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    OSCAR WILDE


    IRISH PLAYWRIGHT, SHORT STORY AUTHOR AND NOVELIST


    
      	Born in Dublin in 1854.


      	Died in Paris in 1900.


      	Notable works:


      	The Happy Prince and Other Stories (1884), short story collection


      	The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890), novel


      	The Importance of Being Earnest (1894), play

    


    Oscar Wilde was born in Dublin and studied Classics at Trinity College before moving to Oxford, where he became a champion of aestheticism, or the philosophy of valuing beauty in art. After completing his studies in 1878, Wilde moved to London and immersed himself in a circle of artists and writers known as ‘the Cult of the Aesthetic’, where he began to hone his distinctive writing style.


    Wilde achieved literary success with The Happy Prince and Other Stories as well as The Picture of Dorian Gray. His first theatrical success came with the production of Lady Windermere’s Fan. However, in 1895 Wilde was convicted for ‘gross indecency’, i.e. homosexuality, and was put behind bars. After his release, Wilde was destitute and moved to Paris. His only notable works from this period are De Profundis (1905) and The Ballad of Reading Gaol (1898). Wilde died at the age of 46 from meningitis. His last recorded words are, “This wallpaper and I are fighting a duel to the death. Either it goes, or I do”.

  


  
    LADY WINDERMERE’S FAN


    A DUPLICITOUS MORAL TALE


    
      	Genre: play


      	Reference edition: Wilde, O. (2014) Lady Windermere’s Fan. [Online]. Urbana: Project Gutenberg. [Accessed 11January 2019]. Available from: <http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/790>


      	1st edition: 1892


      	Themes: morality, Victorian society, marriage, appearances, motherhood, trust and deception

    


    Lady Windermere’s Fan was first performed in 1892 in St James’s Theatre, London. The play was Oscar Wilde’s first successful drama, as his earlier work had struggled with audiences and censors alike. Lady Windermere’s Fan overcame these issues by presenting a comic tale that Victorian audiences enjoyed, while reflecting Wilde’s unusual personal morality and innovative dialogue.


    The plot revolves around the hidden identity of Mrs Erlynne, Lady Windermere’s estranged mother. Through this secret, Wilde explores the other secrets, lies, and hypocrisy of the British aristocracy. Wilde reviled the strict morality that was imposed on Victorian society and mocks the absolute nature of good and bad. Mrs Erlynne represents a character that has sinned against society but who is fundamentally moral and good, striking a contrast with the insincere and hypocritical characters that populate the play. While Lady Windermere’s Fan is more serious than Wilde’s later work, the questions it poses about gender, truth and society remain relevant today.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    AN UNHAPPY BIRTHDAY


    The play opens on the morning of Lady Windermere’s 21st birthday, when she is at home, accepting social calls in her London townhouse. Lady Windermere has been married to Lord Windermere for about two years, and the couple have a six-month-old baby. Lord Darlington calls to flirt with Lady Windermere and the pair discuss morality. Through this conversation Lady Windermere reveals her black and white view of the world, as well as her innocence and lack of experience. When Lady Windermere rebuffs Lord Darlington’s romantic advances, Lord Darlington hints that Lady Windermere may need him someday and alludes to an affair between a newly-wed couple.


    The Duchess of Berwick and her daughter Lady Agatha join Lady Windermere, and Lord Darlington leaves after securing his invitation to Lady Windermere’s birthday party. The Duchess sends Lady Agatha out of the room and tells Lady Windermere that her husband has been having an affair with a woman called Mrs Erlynne, and that he has been giving her large amounts of money. To the Duchess, the expense Mrs Erlynne incurs is far worse than any questions of loyalty, and she assures Lady Windermere that her husband, the Duke, would be “far too principled for that”, despite his many affairs. The Duchess advises Lady Windermere to take Lord Windermere abroad in order to regain his affection.


    When the Duchess and Lady Agatha leave, Lady Windermere tries to prove her claims of infidelity wrong by rifling through her husband’s account book. Her worst fears are confirmed when she finds records of large payments to Mrs Erlynne which have been hidden from her. At this point, Lord Windermere arrives; he denies that he has been unfaithful, and begs Lady Windermere not to slander Mrs Erlynne. However, Lord Windermere insists that Mrs Erlynne is invited to Lady Windermere’s party. The couple argue, but Lord Windermere sends Mrs Erlynne an invitation himself. Lady Windermere threatens to hit Mrs Erlynne with the fan Lord Windermere gave her for her birthday, and Lord Windermere forbids her to do so. When Lady Windermere storms out, Lord Windermere shakes his head, wishing he could tell Lady Windermere who Mrs Erlynne truly is – but, he says, the shame would kill her.


    SOCIETY CALLS


    The second act opens in the ballroom on the evening of Lady Windermere’s party. The Duchess of Berwick is sitting with Lady Agatha and refuses to allow her to dance with two younger sons, for fear of her looking “fast” or immoral. Instead, the Duchess tells her daughter, Lady Agatha should only dance with Mr Hopper. Lord Augustus arrives, and inquires after Mrs Erlynne. Lord Windermere greets him coldly and says that while she is coming to the party, they have no special relationship. Meanwhile Lady Windermere moves over to Lord Darlington and asks him for his friendship. When Mrs Erlynne arrives Lady Windermere drops her fan and bows coldly to Mrs Erlynne, allowing her to enter the social circle.


    Mrs Erlynne is the talk of Lady Windermere’s party, and while the other guests rush to speak to her, Lady Windermere leaves them to talk to Lord Darlington. Lord Darlington confesses his love to Lady Windermere and tells her that Lord Windermere has mistreated her. He begs Lady Windermere to leave her husband and run away with him. Lady Windermere refuses, and Lord Darlington tells her that he will leave England tomorrow forever. He leaves and Lady Windermere bewails her isolation and loneliness. Mrs Erlynne asks Lord Windermere for money at the party, and overhearing her, Lady Windermere decides to leave London, as to her their marriage is already over.


    Lady Windermere writes a note to Lord Windermere explaining where she has gone, and leaves. Mrs Erlynne finds the note and is shocked to read the same message that she wrote to Lady Windermere’s father 20 years ago. She tells Lord Windermere that Lady Windermere has gone to bed with a headache. Mrs Erlynne orders Lord Augustus to take Lord Windermere out to a club and keep him there until the early hours of the morning. Mrs Erlynne rushes after Lady Windermere in her carriage, determined not to allow history to repeat itself.


    FLIGHT AND RETURN


    Lady Windermere waits alone in Lord Darlington’s house, regretting her decision almost immediately. Mrs Erlynne rushes in and asks Lady Windermere to go back to her home, burning the note that Lady Windermere left in her house. Although Lady Windermere does not trust her, she begins to rethink her behaviour. Eventually Mrs Erlynne persuades Lady Windermere to go back to her house, but as they leave, Lord Windermere and Lord Darlington’s voices are heard outside.


    Mrs Erlynne tells Lady Windermere to slip out the window the first chance she gets, and Lady Windermere conceals herself behind the curtain. Lord Augustus, Lord Darlington and Lord Windermere enter the room. When Mrs Erlynne hears Lord Augustus, she panics and flees the room. The men come in and sit down to smoke cigars. Lord Augustus talks admiringly about Mrs Erlynne, while Lord Darlington says he must write some notes before he leaves England in the morning. Lord Darlington comes back and moralises on love. However, Cecil Graham discovers Lady Windermere’s fan in the corner and calls Lord Darlington a hypocrite. Lord Windermere sees the fan and demands to search Lord Darlington’s house, while Lord Darlington says he has no right to do so. Mrs Erlynne bursts from her hiding place, and claims that she mistook Lady Windermere’s fan for her own, sacrificing her reputation for her daughter’s sake and disgracing herself to the social circle she has been trying to impress.


    Lord and Lady Windermere reunite at their house the next morning, Lady Windermere having escaped unnoticed. Lord Windermere tells Lady Windermere that they will never see Mrs Erlynne again, although she may try to damage their reputations. Lady Windermere defends Mrs Erlynne, saying that she no longer believes that people can be divided into good and bad as if they were different species. Mrs Erlynne calls, and Lady Windermere insists that she is received into the house. Mrs Erlynne says that she is going to leave England but asks for Lady Windermere’s fan and a picture of Lady Windermere and her baby before she goes, which Lady Windermere agrees to. Lord Augustus calls and Mrs Erlynne asks to speak to him for a moment. Without delay Lord Augustus bursts back into Lady Windermere’s house and announces they are to be married after all, as Mrs Erlynne only went to Lord Darlington’s rooms to find him. “You are certainly marrying a very clever woman”, Lord Windermere says sardonically, to which Lady Windermere corrects, “You’re marrying a very good woman!”

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    LADY WINDERMERE


    Lady Windermere and her understanding of morality is at the heart of Wilde’s play. Symbolically, the action of the play takes place during Lady Windermere’s 21st birthday, representing a time for growth and maturity. While Lady Windermere declares that she has strong Puritan morals and that she never sees any compromise between right and wrong during the first act, by the end of the play she recognises that Mrs Erlynne is a good person despite having compromised herself through her association with men. Lady Windermere’s gratitude to Mrs Erlynne for saving her marriage leads her to insist that Mrs Erlynne is “a very good woman”. Wilde uses the development of Lady Windermere’s outlook to create a more nuanced approach to morality and gender politics, suggesting that her brush with immorality has made her a more empathetic character, capable of reaching understanding that is denied to sheltered girls such as Lady Agatha.


    LORD WINDERMERE


    Married to Lady Windermere, we hear of Lord Windermere’s infidelity before we even meet him. The large amounts of money Lord Windermere has been giving to Mrs Erlynne colours the audience’s opinion of him, and by the time Lord Windermere appears at the end of the first act to deny any infidelity, yet to insist Mrs Erlynne is invited to their home, the audience is predisposed to question his morality. Like Lady Windermere, our opinion of Lord Windermere is tainted by gossip. However, unlike Lady Windermere, the audience is made privy to the knowledge that Lord Windermere is sheltering his wife. His guilt and anxiety, as well as the way Mrs Erlynne has blackmailed him, are revealed to us and we see a stolid, supportive husband who has been placed in an impossible situation.


    MRS ERLYNNE


    The most mysterious character of the play, Mrs Erlynne, who is gradually revealed to be Lady Windermere’s estranged mother, creates ripples in society through her unconventional behaviour. “Many a woman has a past,” the Duchess of Berwick says of Mrs Erlynne, “but I am told that she has at least a dozen, and that they all fit”. Mrs Erlynne takes large sums of money from Lord Windermere, while plotting to get Lord Augustus to propose to her. Lord Windermere tells his wife that she borrows because she wishes to get back into society, but in truth Mrs Erlynne is blackmailing Lord Windermere due to the pain she knows she can cause his wife. If Mrs Erlynne revealed her identity, the stringent Puritan ideals of ‘goodness’ that Lady Windermere has coveted would be humiliated. Despite the way Mrs Erlynne plays with her daughter’s happiness, she sacrifices her social ambitions to help her daughter in her hour of need. Mrs Erlynne pretends that she was the one who visited Lord Darlington’s house, and that she took Lady Windermere’s fan to his rooms by mistake. This claim saves Lady Windermere’s reputation and her marriage.


    LORD DARLINGTON


    Lord Darlington is a charming and wealthy bachelor who lives in the same social strata as the Windermeres. His reputation is precarious; other characters refer to him as “wicked”, but Lady Windermere says to him, “you are better than most other men and I sometimes think you pretend to be worse”. Despite her protestations, Lord Darlington insists on paying romantic compliments to Lady Windermere, and when she discovers the rumours about Mrs Erlynne and Lord Windermere, Lord Darlington confirms that he has heard them. Lord Darlington pleads with Lady Windermere to run away from her husband and child with him to escape her humiliation. He claims that they can go abroad and live freely where nobody knows them. Yet Lady Windermere never trusts the sincerity of Lord Darlington’s love, and when she runs away to be with him, she wonders if he will leave her in turn. Lord Darlington also represents the man that Mrs Erlynne left her husband and child for, as Mrs Erlynne cries out against history repeating itself when she discovers Lady Windermere’s note.


    DUCHESS OF BERWICK


    The Duchess of Berwick epitomises the hypocrisies and contradictions that Victorian society commits in Wilde’s eyes. She first appears with her daughter Lady Agatha to inform Lady Windermere that Lord Windermere has been having an affair with Mrs Erlynne. She speaks of her own experience with her husband’s indiscretions, although, she claims, the Duke of Berwick would never spend the amount of money Lord Windermere is squandering on Mrs Erlynne. The Duchess tells Lady Windermere to take Lord Windermere abroad to be
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