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§ THE YOUNG KING AND OTHER STORIES

Introduction

Oscar Wilde

Oscar Wilde was born in Dublin, Ireland, in 1854. He studied
the classics (Greek and Latin languages and literature) at
Trinity College, Dublin, and then at Oxford University. At both
universities he was an unusually good student, and at Oxford he
won a special prize for poetry.

He became a leader of the aesthetic movement. The aims
of this movement were not entirely clear. Writers and artists of
several kinds joined it. They shared a feeling that the industrial
world—the world of factories, business, and the pursuit of
riches—had lost a sense of the value of beauty. They wanted to
see a return to a love of art for the sake of art, not for its value
in money or social importance. Some of them looked to poetry,
some to religious form, others to different kinds of art, hoping
that these would bring back the spiritual side of European
culture.

Writers like Oscar Wilde aimed to make their use of lan-
guage—not just what they said, but how they said it—effective.
You will see, in this book, some of the ways Wilde tried to put
art into the telling even of his fairy stories. Notice particularly
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I THE, YOUNG KING AND OTHER STORIES

the way he uses words to put into our imaginations clear pic-
tures which give us feelings of different kinds.

We feel pity—a sense of sorrow for other people’s suffer-
ing—in'a number of the stories. In one story, we feel pity for the
unhappy Happy Prince and the little swallow, and pity for the
people they pity.

Perhaps in that story we even pity the unfeeling head man
of the city. But that is really another matter: Wilde doesn’t hate
the unfeeling people who filled his world, but he sees them
clearly, and we see them: the lords and officers in the palace of
the young king; Don Pedro in the story of the Infanta; the mer-
chants who laughed at the fisherman, and others.

We share Wilde’s dislike of the way the richer people of
his time made appearances so important. Appearances like the
right clothes:

“Won'’t they know me as a king if | don’t have the clothing
of a king?” (The Young King)

or the proper behaviour:

The Camarera, who was at her side, told her that a princess
must not laugh so loud. (The Birthday of the Infanta)

or usefulness:

“Love... is quite useless. In these difficult times we must
learn useful things.” (The Nightingale and the Rose )
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I THE YOUNG KING AND OTHER STORIES

or tidiness:

"We must make an order that birds must not be allowed to
die here.” (The Happy Prince)

Oscar Wilde became known as the writer of very clever
plays for the theatre. The people in his plays spoke and behaved
like real people. The plays seemed amusing and light, but
thinking people found in them a great deal of serious feeling
and an attack on an unfeeling society with false values and an
insincere respect for appearances, which he called hypocrisy.

People quoted lines from Oscar Wilde’s plays, and they
remembered the sharp and clever things he said about famous
people in conversation. )

Wilde had enemies, of course. No man who says cutting
things can expect to be liked by everyone. People quoted him,
but many of them disliked him. One man in particular hated
him: the Marquis of Queensbury. And one result of that was
that Wilde spent two years of great suffering in prison. There he
wrote The Ballad of Reading Gaol. Here are a few lines from it.

I know not whether Laws be right,
Or whether Laws be wrong;

All that we know who lie in gaol

Is that the wall is strong;

And that each day is like a year,

A year whose days are long.
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| THE, YOUNG KING AND OTHER STORIES

Fairy Tales

Wilde’s book of fairy tales, The Happy Prince, came out in 1881.
A fairy tale was once “a story about fairies and other small
magical people”. Today we often mean a story for children with
some magic in it when we call something a fairy tale.

There is certainly magic, or something like magic, in the
stories of this book. In The Young King there is the effect of
the sunlight in the church. The Fisherman and his Soul is very
magical, with a mermaid, witches, and a palace at the bottom
of the sea. The Star Child and The Selfish Giant are full of
magic too. But The Happy Prince is almost possible, and so is
The Nightingale and the Rose. The only story without magic is
The Birthday of the Infanta, but that seems to work magic in
us—the magic that produces pity and understanding. Like all
the rest, that story works at two levels: it is a simple story for
children, and, for grown-ups, a far from simple examination of
the state of the world and the nature of the men and women
in it.
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The Young King

. QUESTIONS BEFORE READING *

» Who brought the young king up?

» What was the weaver making?

» What did the slave bring up from the bottom of the sea?
» What happened to the slave in the end?

» What were the men doing in the dried-up river?

» What did the young king put on his head for a crown?

» What was the High Priest waiting for?

» How was the young king crowned?




| THE YOUNG KING AND) OTHER STORIES

The young king was sitting alone in his beautiful room in the
palace. He was only sixteen years old; he was wild-eyed like
some animal of the forest. The servants of the old king had
found him in the forest. He was sitting there playing his pipe and
watching the forester’s goats. This poor forester had brought
him up ever since he was a baby, and the boy believed that he
was his son; but he was the child of the old king’s daughter.

The king’s daughter had married a common man, a man
far below her. He was a painter, painting pictures on the walls
of the great church in which kings were crowned. But one day
he went away from the princess, leaving his pictures unfinished.
When the baby was only a week old he was taken away from
his mother’s side while she slept. The forester and his wife had
no children, and lived more than a mile away in the forest. The
baby was put in their hands.

The princess died.

When the old king was dying he said, “My heart is heavy
because of the great wrong that | have done. Do not let the
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