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			Oscar Wilde

			
					Name: Oscar Fingal O’Flahertie Wills Wilde.

					Born: 16 October 1854 in Dublin.

					Died: 30 November 1900 in Paris.

					Context: Victorian London, when dandies and aesthetes flocked to the city’s salons and dominated avant-garde art and literature.

					Notable works:	Lord Arthur Savile’s Crime (1887), short story

	The Canterville Ghost (1887), short story

	The Picture of Dorian Gray (1891), novel

	Salomé (1894), play

	An Ideal Husband (1895), play

	The Importance of Being Earnest (1895), play

	De Profundis (1897), letter

	The Ballad of Reading Gaol (1898), poem




			

			Few literary figures have captured the public’s imagination as much as the Irish author Oscar Wilde. In the upper-class salons of Victorian England in the late 19th century, this impeccably dressed dandy and self-proclaimed “Professor of Aesthetics” drew the eyes of everyone around him and dispensed incisive aphorisms on art, morality and beauty. However, this fame-hungry socialite and dazzling conversationalist was less vain than is commonly thought: behind his apparent shallowness, he was a true philosopher and, above all, a brilliant writer.

			He was a multifaceted figure and tried his hand at a variety of genres: as an aesthete and a firm believer in art for art’s sake, he had an excellent grasp of the artistic production of his time and proved an insightful critic; as a dandy, he was a demanding poet who sought out the beauty in everything around him; as a storyteller, he gave his fertile, curious imagination free rein in several short stories and a novel; and as a witty conversationalist he excelled as a playwright. Whether he was writing articles, poems, essays, short stories, novels or plays, his intelligence and sophistication shine through on every page. Wilde was many things, but he was never boring: his writing is suffused with humour and erudition, and in spite of its light touch and apparent shallowness and frivolity, it deals with profound and universal themes. What is more, his writing is provocative, and this continues to captivate readers today.

			Although he was admired by some during his lifetime, he was also harshly criticised by others, who deemed his work immoral. As a gay man, he was ostracised by his narrow-minded contemporaries, before being sentenced to two years in prison and living out the rest of his days in poverty and obscurity.

		


		
			Context

			The mighty British Empire

			Wilde was born in Ireland, which had been ruled by the British since the 16th century and became part of the United Kingdom with the Act of Union in 1800. However, at the end of the 19th century, independence movements in the country, which campaigned for Home Rule for Ireland, were growing in strength. In spite of their efforts, the country did not gain its independence until 1921.

			In Wilde’s time, the British Empire was at its height. The two outstanding political figures of this period were the prime ministers William Gladstone (1809-1898) and Benjamin Disraeli (1804-1881), but the most emblematic personality was undoubtedly Queen Victoria (1819-1901), who ruled from 1837 to 1901 and gave her name to the Victorian era. During her reign, Britain’s military and commercial power allowed it to maintain an empire stretching around the world and notably encompassing the Indian subcontinent, Canada, much of Africa and Australia. The country’s economy was in such good shape that it weathered the Long Depression (1873-1896), a global economic crisis, and even emerged from it with positive growth. It was then able to impose its practices of free trade at a time when the rest of the Western countries had adopted protectionist policies. Industrialisation and technological progress played a major role in the country’s economic growth and expanding influence.

			British society

			During this period, Britain, and London in particular, started to become the country we know today. Its landscapes and the lifestyle of its inhabitants were transformed by the development of the steamship and the railways, while many of London’s most famous landmarks, including Big Ben (1859), the underground (1863), the Royal Albert Hall (1871) and Tower Bridge (1897) were built during this period of rapid urbanisation. At the same time, London’s population grew rapidly, and the British capital became not only the world’s most populous city, but also the most modern, thanks to recent developments in electricity, telephone, automobiles and cinema.

			As the business world, the stock exchange and the banking sector developed, the middle class became more powerful and, along with the aristocracy, formed the ruling class, or the establishment. Victorian society was deeply preoccupied with image and etiquette, wanted to prove itself to be a model of civilisation, and was puritanical and conservative in matters of morality. It valued family, good manners and respectability above all else, but the reality was somewhat different to this idealised façade. While marriage was sacred, it was rarely based on love, and adultery was widespread. Society was essentially patriarchal, and women were pushed to the margins. The situation was even worse for poor and working-class women, who suffered abuse, exploitation and hunger. However, this was also a time of considerable social progress, with the appearance of a range of feminist, suffragist, charitable and trade union organisations.

			The prestige of English literature

			The reputation and influence of the Romantic poets William Wordsworth (1770-1850), Lord Byron (1788-1824), Percy Bysshe Shelley (1792-1822) and John Keats (1795-1891) extended into the second half of the 19th century. They were joined by new names such as Alfred, Lord Tennyson (1809-1892), Robert Browning (1812-1889), Matthew Arnold (1822-1888) and William Butler Yeats (1865-1939). However, by this time Britain’s most prominent writers were not poets, but novelists such as the Brontë sisters (Charlotte, 1816-1855; Emily, 1818-1848; and Anne, 1820-1849) and William Makepeace Thackeray (1811-1870). Towering above them all was Charles Dickens (1812-1870), seen by many as the greatest English-language novelist, with timeless works including Oliver Twist (1837-1839), A Christmas Carol (1843) and David Copperfield (1849-1850). The period was dominated by the social and psychological novel, as exemplified in the work of George Eliot (1819-1880), George Meredith (1828-1909) and Thomas Hardy (1840-1928).

			Genre fiction also gained in prestige at this time: there was detective fiction with Arthur Conan Doyle (1859-1930) and his famous creation Sherlock Holmes; exotic and adventure novels with Robert Louis Stevenson (1850-1894), the author of Treasure Island (1883) and Rudyard Kipling (1865-1936), who wrote The Jungle Book (1894); science fiction with H. G. Wells (1866-1946), the author of The War of the Worlds (1898); fantastic literature with Bram Stoker (1847-1912), who wrote Dracula (1897); and children’s literature with books like Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (1865) by Lewis Carroll (1832-1898). Finally, the theatre held up a sometimes flattering, sometimes mocking mirror to Victorian society, with the plays of George Bernard Shaw (1856-1950) and the operettas of William S. Gilbert (1836-1911) and Arthur Sullivan (1842-1900).

			French influence

			French literature had a crucial influence on British writers, and on Wilde in particular. Following on from the work of Théophile Gautier (1811-1872), the Parnassians advocated “art for art’s sake” and believed that art should remain detached from any external considerations. Later, under the influence of Charles Baudelaire (1821-1867), the Decadent movement developed in the 1880s. Decadent works, such as À rebours (usually translated into English as “Against Nature” or “Against the Grain”, 1884) by Joris-Karl Huysmans (1848-1907) paid closer attention to style than to their story, with their rejection of traditional forms and depiction of debauched dandies.

			In England, the Aestheticism movement, which sought beauty and refinement in all things, was championed by Wilde, Algernon Charles Swinburne (1837-1909), Arthur Symons (1865-1945) and Max Beerbohm (1872-1956), who drew inspiration from the aforementioned French movements.

			
				
					Aestheticism in art

					This trend was mirrored in the art world, with the rise of new artistic movements which prized elegance above all else. Starting in 1848, the pre-Raphaelite painters, led by Dante Gabriel Rossetti (1828-1882) rebelled against the conventional academic style and advocated a return to purer values that predated what they saw as a stagnant, outdated tradition. They believed that this tradition emerged after Raphaël (1483-1520), which is where their name comes from. They took inspiration from medieval myths and legends, and extended the revolution in English architecture with the gothic revival style. The second generation of pre-Raphaelites, represented by Edward Burne-Jones (1833-1898) and William Morris (1834-1896), applied the movement’s principles to the decorative arts (furniture, tapestries, illustrated books, stained glass windows). The motifs that they employed (extremely stylised natural elements) and their social commitment mean that these artists shared some similarities with the Art Nouveau movement, which was inspired by Japanism and was characterised by ornamentation, curves, plant shapes and exotic materials. This movement spread across Europe and the rest of the world in the late 19th century. One example of the darker side of this trend is the drawings of Aubrey Beardsley (1872-1898), the illustrator of Wilde’s Salomé (1891).
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			Portrait of Oscar Wilde, dated 1882.

			An affluent upbringing

			Oscar Wilde was born on 16 October 1854 to an affluent family in Dublin. Although the family was traditionally Protestant, Wilde’s mother, a feminist and poet, had Catholic leanings and had her children baptised in secret. Although Wilde was drawn to Catholicism throughout his life because of its pageantry and mystery, he also developed a marked pagan sensibility, influenced by his love for antiquity, and in particular for ancient Greece.

			He was a brilliant student, and attended both Trinity College, Dublin and Oxford University. He developed a love of literature at an early age, and particular enjoyed classical works, Renaissance texts (Shakespeare) and Romantic authors (Byron, Keats and Shelley). His preferred American writers included Edgar Allan Poe (1809-1849), Walt Whitman (1819-1892) and Henry James (1843-1916). His tutors at Oxford, including John Ruskin (1819-1900) and Walter Pater (1839-1894), two of the most important defenders and theorists of the pre-Raphaelite movement, had a major influence on his thinking. He also became involved in Freemasonry while at Oxford.

			He then travelled to Italy and Greece for his Grand Tour, an essential stage in any gentleman’s education at the time, and this experience was an aesthetic shock for him. It inspired his first published works, a series of poems that combined elements of mysticism and materialism, which appeared first separately and then in an anthology (Poems, 1881).

			The arbiter of good taste

			Wilde moved to London in 1878 and his wit, distinguished bearing and impeccable but nonconformist tastes soon made him a popular figure. Before he was a writer, he was above all a brilliant, sophisticated, sparklingly witty conversationalist. When he first arrived in the city, he had no fixed plans, but wanted to become famous at any cost.

			With no work to occupy him, he gave society his undivided attention, receiving friends and acquaintances in opulent apartments, associating with artists and actresses, including Sarah Bernhardt (1844-1923), and wandering around art galleries, where he proved to be a perceptive and original critic. In all circumstances, he dazzled onlookers with his dress sense, dandyish appearance and razor-sharp comebacks.

			Although his appearance and behaviour certainly gave clues about his sexual orientation, he did not dare to reveal it publicly. However, his marriage to Constance Lloyd in 1884 cannot be considered a mere concession to social convention: his feelings for her appear to have been genuine, and the couple had two sons together, Cyril and Vyvyan.

			From dandy to writer

			His striking personality made him easy to caricature. He was a favourite target of the newspaper Punch, and was mocked in the 1880 Gilbert and Sullivan satirical play Patience. However, for Wilde all publicity was good publicity, and after this play he was invited on a lecture tour of the USA. In 1882, he spent a year building up his reputation in America, where audiences were captivated by his originality and his comments about art.

			He also spent time in Paris, where he mixed with the French avant-garde. He had spoken perfect French since he was a child, and had read the works of the great storyteller Honoré de Balzac (1799-1850), Théophile Gautier, with whom he shared a passion for art for art’s sake, and Baudelaire, whose morbid Romanticism delighted him. However, the book that had the greatest influence on him was Huysmans’s À rebours, which inspired his only novel, The Picture of Dorian Gray (1891).

			Wilde’s most intense period of literary activity only lasted for around ten years, from 1886 to 1895. During this period, he showcased his extremely varied talents, although his work met with a mixed reception and often only garnered fame because of its scandalous reputation. He moved away from the poetry that had occupied him during his youth and turned his attentions to short stories, writing both fantastic works (Lord Arthur Savile’s Crime and The Canterville Ghost, 1887) and children’s stories characterised by both naivety (The Happy Prince and Other Tales, 1888) and an elegant, almost morbid lyricism that meant that they could also be enjoyed by adults (A House of Pomegranates, 1891). He also wrote essays, which allowed him to set out his philosophy of art and of life (Intentions, 1891).

			Grandeur and decadence

			Wilde also made his name as a talented, if not brilliant, playwright. As he himself said, “I put all my genius into my life; I put only my talent into my works”. After two unsuccessful forays into tragedy in the 1880s, his comedies Lady Windemere’s Fan (1892), A Woman of No Importance (1894), and An Ideal Husband (1895) and The Importance of Being Earnest (1895), which remain his most performed plays today, showcased his

			
			
			
				
					
					
				

			

			
			
		

OEBPS/Images/EN-ART-promo-2017.jpg
50MINUTES.com

BROADEN
YOUR CULTURAL HORIZONS

Jane Austen

Victor Hugo

Leonardo da Vinci

Rembrandt

Romanticism

www.50minutes.com





OEBPS/Images/9782808005241_Fig.1-Portrait.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9782808005241_coverMarketing.jpg
OSCAR WILDE

rom ndal






OEBPS/Images/9782808005241_title.jpg
OSCAR WILDE

From success to scandal

Written by Hervé Romain
Translated by Rebecca Neal

Art & Literature SON“N TES





