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      INTRODUCTION


      With his extravagant style and dazzling wit, Oscar Wilde wasthe toast of late-nineteenth-century London. 


      So well-known was Wilde’s face that advertisers in the United States used his photograph to sell products such as cigars and kitchen stoves! But beyond being famous for being famous, Wilde was many other things too. He was the successful author of children’s stories, a poet and an essayist. His only novel, The Picture of Dorian Gray, won him fame of a more scandalous kind when it was labelled “immoral”. And as a celebrated wit and raconteur, Wilde was the comedic genius behind such celebrated plays as The Importance of Being Earnest. 


      Of course, Wilde was also a gay man at a time when it was illegal. His relationship with Lord Alfred Douglas, or “Bosie”, ended in a prison sentence that ruined him 
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      financially, broke him in body and spirit, and ultimately led to his lonely death in a Paris boarding house. While imprisoned, Wilde wrote De Profundis, or “From the Depths”, in which he laid his soul bare, reflecting on love, loss and his spiritual journey. Framed as a letter to Bosie, it has been described as the greatest love letter ever written. 


      One hundred and twenty years after Wilde’s death, his legacy endures. His life has been the subject of numerous biographies, his work continues to be produced on stage and screen, and his sharp observations and barbed epigrams are everywhere – indeed, Wilde is said to be the most quoted author after Shakespeare. This little book captures not only the witty Wilde, but also the reflective thinker and the tragedian – the man of many masks. As Wilde said, “Man is least himself when he talks in his own person. Give him a mask, and he will tell you the truth.”
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      And, after all, what is a fashion? From the artistic point of view, it is usually a form of ugliness so intolerable that we have to alter it every six months.


      The New York Tribune, 1885
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      A poet can survive everything but a misprint.


      The Pall Mall Gazette, “The Children of the Poets”, 14 October 1886
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      A simile committing suicide is always a depressing spectacle.


      The Pall Mall Gazette, “The Poets’ Corner III”, 30 May 1887
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      The books that the world calls immoral are books that show the world its own shame.


      Lord Henry in The Picture of Dorian Gray, 1890
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      All art is at once surface and symbol. Those who go beneath the surface do so at their peril. Those who read the symbol do so at their peril. It is the spectator, and not life, that art really mirrors.


      The Picture of Dorian Gray, preface, 1890
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      There is no such thing as a moral or an immoral book. Books are well written, or badly written. That is all.


      The Picture of Dorian Gray, preface, 1890
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      The nineteenth-century dislike of Realism is the rage of Caliban seeing his own face in the glass.


      The Picture of Dorian Gray, preface, 1890
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      It is through art, and through art only, that we can realise our perfection; through art and art only that we can shield ourselves from the sordid perils of actual existence.


      Intentions, “The Decay of Lying”, 1891
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      All that I desire to point out is the general principle that Life imitates Art far more than Art imitates Life.


      Intentions, “The Decay of Lying”, 1891
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      Art never expresses anything but itself.


      Intentions, “The Decay of Lying”, 1891
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