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Introduction

Oscar Wilde liked secrets; he especially liked to keep them and to
broadcast them at the same time. The first night audience of Lady
Windermere’s Fan was party to a typical display of such latent disclosures,
not least of which was the show of green carnation buttonholes,
worn by Cecil Graham on stage and by Wilde and his friends in the
auditorium. ‘And what does it mean?’ ‘Nothing whatever, but that
is just what nobody will guess’’ (Ellmann, 345). This is sheer mis-
chief, for the green carnation was the badge of homosexuality, but
it is made by someone who takes calculated pleasure in exclusiveness
and provocation, in self-advertisement, and in complicating the dis-
tinction between art and life. Subjected to this off-stage drama, the
audience was also being teased by secrets kept and broken on stage.

These two examples of Wilde’s use of secrets — the first mischiev-
ous and played out in the auditorium, the second aesthetic and a
component of the plot on stage — illustrate the pleasure he took in
generating an air of ‘suspense and curiosity’ around both his profes-
sional and private lives. Today, retrospective knowledge of Wilde’s
sexuality colours interpretation of his life and work. Wilde, like Mrs
Erlynne in Lady Windermere’s Fan, had a sexual identity of which the
larger part of his contemporary public was unaware. Once revealed,
Wilde was punished not just by his two-year prison sentence begun
in 1895, but by the subsequent suppression of his work and, with it,
his audience. It was not until the 1930s that his plays were regularly
revived, or that Wilde could even be discussed in polite circles. This
extraordinary reversal of fortunes tells more about social values than
it does about either the man or his work, yet the two cannot be
divorced. In 1995 Wilde was granted a place in Poet’s Corner in
Westminster Abbey. Welcomed therefore into the fold of cultural
respectability his astonishing literary achievement is now given a
measure of national recognition.

The celebrity status Wilde enjoyed at the peak of his career, a
century earlier, is summarised by his friend Ada Leverson:

It is difficult to convey in words the strange popularity, the craze
there was at this moment [February 1895} ... “To meet Mr.
Oscar Wilde’ was put on the most exclusive of invitation cards,
yet every omnibus conductor knew his latest jokes . . . His greatest
pleasure was to amuse the mob, to frighten the burgess and to

fascinate the aristocrat,
(Mikhail, II, 268)
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And what is the secret of this success? It is absurd even to frame the
question, but it is hoped that this book will serve as an invitation to
the reader to ponder the imponderable, to consider the sources of
Wilde’s extraordinary capacity to amuse, frighten and fascinate across
a powerfully unified body of work. The achievements for which
Wilde is best remembered today were written during a startlingly
short five-year period from 1890 to 1895. This study focuses critical
attention on the work from this period: But since Wilde’s literary
endeavours from 1881 contributed significantly to his mature suc-
cess, work from this earlier period is also represented. During the
1880s Wilde worked as a poet, lecturer, journalist and short-story
writer. All these aspects of his production are considered here. His
ability to observe issues of the day and to comment obliquely on
them — most important elements of his dramaturgical and critical
power in the mature comedies — are evident as crafts learned early
in his literary development, and during the 1890s he frequently
returned to matters both of style and substance which he had treated
earlier.

While the story of Wilde’s life has sustained both scholarly and
speculative investigation, his biography is not a major topic for this
book. Students should consult Richard Ellmann’s brilliant and com-
pendious Oscar Wilde for biographical information, to which refer-
ence is made throughout this study. Instead, this ‘preface’ opens
with a skeleton biography of Wilde in tabular form, and goes on to
consider four major aspects of his life and afterlife: the two figures
in his immediate family, his mother and his wife; the politics of the
late-nineteenth century relating to Ireland and homosexuality; and,
last, a glance at the legendary Wilde, as our culture has incorporated
ghostly versions of the man in the visual arts, literature and film.

Part Two of this book surveys Wilde’s philosophy through an
analysis of his various non-fictional writings. The third section offers
critical interpretations of his major works, arranged chronologically,
and concludes with an account of his letters. Finally there is a ref-
erence section which both supports the preceding chapters and
provides resources for further study.
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Chronology

1835

1854

1855

1857

1864

1864-71

1867

1871-74

1873

1874

WILDE’S LIFE

Oscar Wilde born in
Dublin on 16 October,
christened Oscar Fingal
O’Flahertie Wills Wilde.
(Elder brother, William,
born 26 September
1852))

Family move into the
exclusive Georgian
square, 1 Merrion

Square North, Dublin.

Father knighted for
services to medicine.

Sent to board at Portora
Royal School,
Enniskillen, north west
of Dublin.

Younger sister, Isola,
dies, aged eight.

Reads Classics at Trinity
College, Dublin.

Graduates from Trinity
Coliege with a First Class

OTHER EVENTS

Théophile Gautier,
Mademoiselle de Maupin.

First edition of Les Fleurs
du Mal by Baudelaire.

Matthew Arnold
(Oxford Professor of
Poetry) lectures on “The
Function of Ciriticism
at the Present Time’.

Zola, Thérése Raquin.

Walter Pater’s first
edition of Studies in the
History of the Renaissance.
First Impressionist
Exhibition in Paris.
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