e tha n an y othe r t o the electrifying powe r o f Wilde' s wit : the
titular pu n o n 'E(a)rnest ' whic h stand s -  amon g othe r thing s -  a s Jack' s
proper name , a  patronym, a n alias , an imaginary lover , and a  code-wor d
for homosexua l desir e itself : sinc e 'Lov e i n Earnest ' title d a  volum e o f
Uranian poetr y b y John Gambri l Nicholson , whose boy-lovin g sentiment s
had a  growin g appea l fo r a  margina l grou p o f me n wit h pederasti c
interests.4

Such an approach t o The  Importance of Being Earnest has a  persuasive
elegance. Thi s styl e o f readin g -  a s Gwendole n Fairfa x woul d sa y -
'produces vibrations'. To be sure, the great virtue of Craft's analysi s is that
it patently refuses to construe The  Importance of Being Earnest in terms of
reductive equivalences between the punning textual surface an d the sexual
truth tha t migh t b e glimpse d beneat h it . Instea d -  a s m y resum e o f thi s
critique should indicate - 'Alia s Bunbury' respects the polyvalence of those
exquisite moments in the drama where we can readily detect that an item as
seemingly innocen t a s a  cucumbe r sandwic h might , a t som e undisclose d
level, poin t t o rathe r differen t an d disruptiv e field s o f meaning . Bu t
interpretative labou r o f thi s kin d ha s bee n pu t unde r carefu l scrutin y b y
anti-homophobic researchers who suggest that the critical desire to amplif y
the 'pun-buries ' o f 'Bunbury ' may well be mistaken. What, then, might be
amiss about this dazzling analysis?

The answe r lie s i n th e way s i n whic h suc h a n interpretatio n coul d b e
accused o f mouldin g Wilde' s dram a int o a  pla y wit h a  full y develope d
homosexual undercurrent, one that would comply with our post-Stonewal l
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comprehension o f not only what it might mean to be homosexual, but also
what it means to be gay.5 I make these emphases because, even though the
course of the twentieth century has witnessed a decisive shift from the often
punitive clinical understanding o f the 'homosexual ' to the political empow-
erment signalled by 'Gay Liberation', both terms rely on perceptions shaped
by what migh t b e fairly calle d modernis t identity . These are , according to
Michel Foucault , decisivel y moder n form s o f labelling tha t assum e tha t
sexual identit y is dictated b y object-choice . In the introductor y volum e to
his History of Sexuality, Foucault concentrates on how in the late nineteenth
century sexual behaviours were gradually interpreted as constituting specific
sexual subjects. One of his main examples concerns how sodomy was until
the closin g decade s of the Victoria n perio d viewe d a s a manifestation of
sexual behaviour : i t was a  sexual act , no t a style o f sexual being . Th e
hundreds of men hanged for committing sodomy, up to and including 1836,
were not known a s homosexual o r by any earlier equivalent label . Bearing
in min d th e power-laden medica l an d scientific discourse s tha t woul d
undertake to taxonomise differing type s of sexual persons, Foucault insists
that the 'nineteenth-century homosexual became a personage, a past, a case
history, and a childhood, in addition to being a type of life, a life form, and
a morphology , wit h a n indiscree t anatom y an d possibly a  mysteriou s
physiology'.6 Onl y b y the fin  de siecle, in the year s roughl y contempora -
neous with the three trials that Wilde underwent in the spring of 1895, were
researchers o f psychology, medicine and socia l science making for th e first
time cardinal distinctions between homosexuals and heterosexuals.

But the growing concentration on the supposed antitheses between homo-
sexuals and heterosexuals did not touch directly on Wilde's own sense of his
sexual sel f befor e h e was imprisoned. Befor e th e debacl e of 1895, there is
little evidence to suggest that Wilde had much or any interest in the ways in
which sexual behaviour had become a focus of fascination for those thinkers
- suc h as Karl Heinric h Ulrichs , Richard vo n Krafft-Ebin g an d Haveloc k
Ellis - wh o wer e b y tha t tim e compendiousl y classifyin g type s of human
sexuality. Specia l attentio n wa s paid b y these writer s to the physiologica l
and psychologica l make-u p o f the sexua l 'invert' : a  figure that, t o their
minds, showed that a female soul could inhabit a male body, just as a male
soul could lie at the heart of a woman's physique. Although the idea of the
invert looks absurd today, it provided for several decades - until the 1930s at
least -  a n authoritativ e conceptualisatio n o f wha t constitute d homo -
sexuality. Explained purely in terms of sexual difference, th e invert's char-
acteristic mismatched internal and external features proved relatively easy to
apprehend, thu s laying the ground fo r tw o o f the persistent stereotype s of
homosexuality that have been highly visible in modern culture: the mannish
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lesbian an d th e effeminat e ga y man . The latte r imag e i s the one that , i n th e
course of the trials, made Wilde appear a n indisputably devian t being in the
eyes o f th e public . Bu t th e ver y ide a tha t h e wa s i n an y respec t 'inverted '
came a s something o f a  shock t o him . Severa l months afte r hi s release fro m
Reading Gaol, the dispirited Wilde wrote to his publisher, Leonard Smithers :
'My life cannot be patched up . Neither to myself, nor others, am I any longer
a joy. I am now simply a pauper o f a rather low order: the fact that I  am also
a pathologica l proble m i n th e eye s o f Germa n scientists : an d eve n i n thei r
works I  a m tabulated , an d com e unde r th e la w o f averages!  Quantum
mutatusV7 Tha t hi s sexual crimes might i n al l their pathologica l distinctive -
ness be placed within a  statistical table of some kind is wholly alien to a man
whose outlook on the world, as the extract from thi s letter shows, is in many
ways shaped by Classical learning, not medical discourse.

Such evidence, then, encourages u s to believe that Wilde, until the time of
his prison sentence , had no perception o f himself a s either a 'homosexual' o r
an 'invert' , eve n thoug h thes e almos t interchangeabl e label s wer e gainin g
credibility within scientifi c circles in the mid-i89os. In this light, it is wise to
follow Davi d M . Halperin' s counse l whe n i t come s t o deployin g th e ter m
'homosexuality' i n contemporary cultura l criticism :

Although a  blandly descriptive , rigorously clinical term like 'homosexuality '
would appear to be unobjectionable a s a taxonomic device, it carries with it a
heavy complement of ideological baggage and has, in fact, proved a significant
obstacle to understanding the distinctive features of sexual life in non-Western
and pre-modern cultures. It may well be that homosexuality properly speaking
has no history o f it s own outsid e the West or much before th e beginning of
our century.8

Halperin's point , however , ha s proved especiall y har d t o take in relation t o
Wilde becaus e th e autho r ha s fo r th e bes t par t o f a  centur y serve d a s th e
ultimate ico n o f th e moder n homosexual : th e figur e wh o embodie d a  for m
of sexual pathology that Wilde himself found bewilderingl y strange .

In the preface t o his engaging study o f Wilde's sexual styles, Alan Sinfiel d
insists tha t w e must b e wary o f assumin g thi s defiantly effeminat e ma n ca n
be readily understood a s homosexual o r gay. The same goes for ho w we se t
about readin g th e homophil e interest s o f hi s works. 'Man y commentators' ,
writes Sinfield , 'assum e tha t queerness , like murder , will  out,  s o there mus t
be a  ga y scenari o lurkin g somewher e i n th e depth s o f The  Importance  of
Being Earnest.  Bu t i t doesn' t reall y work . I t migh t b e nic e t o thin k o f
Algernon an d Jack a s a  ga y couple , bu t mos t o f thei r dialogu e i s bickerin g
about propert y an d women ; o r o f Bunburyin g a s cruisin g fo r roug h trade ,
but it is an upper-class young heiress that we see Algernon visiting, and the y
want to marry.' The problem fo r modern critics , as Sinfield see s it, lies in the
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fact tha t 'Wild e an d hi s writing s loo k quee r becaus e ou r stereotypica l
notion o f mal e homosexualit y derive s fro m Wilde , an d ou r idea s abou t
him'.9 Sinfield , therefore , accentuate s ho w and why Wilde was not intelli-
gibly a  specifi c typ e o f devian t sexua l bein g whe n h e embarke d o n hi s
disastrous libe l sui t agains t th e Marques s o f Queensberr y wh o ha d lef t a
calumnious visiting-car d tha t -  i n a  momen t o f notoriou s illiterac y -
accused th e writer o f 'posin g Somdomite ' (sometime s read, given the poor
quality o f the Marquess' s handwriting , a s 'Poseur an d Somdomite') . Only
during the trial proceedings did a hostile press manage to produce, in often
contradictory ways, an image of Wilde as someone whose sexual preference
styled him as a definitionally different , morall y degenerate and thus utterly
contemptible kind of man.

This view emerges from E d Cohen' s detailed analysi s o f the journalisti c
reports o f th e cour t proceedings . Cohe n show s ho w 'th e newspaper s
(re)produced the possibility for designatin g Wilde as a kind of sexual actor
without explicitl y referring t o the specificity o f his sexual acts , and thereby
crystallized a  new constellation o f sexua l meanings predicated upo n "per -
sonality" an d no t practices'. 10 Although th e newspapers foun d themselve s
unable to identify th e particular nature of the sexual crimes that Wilde had
committed, they did everything within their power - bot h in sensationalising
prose an d wit h vivi d illustration s -  t o represen t Wild e a s a  figur e wh o
necessarily embodied th e traits , mannerisms and style s of bodil y comport -
ment tha t mad e hi m int o wha t shortl y woul d becom e know n a s th e
'homosexual'. I f Cohe n bring s on e issu e more forcefull y t o ou r attentio n
than any other, it is how a newspaper such as the Morning Leader (4 April
1895) spuriously contrasts Wilde and Queensberry. On the one hand, Wilde
figures a s the renowned artis t whose mission has since the late 1870 s been
to 'startl e th e world , whethe r i t b e wit h sunflower s o r sonnets , plush o r
paradox'. Suc h tendencies hardly mak e Wilde, in the journalist' s view , an
'ordinary person' . Queensberry , o n th e other , appear s a s a  respectabl y
'public person' , an d n o commen t whatsoeve r i s made o n th e peer' s ow n
outlandish behaviou r tha t include d infamou s verba l attack s o n Quee n
Victoria an d th e prim e minister , Lor d Rosebery . Piecin g togethe r muc h
evidence o f thi s kind , Cohe n convincingl y demonstrate s ho w th e pres s
assembled a n imag e o f Wild e a s wholl y antithetica l t o th e redoubtabl e
manliness o f Queensberr y -  who , afte r all , invente d th e rule s o f moder n
boxing. Time and again, in these press reports, Wilde is depicted in a variety
of unflatterin g poses . Sometimes portrayed i n grotesque profile , wher e his
thickened lips and protuberant nose serve as signs of ugly debauchery, he is
elsewhere depicted in an affected manner , his wrist limp, with gloves wilting
from a loosely clenched left hand.
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It has to be said that this latter kind of iconography had been attached to
Wilde's nam e lon g befor e h e indignantl y wen t t o defen d hi s reputatio n
against th e hot-heade d fathe r o f hi s lover , Alfre d Douglas . Bu t th e
immediate connectio n mad e a t tha t tim e wa s wit h th e popula r imag e of
Aestheticism i n th e 1880s , no t sodomy . Wilde , afte r all , ha d gaine d
notoriety fo r presentin g himsel f a t fashionabl e publi c gathering s a s th e
doyen of the so-called Aesthetic Movement. Soon he became celebrated fo r
his unmanly mode of self-presentation. Vivid silks and velvets characterised
his attire , a s show n i n th e fin e se t o f photographi c portrait s take n b y
Napoleon Saron y i n Januar y 1882.. 11 Rarel y di d Wild e atten d notabl e
gatherings i n the sober accoutrement s o f any gentleman. Not onl y di d his
unorthodox dress sense catch the public's attention, his powers of conversa-
tion usually managed to make their mark. Countless illustrations by George
du Maurie r i n Funch  from 188 0 onward s portra y Wild e i n a  variet y o f
satirical guises , and often hi s facial feature s ar e accentuated i n the bloated
figure of Maudle : a  middle-age d ma n wit h flowin g lock s wh o adopt s a
languid pose upon a  chaise-longue a s he declares to Mrs Brown (style d as
'Philistine fro m th e country' ) tha t he r so n i s 'consummatel y lovely ' (se e
figure 11). Undoubtedly, this illustration has a homoerotic content. But it is
presented t o th e publi c a s a  teasin g joke , no t i n th e ton e o f scandalise d
disgust that intensified durin g the trials some fifteen years later. In fact, the
cartoons tha t featur e Wildea n types in the pages o f Funch  form par t o f a
much larger debate that largely arises in the late 1860s about the opposition
between aesthetic and athletic kinds of masculinity. In the Saturday Review,
for example , there i s a long-running argumen t abou t the ways in which a
virilising manlines s i s needed t o counterac t th e effeminisin g influence s o f
scholarly learning , whic h make s me n to o bookish , introverte d an d un -
worldly.12 So when we read all the fun-poking mad e of effeminate aesthete s
by Funch in one issue after anothe r i t is important no t to assume, as Gary
Schmidgall does , that thi s is an explicitly homophobic campaign . 'Consid -
ered altogether, as a kind of continuing saga', writes Schmidgall, 'the modes
and detail s o f thi s satirica l campaig n agains t Osca r no w see m strikingl y
forthright, occasionall y eve n blatant , i n typecastin g hi m no t merel y a s a
social subversive bu t als o as an insidious effeminize r o f youth' . I t remains
hard for Schmidgall 'to believe that any regular and careful reader of Funch
over the years could have been much shocked at the activities exposed in the
trials'.13 Suc h a  claim grant s considerabl e authorit y t o Punch's  powers of
prophecy. I t i s as i f th e publi c alway s knew , a t som e leve l o r other , tha t
Wilde wa s alway s headin g fo r a  fal l -  an d al l becaus e h e wa s a t bas e a
'homosexual'.

This picture of Wilde is mistaken, if understandable. Indeed, this type of
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Figure 1 1 Wild e as the poe t Maudle , one of a  series of caricatures b y George du Maurie r
(Punch, 12 February 1881)

critical viewpoint - whic h claims that the trials exposed what his peers had
always alread y assume d abou t hi s sexua l predilection s -  ha s bee n s o
powerfully absorbe d into modern culture that even Ellmann, in his remark-
able biography , include d a  photograp h o f a n apparentl y cross-dresse d
Wilde in the role of his highly sexualised 'daughte r o f Sodom' - th e femme
fatale, Salome.14 For several years after the biography appeared in 1987, no
one disputed tha t thi s scene from Wilde' s play featured anyon e other tha n
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himself. Bu t Merli n Hollan d disclose d i n 199 4 tha t thi s i s nothing othe r
than a  snapshot o f an opera singer , Alice Guszalewicz.15 Ellmann's unhesi-
tating us e o f thi s memorabl e pictur e -  which , admittedly , bear s plausibl e
physical similaritie s t o Wilde -  betoken s ho w willing critic s hav e bee n t o
accept that the author was in every respect drawn to perversity, as if there
were some clea r 'homosexual ' continuit y fro m hi s earliest day s dressed a s
Prince Rupert at a fancy-dress bal l in May 1878 to his time in male brothels
in the 1890s where drag weddings were parodically staged. It is not that one
would want to defend Wilde in any respect against the charge of unconven-
tional dres s a s a  despicabl e featur e o f hi s lif e an d works.  Instead , th e
objection lie s agains t thos e wh o tak e i t fo r grante d tha t th e spectacl e o f
cross-dressing is necessarily a component of Wilde's effeminate identity , for
to do so rests on a misleading image of the 'invert' whose internal gender is
supposedly at odds with his physical disposition.

No one has resisted this unquestioning acceptance of the 'inverted' Wilde
with subtle r strengt h tha t Ev e Kosofsk y Sedgwick . Full y admirin g th e
power o f anti-homophobi c reading s o f The  Importance of Being Earnest,
such a s Craft' s 'Alia s Bunbury' , Sedgwic k admit s tha t w e can readil y see
how 'Wilde' s work was certainly marked b y a grappling with the implica-
tions of the new homo/hetero terms. ' But she urges us at the same time to
consider a  different paradig m for the patterns of male-male desire that can
be glimpsed everywhere through Wilde's works. 'Wilde's own eros', argues
Sedgwick, 'wa s mos t closel y tune d t o th e not e o f th e [Classical , Dorian ,
philhellenic] pederastic love in process of being superseded .. . by the homo/
hetero imposition.'16 Structure d aroun d key markers of difference -  princi -
pally one s o f generatio n -  th e pederasti c ero s o r paiderastia  cannot b e
construed i n anything like the terms which underwrite the modern percep-
tion o f th e 'homosexual ' o r 'invert' . Plato' s Symposium  stage s a  dynami c
debate abou t th e prope r mora l code s that shoul d regulat e lov e between a
male citizen an d a  statutory minor . There , fo r example , Pausanias argue s
that a  boy may gratify hi s adult lover only if both parties respect ' a se t of
guidelines -  th e love r appreciatin g tha t an y servic e h e perform s fo r a
boyfriend wh o gratifie s hi m woul d b e morall y acceptable , an d th e bo y
appreciating that any favours he does for a man who is teaching him things
and making him good would be morally acceptable ' (i84d). 17 Socrates, by
contrast, emphasises how initial sexual contact should lead to higher forms
of love. He recalls how Diotima described 'the right kind of love for a  boy'
- on e tha t begin s wit h physica l attractio n onl y t o procee d t o altogethe r
more elevated ideals: 'You should use the things of this world as rungs in a
ladder. You star t b y loving one attractive bod y an d ste p up to two; fro m
there you move on to physical beauty in general, from there to the beauty of
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intellectual endeavours, and from ther e you ascend to that final intellectual
endeavour, which is no more and no less the study of that beauty' (211c) .
These extract s shoul d mak e it clear tha t th e Symposium  analyses a quite
conflicted rang e of views about proper conduct between a male citizen and
the boy who will learn about adult responsibilities from him.

Now that I have outlined the main areas of disagreement between those,
on th e on e hand , wh o wis h to identify th e 'homosexual ' - i f not 'gay ' -
Wilde an d those , on the other , wh o see k to orientate hi s writing s to a n
earlier cultura l mode l for comprehending sexua l lov e betwee n males , the
remainder of this essay will be devoted to examining a handful o f significant
episodes that force us to reassess Wilde's representation of dissident desires.
Given that there has been so much dispute abou t appropriat e methods fo r
reading the homoerotic conten t of his works, I want to turn first of all to
one o f his mos t intractabl e fictions,  'Th e Portrai t o f Mr W . H. ' (1889,
expanded 1893) , s m c e tn *s thought-provokin g stor y cleverl y tantalise s us
with how to verify the desire of one man for another . This novella provides
an exemplary starting-poin t fo r reflectin g o n same-sex eroticism in Wilde's
works becaus e i t is precisely th e whol e questio n o f whether on e shoul d
undertake suc h interpretative labou r - t o establish the truth  or fabrication
of homophile desire - that preoccupies its haunting narrative. Since 'Mr W.
H.' focuse s ou r attention o n the difficulties Wild e himsel f explore d in
reading passio n betwee n men , i t provides a  helpfu l introductio n t o th e
complex interest in male friendship detaile d in many of his major writings .
Each o f these work s suggest s tha t th e ideal o f male-male intimac y is
especially har d to realise in late-Victorian England . Onc e w e hav e ascer -
tained why the reading of 'homosexuality' i s by necessity thwarted b y 'Mr
W. H.' , then it will become easier to comprehend tw o further issues : first,
the notoriou s invisibilit y - an d ye t unwaverin g implicatio n - o f same-sex
desire in The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890, revised 1891) ; and second, the
unbearable pressure s o n friendshi p exerte d b y the conventiona l marriage s
depicted in his Society comedies.

II

There is no doubt tha t 'Th e Portrait of Mr W. H.' i s responding to a quite
broad canon of literary writing that in the closing decades of the nineteenth
century sough t to exploi t cultura l model s that would permi t at least some
public legitimatio n o f sexua l desir e betwee n men . Bria n Reade' s fine
anthology, Sexual  Heretics - first  published in 1970 an d regrettabl y lon g
out of print - provide s ampl e evidence of how fa r suc h eroticism reache d
into the intellectual and emotional worlds of middle-class intellectuals, and
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often no t without controversy. 18 Notabl e figures such as Walter Pate r and
John Addingto n Symond s -  bot h o f who m wrot e courageousl y o n th e
homophilia i n Classica l Gree k an d Renaissanc e ar t -  wer e perpetuall y
regarded with suspicion by their Oxonian peers , and in 187 7 both quickly
resigned from a n election to Professorship o f Poetry when it was clear that
the 'Greek spirit ' with which their work was imbued was causing offence in
certain puritanica l quarters. 19 Bu t th e hostilit y thes e writer s arouse d wa s
hardly o n th e scal e tha t Wild e ha d t o bea r i n 1895 . Neithe r Pate r no r
Symonds, o f course , enjoye d Wilde' s redoubtabl e publi c celebrity . The y
were scholars whose works appealed to much smaller audiences, mainly in
the universities. Yet it was exactly the thrust of their scholarly research that
inspired 'Th e Portrait of Mr W. H.' in its teasing pursuit of the homoeroti-
cism that seemingly lay at the heart of the work by Shakespeare that had for
decades caused Victorian readers great unease. Shakespeare's Sonnets, after
all, had prompte d th e historia n Henr y Halla m t o remar k i n 183 9 tha t 'i t
was impossibl e no t t o wis h tha t Shakespear e ha d neve r writte n them' .
'There is' , added Hallam , ' a weaknes s an d foll y i n al l excessiv e an d mis-
placed affection, which is not redeemed by touches of nobler sentiments that
abound i n thi s lon g serie s o f sonnets.' 20 Eve r sinc e Halla m mad e thi s
influential statemen t -  on e tha t i s recalled i n 'Th e Portrai t o f M r W . H. '
(CW 326 ) -  ther e hav e bee n numerou s exploration s o f th e natur e o f th e
'excessive' affectio n enshrine d i n the sonnets , and Wilde's 'Th e Portrai t of
Mr W . H. ' offer s on e o f the most ingenious repudiations o f the view that
such affection wa s in any respect 'mis-placed'.21

Shortly befor e Hallam' s condemnator y remark s o n th e Sonnet s ar e
recounted b y Wilde's narrator , 'M r W. H.' seek s to locate the homoeroti c
intimacy o f th e Sonnet s i n th e contex t o f Renaissanc e understanding s o f
love. Followin g Pater' s Studies  in the  History  of  the  Renaissance  (1873)
almost to the letter, the narrator observes that 'the spirit of the Renaissance'
had b y the turn o f the sixteent h centur y 'alread y touche d Hellenis m a t so
many points', and the connection between the Classical Greek and the early
modern sensibilit y wa s mos t clearl y define d i n th e respec t bot h showe d
towards male friendship. Especiall y significant, h e argues, was the publica-
tion o f Marsili o Ficino' s translatio n o f Plato' s Symposium  i n 1492 . This
'wonderful dialogue , o f al l th e Platoni c dialogues , bega n t o exercis e a
strange influenc e ove r men , an d t o colou r thei r word s an d thoughts , and
manner o f living' . Indeed, works such as this one encouraged Renaissanc e
men to 'elevate friendship to the high dignity of the antique ideal, to make it
a vita l facto r i n the ne w culture , and a  mode of self-conscious intellectua l
development' (CW  324). Exactly the same ideal, we are told, is embodied in
Michel Eyquem de Montaigne's celebrated essa y on 'Friendship' , available
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to Shakespear e throug h John Florio' s translatio n (C W 326) . Friendship -
that whic h transcend s 'gros s bodily appetite ' (CW  325 ) - i s upheld a s the
highest, because most spiritual, form of love, and in its Platonic formulation
it is intensified b y its movement across a generational divide, where an older
man devote s hi s attention s t o a  younge r lover . Suc h i s the framewor k i n
which Th e Portrai t o f M r W . H. ' ask s u s t o constru e th e passio n o f
Shakespeare's sonnetee r fo r th e unnamed figure encrypted i n the twentieth
poem as a  'man i n hew, all Hews  in his controwling'. But rather tha n use
this historica l contex t t o stabilis e ou r understandin g o f Shakespeare' s
passion for a younger man, 'The Portrait of Mr W. H.' presents a story that
confounds ever y scra p o f evidenc e tha t migh t b e rallie d t o specif y th e
'friendship' i t is clearly championing. Since Wilde's novella is quite intricate
in th e stor y i t tells , I  a m oblige d t o recapitulat e th e mai n detail s o f th e
teasing plot , where - muc h in the manner o f a  Victorian sensation nove l -
what promise s t o b e the denouemen t turn s ou t to b e yet anothe r piec e of
narrative trickery.

Not insignificantly , th e narrator open s with his recollections of spending
an evening with hi s dear friend Erskin e discussing James Macpherson an d
Thomas Chatterton , bot h infamou s i n th e eighteent h centur y fo r thei r
literary forgeries . Th e topic prompt s Erskin e t o recoun t th e fata l stor y of
Cyril Graha m wh o devise s a  theory - a s many people have done ove r the
years - abou t the true identity o f the young man to whom the majority o f
Shakespeare's Sonnet s are addressed. Having forced himsel f t o believe that
the 'man in hew, all Hews in his controwling' in Sonnet X was, by way of
two puns , a  boy-acto r name d 'Willi e Hughes' , Cyri l discovere d a  'full -
length portrai t o f a  young man in late sixteenth-century costume , standing
by a table, with hi s right hand resting on an open book ' (C W 302). But it
was a  whil e befor e Erskin e recognise d th e length s t o whic h Cyri l wa s
willing t o g o to convinc e everyone , including himself , that hi s theory was
true. N o soone r ha s th e narrato r discovere d tha t th e portrai t o f Willi e
Hughes was a forgery than Cyril commits suicide. Yet rather than prove the
insubstantial natur e o f Cyril' s fantasti c theory , th e impac t o f th e youn g
man's sudden death so moves the narrator tha t h e is completely entranced
by th e ide a o f M r W . H . 'Ever y day' , h e observes , ' I seeme d t o b e
discovering somethin g new , an d Willi e Hughe s becam e t o m e a  kin d o f
spiritual presence, an ever-dominant personality' (CW  319). In other words,
the theory - eve n if it cannot be credited with empirical evidence - become s
an absorbing act of faith. In fact, it develops into something more than that.
The theory turn s ou t t o b e a  complete obsession , on e that make s Erskine
aghast because there is something 'fatal' about it.

In a  sense, the narrator take s up the place formerly occupie d by the late
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Cyril Graham. 'It seemed to me', the obsessed narrator remarks, 'that I was
always o n th e brin k o f absolut e verification , bu t tha t I  could neve r reall y
attain to it' (CW 328). No amount of research will once and for all settle the
matter tha t Willie Hughes ever existed. But that, it appears, is no loss. For
what emerges, in the very process of learning about the Renaissance, is that
the narrato r i s 'initiated int o th e secre t o f tha t passionat e friendship , tha t
love of beauty and beauty of love, of which Marsilio Ficino tells us, and of
which the Sonnets in their noblest and purest significance, may be held to be
the pures t expression ' (CW  343) . His wide reading enable s him to under -
stand ho w th e Elizabetha n stage , o n whic h onl y boy s an d me n coul d
perform, disengaged the 'mere accident of sex' from the actor, thus enabling
greater 'imaginativ e insigh t an d creativ e energy ' fro m th e playwright , th e
cast and the audience. Nothing could contrast more starkly with the 'over -
realistic identification o f the acto r wit h hi s role,  which i s one of the weak
points of modern theatrical criticism' (CW 330). So one can see how this all-
male ethos keenly fostered ideal s of friendship i n which the transformativ e
possibilities of art were applauded, and in which gender had great mobility,
insofar a s its accidental nature was revealed by the fact that boys could and
did play the woman's part. No wonder the story of Willie Hughes held such
attractions for the 'wonderfully handsome ' and repeatedly 'effeminate' Cyri l
who 'wa s alway s cas t fo r th e girls ' parts ' i n colleg e production s o f
Shakespeare's play s (C W 305). It is only too clear tha t Cyri l projected hi s
own identity into that of the fictional Willie Hughes, supposedly the object
of Shakespeare' s adoration . Bu t suc h projection s carrie d wit h the m n o
uncertain risks, as Cyril's fate attests.

Once the narrator appeal s to Erskine by letter to unleash Cyril' s theory
upon the world, two unexpected reversals occur. First of all, the very act of
writing to Erskine erases the faith in the theory that it enshrines. Although it
proves impossibl e t o kno w wh y the narrato r ha s becom e 'perfectl y indif -
ferent t o the whole subjec t o f Willie Hughes' , he knows fo r sur e that thi s
figure ha s become 'mere myth, an idle dream, the boyish fancy o f a  young
man who , lik e mos t arden t spirits , was mor e anxiou s t o convinc e other s
than t o b e himsel f convinced ' (CW  345) . I t i s a s i f th e ver y proces s o f
experiencing th e ide a o f M r W . H . i s ultimatel y mor e significan t tha n
verifying hi s actua l being . Th e secon d reversal , however , i s somewha t
stranger than the first. On receiving the letter, Erskine immediately converts
to the theory, and it is he who now becomes obsessively involved in finding
further proo f for the legend Cyril had devised - t o the point of sacrificing his
life for it . Unable to prove the true identit y o f Mr W. H., Erskine inform s
the narrator tha t he shall die by his own hand 'fo r Willi e Hughes' sake . . .
and for the sake of Cyril Graham', whom he 'drove to his death by shallow
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scepticism and ignorant lack of faith' (C W 348). Only a week later does the
narrator discove r tha t Erskin e ha s no t committe d suicid e bu t ha s i n fac t
died from th e consumption tha t had been wasting him for severa l months.
Such were the lengths to which Erskine was driven to reconvert the narrator
to the theory o f Mr W. H. What, then, should we make of this intriguing
tale of belief and disbelief ? Wha t is the driving force behin d this story that
contrasts authenticity and forgery, death and desire, life and art?

If we were to follow Lawrence Danson - i n a noteworthy essay that has
been subjec t t o quit e shar p criticis m -  the n i t woul d appea r tha t Th e
Portrait o f M r W . H. ' reveale d Wilde' s politica l resistanc e t o th e hetero -
normative imperative s tha t increasingl y demande d tha t al l me n shoul d
conform t o the needs o f the nuclea r family . S o determined wa s the clause
that Henr y Laboucher e include d i n the Crimina l La w Amendment Ac t of
1885 to eradicate sexua l acts between men that i t even prohibited the m in
private. Since, accordin g t o Danson , th e litera l assertio n o f th e same-se x
desire in 'The Portrai t o f Mr W. H.' would have immediately incriminate d
Wilde, the 'deferra l o f naming was a  necessary ac t o f resistance'. 22 Yet to
Sinfield i t i s exactl y thi s kin d o f approac h tha t misrepresent s Wilde' s
writings because i t insists that there was a fully develope d modern concep-
tion of homosexuality waiting to come out of the narrative and be named.
More apposite , Sinfiel d implies , woul d b e a  readin g tha t accepte d tha t
'Wilde, whatever his wishes, could not simply discover a queer precursor in
Willie Hughe s becaus e "M r W . H." , th e plays , the trials , an d th e whol e
package we call "Oscar Wilde", were key sites upon which a modern queer
identity ha s bee n constituted.' 23 Onc e again , th e critica l proble m lie s i n
interpreting Wilde' s writing s o n the premise tha t h e was without doub t a
'homosexual' -  sinc e the very thought o f such 'naming' in 'The Portrait of
Mr W. H.' is preposterous. Unquestionably, the model of reading advanced
in 'The Portrai t o f Mr W. H. ' shoul d provid e a n object-lesso n i n how we
should no t jum p t o anachronisti c conclusion s o f thi s kind . Th e novella ,
after all , demonstrate s ho w th e non-existen t Willi e Hughe s ca n onl y b e
produced ou t o f imaginar y projection s int o the past , thu s suggestin g tha t
our desir e t o figur e Wild e a s 'homosexual ' speak s mor e t o ou r fantasie s
about his sexual identity than his own. But no matter how much we might
read agains t th e grai n o f Danson' s belie f i n th e politica l 'resistance '
displayed b y 'Th e Portrai t o f M r W . H. ' i n it s 'deferra l o f naming' , i t
remains th e cas e tha t th e narrativ e i s fascinate d wit h th e powe r an d
significance o f wha t i t call s male friendship i n an earlie r perio d tha t pai d
respect t o th e highes t achievement s o f th e Socrati c ethos . Eve n i f i t i s
impossible in 'The Portrait of Mr W. H.' to substantiate, name and thus fix
the nature o f th e loving relationship recorde d i n Shakespeare' s Sonnets , it
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would no t b e unreasonable t o thin k tha t th e Renaissanc e fostere d form s o f
intimacy betwee n male s -  acros s a  generationa l divid e n o les s - tha t coul d
only be censured in Victorian England .

One notabl e criti c dissents from thi s view. The fierce legal prohibition o n
sexual relation s betwee n me n doe s no t dete r Lind a Dowling , in he r erudit e
study of Oxonian Hellenism , from assertin g that Wilde's commitment to the
Platonic paiderastia  i s no t i n an y shap e o r for m apologetic , le t alon e a
legitimating gestur e i n th e fac e o f a  hostil e public . Suc h a n argument ,
declares Dowling, misguidedly enmeshes Wilde's highly developed apprecia -
tion o f the Socratic ethos in an 'ideologica l economy o f repression, displace-
ment, an d resistance ' tha t ha s becom e commo n i n cultura l criticis m takin g
its cu e fro m Foucault' s enquirie s int o nineteenth-centur y attitude s toward s
sexuality. Th e ver y ide a tha t 'Th e Portrai t o f M r W . H. ' constitute s a
'necessary ac t of resistance' - pace  Danson -  strike s Dowling as 'the mistak e
of reductionism' . Sh e argue s instea d fo r a  readin g o f th e novell a an d it s
similarly theme d companion-piece , The  Picture  of  Dorian  Gray,  a s 'per -
fectly expressive , i n thei r unspecifi c amplitud e o f implication , o f precisel y
that imaginativ e richness , tha t many-sidednes s an d "variety " s o centra l t o
the sociocultura l agend a o f Victorian Hellenism'. 24 I t is her belie f tha t suc h
works mark the culmination o f the broadening an d liberalising Platonism of
Oxford tha t i n th e mid-i87o s opene d Wilde' s eye s t o exemplar y form s o f
intellectual, spiritua l an d emotiona l companionshi p betwee n men . There is ,
she insists , no reaso n t o doub t tha t Wild e wa s bein g entirel y sincer e whe n
he mad e th e followin g rousin g defenc e o f 'th e lov e tha t dar e no t spea k it s
name' in the course of the second trial :

'The lov e tha t dar e no t spea k it s name ' i n thi s centur y i s suc h a  grea t
affection o f a n elde r fo r a  younge r ma n a s ther e wa s betwee n Davi d an d
Jonathan, suc h a s Plato made the very basi s o f hi s philosophy, an d suc h as
you fin d i n th e sonnet s o f Michelangel o an d Shakespeare . I t i s tha t deep ,
spiritual affection tha t is as pure as it is perfect. It dictates and pervades great
works o f ar t lik e thos e o f Shakespear e an d Michaelangelo , an d thos e tw o
letters o f mine , suc h a s the y ar e [hel d befor e th e cour t a s incriminatin g
evidence]. It is in this century misunderstood, so much misunderstood tha t it
may be described as the 'Love that dare not speak its name', and on account of
it I  a m place d wher e I  a m now . Ther e i s nothin g unnatura l abou t it . I t i s
intellectual, an d i t repeatedl y exist s betwee n a n elde r an d a  younge r man ,
when th e elde r ha s the intellect , an d th e younger ha s al l the joy, hope, and
glamour o f lif e befor e him . That i t should b e so, the world doe s not under -
stand. The world mocks at it and sometimes puts one in the pillory for it.25

No soone r ha d thes e carefully rehearse d word s bee n spoken than ther e wa s
- apar t fro m som e hissin g -  a  spontaneou s outburs t o f applaus e fro m th e
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public gallery . Dowlin g claim s tha t thi s sho w o f suppor t mark s th e
emergence o f Oxonia n Hellenis m int o a n altogethe r large r spher e tha n i t
had hithert o enjoyed . Whil e i t is the case that thi s famous speec h - whic h
Wilde ha d delivere d a t th e Crabbe t Clu b fou r year s before , an d whic h
gleans some of its finer insights from Pater' s Renaissance - put s forward a
view that man y Victorian intellectual s woul d wholeheartedl y support , th e
fact tha t suc h word s passe d littl e muste r wit h th e equall y well-educate d
members of the judiciary attests to the precarious position such philhellenic
sentiments hel d a t a  time when a  man coul d onl y be pilloried fo r makin g
them. It goes without sayin g that the speech was delivered by Wilde in his
defence, one certainl y tha t sough t t o resist  what wer e indee d repressive
measures mete d ou t agains t men-lovin g men by the state , even though n o
specific moder n homosexua l identit y wa s waitin g t o b e thu s spoke n an d
named. So maybe it is not altogether inappropriate to read 'The Portrait of
Mr W. H.' as an act of resistance, arguing - a s it does - tha t paiderastia i s
not i n an y respec t 'gross' . I n showin g ho w suc h lovin g relationship s ar e
unrepresentable, fantastic and 'fatal', the narrative is hardly assuring us that
the Socratic ethos survives admirably intac t i n the late-Victorian period . If
anything, male friendship appear s unfulfillable , dystopic , not to say tragic,
no matter how richly 'many-sided' in its ideality.

Ill

Similar difficulties i n articulating 'the "Love that dare not speak its name'"
have ofte n bese t critic s o f The  Picture of  Dorian Gray. Since the moder n
notion of 'homosexuality ' i s nowhere proved and yet everywhere suspected
in the world tha t Doria n Gra y inhabits , there has been an understandabl e
tendency to claim that the gothic transmogrification o f the picture that aims
to preserv e th e protagonist' s youthfu l beaut y occur s becaus e h e canno t
express hi s tru e desire s i n public . I  hav e previousl y assume d tha t th e
narrative has thus disclosed a remarkable resistance to the wholesale ban on
'gross indecency'.26 But even if it may now seem inapposite to assume that
The Picture of  Dorian Gray is also one that enact s a  strategic 'deferra l o f
naming' same-sex desire, it is somewhat harder to gauge its attitude towards
the Hellenis m tha t drive s th e Greek-name d Doria n t o hi s death . Reader s
will recal l tha t th e pictur e painte d b y Basil Hallward i s hidden i n Doria n
Gray's home once it troublingly begins to change from an exquisite portrait
into a  grotesqu e imag e o f deformity , testifyin g t o th e youn g aristocrat' s
endless wrongdoing . Th e betraya l o f th e actres s Siby l Vane ; th e bruta l
murder o f Basil Hallward; the blackmailing of the chemist Alan Campbell ;
and th e accidenta l shootin g o f Jame s Van e -  eac h desperat e fat e i s
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associated wit h Dorian' s outwardly unblemished identity . Time and again ,
one is led to infer tha t truly 'gross ' acts are at the bottom of all these other
crimes. Just befor e h e i s crushed beneat h Dorian' s repeate d blow s wit h a
knife, Hallwar d implore s him : 'Wh y i s your friendshi p s o fata l t o youn g
men?' (CW  112) . Such friendship lead s to suicide, shame and sorrow. Yet,
to reiterate , the caus e o f suc h disgrac e remain s nowher e -  an d ye t every-
where - t o be seen. Like the picture of Dorian Gray itself, the narrative that
enshrines him both conceals and reveal s the nature o f the 'friendship ' tha t
has such 'fatal' effects . How, then, might we interpret Dorian's desires? Are
they doome d b y a  homophobi c culture ? O r i s thei r homophili a itsel f a n
instrument of murder?

Answers ar e no t easil y forthcoming , sinc e th e narrativ e -  lik e 'Th e
Portrait o f M r W . H. ' -  refuse s t o substantiat e th e 'fatal ' influenc e tha t
Dorian ha s o n increasin g number s o f men . Eve n thoug h The  Picture  of
Dorian Gray  i s littere d wit h well-know n reference s t o male-mal e desir e
(Antinous, Winckelmann , Michelangelo , t o nam e bu t a  few) , i t remain s
hard to adduce any palpable evidence that would point, once and for all , to
the fac t tha t same-se x desir e lie s a t th e roo t o f Dorian' s crimes . Jef f
Nunokawa grasp s thi s parado x perfectl y whe n h e remark s tha t althoug h
the 'lov e tha t dar e no t spea k it s nam e ha s neve r bee n les s a t a  los s fo r
words' tha n i n thi s novel , th e 'expressio n o f homosexua l desir e cancels ,
rather tha n clarifie s th e definitio n o f th e characte r throug h who m i t i s
conducted'.27 So even if the narrative provides an extremely rich repertoire
of code d allusion s tha t metonymis e homoeroticism , a t n o poin t doe s the
story mak e Dorian' s desir e fo r othe r me n indubitabl y visible . Indeed , b y
using a  pictur e t o portra y th e youn g man' s unsee n sins , th e narrativ e
foregrounds th e idea that representations may hide as much as disclose the
truth. It goes without saying that had the novel depicted homosexual acts in
1890, when i t first appeared i n the American Lippincotfs  Magazine,  then
Wilde coul d wel l hav e bee n prosecute d i n th e courts . (Tha t i s wh y th e
pornographic novel , Teleny  -  wit h whic h Wilde' s nam e ha s rightl y o r
wrongly bee n associate d -  wa s produce d i n clandestin e circumstances. 28)
But the suggestiveness of The Picture of Dorian Gray was certainly enough
to provok e th e Tory Scots  Observer  to declar e tha t i t deal t 'wit h matter s
only fitted  fo r th e Crimina l Investigatio n Departmen t o r a  hearin g in
camera9; i t was , according t o th e anonymou s reviewer , 'fals e ar t -  fo r it s
interest i s medico-legal'. 29 Suc h comment s prompte d W . H . Smit h t o
remove al l copies from it s news-stands. Thereafter, Wild e carefully revise d
and augmented his manuscript for book publication the following year.

In court, the novel fared n o better. Referring to the magazine version for
the defenc e i n 1895,  Edwar d Carso n cite d th e passag e wher e Hallwar d
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enthuses h e onc e 'worshipped ' Doria n 'wit h fa r mor e romanc e o f feelin g
than a  man usually gives to a friend5. ' I quite admit' , adds the painter, 'tha t I
adored yo u madly , extravagantly , absurdly . I  wante d t o hav e yo u al l t o
myself.' Carso n wa s kee n t o discove r whethe r thi s 'passag e describe s th e
natural feelin g o f on e ma n toward s another' . 'Hav e you' , Carso n pursued ,
'ever adore d a  young ma n madly? ' 'No , not madly' , Wilde replied . Bu t thi s
denial wa s a n unthinkin g admissio n t o th e charg e tha t wa s bein g made . ' I
prefer love, ' h e protested , 'tha t i s -  a  highe r form.' 30 Onl y to o clearl y ca n
one se e in this exchang e th e clas h o f thos e divergen t paradigm s tha t woul d
consign homophili a t o 'medico-legal ' criminality , o n th e on e hand , an d th e
'higher' Socrati c ethos, on the other .

But ther e i s a  deepe r contradictio n a t stak e here . Rathe r tha n mak e a n
apology fo r male-mal e desire , The Picture  of  Dorian Gray  i n fact castigate s
aspects o f th e immoralit y tha t Carso n detect s withi n it . Indeed , whe n
responding to those critics that deplored the novel in 1890, Wilde repeatedly
insisted tha t i t contained ' a terribl e moral' , on e that woul d b e revealed, no t
to the 'prurient' , bu t 't o al l whose minds are healthy'.31 The court, however ,
was no t convinced . Seekin g t o literalis e Hallward' s effusiv e longing s fo r
Dorian a s expressive signs of Wilde's own homoerotic desires , Carson faile d
to register the highly moralistic thrust of the narrative, one that barely offer s
a confident imag e of paiderastia i n the modern age . Once the 'Hellenic ideal '
upheld b y Lord Henr y Wotton inspire s Dorian t o enjoy unabate d pleasure s
(CW 2.8) , ever y tur n th e youn g ma n take s i n hi s lif e i s definitel y fo r th e
worse. Why? Th e answer lie s in how th e nove l addresse s the mos t pressin g
problems tha t emerge d fro m Pater' s writing , no t leas t th e controversia l
'Conclusion' t o th e firs t editio n o f The  Renaissance.  Ther e Pate r exhorte d
his readers 't o b e for eve r curiousl y testin g ne w opinions an d courtin g ne w
impressions, neve r acquiescin g i n a  facil e orthodoxy' , an d suc h a  view wa s
considered highl y irresponsibl e b y som e o f hi s contemporaries. 32 B y ex -
posing th e damagin g consequence s o f Lor d Henr y Wotton' s desir e fo r
Dorian t o become the 'visibl e symbol' o f a  new 'Hedonism' (CW  31) , Wilde
is satirisin g Pater' s emphasi s upo n 'gettin g a s man y pulsation s a s possibl e
into th e give n time ' w e ar e allotte d i n life. 33 Throughou t th e novel , on e i s
constantly struc k b y the ga p tha t open s u p betwee n Lor d Henry' s manipu -
lative theory o f pleasure and Dorian' s unsuspecting exploratio n o f it, as this
passage shows:

It was clear to [Lord Henry Wotton] that the experimental method was the
only metho d b y whic h on e coul d arriv e a t an y scientifi c analysi s o f th e
passions; an d certainl y Doria n Gra y wa s a  subjec t mad e t o hi s han d an d
seemed t o promis e ric h an d fruitfu l results . His sudde n ma d lov e fo r Siby l
Vane was a  psychologica l phenomeno n o f n o smal l interest . Ther e wa s n o
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doubt that curiosity had much to do with it , curiosity and the desire for new
experiences; yet i t was not a  simple but a  very complex passion. What there
was in it of the purely sensuous instinct of boyhood had been transformed by
the workings o f the imagination, changed into something that seemed to the
lad himself to be remote from sense, and was for that very reason all the more
dangerous. ( C W 5 4)

By repeatedl y encouragin g Doria n t o cour t ne w impressions , Lor d Henr y
dangerously remain s -  a s Wild e himsel f remarke d -  a  'spectato r o f life' ,
disregarding th e mora l consequence s o f th e influenc e h e exercises . Nothin g
could b e mor e distan t fro m th e democrati c spiri t enshrine d i n th e Socrati c
ethos that sough t to strengthen emotiona l an d physical bonds between men .
Little wonde r th e pictur e o f Doria n Gra y undergoe s th e mos t appallin g
kinds of disfiguration , a s he becomes tyrannised b y passions that need to b e
disciplined -  no t exploite d -  b y th e car e an d affectio n constitutin g paider-
astia.

Yet that i s not to argue that The  Picture  of  Dorian  Gray  censure s sensua l
and aestheti c pleasure i n itself. Although he is led towards nothin g les s than
brutal murde r b y hi s intense passions , Dorian learn s a  valuable lesson , if a t
an appallin g price . Settin g th e protagonist' s 'fran k debonai r manner , hi s
charming boyis h smile , an d th e infinit e grac e o f tha t wonderfu l youth '
against th e man y 'calumnie s . . . tha t seeme d neve r t o leav e him' , th e
narrator seize s o n th e opportunit y t o ask : 'I s insincerit y a  terribl e thing ? I
think not . I t is merely a  method b y which we can multiply our personalities '
(CW 107) . This assertion i s entirely consisten t with the maxim publishe d i n
'Phrases an d Philosophie s fo r th e Us e o f th e Young ' (1894 ) wher e Wild e
declares tha t i n 'al l importan t matters , style , not sincerity , i s the essential' .
There to o w e read : 'Pleasur e i s th e onl y thin g on e shoul d liv e for ' (C W
1244). Onl y Doria n ha s the prerogative t o enjo y th e many-sidedness o f th e
human personality :

He used to wonder a t the shallow psychology of those who conceive the Ego
in ma n a s a  thing simple , permanent , reliable , an d o f on e essence . To him,
man wa s a  bein g wit h myria d live s an d myria d sensations , a  comple x
multiform creatur e tha t bor e withi n itsel f strang e legacie s o f though t an d
passion, and whose very flesh was tainted with the monstrous maladies of the
dead. (C W 107)

No soone r hav e w e rea d thes e word s tha n Doria n wander s throug h th e
portrait galler y o f hi s countr y home , castin g hi s ey e acros s th e like s o f
George Willoughb y ('wit h hi s powdere d hai r an d fantasti c patches' ) an d
Lord Beckenha m (wh o 'le d th e orgie s a t Carlto n House') . Dorian , t o b e
sure, embodie s a  ric h genealog y tha t ca n b e trace d bac k t o a  distan t pas t
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where 'strang e terrible figures .. . ha d passed acros s the stage of the world
and made si n so marvellous, and evi l so full o f subtlety ' (CW  108) . There
is n o doub t tha t suc h emphaticall y 'strange ' passions , i n al l thei r com -
plexity and multiformity, hav e been relished for centuries . But the problem
for Doria n lie s in how he falls prey to his passions. Violently spli t between
perfect beaut y an d sordi d ugliness , Dorian's divide d lif e make s i t patentl y
clear -  t o cit e Wilde' s ow n word s -  tha t 'al l excess , a s wel l a s al l
renunciation, bring s it s punishment'. 34 I n a  differen t societ y -  on e
presumably traine d b y th e 'Dorian ' etho s encode d i n hi s nam e -  thi s
beautiful yout h would b e able to explore hi s vibrant bein g as a 'complex ,
multiform creature' , fre e fro m th e puritanica l stricture s o f late-Victoria n
England.

IV
I will close with a  few more words about Platoni c friendship, thi s time by
shifting th e focu s t o thos e o f Wilde' s writing s tha t ar e rarel y -  i f eve r -
associated wit h th e Helleni c ideal . Although i t mus t b e remembered tha t
Wilde's Societ y comedie s wer e produced wit h altogethe r differen t end s in
mind fro m 'Th e Portrai t o f M r W . H. ' an d The  Picture of Dorian  Gray,
they shar e a  specia l interes t i n thos e wh o dissen t fro m expressin g lov e
within marriage . Here , too , ther e ar e Socrati c inflection s t o th e way s i n
which Wilde shows how Society treats anyone seeking friendship wit h the
opposite se x as the objec t o f scandal and gossip . Especially vulnerable are
single men. In An Ideal Husband, for example, Lord Caversham declares to
his son : 'Ever y ma n o f positio n i s married nowadays . Bachelor s ar e no t
fashionable an y more. They are a damaged lot . Too much is known abou t
them' (C W 556). Only in wedded bliss , it seems, can one be safe from th e
perpetual surveillance of one's personal life.

But not only is the bachelor - ofte n portrayed in the dazzling figure of the
dandy - th e voice of exceptional discontent in Society. Repeatedly, the plays
focus ou r attentio n o n female character s who threaten t o disrupt carefull y
policed codes of conduct. Just think how A Woman  of No Importance  pays
such regar d t o Heste r Worsley' s faux-pas.  Admitted t o Societ y solel y o n
account o f he r wealth , thi s Ne w Englan d Purita n embodie s a  se t o f
bourgeois values that are in many respects alien to the round of superficia l
parties hoste d b y the English aristocracy . Hester' s spontaneou s interes t i n
Gerald Arbuthno t -  t o whom , b y th e clos e o f th e play , sh e i s engaged -
unsettles he r companions . 'I t i s not customar y i n England' , remark s Lad y
Caroline Pontefract, 'fo r a  young lady to speak with such enthusiasm of any
person o f th e opposit e sex . English women concea l thei r feeling s til l afte r
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they are married. They show them then.' But Hester is rarely discouraged by
such condescension . 'D o you' , sh e asks , 'allo w n o friendshi p t o exis t
between a young man and a young girl?' To which she is told: 'We think it
very inadvisable' (CW 466). Once their conversation is over, Lady Caroline
turns her attention to Lord Illingworth's ambitions to become a diplomat. 'I
don't think' , she informs he r host, Lady Hunstanton, 'tha t England should
be represente d abroa d b y a n unmarrie d man , Jane . I t migh t lea d t o
complications.' Indeed, much of what proceeds in this act turns over many
of the 'complications ' that bese t married life , culminating in Mrs Allonby's
characteristically witt y remar k tha t he r husban d 'i s a  sor t o f promissor y
note' (CW 479). But Lady Hunstanton insists : 'I believe you are really very
happy in your married life. ' No amount of protest can make Mrs Allonby's
dissatisfactions understood .

Everywhere w e loo k marrie d lif e inhibit s th e kin d o f friendshi p tha t
promises to harmonise the soul and body. Lord Darlington brings this point
to ou r attentio n i n Lady Windermere's  Fan  when Lady Windermere turn s
to him when it appears that her husband is conducting an adulterous affai r
with Mrs Erlynne. Prepared even to leave her small child - a  feature o f the
play that wa s the source o f outrag e i n the press - sh e implores him: 'You
said you would be my friend, Lord Darlington. - Tel l me, what am I to do?
Be my friend now. ' His reply exposes the limit within which all social and
sexual relation s i n th e comedie s ar e entrammelled . 'Betwee n me n an d
women', h e declares , 'ther e i s n o friendshi p possible . Ther e i s passion ,
enmity, worship, love, but no friendship. I  love you -' (CW439) . Although
these lines demand to be read as Darlington's ploy to seduce her, they reveal
that relation s betwee n th e sexe s mus t alway s b e impassioned . N o othe r
form of intimacy is imaginable.

So grea t i s th e imperativ e t o confor m tha t b y th e en d o f An  Ideal
Husband, Gertrud e Chilter n compromise s hersel f t o marrie d lif e wit h a
man whos e successfu l caree r sh e know s rest s o n a  terribl e ac t o f parlia -
mentary corruption . I f eac h o f thes e play s i s drive n toward s comi c
resolution i n marriage , the n th e conciliator y ending s ar e no t entirel y
consoling.35 Even in The Importance of Being Earnest - th e farce tha t has
tempted modern readers to delve deeply into its 'homosexual' subtext - th e
delightful mocker y o f famil y relationships , wher e patrilineag e figure s a s
nothing les s tha n a  railwa y line , finally ends wit h eac h youn g bachelo r
becoming the obligatory husband that Society desperately wants him to be.
Such is the fate of the Bunburyist whose unnamed pleasures are terminated
once the Army Lists are pulled of f the shelves. But that is not to claim that
he wa s eve r a t an y poin t th e 'homosexual ' tha t Wilde , i n ou r confuse d
modern age, was for decades thought to embody.
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Wilde o n th e stag e

i
The history o f Osca r Wilde' s plays in performance i s closely linked t o the
larger histor y o f thei r author' s socia l an d cultura l reception. 1 Durin g th e
1890s Wilde' s drama s helpe d t o inaugurat e a  serie s o f aestheti c an d
commercial transaction s i n whic h up-marke t viewer s foun d thei r world s
both celebrated and mocked on West End stages. They also formed par t of
Wilde's persona l campaig n t o secur e a  plac e i n 'bes t circles ' Society .
Consequently, although he talked with Shaw about founding a  'great Celtic'
school o f dram a ( L 339) , an d promise d t o ai d Ibse n actres s Elizabet h
Robins i n bringin g abou t a  'theatr e o f th e future', 2 Wilde' s caree r a s a
professional playwrigh t mor e closel y resemble d tha t o f commerciall y
minded rivals like Arthur Pinero and Henry Arthur Jones. Contemptuous of
London's avant-garde theatre s and makeshif t theatr e clubs (natura l venues
for a  Sha w o r Robins) , Wilde turne d exclusivel y t o th e West End' s mos t
fashionable playhouses and flamboyant actor-managers, building upon and
responding t o th e sensibilitie s o f thei r public . Lady  Windermere's  Fan,
Wilde's firs t stag e success , receive d it s premier e a t Georg e Alexander' s
St James's Theatr e i n Februar y 1892 . Alexander , newl y installe d a t th e
St James's, believe d tha t a  pla y b y Wilde woul d dra w t o hi s theatr e th e
carriage-trade crow d i n which Wilde himsel f wa s just beginnin g to move.
Wilde, for hi s part , determine d t o us e the occasio n t o quer y th e aestheti c
and moral values of Alexander's viewers. The result was a production tha t
drew upo n th e stag e convention s o f drawing-roo m melodram a an d th e
goods of an emerging consumer society to challenge the world i t seemed to
endorse. Wilde's correspondence with Alexander shows how completely the
playwright relied upon the textures and commodities of Society life to make
his points , a s wel l a s th e exten t t o whic h h e intrude d himsel f int o ever y
aspect o f performance , fro m minut e detail s o f stage business and mise-en-
scene to th e seasona l line s o f Alexander' s dressmakers , Mesdames Savag e
and Purdue. 3 Marion Terry , who created the role of Mrs Erlynne, Wilde's
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woman-with-a-past, an d Lily Hanbury, in the ingenue  part o f Lady Wind-
ermere, were , in thei r confrontation s wit h on e another , manoeuvre d int o
outfits o f almos t identica l colour an d cut . The effect wa s to underscore by
sartorial means what Wilde had proclaimed to be the theme of his play, the
impossibility of dividing the world into opposing camps of 'good' and 'bad '
(see figure 8). On one point Wilde had to give ground. Through rehearsals
he had quarrelle d with Alexander abou t when to let audiences in upon his
play's centra l secret , th e revelatio n tha t Mr s Erlynn e is , i n fact , Lad y
Windermere's mother. Wilde wished to place the moment in the play's final
scene, unsettlin g spectator s fo r thre e act s wit h Mr s Erlynne' s apparentl y
unmotivated self-sacrifice . Alexander (in the ungrateful rol e of Windermere)
had argue d tha t suc h mystificatio n violate d bot h aestheti c an d socia l
canons. I n th e en d Wild e capitulated . Afte r a n initia l performanc e o n 2 0
February, the revelation was moved to Acts I and II, where it would remain
until Phili p Prowse' s 198 8 Glasgo w revival . Wilde did , however , reclai m
some of his intended provocation with a mischievous curtain cal l speech in
which h e applaude d Alexander' s patron s fo r th e succes s o f thei r 'perfor -
mance' in appreciating 'a charming rendering of a delightful play'. 4

Such a double-edged attitude towards audience and actors would infor m
the premieres of Wilde's two succeeding Society dramas, A Woman  of No
Importance (1893) an (i &n Ideal Husband (1895), staged at the Haymarket
under th e respectiv e management s o f Herber t Beerboh m Tre e an d Lewi s
Waller. In each case surviving manuscripts an d productio n material s beli e
the aloof, careless pose Wilde continued to strike in public. Multiple draft s
of both plays show Wilde writing and rewriting with painstaking care, often
working int o final  draft s character s an d dialogu e droppe d fro m earlie r
versions. Of particular interes t are the actors' parts and prompt books that
record i n gratifyin g detai l th e progres s o f eac h pla y i n rehearsal . Tree' s
performance script s fo r A  Woman  of  No Importance,  now house d a t the
University o f Bristol , and Waller' s newl y discovere d promp t boo k fo r An
Ideal Husband, held by Princeton University, offer stag e texts of each work
interlined an d overwritte n b y autho r an d actor-manager . Eac h provide s
blocking diagrams, set sketches, lighting cues and property lists that enable
us to establish with some confidence the look and feel of these plays during
their first runs. What strikes one at the outset is the sheer opulence of both
stagings, in which Tree and Waller sought to reproduce on the Haymarket
stage an acceptable mock-up of smart Society. A Woman  of No Importance,
with four lavis h sets, was stylishly dressed by West End silk-mercers Lewis
and Allenby , whil e An  Ideal  Husband featured amon g it s couturieres th e
ultra-modish Mar y Elizabet h Humble . Onc e again , however , Wild e use d
such smartness to confound a s well as confirm th e prejudices o f his public.
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Figure 1 3 Florenc e Wes t (Mr s Lewi s Waller ) a s th e gauch e Mr s Chevele y i n Waller' s 189 5
Haymarket premiere of Aw Ideal Husband (The  Sketch,  1 3 February 1895 )

In A Woman  of  No Importance  the sensuous but severe black gown worn
by Mrs Bernard Beere as the reprobate Mrs Arbuthnot offere d (a s fashion
critics were quick to note) measured relie f fro m th e frills an d fripperies o f
the play's Society dames (see figure 9) . Similarly, the sophistication o f Mrs
Cheveley, the continenta l adventures s o f An Ideal  Husband, was compro-
mised b y a  successio n o f outfit s calculate d t o strik e contemporarie s a s
gauche and barbaric (see figure 10). In each instance Wilde sought to use the
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market force s o f luxur y dressmakin g t o commen t upo n th e world s o f hi s
Haymarket patrons . I t was a  ploy that allowe d hi m to enjoy thei r custom
while constructing from th e products and rituals of their society new fables
for a n increasingly troubled fin  de siecle. Audience s in the stalls and boxes
continued t o b e bot h flattere d an d vexe d b y th e antic s o f thei r on-stag e
doubles, while viewers in the upper galleries enjoyed the additional spectacle
of fashionable Society catching its likeness in Wilde's cunningly set mirrors.

In February 189 5 Wilde had two plays running simultaneously o n West
End stages . Waller's Haymarke t productio n o f An  Ideal  Husband,  much
praised i n the popular press , had opene d o n 3  January. Si x weeks later i t
was joined by Alexander's St James's premiere of The Importance of Being
Earnest. The rout e b y whic h Wilde' s 'trivia l comed y fo r seriou s people '
reached th e S t James' s wa s circuitous. 5 A t on e poin t a  four-ac t dram a
destined fo r Charle s Wyndham' s Criterion , th e pla y ha d bee n passe d t o
Alexander t o hel p hi m throug h th e crisi s cause d b y th e failur e o f Henr y
James's Guy  Domville.  Alexander , who m Wild e fel t lacke d th e requisit e
flair for comedy, had Wilde reduce the play to its present three acts, largely
by conflatin g it s origina l Act s I I an d III . A s wa s th e cas e wit h Lady
Windermere's Fan,  th e alteratio n helpe d t o accommodat e Alexander' s
clientele, moving Wilde's work from the four-act format of Society drama to
the three acts expected of late-Victorian farce. If, however , the piece gained
from suc h compression, it s new status as farcical comed y or melodramati c
farce le d som e to underestimat e Wilde' s achievement . While the pla y was
applauded by audiences and critics - wit h the signal exception of Shaw who
found i t mechanicall y heartles s (Saturday  Review,  2 3 Feb . 1895 ) ~  m ost
threw up their hand s a t the prospect of extracting meaning from s o genial
an exercise . For Arche r i t wa s ' a sor t o f rondo  capriccioso,  i n which th e
artist's fingers [ran] with crisp irresponsibility up and down the keyboard of
life' (World,  20 Feb. 1895), f°r A. B. Walkley an entertainment that excited
laughter 'absolutely free from bitter afterthought' (Spectator,  23 Feb. 1895).
During th e ru n audience s cheere d Wilde' s verba l fireworks,  bu t reserve d
their heartiest laughter for a brilliantly prepared sight gag, Jack's long Act II
entrance i n mourning attire , complete with blac k can e and funerea l hand -
kerchief, for the non-existent Ernest who has just arrived as his house guest.
While the episode underscores Wilde's sure grasp of stage effect, i t needs to
be tempere d b y th e 'contemporaneity ' that , fo r first-run  audiences , stil l
constituted much of the play's significance. Society melodrama had , in fact,
been recycled as farce, with many of that form's barbed critiques veiled by a
flippancy that allowe d the m t o creep round th e defence s o f thei r viewers .
The premiere of The  Importance of Being Earnest also contained the seeds
of Wilde's demise. The Marquess of Queensberry, who had prowled abou t
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the S t James's fo r som e three hours , leaving fo r Wild e an insultin g bouque t
of roo t vegetable s when hi s plans fo r disruptin g th e production wer e foiled ,
would, fou r day s later , presen t hi s infamou s callin g car d a t th e Albemarl e
Club. B y th e beginnin g o f May , wit h Wilde' s convictio n imminent , bot h
The Importance  of  Being  Earnest  an d An  Ideal  Husband  ha d bee n take n
off. Wilde' s fable s o f me n wit h 'shameful ' secret s o r alte r ego s tha t too k
them Bunburyin g awa y fro m respectabilit y ha d acquire d fo r th e patron s o f
the Haymarket an d St James's unpalatable resonances . A programme datin g
from th e end of the Earnest run , after Wilde' s name had been removed fro m
the bill , has scrawle d i n it s margins a n accoun t o f th e 'sens e o f oppression '
that seeme d t o afflic t th e enterprise. 6 Ther e woul d b e n o furthe r Wes t En d
productions o f Wilde's plays during their author' s life .

Salome, whic h wa s no t stage d i n Englan d unti l 190 6 -  an d no t publicl y
there unti l 193 1 -  seems , a t firs t glance , a n exceptio n t o Wilde' s penchan t
for fashionabl e venue s an d high-profil e performers . Ye t althoug h th e pla y
became a  flagship fo r Europe' s budget-minde d littl e theatre movement , i t is
well t o kee p i n min d th e glossy , almos t cinemati c productio n Wild e firs t
envisioned fo r th e piece . Plan s fo r a  projecte d Parisia n premier e wer e
recalled year s late r b y Charle s Ricketts , who , o n mor e limite d means ,
oversaw the play's 190 6 London staging :

I proposed a  black floor - upo n which Salome' s white feet would show; this
statement wa s mean t t o captur e Wilde . The sk y was to b e a  rich turquois e
blue, cut across by the perpendicular fall of strips of gilt matting, which should
not touch the ground, and form an aerial tent. Did Wilde actually suggest the
division o f the actors into masses of colour, to-day the idea seems mine! His
was the suggestion, however, that the Jews should be in yellow, the Romans
were t o b e i n purple , an d Joh n i n white . Ove r th e dres s o f Salom e th e
discussions wer e endless : shoul d sh e b e blac k lik e the night ? o r -  her e th e
suggestion i s Wilde's - 'gree n like a curious and poisonous lizard' ? I  desired
that th e moonligh t shoul d fal l upo n th e ground , th e sourc e no t bein g seen;
Wilde hugged the idea of some 'strange dim pattern in the sky.'7

Ricketts's accoun t ma y b e rea d i n th e ligh t o f survivin g se t sketches , b y
Ricketts an d Wild e himself , whic h depic t a s bot h materia l an d 'symbolic '
Iokanaan's cister n (enclose d b y it s 'wal l o f gree n bronze' ) an d th e gran d
staircase leadin g to Herod' s palac e (figur e 14). 8 Similar ambition s informe d
Wilde's effort s t o hav e Salome  stage d i n Englan d (i n French ) b y Sara h
Bernhardt i n 1892 , a  projec t aborte d b y th e decisio n o f th e Examine r o f
Plays t o invok e legislatio n prohibitin g th e depictio n o n stag e o f biblica l
characters. Bernhardt' s productio n a t th e Palac e wa s t o hav e bee n a  majo r
West End event , rivalling in splendour Alexander' s Lady  Windermere's  Fan
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Figure 14 Wilde' s sketch for a proposed staging of Salome

playing a t th e S t James' s tha t sam e season . Incorporatin g costume s an d
properties fro m Sardou' s Cleopatre,  designer Graha m Robertso n ha d
created for Bernhardt 'a golden robe with long fringes of gold, sustained on
the shoulders by bands of gilt and painted leather which also held in place a
golden breastplat e se t wit h jewels' . Suggested b y 'th e sacerdota l robe s of
Aaron', the gown was accompanied b y 'a triple crown of gold and jewels'
which Bernhardt intended to wear over flowing, powdered-blue hair. In his
memoirs Robertso n recount s Wilde' s attemp t t o champio n a n elaborat e
plan to have 'every costume of some shade of yellow from cleares t lemon to
deep orange , with her e an d ther e jus t a  hin t o f blac k .. . al l upon a  great
empty sky of deepest violet' - a  conceit extended by Wilde's wish to have 'in
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place o f a n orchestra , brazier s o f perfum e . . . [with ] scented cloud s rising
and partl y veilin g th e stag e fro m tim e to tim e -  a  ne w perfume fo r eac h
emotion!'.9 When , under the Censor' s prohibition, Bernhardt' s productio n
had t o b e withdrawn, Salome  was effectively capture d b y Europe's avant -
garde - first , and perhaps most notably, in Aurelien Lugne-Poe's minimalist
premiere at the Theatre de PCEuvre in Paris in 1896 . The shift meant , with
few exceptions , th e abandonmen t o f th e spectacular , celebrit y dimensio n
Wilde had seen to be part of the play's meaning. Its reclamation some eighty
years later would constitute a major rediscovery of the play.

II

Wilde's deat h i n 190 0 ha d th e effec t o f makin g hi m safel y historical , a n
unsettling bu t remot e figur e containe d b y th e ol d centur y whil e bein g
patronised b y the new. His plays, from shortl y after th e time of his arrest,
had languishe d o n tou r o r i n suburba n venues , hi s nam e conspicuousl y
struck fro m th e bills . With hi s demise , they returned , on e b y one , to th e
West En d stage s an d up-scal e consume r market s fo r whic h the y ha d firs t
been written. The exception, again, was Salome, a piece whose 'depravity '
was confirmed in English minds by its growing popularity on the Continent.
Lugne-Poe's 189 6 premiere had bee n followed i n 190 2 and 190 3 b y Max
Reinhardt's Berli n productions, which attracted th e attention o f compose r
Richard Strauss and dancer Maud Allan.10 Strauss's operatic Salome, set to
a litera l translatio n b y Hedwi g Lachmann , opene d i n Dresde n tw o year s
later. By the end of 1907 it had been performed in more than fifty Europea n
cities. Between 190 6 and 190 8 Allan's balletic 'Vision o f Salome' , likewise
inspired b y Reinhardt' s stagings , ha d bee n dance d i n Vienna , Budapest ,
Munich, Paris and Marienbad, where in September 190 7 it was applauded
by the visiting Edward VII. 11 By 1910 both opera an d dance had come to
London, participatin g i n a n outbrea k o f wha t on e criti c dubbe d 'Salo -
mania'. Ye t whil e Strauss' s an d Allan' s adaptation s wer e 'publicly ' per -
formed a t Coven t Garde n an d th e Palac e Theatr e o f Varieties , Wilde' s
original, still under the Examiner's ban, made its English debut in 'private'
matinees a t makeshif t venues . T o mak e matter s worse , th e play' s firs t
London performances, by the New Stage Club at the Bijou (1 0 May 1905),
and the Literary Theatre Societ y a t King's Hall and the National Sportin g
Club (1 0 and 2 0 June 1906) , were boycotted b y the press . Between them,
ban and boycott s enabled the avant-garde to complete its appropriation of
the work . Ricketts , in designin g th e Literary Theatr e reviva l (o n a  double
bill wit h Wilde' s Florentine  Tragedy), made a  virtu e o f th e economie s
dictated by the resources of a small dramatic club: ' I . .. placed dim cypress-
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like curtains against a star-lit sky; the actors were clothed in every shade of
blue, deepening into dark violet and green, and relieved by the red lances of
the soldiers ' (Fortnightly  Review,  Dec. 1912) . Max Beerbohm , on e o f th e
few critics to have braved both boycotts, remained unconvinced. Impressed
by the dark, brooding Herod of Robert Farquharson ('a terrible being, half-
dotard, half-child') , h e wondere d whethe r a n Englis h Salom e coul d pus h
beyond th e drawing-roo m naughtines s conveye d a t th e Bijo u b y Mis s
Millicent Murby : 'T o thin k tha t a  youn g Englis h lad y i n th e twentiet h
century could have been so badly brought up as to behave in so outrageous
a manner!' (Saturday Review, 13 May 1905).12

An answe r o f sort s wa s provide d i n 1911 , whe n Adelin e Bourne , a
prominent suffrage supporter , organised the first English Salome to appear
on a proper stage (Cour t 27 and 2 8 Feb.). Directed by Harcourt Williams,
the production , whic h playe d t o ' a larg e audience , mostl y [of ] women '
(Referee, 5  Mar.), featured Bourn e as a blatantly political princess. Dressed
with pointed restraint, a riposte to the scanty costumes of Maud Allan, and
a traditio n tha t woul d giv e u s the scree n Salome s o f Thed a Bar a (1918) ,
Nazimova (1923 ) an d Rit a Haywort h (1953) , Bourne' s portraya l o f a n
emancipated virago put viewers in mind of ' a twentieth-century Suffragett e
attempting a n entranc e int o th e Hous e o f Common s o r askin g fo r M r
Winston Churchill' s hea d o n a  charge sheet ' (Bystander,  8  Mar. 1911) . It
was, the critic for the Penny Illustrated Paper shuddered, 'a sorry spectacle,
fit onl y fo r sexles s wome n an d "puss y cat " men ' (1 1 Mar.) . The gende r
anxieties registere d i n suc h response s helpe d t o explai n th e hysteri a tha t
greeted J . T . Grein' s wartim e Salome  of 1918 . Recruiting Mau d Alla n t o
appear for the first time in a staged version of Wilde's play, Grein hoped to
use tw o matinee s a t th e Cour t ( 7 an d 1 4 Apr. ) a s a  springboar d fo r a
production tha t hi s Wa r Player s migh t brin g t o Englis h troupes . Th e
conjunction, however , o f Allan' s sensuality , recen t losse s o n th e Wester n
front, an d Grein' s Dutchnes s -  whic h t o myopi c eyes looked suspiciousl y
German - enable d critics to lay the unmanning of England's youth directly
at Wilde's door. What followed was a much publicised libel trial, in which,
to borro w a  phras e fro m Rober t Ross , th e Britis h publi c 'enjoye d .. .
kicking Oscar's corpse to make up for the failure of the Fifth Army'.13

If, however , Salome  proved to o transgressive fo r wartim e sensibilities , a
clean bil l of health was given to The  Importance of Being Earnest and the
Society plays , a  verdic t tha t marke d th e ris e o f Wild e a s Apollonia n
craftsman, a  figur e a s secur e i n hi s nich e a s Goldsmit h an d Sherida n t o
whom he was often compared . In 190 2 The  Importance of Being Earnest,
after a  provincia l tou r an d a  tentative ru n a t the Corone t i n Norting Hil l
Gate, wa s give n a  triumphan t Wes t En d re-entr y b y it s initia l producer ,
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George Alexander . Thi s wa s followe d b y Alexander' s revival s o f Lady
Windermere's Fan  i n 190 4 an d 1911 , an d furthe r production s o f The
Importance of  Being  Earnest  i n 1909 , 191 1 an d 1913 , the first  o f whic h
(with Wilde' s nam e bac k o n th e bill ) ra n fo r a n unprecedente d 31 6 nights .
Beerbohm Tree , wh o ha d stage d A  Woman  of  No  Importance  a t th e
Haymarket i n 1893 , restaged i t at his second an d more opulen t theatre , His
Majesty's, i n 1907 , himsel f resumin g hi s origina l rol e o f Lor d Illingworth ,
while Alexande r joine d Rober t Ros s i n preparin g a  ne w tex t o f An  Ideal
Husband tha t playe d i n th e shado w o f th e Grea t Wa r int o th e summe r o f
1914. I n eac h instanc e wha t Wild e calle d hi s 'play s o f moder n life ' wer e
routinely updated . Movin g t o protect thei r increasingly valuabl e properties ,
Tree an d Alexande r altere d frocks , furnitur e an d topica l allusions , s o tha t
the mirror hel d for Edwardia n spectator s reflected no t the surfaces o f the fin
de siecle  but those of 1904 , 190 7 and 1914 . Such modernisations, however ,
did no t entai l a  correspondin g shif t i n th e value s o r sensibilitie s tha t
underpinned Wilde' s materiality . A s a  result , The  Importance  of  Being
Earnest an d th e Societ y plays , 'classics ' thoug h the y were , presente d
Edwardian audience s wit h a  successio n o f disquietin g misalignment s i n
which viewer s foun d themselve s confronte d wit h world s tha t wer e neithe r
unequivocally 'us ' (a s the y ha d bee n i n th e 1890s ) no r quit e comfortabl y
'them' (as they would become in post-war period revivals).

One topi c particularl y problemati c wa s th e meanin g o f Wilde' s dand y
philosophers. Figures lik e Lords Darlington , Illingwort h an d Gorin g -  eve n
Jack an d Alg y -  ha d acquire d ne w meaning s i n th e ligh t o f wha t Michae l
Hurley ha s called 'th e discourse s which circulate d i n the post-trial  figure  o f
Wilde'.14 B y 1907 , whe n Tre e revive d A  Woman  of  No  Importance,
spectators awar e o f a n emergin g 'queer ' consciousnes s freel y juxtapose d
Illingworth's Wildean wi t with hi s interest in young Gerald . Tree responde d
by substitutin g fo r hi s character' s no w code d effeminac y a  mor e manly ,
casual demeanour 15 -  althoug h eve n thi s di d no t preven t Lytto n Strache y
from readin g Tree's production a s a coded fable o f subcultural criminality :

Mr Tree is a wicked Lord, staying in a country house , who has made up his
mind to bugger one of the other guests - a  handsome young man of twenty.
The handsom e youn g ma n i s delighted ; whe n hi s mothe r enters , see s hi s
Lordship and recognises him as having copulated with her twenty years before
the result of which was - th e handsome young man. She appeals to Lord Tree
not t o bugge r hi s ow n son . He replie s tha t tha t i s an additiona l reaso n fo r
doing it (oh! he's a very wicked Lord!).16

It is, no doubt , true , as Alan Sinfield ha s observed, that i f the play had bee n
read generall y i n thi s wa y i t coul d no t hav e bee n performed , i n 190 7 or ,
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initially i n 1893. 17 I * ls equall y tru e tha t a  readin g tha t i n 189 3 dare d no t
speak it s name had become possible for som e spectators by 1907 .

In th e 1890 s Wilde' s impatienc e wit h Victoria n earnestnes s ha d le d hi m
to underestimat e bot h th e forc e an d intelligenc e o f earl y feminism . I n th e
Society drama s hi s condescension wa s bodie d fort h i n a  generation o f stag e
Puritans -  Lad y Windermere , Heste r Worsley , Mr s Arbuthnot , Lad y
Chiltern -  whos e attempt s t o preac h mora l refor m collaps e int o priggis h
naivety. Lad y Chiltern , th e las t an d leas t palatabl e o f th e breed , is , we ar e
told, a  membe r o f th e Women' s Libera l Associatio n an d a  champio n o f
progressive causes. Yet this feminist free-thinker is , by the play's close, made
to endorse a  'separate spheres ' ideology that would hav e heartened the mos t
rock-ribbed reactionary :

A man's life is of more value than a woman's. It has larger issues, wider scope,
greater ambitions . Our live s revolve in curves of emotion. It is upon line s of
intellect that a man's life progresses.

The passag e wa s alread y awkwar d i n 1895 , whe n Ad a Leverso n wrot e a
good-natured parod y o f it for Punch  (2 3 May). Delivered in 191 4 by a Lady
Chiltern whos e gown s proclaime d he r a  contemporar y o f Asquit h an d th e
Pankhursts, i t was met wit h ope n derision . Indeed i f the faultlines apparen t
in Tree's 190 7 Woman  of  No  Importance  worke d t o generat e ou r first  ga y
critique of Wilde on stage, those of Alexander's 191 4 Ideal  Husband  helpe d
to produce ou r first  feminist one . Damning what she called 'th e fatuousness '
of Lady Chiltern' s 'ne w wisdom', the critic for Votes  for  Women,  a  militan t
suffrage weekly , condemne d Wilde' s 'pictur e o f male-organize d society '
with it s helpless , 'parasitic ' females . Recallin g he r enjoymen t o f th e play' s
1895 debut , she articulated the problems faced b y modern rejiggings: 'a play
of this precise age is not old enough, not remote enough to be a presentmen t
of the past and a  little too old to be one of the present'. Convince d that 'ha d
Wilde lived to se e the great awakenin g o f women h e might have grasped it s
true inwardness ' she proposed, on his behalf, a heroine appropriat e to Lad y
Chiltern's new-centur y look , a  woman 'leadin g a  life of her own, capable of
forming he r ow n views , an d with  reason  inspirin g he r husban d wit h th e
deep respec t h e feel s fo r her ' ( 3 June). I t wa s th e kin d o f observatio n tha t
would sound the death knell for Wilde in modern dress .

Il l

In 192 3 Alla n Aynesworth , who had playe d Algernon i n the 189 5 premier e
of The  Importance  of  Being  Earnest,  directe d a n importan t reviva l o f tha t
play a t th e Haymarket . Wit h th e boyish , shingled-heade d Cecil y o f Nanc y
Atkins, an d th e 'youn g dude ' Alg y o f Joh n Deverell , i t wa s a n attemp t t o
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Figure 1 5 Muffi n eatin g i n 1923 : Lesli e Fabe r (Jack ) an d Joh n Deverel l (Algy ) i n th e las t
professional 'moder n dress ' staging of The  Importance  of  Being Earnest  (Haymarke t 1923 )

push Wild e int o a  post-wa r er a o f flappers , motor-bikes , an d telephone s
(figure 15) . To thi s end i t was dressed 'a s though i t had bee n written las t
week' (Sunday Pictorial, 25 Nov.) with wardrobes by Curzon Street fashion
house Christabel Russell reflecting vogues that had become popular only in
the preceding month. Even Lady Bracknell's Act I cloak incorporated trends
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Queen Mary ha d champione d a t two recent royal receptions (Westminster
Gazette, 19 Nov.). By 1923, however, such topicality only served to trigger
an extensiv e debat e abou t th e 'dangerou s age ' Wilde' s play s ha d finally
reached. For most , Victorian manner s i n post-war gar b create d anachron -
isms to o glarin g t o overlook . Th e Evening  Standard,  enumeratin g th e
'ludicrous' compromises that had to be struck merely to preserve the play's
action, calle d particula r attentio n t o Deverell' s 'ultr a moder n Algy ' con -
demned to wear 1890 s shirt cuffs fo r the sole purpose of jotting upon them
Jack Worthing' s countr y address . What th e pres s describe d a s a  crisi s of
style wa s als o a  crisi s o f meaning . Ivo r Brown , writin g fo r th e Saturday
Review ( 1 Dec), reflecte d upo n th e play' s declin e a s ' a bourgeois-baitin g
instrument', whil e 'Tarn ' o f th e Spectator  (1 Dec. ) insiste d tha t Wilde' s
ahistorical 'fantasticality ' coul d bes t b e achieve d throug h th e distanc e
imposed b y 'period ' costume s an d 'period ' delivery . Indeed , th e nee d t o
replace Wilde the transgressive jeste r with Wilde the producer o f chiselled
artificial plays 'in the hard, cynical manner of Restoration comedy' seems to
have motivated much of the prevailing sentiment for Wilde in original dress.
Even wha t purporte d t o b e th e shad e o f Wild e himself , viewin g Aynes -
worth's revival through the eyes of medium Hester Travers Smith, declared
that he would have preferred to have seen his work in 'costumes ... [of ] my
own period' {Sunday Express, 2 Dec).

Yet returnin g Wild e t o somethin g resemblin g hi s ow n er a wa s no t th e
only option . I n th e summe r o f 192 0 th e Observer  offered it s reader s a n
account o f an avant-garde Earnest  staged a t Berlin's tiny Tribune Theatre.
Interiors wer e minimal , actor s abjure d make-up , an d 'th e ladie s [were ]
dressed in such a way that Strindberg might confess himself satisfied' . Lady
Bracknell wa s a  fearsome 'chemica l blonde' , while Cecil y sa t down 'upo n
the topmost of the three steps that led up to the stage and read out her diary
in the very ears of the front row' . Impressed by the actors, but baffled b y the
mise-en-scene, th e Observer  critic dismissed mos t o f wha t h e had see n as
'badly mounted' (8 Aug.). A second option was to rejuvenate the practice of
'modern dress ' b y makin g correspondin g adjustment s t o Wilde' s stag e
worlds. Thi s wa s th e rout e take n b y Erns t Lubitsc h i n a  remarkabl y
successful 192 5 (silent ) cinemati c adaptatio n o f Lady  Windermere's  Fan,
Assisted b y a  medium that freed hi m from al l obligation to Wilde's text -
none of Wilde's epigrams were used as screen titles - Lubitsc h was able to
dovetail 1920 s fashions wit h the pictoria l languag e o f contemporary film-
making, creatin g a  luminou s worl d o f high-ceilinge d drawing-room s an d
formal hedgerow s that played directly to the sensibilities of his public18 A
third possibilit y wa s scoute d b y Nigel Playfai r wh o i n 193 0 presented a n
abstract Earnest  a t th e Lyri c Theatre , Hammersmith . Workin g wit h
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Figure 1 6 Joh n Gielgu d (Jack ) an d Mabe l Terry-Lewi s (Lad y Bracknell ) i n Nige l Playfair' s
experimental 'blac k and white' Earnest (Lyric , Hammersmith 1930 )

designer Michae l Weight , Playfai r aime d t o conve y wha t h e calle d i n hi s
programme notes 'an impression, not an archaeological reproduction, of the
wicked 1890s ' (figure 16) . His set and costumes, based, he acknowledged,
upon designs by Beardsley, were entirely in black, grey and white, a device
that mad e 'th e face s an d hand s o f th e player s .. . loo k obscenel y pink' .
Although som e complaine d tha t th e concei t robbe d th e pla y o f it s visua l
coup de  theatre - Jac k ha d t o make hi s Act I I mourning entranc e int o ' a
garden i n whic h eve n th e ros e bushe s [were ] alread y i n funerea l black '
(Nation, 1 9 July ) -  Playfair' s productio n offere d a  bold , otherworldl y
challenge to the earthbound realisms of modern and historical dress.
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That 'period' Wilde did, in the end, prevail is due, in large measure, to the
influence of two figures who would come to dominate the staging of Wilde's
comedies fo r th e nex t quarter-century . Joh n Gielgu d ha d playe d Joh n
Worthing (t o th e Lad y Bracknel l o f hi s aun t Mabe l Terry-Lewis ) i n
Playfair's 'blac k an d white ' Earnest.  Praising the production's directio n a s
'clean-cut, fresh , an d incisive' , Gielgud , nevertheless , fel t tha t Playfair' s
staging lacked 'the opulent stuffiness whic h the snobbish atmosphere of the
Wilde text seem s to demand' . Gielgud' s corrective came in his own Glob e
production of 1939 (revived 1939, 1941; Phoenix 1942; Royale, New York
1947), a n importan t an d muc h imitate d even t tha t introduce d th e Lad y
Bracknell o f Edit h Evan s an d th e Mis s Pris m o f Margare t Rutherford .
Working wit h th e desig n tea m Motley , Gielgud , who bot h produce d an d
(again) too k th e rol e o f John Worthing , argue d tha t th e play mus t b e set
'either i n th e correc t period , 1895 , or , a t th e producer' s discretion , i n a
slightly later year - bu t not . .. late r than 1906' . In the event, Gielgud struck
a compromise, prompted by Motley's conviction that Lady Bracknell would
'look more imposing in the great hats of the early Edwardian era than in the
small bonnets worn by the older generation in the nineties'. The decision, to
which th e loo k o f th e entir e productio n wa s keyed , wa s o f a  piec e wit h
Gielgud's accoun t o f ho w h e fel t th e laughte r provoke d b y Wilde's wor k
had changed over the previous half-century: '[Earnest]  must originally have
been thought funny becaus e it tilted so brilliantly a t contemporary society .
The people who laughed a t i t were, many of them, laughing a t themselves
... Today we laugh at the very idea that such types could ever have existed;
at the whole system - th e leaving of cards, chaperons, official proposal s of
marriage, th e ceremon y o f meals , th e ridiculousl y exaggerate d value s o f
birth, rank and fashion.'19 I t was an interpretation that abandoned Wilde as
social critic , whil e shiftin g stag e centr e (i n he r Edwardia n hat ) th e mos t
formidable exempla r o f wha t Gielgu d ha d terme d 'th e whol e system' .
Indeed, Gielgud' s reading , togethe r wit h Edit h Evans' s magisteria l perfor -
mance (preserve d i n Anthon y Asquith' s 195 2 fil m adaptation),  helpe d t o
create for Lady Bracknell a centrality she has enjoyed ever since.

In th e fortie s Gielgud' s 'agreeable ' Wilde , formal , distance d an d reas -
suring, wa s joine d b y th e sumptuous , escapis t Wild e o f designe r Ceci l
Beaton. Initially inspired b y Rex Whistler's sets for Jack Minter's An Ideal
Husband (Westminste r 1943) , Beato n create d fo r Gielgud' s 194 5 Hay -
market revival of Lady Windermere's  Fan a  forced, hot-house environment
Beaton himsel f spok e o f a s 'overcharged , richl y stuffe d an d upholstered '
(figure 17). 20 The  Times  (2 2 Aug. ) objecte d that , betwee n them , Gielgu d
and Beaton had replaced Wilde's 'audacity' with 'period glitter', likening the
effect o f their music-box world to 'a ballet of brilliant great butterflies dryly
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Figure 1 7 Th e decorativ e approach : Joh n Gielgud' s 194 5 reviva l o f Lady  Windermere's
Fan (Haymarket ) designe d b y Ceci l Beaton ; centr e righ t Isabe l Jean s (Mr s Erlynne ) an d
Michael Shepley (Lord Augustus), in doorway Dorothy Hyson (Lady Windermere) and Griffith
Jones (Lor d Darlington) , seate d lef t Athen e Seyle r (Duches s o f Berwick ) (The  Sketch,

3 October 1945 )

parodying th e manner s o f th e nineties' . Ye t fo r man y thei r historicise d
opulence offered a  kind of comfort. 'I n times of rapid an d violent change',
the New  Statesman  (1 Sept. ) noted , 'peopl e ofte n enjo y picture s o f time s
more confidentl y stable. ' The Tatler  (29 Aug.) , more to th e point , argue d
that, ami d th e deprivation s o f post-wa r rationing , 't o le t th e ey e wander
about [Beaton's ] couponless world i n which boudoirs ar e vast canopies of
flowers an d drawing-room s sparkl e i n th e ligh t o f diamond s i s . . . a
welcome refreshment o f spirit' . Such observations marke d th e arriva l o f a
safe, establishment Wilde, a figure fast becoming part of the confident, Tory
elite Joh n Osborne' s Jimm y Porte r woul d late r denounc e a s 'th e ol d
Edwardian brigade' . The y als o helpe d t o forg e a  Wilde-Beaton axi s tha t
sought to perpetuate suc h readings. Its high points would include Beaton's
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designs for Jack Minter' s North American tour of Lady Windermere's  Fan
(Curran Theatre , San Francisco 1946 ; Cort, New York 1947) , a stagin g in
which Beato n himsel f too k th e rol e o f th e dand y Ceci l Graham , an d th e
lavish 'technicolour ' wardrobe s Beato n buil t fo r Alexande r Korda' s 194 7
film o f An Ideal  Husband. Not unti l the late sixties would critic s begin to
take a more jaundiced view of Beaton's lush, celebratory style. Indeed, when
the Spectator,  reviewing Anthon y Quayle' s 196 6 (Phoenix ) restagin g o f
Lady Windermere,  suggested tha t 'Beaton' s design s -  ding y sil k dresses ,
bulging with puffs and pads in all the colours of a fleshy, well-ripened bruise
- struc k precisel y th e not e o f Wilde' s glamorous , worldly , tarnishe d an d
materialistic society', it was edging towards the kind of counter-reading that
would com e t o characteris e Wilde' s receptio n i n th e post-Beato n er a
(Spectator, 2.1 Oct.) .

While Wilde' s comedie s wer e bein g mad e palatabl e t o middle-clas s
sensibilities, Salome  had t o mak e it s ow n pac t wit h respectability . I n th e
latter case, however, respectability was inadvertent - largel y a consequence
of th e lifting , i n 1931 , of th e Examiner' s ban . Accounts o f the play' s las t
'private' performance hav e a  familiar ring . In May 193 1 the Gate Theatre
Studio offere d th e work o n a  double bil l with Ninett e d e Valois's Danses
Divertissements.21 Pres s report s dwel t upo n th e savager y o f th e event .
Herod's passage about 'masks and mirrors', delivered by Robert Speaight in
'gilt sack-cloth and a  scarlet wig', seemed to 'strike deep' as 'a fragment of
Wilde's everlastin g autobiography' , whil e Salome' s dance , choreographe d
by d e Valoi s an d execute d b y Margare t Rawling s 'i n n o prudis h spirit' ,
evoked ' a chill feline evil ' that recalled Beardsley and the 1890s . The Daily
Telegraph (2 8 May ) foun d i t al l 'creepil y impressive' , especiall y 'th e
moment when Salome speaks to the head, and the silver bowl throws in her
face a  reflected, horribl e pallor' . Th e remova l o f the Examiner' s ba n late r
that sam e yea r ha d th e effec t o f dissipatin g suc h morbidity . Littl e o f th e
forbidden remaine d i n th e mother-daughte r productio n o f Nanc y Pric e
(Herodias) and Joan Maude (Salome) that opened at the Savoy four months
later. Promote d a s th e firs t 'public ' showin g o f a  'lon g banned ' play , i t
boasted Rober t Farquharson' s resumptio n o f hi s 190 6 rol e o f Herod ,
authentic Dervish music for Salome's dance, and, in place of the euphemistic
'covered dish ' that in earlier productions had stood for Iokanaan' s head, a
plaster cas t whos e feature s closel y resemble d thos e o f acto r Lawrenc e
Anderson (Daily Telegraph, 6  Oct.). Horror, however, seemed to hesitate in
the glare of state approval. Maude's Salome , the Illustrated London News
(17 Oct.) observed, was neither 'voluptuary ' nor 'virago' , but rather ' a nice
little High School girl slightly offended becaus e John the Baptist refused t o
partner he r in a  tennis tournament' . Th e Telegraph  (6  Oct.) dismissed her
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dance as the ill-advised calisthenics of 'a personable young woman in scanty
draperies'. Even Farquharson, terrifying in the premieres of 1905 and 1906,
put one critic in mind of music-hall comic Dan Leno. Alan Parsons summed
up muc h o f th e contemporar y respons e i n expressing hi s relie f tha t 'no w
that it has been allowed and performed .. . [n o one] will want to repeat the
experiment'. Gon e modest and middle-class, the play would no t be seen in
London for another quarter-century. 22

IV
The emergenc e o f Wild e a s a  playwrigh t fo r ou r ow n tim e bega n wit h
Lindsay Kemp' s staging o f Salome  in the 1970s . Actor, mime, dancer an d
choreographer, Kem p presente d th e pla y a s a  homoeroti c spectacle , half-
danced, half-acted , a t London' s Roun d Hous e i n th e winte r o f 1977. 23

Incorporating abou t a  thir d o f Wilde' s text , wit h a n all-mal e compan y
performing bot h i n English and French , Kemp constructed a  free variatio n
upon th e work tha t bega n wit h Herod's  archer s shootin g dow n a  winged
Iokanaan, an d close d wit h th e dyin g prophe t (unbeheaded ) bein g 'slowl y
enveloped i n Salome's cloak, unti l she presse[d] a pomegranate kis s on his
bloody mouth to the strains of Tristan's Liebestod' (Observer,  27 Feb.). The
production's rational e la y in it s celebration o f Wilde's outla w sexuality , a
point underscore d b y Kemp' s decisio n t o alternat e performance s wit h hi s
own balleti c adaptation o f Genet' s Our  Lady of  the  Flowers. Whil e initia l
reviews were mixed, critics were impressed by the sheer theatricality o f the
event - rhythmi c drumming, live snakes, incense and blood - a s well as by
the vulnerabl e Salom e o f Kem p himself , ' a bal d littl e gnom e [who ] really
does sugges t a  deprave d wai f o f 16' . Indee d Kemp' s performanc e o f th e
Dance of the Seven Veils in his own person, abandoning Salome's make-up,
wig an d headdress , wa s applaude d fo r replacin g th e expecte d strip-teas e
with the kind of 'inner transformation an d self-revelation with which Wilde
was fundamentall y concerned'. 24 A  lik e passio n fo r inventiv e decadenc e
characterized Ke n Russell' s 198 7 film  Salome's  Last  Dance.  Russell ,
however, chos e t o stag e Wilde' s play , virtuall y uncut , withi n a  pseudo -
historical 1890 s fram e drama , i n whic h brothel-keepe r Alfre d Taylo r
(Stratford Johns ) surprise s Wilde (Nickola s Grace) with a  private showing
of hi s newl y banne d work . A s the action , performe d b y Taylor' s 'roug h
trade', spill s from stag e t o drawing-room , Wild e begin s t o se e himsel f a s
Iokanaan, self-destructivel y draw n t o th e figure  of Alfre d Douglas . Fil m
critic Vincent Canby, who dismissed the conceit as 'a perfumed comi c stunt'
found tha t beneat h Russell' s self-indulgen t wi t lurke d a  seriou s wor k 'i n
which vic e an d virtu e becom e s o intertwine d a s t o b e indistinguishable '
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Figure 1 8 Steve n Berkof f (Herod ) an d Katherin e Schlesinge r (Salome ) i n Berkoff' s 198 9
National Theatre production o f Salome

(New York  Times,  4  May) . Russell' s response , suitabl y Wildean , wa s t o
expand hi s scenario , making i t th e basi s fo r a  199 3 Bon n productio n o f
Strauss's opera , in which Salome shoots her way out of the brothel with a
pistol hidden in Iokanaan's severed head.

To suc h barnstormin g meta-theatric s actor-directo r Steve n Berkof f
opposed an austere, tightly controlled reading that shifted the play from the
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realm of sexual cabaret to that of power politics. First seen at Dublin's Gate
Theatre i n Apri l 198 8 (wit h silver-throate d Ala n Stanfor d i n th e rol e o f
Herod), the n a t th e Edinburg h Festival , and , i n th e autum n o f 1989 , a t
London's Royal National Theatre (with Berkoff himself as Herod) Berkoff' s
Salome (figure 18 ) sought to focus attention upon the physicality of Wilde's
words. 'S o muc h wa s th e perfum e an d tapestr y i n the language' , Berkof f
explained, 'that I decided that the stage should be bare and allow the words
to bounc e of f th e har d surface s withou t bein g softene d o r cushioned. ' T o
this end a minimal set was constructed, consisting of a dais with banqueting
table, a backdrop of night sky, and a large expanse of marbled floor. Here,
in 1920 s dress , t o th e tinkling s o f a  cocktai l piano , th e smar t thing s o f
Herod's cour t mimed their way through a  fatal Societ y feast. The elimina-
tion of stage properties - Berkof f ha d indicated that he would admit to the
production 'nothin g whose physical laws were subject to gravity, accident ,
or wilfulness ' -  extende d t o Iokanaan' s head , and , abov e all , Salome' s
dance, a  pantomim e undressin g i n whic h Salom e (Katherin e Schlesinger )
removed nothin g a t all . The point,  Berkof f noted , wa s t o insis t upo n th e
power o f the converting imagination. 'W e decided tha t like everything else
[Salome's dance ] ha d t o b e a n illusio n .. . Hero d see s her nake d fulsom e
young limbs as the actres s "acts " the dance. ' Both the stylised gestures of
Herod's court , a  seethin g centiped e o f bodies , an d th e slow , studie d
utterance o f Hero d himsel f (thi s wa s a s muc h Herod' s production , a s
Kemp's ha d bee n Salome's ) se t th e pac e fo r a  stagin g tha t eschewe d
sexuality i n orde r t o explor e 'th e way s tha t powe r manifest s itsel f whe n
divorced from a  proper authority'. 25 I t was a compelling production, that ,
in the words of Michael Billington, seemed to overturn 'everything we prize
in the British theatre' , from th e autonomy o f the actor, to representationa l
staging, to 'swift, light speaking' (Country Life, 16 Nov. 1989).

Perhaps, however , th e mos t surprisin g developmen t o f recen t year s ha s
been the rediscovery of Wilde's three Society plays as complex theatre pieces
worth serious attention. In 1984 director-designer Philip Prowse initiated a
watershed serie s o f revival s a t th e Glasgo w Citizens ' Theatr e wit h A
Woman of No Importance. 26 The least performed o f Wilde's major works ,
the piec e ha d sinc e the fiftie s bee n playe d largel y i n a  bowdlerise d stage -
script by Paul Dehn.27 Prowse began by restoring Wilde's text, seizing upon
its stylistic excesses to create a 'camp' sensibility less at home with Sheridan
or Goldsmit h tha n wit h the 'machine-gu n dandyism ' o f Genet , Orton an d
Noel Coward. Prowse's richly textured set s and costumes were, likewise, a
response t o th e slic k pictorialis m o f Beato n an d Re x Whistler , usin g
opulence to unsettle rather than reassure his viewers. A first act , set on the
lawn a t Hunstanton Chase , offered a  walled garden o f brushed gold , with
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Figure 1 9 Nichol a McAuliff e (Mr s Allonby ) wit h 'frame d landscape ' i n Ac t I  o f Phili p
Prowse's 199 1 RSC production o f A Woman of  No Importance

ornamental urns , daffodi l bank s an d a  larg e circula r car p pond . I t was ,
Irving Wardl e woul d late r note , a  pastora l fro m whic h natur e ha d bee n
painted out . (When the production was restaged for the Royal Shakespeare
Company i n 199 1 Prows e mad e th e effec t litera l b y placin g upstag e a n
enormous gil t fram e wit h tw o panel s fro m a  Fragonar d landscape ; se e
figure 19.) Her e t o th e strain s o f Elgar' s cell o concert o Wilde' s dowager s
policed th e nicetie s o f 'bes t circles ' manners wit h th e rigour o f a  hanging
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court. The effect wa s to create a kind of Wildean meta-world, a triumph of
art ove r natur e complet e enoug h t o admi t a  comple x o f visua l pun s an d
allusions to Wilde' s lif e an d previou s work . I n such a  world, aestheticall y
playful, intertextua l an d self-referential , th e puritanism o f Mr s Arbuthno t
became a pose as studied as the rest. Its very artificiality, however, gave it an
authority that enabled it to hold its own with the play's epigrammatic point-
scoring. I t was a  decision tha t allowe d Prows e to present Wilde's wit and
sentiment with equal measures of earnestness and triviality, inviting viewers
to detect beneath the glittering surfaces o f his decor a  'crazed and ossified '
old order panicke d a t the prospect o f it s own extinction . Sheridan Morley
pronounced th e effec t 'a s markedl y en d o f er a a s Chekhov' s Cherry
Orchard9 (International Herald Tribune, 9 Oct. 91).28

Prowse's succes s wit h A  Woman  of  No  Importance  wa s followe d a t
Glasgow b y equall y inventiv e staging s o f An  Ideal  Husband (1986 ) an d
Lady Windermere's  Fan (1988) -  th e latte r wit h th e revelatio n o f Mr s
Erlynne's identity shifted t o the fourth ac t where Wilde had initially placed
it - a s well as by Prowse's own adaptation o f The  Picture of  Dorian Gray
(1993). His, however, has not been the only voice. An alternative approach
to the Society plays, through 'character ' rathe r tha n 'style' , was offered b y
Peter Hal l i n hi s 199 2 Glob e reviva l o f An  Ideal  Husband.  I n a  pre -
production intervie w Hal l ha d argue d fo r th e 'surprisingl y good-hearted '
nature of Wilde's plays, maintaining that i t was their 'warmth ' tha t would
ensure the m a  continue d popularity . Hall' s stagin g wa s a n attemp t t o
explore what he had maintained was 'the intense emotional reality' Wilde's
characters consciously mask beneath their witticisms (Guardian,  1 1 Nov.).
Critics, for the most part, took him at his word. Michael Billington praised
the Sir Robert and Lady Chiltern of David Yelland and Hannah Gordon as
'a quasi-Ibsenit e coupl e whos e marrie d lif e i s founde d o n a  lie' , an d th e
Goring o f Marti n Sha w fo r seemin g t o sugges t beneat h hi s 'mas k o f
flippancy .. . infinit e reserve s o f charit y an d shrewdness ' (Guardian,  13
Nov.). Goring's wit , John Pete r concurred , was 'onl y a  cover ' to mask his
increasing disappointment with life (Sunday Times, 15 Nov.). Reinforced by
the sets of Carl Toms - the Chilterns' splendid drawing-room was calculated
to kee p viewer s i n min d o f th e play' s 'terribl e gospe l o f gold ' -  Hall' s
production, thematicall y an d stylistically , argue d fo r toleranc e rathe r tha n
judgement.29 A  more politicised alternativ e appeare d i n the Wilde revivals
of Mik e Alfreds' s Cambridg e Theatr e Compan y (no w Metho d an d
Madness), whos e 199 1 stagin g o f Lady  Windermere's  Fan featured a n
induction i n which , to th e applaus e o f a  masked on-stag e audience , Lord
and Lad y Windermer e wer e rituall y dresse d b y thei r servants . A s th e
opposing silhouette s o f 1890 s manliness an d womanhoo d emerge d befor e
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them, spectators were asked to concede both the socially constructed natur e
of gende r an d Alfreds' s large r vie w o f societ y a s a  sit e o f constan t
performance. As a means of integrating Wilde's epigrammatic wit with the
play's melodramati c plo t lin e th e devic e wo n hig h prais e fro m London' s
Evening Standard which favourably compare d i t to Prowse's A Woman  of
No Importance on offer a t the RSC during that same season.

The Importance  of  Being  Earnest  has , thu s far , elude d th e kin d o f
wholesale rediscovery that has characterised recen t stagings of Salome  and
the Society dramas. In part the play has remained hostage to the success of
its Gielgu d revivals , and th e expectation s shape d b y Asquith' s 1952 . film.
The grace and eleganc e o f Wilde's young men, the solidity o f their world ,
and th e elevatio n o f Lad y Bracknel l t o th e statu s o f 'sta r turn ' -  Edit h
Evans's delivery o f 'hand-bag ' mus t make i t the most memorably inflecte d
single word in British stage history - hav e all become potential traps for any
producer hopin g to put a n individua l stam p upon the work. A number of
notable post-Asquit h revival s have , nevertheless , mad e th e attempt .
Jonathan Miller' s 1975 Greenwich Theatre production battled memories of
Edith Evans with a  Lady Bracknel l (Iren e Handl) wh o spoke with a  thick
German accent . Canada' s Stratfor d Festiva l an d Humberside' s Grea t
Eastern Stag e Company followe d sui t with male Lady Bracknells (Willia m
Hurt and Desmond Barrit), and, in the latter instance, a sinister Pinteresque
Lane oddl y intimat e wit h hi s master . Pete r Hall' s 198 2 Nationa l Theatr e
revival30 chose to undermine the glossy materialism o f period production s
by having the 'solid opulent furnishings' o f Algy's rooms give way in Act II
to a  transparentl y artificia l Mano r House . Joh n Bury' s garde n set , a
'shimmering blu e stag e floo r backe d wit h a  cut-out landscap e an d panto -
mime tree' , offere d a  looking-glas s worl d tha t allowe d Hal l t o displa y
Wilde's character s a t a  'sligh t tangen t t o normality ' (Guardian,  17 Sept.).
The fe w dissenter s wh o longe d fo r Asquith' s 'rea l lawns ' wer e als o
distressed b y th e sli m sensua l Lad y Bracknel l o f Jud i Dench , ' a credibl e
picture o f a  woma n youn g enoug h t o b e competitiv e wit h he r daughter '
(Sunday Times, 19 Sept.). A like concern with scenery, Lady Bracknell and
the sexualit y o f Wilde' s men , characterise d Nichola s Hytner' s 199 3
Aldwych staging . Critics were particularly struc k b y the Lady Bracknell of
Maggie Smith , a  predatory parven u 'turne d beady-eye d exper t a t border -
control' (Independent,  12 Mar.), and Bob Crowley's Half-Moon Stree t set,
a skewed-perspective sitting-room in lurid reds and greens, dominated by a
towering reproductio n o f Sargent' s portrai t o f 'dandy-boy ' Graha m Ro -
bertson. The complaint was that nothing in the play lived up to the danger
of its opening set, or to the mouth-to-mouth kis s with which Jack and Algy
first greeted one another.
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Figure 2 0 Sea n Kearn s a s th e Duches s o f Berwic k i n Roug h Magic' s productio n o f Lady
Windermere's Fan (Tricycle Theatre 1994)

As we rapidly approach our own fin de siecle Wilde's plays on stage have
never been more popular or more profitable. The 'centennial' year of 1995,
which opened with John Gielgud' s unveiling of a plaque at the Haymarket
Theatre to mark the hundredth anniversar y o f An Ideal  Husband, and the
presentation o f a n Osca r Wild e windo w i n Westminste r Abbe y o n th e
hundredth anniversary of the opening of The Importance of Being Earnest,
has, not surprisingly, brought in its wake a host of new stagings. Among the
most notabl e hav e bee n th e Earnests  of Nichola s Wrigh t fo r th e Englis h
Touring Theatre and Terry Hands for the Birmingham Rep. In the former ,
Algy's flat, replete with silk cushions, oriental hangings, leather trunks and
a hooka h -  th e India n trophie s o f Genera l Moncrief f -  wa s mad e t o
articulate the gay subtext hinted a t in Hytner's 199 3 revival . Commenting
upon the casual bisexualit y o f both Jack and Algy, critic John Peter noted
that 'i t i s simply understoo d tha t marryin g enchantin g youn g ladie s need
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only be part of a young gentleman's social and erotic career' (Sunday Times,
2 Apr.). Hands's Birmingham production, which settled into a comfortable
London run, took a  very different tack , harping unapologetically upon the
play's root s i n late-Victoria n farce . Wit h a  kee n ey e for socia l detai l an d
razor-sharp timing it managed to return a sense of ensemble fun to the Lady
Bracknell scenes , playing them boldly as group efforts rathe r than vehicles
for a  sta r performer . Indeed , th e twi n concept s o f dange r an d fu n woul d
seem t o augu r wel l fo r th e futur e o f Wild e o n stage , a  futur e whos e
possibilities ma y b e glimpsed i n the work o f troupe s lik e Dublin's Roug h
Magic, which i n th e sprin g o f 199 4 brough t a  radicall y readjuste d Lady
Windermere to London' s Tricycl e Theatre . Making a n end run roun d th e
massive sets - an d budgets - o f Prowse, Hall, Hytner and Hands, producer
Lynne Parker use d cross-dressing , the doubling o f roles , direct (an d some-
times improvised) audience address and a reduced Palm Court Orchestra to
achieve wha t Joh n Stoke s recognise d a s ' a post-moder n juxtapositio n o f
performance styles ' nicely calculated to catch the play's straddling of genres
(figure 20) . When Sea n Kearns' s dra g Duches s o f Berwick change s befor e
our eyes into Lord Augustus (outrageously on the line 'None of us men do
look what we really are') we find ourselves, Stokes observed, in the presence
of ' a passionate , Iris h Wild e challengin g wit h robus t vitalit y establishe d
notions o f sex , gender, an d socia l order ' (Times  Literary Supplement, 13
May 94) . It is the kind o f moment that in its rich, self-conscious topicalit y
brings u s ful l circl e bac k t o th e paradoxe s o f proble m play-makin g wit h
which Wilde greeted his first audiences over a century ago.
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Oscar Wilde : the resurgenc e o f lyin g

Wilde onc e sai d tha t peopl e ar e good unti l the y lear n ho w t o talk . H e wa s
born int o a n ag e whe n philosopher s wer e comin g t o th e conclusio n tha t
language itsel f i s a dubious , slippery commodit y an d tha t t o talk i s to lear n
how t o tel l lies . I n consequence , man y moder n artist s hav e distruste d
fluency an d eloquence , admirin g hesitatio n an d eve n inarticulac y a s mark s
of the honesty o f a  speaker. Their ultimate guarantee o f sincerity is not even
a broke n sentenc e bu t absolute , unqualifie d silence . Playwright s suc h a s
Harold Pinte r an d Samue l Becket t hav e constructe d thei r wor k aroun d
moments of shared silence or painful, pregnan t pauses. For them language is
a mere babble used to frame thes e epiphanies, or else a device to occlude the
truth (a s when one of Beckett's characters laments to a  girlfriend tha t word s
are inadequat e t o concea l wha t h e feels) . Indeed , Becket t wen t s o fa r a s t o
characterise literature a s 'the foul conventio n whereb y you either lie or hol d
your peace'. 1

Commentators se e thi s distrus t o f languag e a s a  fairl y recen t phenom -
enon, but , like so much els e in modern theatre , that tradition ha s importan t
origins i n th e wor k o f Osca r Wilde . A t th e clos e o f th e firs t ac t o f The
Importance of  Being  Earnest  Jac k say s 'Algy , yo u neve r tal k anythin g bu t
nonsense.' Hi s companio n ha s a  deep reply : 'Nobod y eve r does. ' That i s to
say, n o matte r ho w har d a  perso n trie s t o prattl e meaninglessly , ther e i s
always some tiny flicker o f substance to i t all. That residue o f meaning ma y
simply lie in the use of words to kill time and ward of f boredom :

ALGERNON What shall we do?
JACK Nothing.
ALGERNON It's awfully hard work doing nothing. However, I don't mind hard

work where there is no definite object of any kind.2

The work i n their case is the exacting effort t o be trivial in idle conversation .
That bana l exchang e ha s becom e a  sor t o f leitmoti f i n moder n literature ,
heard again in T. S. Eliot's The Waste  Land  ('Wha t shal l we do tomorrow? /
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What shal l w e eve r do?' 3) an d i n F . Scot t Fitzgerald' s The  Great  Gatsby
(where Dais y Fa y ask s 'What' U w e d o wit h ourselve s thi s afternoon ? an d
the day after that , and the next thirty years?')4

The ton e establishe d b y Wild e i s on e o f overbre d boredom , o f elegan t
desperation amon g a  leisur e clas s a t it s wits ' end . It s member s ar e al l
exponents o f a  glitterin g style , bu t withou t an y inne r substance . I t i s n o
surprise tha t Wildea n paradoxe s an d one-liner s resurfac e s o ofte n i n th e
works o f Beckett , who onc e described styl e as a bow-tie worn ove r a  throa t
cancer. In  matter s o f grav e importanc e styl e -  no t sincerit y -  i s the crucia l
element: bu t withou t som e substanc e styl e become s a  mer e decoration , a
redundancy, a  vanity .

The modern distrus t o f styles and disenchantment wit h language itsel f ar e
both stron g i n Iris h writing , i f onl y becaus e o f th e artists ' awarenes s tha t
whenever the y us e English the y ar e not writing i n their ow n language . Iris h
people, whether hesitan t student s o r outrigh t master s o f English , are keenl y
aware tha t certai n word s an d phrase s hav e on e meanin g i n Irelan d an d
another i n England : a  furthe r case  o f countrie s divide d b y a  commo n
language. This was famously pointe d ou t in James Joyce's A Portrait  of  the
Artist as  a  Young  Man  i n a  scen e wher e th e youn g studen t Stephe n
contemplates th e cultura l ga p betwee n himsel f an d th e Englishma n wh o
teaches him at university :

The language in which we are speaking is his before i t is mine. How differen t
are th e words home,  Christ,  ale, master, on hi s lips an d o n mine ! I cannot
speak or write these words without unrest of spirit. His language, so familiar
and so foreign, will always be for me an acquired speech. I have not made or
accepted its words. My voice holds them at bay. My soul frets i n the shadow
of his language.5

An Irish perso n ofte n use s English wit h a  hesitation whic h i s soon admire d
by the English as 'a lilting charm'; and suddenly the Irish have a style which
is a  resul t o f thei r first  awkwardnes s i n grapplin g wit h Englis h idioms .
Before the y kno w it , th e Englis h phrase s whic h the y emplo y ar e sayin g
things whic h the y neve r intended . Becaus e Englis h i s a  naturall y rhetorica l
language, ful l o f trick s o f speech , the y find  themselve s al l to o ofte n born e
forward o n a  tide o f baroqu e eloquence . Beckett' s eventua l solutio n t o thi s
problem was to switch from Englis h to French ('c'es t plus facile d'ecrire san s
style'6), because this was a  language in which he might find  le mot juste  an d
one whic h h e coul d writ e wit h al l th e slow , cautiou s exactitud e o f th e
learner. In  tha t wa y h e migh t escap e th e fata l tendenc y o f s o man y Iris h
exponents of English to indulge in torrents of blarney .

An earlie r playwrigh t foun d a  wa y o f copin g wit h thi s proble m no t b y
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avoiding blarney, but by the opposite strategy. Wilde could resist everything
except temptatio n an d s o h e didn' t jus t yiel d t o flowery and exaggerate d
language: he mad e i t the centra l elemen t i n hi s mos t famou s play , which
suggests that the highest morality of all might be the noble art of lying. His
success was not lost on John Millington Synge , for i n a similar fashion th e
hero o f The  Playboy of the  Western  World admits t o becomin g a  mighty
man by the power of a lie. Both classic dramas form part of an ancient Irish
tradition wit h roots in many previous centuries. In Dion Boucicault's mid-
nineteenth-century melodram a Conn  the  Shaughraun  th e peasan t her o
praises lyin g a s hi s onl y defenc e agains t respectabl e peopl e wh o tr y t o
implant i n him habits o f Anglo-Saxon dullness : and, in truth, the Shaugh-
raun's wil d antic s offere d Victoria n audience s a  popula r an d vicariou s
release from the strict standards by which they generally lived.

The Irish Question had always been the problem of a  dull-witted people
trying to govern a  quick-witted one . In a countryside oppressed by foreign
misrule, lyin g t o governmen t official s ha d lon g bee n see n a s a  genuinel y
alternatively morality. The Irishman's reputation for deceit , guile and word-
play is not only one result of the distrust by the natives of the coloniser: it is
also, more directly , the inevitable outcom e o f a  life unde r martia l law . Sir
John Davies, the man who presided over the Plantation of Ulster in the early
seventeenth century , admitte d thi s openl y whe n h e said : 'Thi s oppressio n
did o f forc e an d necessit y mak e the Irish a  craftie people ; for suc h a s are
oppressed an d live in slavery are ever put to their shifts.' 7 In a land where
words ar e th e sol e weapons o f th e disarmed , irony , ambiguit y an d decei t
flourish as modes o f self-protectio n rathe r tha n a s graces o f literary style .
Natives woul d giv e fals e direction s t o th e scout s o f th e Britis h arm y
knowing tha t suc h whit e lie s wer e bot h functiona l an d moral , perhap s
saving the lands and lives of entire communities.

Even when the British did get a foothold i n an area and proclaim the new
laws, these laws were seen as lies, not just by the dispossessed but often by
the maker s o f th e law s themselves . Fo r instance , throug h muc h o f th e
eighteenth century the ferocity of the Penal Laws was more verbal than real,
for th e goo d reaso n tha t thos e wh o frame d the m kne w tha t the y coul d
seldom be applied in full rigour . Roman Catholics were compelled to work
on thei r ow n churc h holidays , but justice s an d constable s who refused t o
apply th e la w wer e t o b e jailed . I n othe r words , th e maker s themselve s
wrote int o th e la w thei r accurat e enoug h suspicio n tha t man y o f thos e
appointed t o implement i t might take a contrary view. Another Penal Law
decreed tha t maiden s wh o marrie d Papist s wer e t o b e deeme d dea d
(although doubtles s mos t o f the m continue d t o breath e freel y afte r it s
passing).8 Th e statut e boo k wa s a  patheti c attemp t t o substitut e mora l
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authority fo r physica l power . Th e ver y harshnes s o f suc h measure s wa s a
reflection o f thei r inoperabilit y i n a  lan d whic h lacke d a  comprehensiv e
police forc e o r a n adequat e syste m o f prisons. 9 Th e contras t betwee n th e
official pretenc e - tha t the British ruled every valley and hil l - an d the reality
- tha t they didn' t - gav e rise to that bifoca l vision to be found i n most of the
great Anglo-Irish writers .

They belonge d indee d to a  spiritually hyphenate d race , forever Englis h i n
Ireland, foreve r Iris h i n England , an d nobod y coul d b e mor e awar e tha n
they that ther e ar e two side s to every story . In Ireland i t was no t s o much a
case o f th e officia l versu s th e unofficia l a s o f th e unofficia l versu s th e
unofficialer. N o wonde r tha t Osca r Wild e coul d asser t that a  truth i n ar t i s
that whos e opposit e ma y als o b e true , fo r h e gre w u p i n a  countr y wher e
things bot h coul d an d coul d no t b e so . I f th e la w itsel f wa s i n th e eye s o f
militant nationalist s (lik e hi s mothe r 'Speranza' ) a  tissu e o f lies , then lyin g
itself migh t b e a  surprisingl y moral , no t t o say , moralisti c activity . An d
Ireland wa s simpl y a n extrem e cas e o f a  universa l phenomeno n -  tha t al l
laws are  lie s i n th e sens e tha t the y represen t idea l aspiration s rathe r tha n
describing actual practice .

No matte r ho w fa r bac k on e goe s i n Iris h history , eve n t o time s wel l
before th e arriva l o f th e invadin g Normans , on e finds  officia l regime s
devoted t o th e ratificatio n o f th e lie . Th e poet s o f ancien t Irelan d wer e
celebrated fo r tw o basi c functions : the y kep t a  record o f th e law s an d the y
told fluent,  magnificen t lies . Th e function s o f file  (poet ) an d breitheamh
(judge) overlappe d in a fashion whic h suggests that Irish cynicism about la w
has a  lon g an d honourabl e pedigree . Nobod y wa s mor e cynica l tha n th e
lawmakers themselves. 10 They told wild , poetic stories of the sagas; and th e
men o f Ulster, being acerbic Ulstermen, were not easily fooled. Nonetheless ,
they gav e thei r final  assen t whe n the y tol d th e first  Iris h poe t Aimhirgin :
'What you say is of course incredible - bu t we believe you because you are a
poet. I f a  poe t say s somethin g i s true, then i t i s indeed a  fact. ' Tha t ca n b e
interpreted a s meanin g tha t th e poet s ha d th e powe r t o chang e realit y b y
their magic words, or that they were simply facile liars .

This is the tradition whic h Wilde update s i n his essays and plays . In 'Th e
Decay o f Lying ' h e ask s 'Afte r all , wha t i s a  fine  lie? ' and answer s 'Simpl y
that whic h i s it s ow n evidence'. 11 A  fiction,  colourfull y told , acquire s a n
autonomy an d vitalit y o f it s ow n s o compellin g tha t onl y a  pedan t woul d
want t o chec k th e stor y agains t th e facts . A  reall y goo d tale , however ,
possesses a n inne r emotiona l logi c whic h permit s th e fact s t o b e forgotten :
this i s based o n a  view o f ar t a s a  matte r o f interna l coherenc e rathe r tha n
external correspondence to a knowable, concrete world .

So i n Synge' s The  Playboy  of  the  Western  World  th e villag e girl s ar e
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never really foole d b y Christ y Mahon' s clai m to have killed hi s father: the y
are far more impressed b y his tale than by his reported deed . That 's a  grand
story', the y marvel , an d 'H e tell s i t lovely.' 12 Christ y i s accordingl y
celebrated for hi s 'poet's talking'13 by his new love Pegeen Mike.

Wilde observe d somewha t laconicall y i n his essay that 'a s one knows th e
poet b y hi s fin e music , s o on e ca n recognis e th e lia r b y hi s ric h rhythmi c
utterance'.14 The liar s in The  Importance  of  Being Earnest,  therefore , spea k
on occasio n i n iambic pentameter . Alg y remarks tha t th e recently widowe d
Lady Harbury i s now living entirely for pleasure and says

I hear her hair has turned quite gold from grief.15

The artificia l beaut y o f th e alliteration , alon g wit h th e pentamete r rhythm ,
suggests tha t hi s remark ma y b e about a s sincere as the widow's mourning .
Similarly, i n The  Playboy  of  the  Western  World,  Christ y Maho n a s poe t
and lia r i s give n man y line s whic h unmistakabl y tak e th e for m o f iambi c
pentameter. When he secures Pegeen's love he says

That God in glory may be thanked for that!

- an d when he takes the gifts o f the village girls he cries out to his admirer s

I'm very thankful to you all today.16

He is , o f course , 'th e champio n playbo y o f th e wester n world' . I t i s n o
accident tha t th e las t o f Christy' s prize s i s a three-thorned blackthor n stic k
of a  typ e commonl y carrie d b y th e travellin g spailptn  poet s o f eighteenth -
century Irelan d suc h a s Eogha n Ru a O  Suilleabhain . Tha t stic k wa s
intended t o recal l th e wand give n to the file  on hi s ceremonial investitur e i n
ancient Ireland .

It has been pointed ou t tha t the underlying concei t o f The  Playboy  of  the
Western World  ma y hav e bee n suggeste d t o Syng e b y a  shor t passag e i n
Wilde's essay on lying:

Many a young man starts in life with a natural gift for exaggeration which, if
nurtured i n congenial an d sympatheti c surroundings , o r b y the imitatio n of
the bes t models , might grow into something really great and wonderful . Bu t
as a rule , h e come s t o nothing . H e eithe r fall s int o careles s habit s o f
accuracy ... 17

In Wilde' s foremos t comed y Jac k lie s tha t h e i s Ernest , bu t doe s i t s o wel l
that the truth conform s t o his fiction. Like the village girls in Synge's drama ,
Cecily i s mor e intereste d i n th e stor y tha n th e facts . Gwendole n ask s
whether sh e believe s Algy only t o b e told: ' I don't . Bu t that doe s no t affec t
the wonderfu l beaut y o f hi s answer' 18 becaus e style , not sincerity , i s wha t
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counts. Sh e implie s tha t sh e care s nothin g fo r hi s actions , havin g falle n i n
love with th e beautifu l imaginatio n o f a  man wh o could creat e suc h a  stor y
in th e mids t o f suc h a  dul l an d literal-minde d age . He , fo r hi s part , ha s
already bee n captivate d b y her , no t b y wha t sh e ha s don e s o muc h a s b y
what sh e ca n imagine . Thei r fiction s acquir e th e densit y o f truth , a s Cecil y
initiates Jac k retrospectivel y i n th e touchin g detail s o f a  courtshi p whic h
existed previousl y onl y i n he r head . An d h e ha s enoug h imaginatio n t o
understand he r game and to play along with it :

CECILY . .. Th e next day I bought this ring in your name, and this is the little
bangle with the true lovers' knot I promised you always to wear.

ALGERNON Did I give you this? It's very pretty, isn't it?
CECILY Yes, you've wonderfully goo d taste, Ernest. It's the excuse I've always

given for your leading such a bad life.19

At thi s poin t Alg y realise s tha t al l h e ha s t o d o i s stan d bac k an d listen ,
while Cecily talks herself into a lifelong romanc e with him.

This i s precisel y wha t happen s i n Ac t I  o f The  Playboy  of  the  Western
World, whe n i t i s th e villager s an d Pegee n wh o fantasis e man y exoti c
backgrounds fo r th e silen t newcomer . The y prefe r t o speculat e endlessl y
about the nature o f his crime rather tha n hea r a  blunt and early report fro m
his lips: such a  report would spoi l al l the fun whic h they derive from feedin g
their starve d imaginations . They, also , are compelled t o lead a  drab, insipid
life; and these girls, just like Cecily, are therefore fascinate d b y the arrival of
a 'wicked ' man in an area where the chances of committing a  mortal si n are
virtually nil . Eve n a s Cecil y quaile d unde r th e regim e o f Mis s Prism , the y
groan unde r th e gri m rul e o f Fathe r Reilly , an d bemoa n th e fac t tha t the y
must 'g o u p winte r an d summe r wit h nothin g worthwhil e t o confes s a t
all'.20 To si n in such a  community woul d b e a moral ac t insofar a s it would
challenge the prevailing apathy. For this is a community o f venial sinners, of
apple-lickers (person s who , i f tempted i n th e Garde n o f Eden , woul d hav e
licked rathe r tha n bitte n th e apple) . Syng e know s wha t Wild e taught : tha t
venial sins are ignoble bu t tha t i t takes a  person o f some vision and courag e
to commi t a  'mortaler' . Th e sinfu l ac t ha s a  vitalit y undream t o f b y th e
cautious peasant s an d publican s o f The  Playboy  of  the  Western  World  o r
by th e represse d governesse s an d canon s o f The  Importance  of  Being
Earnest, Bot h playwrights anticipate Eliot in proposing that i t is better to do
evil than t o d o nothin g a t all , because those who d o evi l at leas t prove tha t
they exist. 21

The rulin g regim e i n bot h play s set s it s fac e agains t th e lif e o f th e
imagination: religiou s an d educationa l institution s conspir e i n th e attemp t
to suppres s th e young. Synge's Father Reill y doesn' t eve n have to appea r i n
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order t o terrorise Shaw n Keogh ; and Wilde' s Cano n Chasubl e i s a weak -
kneed ol d lecher . His spiritualit y i s of suc h a  kind tha t h e gives the sam e
sermon n o matte r wha t th e occasion , a s i f to illustrat e Wilde' s complain t
that 'i n th e Englis h Churc h a  man succeeds , not throug h hi s capacity fo r
belief, but through his capacity for disbelief'.22 Wilde's deathbed conversion
to Roman Catholicism is a matter of some dispute; but it may have been his
characteristic desire to explore his own opposite that led to the introduction
of certain 'Catholic ' elements in his writing. It is telling that Joyce chose to
see Wild e a s a  profoundl y Catholi c writer : on e wh o though t himsel f a
pagan bu t who put hi s Irish qualities in service to a  theory o f beauty tha t
lies at the centre of Catholicism: the notion that man cannot achieve divine
truth except through the sense of separation and loss inherent in sin.23 The
felix culpa, the fall, may be 'fortunate' because , once confessed, i t opens the
way back to God. In essence that is the morality of Bunburying: based on a
theory that only those who go wrong at first will subsequently learn how to
go right , an d correspondingl y onl y thos e wh o confron t lie s wil l lear n t o
know wha t trut h is . Experience ma y be the name that a  man gives to hi s
mistakes but experience is educative, for the man who knows how to make
a mistake may still be saved.

In tha t crucia l sens e Wild e redefine d th e nineteenth-centur y idea s o f
innocence. For hi m i t di d no t evok e a  cloistere d inexperience , suc h a s
Cecily's, but it s very opposit e -  a n opennes s to experienc e to b e achieved
through Bunburying. Innocence was not some precious commodity lost in a
careless half-hou r a t th e ag e o f eighteen : rather i t was an attribut e whic h
people either possessed or lacked, and those who had it almost never lost it.
His Bunburyist s migh t immers e themselve s i n al l kind s o f questionabl e
activity an d ye t emerg e wit h a  kin d o f indestructabl e innocence , ope n t o
experience, while on the other end of the spectrum could be found the Miss
Prisms, who preache d inexperienc e a s a  virtu e becaus e thei r mind s reall y
were closed and corrupt, incapable of growth or development. 'In England',
wrote Wilde , 'everybod y wh o i s incapabl e o f learnin g ha s take n t o
teaching';24 or , a s Sore n Kierkegaar d ha d alread y pu t it , 'Ther e ar e tw o
ways. One is to suffer . Th e other i s to become a professor o f the fact tha t
somebody else has suffered.' 25

At th e roo t o f Mis s Prism' s theor y o f educatio n i s a  suspicio n o f th e
imagination. In studying her political economy Cecily must omit the chapter
on the fall of the rupee, because it is somewhat too sensational. Miss Prism
implies that ideas always come from books , whereas Cecily (like the mother
of al l creation) ha s al l of he r mos t promising thoughts i n a garden. Wilde
thus distinguishes between education, which should cultivate the individual,
and schooling, which suppresses the individual in a process of socialisation.
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The university extension schem e attended b y Gwendolen i s an example of
the latter : Gwendolen canno t come away without having been 'excessively
admired'. Academics themselves are hardly more honourable, however, for,
as Wilde complained, i n examinations the foolish as k question s which the
wise cannot answer.

Cecily can hardl y b e blamed, therefore , fo r feelin g quit e plain afte r he r
German lesson , for 'Peopl e neve r think o f cultivating a  girl' s imagination .
That is the great defect of modern education' (CW 390). It is Lady Bracknell
who, somewha t surprisingly , complete s Wilde' s critiqu e o f moder n
schooling. Honest enough to admit that what most people call innocence is
really ignorance , she expresses disapprova l o f anythin g tha t tamper s with
natural ignorance. Education, which is intended to cure people's ignorance,
is something which Lady Bracknell finds positively dangerous. 'Fortunately,
in England , a t an y rate , educatio n produce s n o effec t whatsoever' , sh e
opines: 'If i t did, i t would prove a  serious danger to the upper classes , and
probably lead s t o act s o f violenc e i n Grovesno r Square.' 26 Behin d thos e
lines i s Wilde's reminde r tha t a  true educatio n teache s th e young to rebel
against their elders and to consider most critically the society which they are
asked t o inherit . Th e ultimat e sig n o f a  goo d teache r ma y eve n b e a
dissenting pupi l -  bu t no t i n Wilde' s time , whe n educatio n seeme d a
conspiracy against critical thought. 'Thinking is the most unhealthy thing in
the world', he observed ironically in 'The Decay of Lying', 'and people die
of i t jus t a s they di e o f an y othe r disease . Fortunately, i n England a t any
rate, thought is not catching.'27 This is because the old-fashioned respect for
the youn g i s dyin g out , a s Gwendole n laments . I n suc h a  context , dis -
obedience is the only hope of growth.

The defects of nineteenth-century schooling had become, towards the end
of the century, the features of its art. This was the Age of Realism, of literal-
minded fidelity to social surfaces, as novelists like Emile Zola and - t o some
degree - playwright s like Henrik Ibsen sought to describe the lives of coal-
miners or the problems of the urban poo r wit h a  photographic exactitud e
that verged on documentary journalism. Both Synge and Wilde opposed this
trend. In his preface to The Playboy of the Western World Synge objected to
'the joyles s an d palli d words ' o f Ibse n an d Zola. 28 H e insiste d tha t i n a
work o f ar t i t was not enough to have reality: one must also know joy. In
countries where the imagination of the rural people was still vital, he said, a
writer coul d find  word s bot h rea l an d beautiful , wherea s th e joyles s
literature of towns had lost this beauty, retaining only a bleak realism. This
was a n endorsemen t o f wha t Wild e had writte n i n 'Th e Deca y o f Lying' ,
where he had condemned modern novelists such as Zola who presented dull
facts under the guise of fiction - henc e his particular mockery of Miss Prism
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who has written a three-volume novel of revolting sentimentality. Zola and
Maupassant wer e guilt y o f stripping lif e o f the few rags that stil l covered
her, regrette d Wilde , wh o contended tha t th e realist s ha d al l sol d thei r
birthrights fo r a  mess o f pottage . Eve n newspaper s ha d degenerated and
could now be absolutely relied upon.29

The capita l importanc e o f Wild e an d Syng e i n the history o f moder n
drama i s tha t the y represen t th e end of realis m an d the rise o f a  mor e
abstract form of art. For them the artist is advised to abandon the attempt
at surface realism , since he or she can never hope to compete in that are a
with the journalist or the photographer. The spread of photography and of
electronic recordin g ha s free d th e artis t fro m th e drear y obligatio n o f
realism, allowin g hi m or he r to tel l th e lies an d cultivate th e distortions
which ar e the basi s o f art . 'Ar t is art becaus e i t i s not nature' , sai d the
German Goethe in a phrase beloved of Irish writers, for whom art was not
so much a mirror as a veil.

Life is the mirror, said Wilde who loved inversions, but art is the higher
reality. Thus the real life is not the one we lead so much as the one which we
create in our imaginations. In The Decay of Lying' he rejects Shakespeare' s
image of art as a mirror held up to life, suggesting that the mirror is now a
cracked looking-glass, thoroughly discredited. It is remarkable that the same
image i s use d b y Joyce a t th e star t o f Ulysses,  where Stephe n Dedalu s
describes the cracked looking-glas s o f a  servan t a s a symbol o f Irish art.
What he means to suggest is that the folk-plays of the Abbey Theatre do not
project a n adequate imag e of modern Ireland : they merely perpetuate the
stereotype of the Irish as a primitive and servile race. There is, however, an
even deeper meaning to the image, at a level where its meanings are shared
by Joyce and Wilde: and that is the notion that the cracked looking-glass no
longer depicts a single image, but instead of a multiplicity of broken images,
much like a modernist painting . Wilde held that the only way to intensif y
personality was to multiply it : his play, like the cracked mirror , render s a
multiple self, showing characters who experiment with various personalities
in order to try them for size. In the final analysis, however, it becomes clear
that that multiple self is Wilde's own and that the stage space contains the
field o f forc e tha t i s th e Wildea n mind . Al l o f th e character s i n The
Importance of Being Earnest talk alike, which is to say like Wilde. What the
play asks us to endorse in the end is not so much this person or that as an
attitude o f mind -  th e morality o f the fluid or multiple self . In particular,
ratification is sought for the attempt by young people to become the opposite
of all that they are by training and inheritance, to put on the anti-self.

So it is also in Synge's The Playboy of the Western World.  There, Christy
cultivates the art of becoming his own opposite. At the outset he is timid
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and frightened , a  resul t o f th e lo w self-estee m induce d i n hi m b y a  stunte d
education an d tyrannica l father . Whe n Pegeen tells him, over and over , tha t
he i s handsome an d courageous , h e believe s s o passionatel y i n he r avowa l
that i t becomes true. Synge's point, of course, is that i t was never false . Eac h
image o f Christ y ha d a  certai n validity , bu t eac h coul d b e onl y a  partia l
account o f hi s personality , a s remarkable fo r wha t i t lef t ou t a s fo r wha t i t
let in . In each environment , a t hom e wit h hi s father i n the old day s o r no w
among th e worshipping girl s o f Mayo, he achieves  a  differen t an d contrar y
self-image b y permitting hi s identity to be defined i n the distorting-mirror o f
other people' s opinions .

It i s n o coincidenc e tha t Syng e place s a  mirro r i n Christy' s han d a t th e
start o f th e second act , o r tha t th e young her o shoul d rejec t th e evidenc e o f
the cracke d looking-glas s whic h onc e h e use d i n hi s father' s home . A s h e
looks now into Pegeen's nicely polished mirror hi s self-image changes :

Didn't I  know rightly I  was handsome, though i t was the divil's own mirror
we had beyond, would twist a squint across an angel's brow.30

So the ugly young fellow wit h a  murderous gob on him (t o quote his father )
turns int o a  handsom e fello w wit h a  nobl e bro w (t o quot e Pegeen) .
Objectively Christ y hasn' t changed : onl y hi s circumstance s have . Th e
cracked mirro r abandone d i n hi s father' s hom e indicate s th e deca y o f
realism: however , th e perfec t imag e i n Pegeen' s mirro r i s no t a  complet e
picture either . 'Them tha t kill s their fathers i s a vain lot surely',31 quips Sara
Tansey whe n sh e catche s Christ y hidin g th e mirro r behin d hi s bac k a t th e
start o f Act II. It will only b e in Act III that Christ y wil l learn to d o withou t
mirrors an d withou t th e distorting-mirro r o f public adulation . Then h e will
stand, without prop s o r suppor t fro m others , on his own tw o feet . Then hi s
self-image wil l b e entirel y o f hi s ow n makin g an d th e passin g o f 'realism '
will be marked b y the triumph o f the Wildean liar .

In 'Th e Deca y o f Lying ' Wilde ha d argue d tha t lif e imitate s ar t fa r mor e
often tha n ar t imitate s life . Peopl e onl y starte d t o fee l oppresse d b y th e
London fog s after  i t becam e fashionabl e fo r artist s t o pain t them . Th e
energy o f life , sai d Wilde , i s th e desir e fo r expression ; an d ar t invaluabl y
presents the forms through whic h expression i s attained. Nature imitate s ar t
in th e sens e tha t thing s 'are ' becaus e w e se e them: fog s appea r everywher e
once someone has started to paint them, for the eye always sees what i t was
trained t o see . However, eac h work o f ar t i s unique, whereas nature repeat s
itself once a year with the renewal o f seasons.32

For Wilde, therefore, ar t i s neither nature nor a  mirror hel d to nature, bu t
a deliberat e improvemen t o n it . Nature ma y hav e good intentions : only ar t
can carr y the m out . S o a  gree n flower  mus t b e wor n a s a  protes t agains t
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nature's limitations and self-plagiarism, an d also against English earnestnes s
and dullness . Precisel y th e sam e aestheti c pretension s underli e Synge' s
notorious us e o f Hiberno-Englis h dialect . I n the 189 8 notebook s wher e h e
recorded passage s from 'Th e Decay of Lying' , Synge also wrote a  line of hi s
own i n whic h h e wondere d abou t th e possibilitie s o f creatin g 'a n ar t mor e
beautiful tha n nature', 33 tha t is , a  dialec t mor e exoti c tha n everyda y Iris h
speech. So , although h e justifiabl y claim s i n th e prefac e t o The  Playboy  of
the Western  World  tha t h e has used onl y words an d phrase s hear d i n rura l
Ireland, i t must b e added tha t h e has intensified th e effect , resortin g t o onl y
the more strikin g phrases and crammin g fa r mor e images and element s int o
a singl e sentence than an y Irish countryman eve r would. I n the witty word s
of on e criti c o f th e time , Syng e exaggerate d th e coefficien t o f Hibernicism .
His speeches are often undeniabl y exotic :

Amn't I  after seein g the love-light o f the star o f knowledge shining from he r
brow, and hearing words would put you thinking on the holy Brigid speaking
to the infant saints, and now she'll be turning again, and speaking hard words
to me, like an old woman with a spavindy ass she'd have, urging on a hill.34

All thi s i s i n keepin g wit h Wilde' s protes t agains t Victoria n literalism . I t
may als o b e Synge' s protes t agains t a  devou t evangelica l mother , wh o
taught he r so n tha t stron g languag e an d exaggeration s wer e sinful , an d
would hav e t o b e accounte d fo r before a  vengefu l God. 35 Mr s Synge' s
avowal i s i n marke d contras t wit h Wilde' s happ y announcemen t tha t 'ar t
itself i s really a  form o f exaggeration ; an d selection , which i s the very spiri t
of art , is nothing more than an intensified mod e of over-emphasis'. 36

In suc h a  manne r migh t on e als o explai n th e stylise d natur e o f Synge' s
very controversia l plot . H e repudiate d th e ide a tha t hi s pla y b e judge d b y
its fidelity  t o th e sociolog y o f wester n Ireland : rathe r i t wa s a n accoun t o f
its 'psychi c state'. 37 H e sa w ar t no t a s a  criticis m o f lif e bu t a s a n
alternative worl d wit h it s ow n term s o f reference . H e woul d hav e con -
curred wit h Si r Phili p Sidney' s aphoris m tha t 'th e poe t nothin g affirmeth ,
and s o h e neve r lieth' : makin g n o clai m t o rende r th e know n world , h e
could no t (o r shoul d not ) b e accuse d o f falsifyin g it . Thi s wa s no t easil y
understood b y those who rioted agains t The  Playboy  of  the  Western  World
in 1907 , seein g i n i t onl y a  travest y o f lif e i n th e sacre d west . Concedin g
that hi s plo t wa s strictl y incredibl e -  h e calle d i t 'a n extravaganza' 38 -
Synge tol d a  newspape r reporte r tha t i t was a n abstrac t version . This , too ,
was i n keepin g wit h Wilde' s vie w tha t th e mor e imitativ e ar t is , the les s i t
represents it s age and place , while the more abstrac t i t becomes the bette r i t
captures th e spirit , the 'psychi c state' , o f it s time . Distortion an d exaggera -
tion ar e ofte n necessar y t o emphasis e th e peculiarit y o f a  person o r a n ag e
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or a  place : otherwise peopl e woul d no t pa y thousand s o f pounds t o hav e a
portrait painte d whe n the y coul d hav e a  faithfu l photograp h fo r a  smal l
sum o f money . Abstrac t portrait s ofte n prob e beneat h th e surfac e realis m
of th e huma n body , capturin g som e aspec t o f personalit y o f whic h th e
sitter ma y hav e bee n onl y hal f aware . An d al l to o ofte n th e sitte r i s quit e
dissatisfied wit h wha t ha s bee n reveale d i n th e complete d work , for , a s
Wilde observed , fa r fro m bein g the creation o f it s own time ar t i s usually i n
direct opposition t o it . This view was also endorsed b y Synge who sa w i t as
the artist' s dut y -  i n ancien t Gaeli c traditio n -  t o insult , a s wel l a s
sometimes t o flatter , hi s compatriots . Yeat s summe d u p thi s aestheti c
principle bes t o f al l i n sayin g tha t th e artis t o f geniu s i s neve r lik e a
country's ide a o f itsel f -  an d i s often accuse d o f villainou s lyin g simpl y fo r
revealing an underlying truth . O r els e the artis t is disparaged a s an eccentri c
by thos e wh o forge t tha t th e eccentri c i s usually th e perso n wit h a  deeper -
than-average understandin g o f normality .

Wilde conclude d 'Th e Deca y o f Lying ' wit h th e argumen t tha t ther e ar e
many kind s o f li e -  whit e lies , blac k lies , lie s tol d t o sav e fac e o r t o gai n
advantage - bu t that the highest form i s lying for it s own sake. Cecily in The
Importance of  Being  Earnest  ha d spoke n scornfull y o f 'lyin g fo r a  mora l
purpose -  fo r immediat e advantage' , bu t i n Wilde' s min d th e highes t for m
of lyin g wa s art , 'th e tellin g o f beautifu l untru e things'. 39 T o suc h a  on e
realism offer s onl y a  lowe r for m o f truth . Whe n a  famou s Frenc h painte r
who ha d jus t painte d hi s back-garde n wa s reprimande d b y a  criti c fo r
omitting t o pain t a  tre e i n th e centr e o f th e lawn , hi s respons e wa s no t t o
paint i n th e tre e bu t instea d t o rus h ou t int o th e garden , gra b a n ax e an d
chop the tree down. The lie, if persisted in , acquires its own reality, and ma y
indeed tur n ou t t o hav e bee n tru e al l alon g i n th e worl d o f art . In  tha t
world, afte r all , a truth i s that whos e opposit e migh t als o be true: and s o in
The Importance  of  Being  Earnest,  Jac k (wh o reall y wa s Ernes t al l along )
pleads for forgiveness :

Gwendolen, it is a terrible thing for a man to find out suddenly that all his life
he has been speaking nothing but the truth. Can you forgive me?40

This apology i s necessary because the women al l along have been cautionin g
the men agains t this very fault. Cecily , in particular, expressed the hope tha t
Algy was not leading a double life , 'pretending to be wicked and really good
all the time. That would be hypocrisy'. 41

That i s exactly wha t Christ y Maho n ha s bee n doin g a s well: so much s o
that h e become s ' a might y ma n . . . b y th e powe r o f a  lie'. 42 He , also ,
becomes hi s ow n opposite . Th e fathe r who m h e hate d a t th e beginnin g o f
the play he manages to emulate a t the end as 'master o f al l fights';43 an d th e
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words o f amazemen t whic h Christ y first  used t o expres s astonishmen t a t
Pegeen's heroic image of him - 'I s it me?'44 - ar e now used by the father t o
register hi s surprise and deligh t at the new-found authorit y o f his son. The
parallelism i s complete , for , lik e Christ y befor e him , Ol d Maho n ha s
travelled th e countryside winnin g food an d lodgin g with hi s amazing tale.
So the fiction takes on the contours of truth.

The corollar y i s obvious : i f lies are a  highe r truth , the n wha t passe s a s
truth ma y b e a  for m o f lowe r lies . At som e poin t i n The  Importance  of
Being Earnest everybody seem s to tel l a  lie or commit a  falsehood -  Lan e
steals his master's champagne; Lady Bracknell bribes her maid to snoop on
her niece; Cecily lies to Gwendolen that her engagement will be announced
in a  loca l paper ; Alg y snoop s o n th e inscriptio n o n hi s friend' s cigarett e
case; Jac k tell s Gwendole n tha t h e wil l b e i n tow n unti l Monda y an d
promptly retreat s to the country. The end-product o f al l this fooling i s the
serious revelatio n tha t societ y i s a  tissu e o f lie s an d couldn' t functio n
without them . Algy i s right t o sa y tha t th e truth i s rarely pur e an d neve r
simple; and Jack develops the point by saying that 'the truth isn' t quite the
sort of thing one tells to a nice sweet refined girl'. 45 Since both the men and
Miss Prism agree on the need to shelter 'girls ' from the brutal facts of life, it
is left t o the young women to insis t on straight talking . Cecily asserts that
'whenever on e has anything unpleasan t to say, one should always be quite
candid';46 an d Gwendole n emphasise s th e mora l dut y o f speakin g one' s
mind. Bu t thes e ar e mer e platitude s t o justif y th e bluntnes s o f thei r
impending quarrel. In his heart Wilde knows that the only distinction to be
made is between those who lie for pragmati c advantage and those who lie
for pleasure and art.

In The  Playboy of the  Western  World Synge takes Wilde's ide a a  stage
further t o see what happens when a single, monstrous lie is made the basis
of a  young man' s growt h an d the n pu t t o th e test . I t i s a t thi s poin t tha t
Synge parts company with Wilde for, by showing a massive amount of talk
and little real action, he attacks the stage Irish stereotype. He offers indeed a
somewhat angular critique of Wilde's theory - o f fine words divorced fro m
real action , o f gestures struc k rathe r tha n deed s done. There is , as Pegeen
says, ' a grea t ga p betwee n a  gallous stor y an d a  dirty deed'. 47 I n the end
Synge is sufficiently sophisticate d to mock the very gift fo r exoti c language
which is his own trademark: and subtle enough to doubt the very medium
through whic h those doubt s ar e expressed. At bottom h e seems to suspec t
that the mask of the elegant anti-self purveyed by Wilde is perhaps a subtle
latter-day versio n o f th e ancien t blarney . Fo r himself , h e i s finally  less
interested in the power of a lie than in that portion of reality which proves
resistant to it.
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If Syng e rewrote th e Wildean dram a o f lying , he also radically revise d it .
How muc h survive d thi s critique ? Rathe r mor e tha n migh t see m t o hav e
done. Th e revelatio n o f a n apparen t opposit e a s a n actua l doubl e wa s t o
become a  centra l elemen t i n th e work s o f man y subsequen t Iris h play -
wrights. Sea n O'Casey , i n The  Plough  and  the  Stars,  showe d ho w th e Iris h
and British, though bitte r enemies during the 191 6 Rising, could nonetheles s
share certain notions of honour, even to the extent of accusing one another' s
top bras s o f breakin g th e code s o f wa r an d 'no t playin g th e game'. 48

Likewise, in the followin g generation , Brenda n Beha n discovere d tha t wha t
united Britis h an d Iris h antagonist s i n The  Hostage  wa s fa r mor e tellin g
than wha t divide d them : the Britis h colone l bac k a t hi s depo t emerge s a s a
carbon-copy o f Monsewer, the IRA leader, and bot h regard thei r underling s
as expendabl e pawns. 49 Perhap s becaus e o f hi s ambivalen t sexua l orienta -
tions, Beha n prove d richl y responsiv e t o Wilde' s aestheti c doctrin e tha t
every forc e i s interpenetrate d b y it s ow n opposite ; an d s o h e salute d hi s
tragic forerunner i n a remarkable poem in the Irish language:

Tar eis gach gleo
do chuir se as beo
le teann anaithe,
sinte san chlapsholus
corpan an bheomhaire
balbh san dorchadas.
Fe thost, ach coinnle
an torraimh na lasracha.
A cholainn sheang
's a shuil daingean idithe
I seomra fuar lorn
's an concierge spideach
6 an iomarca freastai l
ar photaire iasachta
a d'imthigh gan service
an deich fan gcead ioctha.
Aistrith' on Flore
do fhasach na naomhthacht,
ogphrionnsa na bpeacadh
ina shearbhan aosta,
seod ordha na druise
ina dhiaidh aige fagtha,
gan Pernod ina chabhair aige
ach uisce na craifeacht.
Ogri na hailleachta*
ina Narcissus briste,
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ach realt na glanmhaighdine
ina ga ar an uisce.

Ceangal
Da aoibhne bealach an pheacaidh
is mairg bas gan beannacht
Mo ghraidhn thu, a Oscair,
bhi se agat gach bealach.

Here is Ulick O'Connor's fine  translation :

After al l the wit
in a sudden fit
of fear, he skipped it.
Stretched in the twilight
that body once lively
dumb in the darkness.
In a cold empty room
quiet, but for the candles
blazing beside him,
his elegant form
and firm gaze exhausted.
With a spiteful concierge
impatient at waiting
for a foreign master
who left without paying
the ten per cent service.
Exiled now from Flore
to sanctity's desert
the young prince of Sin
broken and withered.
Lust left behind him
gem without lustre
no Pernod for a stiffener
but cold holy water
the young king of beauty
Narcissus broken.
But the pure star of Mary
as a gleam on the ocean.

Envoi
Sweet is the way of the sinner,
sad, death without God's praise.
My life on you, Oscar boy,
yourself had it both ways.50
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Behan carrie d th e Wildea n aestheti c o f doublenes s o r hybridit y int o ne w
zones, writing wit h facilit y i n both Iris h and English , staging hi s first  nights
in both Dubli n an d Londo n (dependin g o n the language for , o f course, The
Hostage first  sa w th e ligh t o f da y a s An Giall).  Most o f all , perhaps, in hi s
self-appointed rol e a s scourg e o f Britis h propriet y i n th e 1950 s an d 1960s ,
Behan seeme d inten t o n repeatin g Wilde' s performanc e o f doomed , self -
destructive genius . Even the magnificent autobiograph y Borstal  Boy  take s a
deserved place in the history o f prison literature alongside De Profundis  an d
The Ballad  of  Reading  Gaol,  jus t a s Behan' s on-of f romanc e wit h Roma n
Catholicism seem s to replicate Wilde's spiritual pilgrimage .

However, the strictly dramatic  traditio n initiate d b y Wilde in Irish theatre
had to wai t almos t a  century fo r th e full flowering  o f Tom Murphy' s geniu s
to achiev e a  spectacula r renewal . I t woul d b e n o exaggeratio n t o describ e
Murphy's masterpiec e The  Gigli  Concert  a s a  further attemp t t o elevate th e
lie to the leve l o f magnificen t poeti c truth. In  this study o f a  successfu l Iris h
builder whos e riche s mea n nothin g t o hi m unles s h e ca n sin g teno r lik e
Benimillo Gigli , Murphy ha s writte n a  play whic h full y merit s th e designa -
tion 'verba l opera' . Th e actor s i n the origina l Abbe y Theatr e productio n i n
1983 were rightly encouraged t o overplay rather than underpla y thei r roles ,
to surrende r gloriousl y t o th e emotiona l extremis m o f th e piece . So , fo r
instance, the builder' s tearfu l accoun t o f a  callous and frustrate d childhoo d
was hi s aria,  hi s moment t o dominat e th e forestage. I n the final  scene whe n
his amateu r psychiatrist , J . P . W . King , sing s anothe r aria , i t i s fro m a n
opera i n whic h a  love r i s mournin g th e deat h o f hi s beloved. 51 In  th e
preceding scene , King' s mistres s ha s announce d tha t sh e i s dyin g o f a
terminal cancer , a  revelation which might seem to be a cheap theatrical sho t
until w e recal l tha t i t i s ou t o f suc h blatan t emotionalis m tha t oper a i s
always made . A s i n opera , The  Gigli  Concert  i s filled  wit h melodramati c
reversals, of unmaskers suddenly unmasked .

The ter m verbal  opera  had , o f course , bee n compose d b y W . H . Aude n
to describ e Wilde' s The  Importance  of  Being  Earnest  a s th e onl y pur e
example o f it s kind i n English . B y it Auden intende d t o denot e a  dram a i n
which ever y elemen t i s subordinate d t o th e dialogue , existin g onl y fo r it s
enhancement:

Wilde created a verbal universe in which the characters are determined by the
kinds o f thing s the y say , an d th e plo t i s nothin g bu t a  successio n o f
opportunities to say them.52

Similar subordinatio n o f characte r t o verba l energ y come s al l th e mor e
appropriately i n The  Gigli  Concert  which , lik e The  Importance  of  Being
Earnest, evoke s the Double . For th e Irish builde r (wh o often appear s i n the
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outline of a shadow in a window) and the English quack are but two aspects
of th e same person ; an d the attempt b y the builder t o sing lik e Gigl i i s the
drive t o achiev e a  momen t whe n th e mundan e an d metaphorica l migh t
merge int o one . Tha t fusio n i s attained , i n Murph y a s i n Wilde , wit h a
surrender o f the ethical imaginatio n t o that o f pure form , i n what amount s
to a  Faustia n pact . I f the Anglo-Irish antithesi s informe d Wilde' s worl d o f
opposites an d doubles , the n i t ma y als o li e behin d Murphy's , wit h th e
suggestion tha t take n togethe r th e sel f an d th e doppelgdnger  hav e th e
makings of a whole person. That is the Utopian moment towards which The
Gigli Concert  moves , th e futur e c not-yet' laten t i n th e present , a  futur e
which ca n be blasted ope n b y a  dynami c sens e o f possibility . Murph y ha s
brilliantly implemente d o n stag e Wilde' s thesi s tha t th e art s ar e wha t
mankind may yet become, offering a n anticipatory illumination .

Seen against that contex t the radicalism o f Wilde's legacy becomes a little
more apparent . I n a n ag e when Marxian s preache d tha t ownershi p o f the
means o f productio n wa s the key to progress , Wild e correctl y sense d tha t
ownership an d understandin g o f th e mean s o f expressio n woul d b e th e
question o f real consequence in the century to come. Subsequent history has
proven just how right he was.
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