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    OSCAR WILDE


    IRISH PLAYWRIGHT, POET AND NOVELIST


    
      	Born in Dublin in 1854.


      	Died in Paris in 1900.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890), novel


          	The Ballad of Reading Gaol, (1898), poem


          	The Importance of Being Earnest (1898), play

        

      

    


    Oscar Fingal O’Flahertie Wills Wilde was born in Dublin, Ireland to parents Sir William Wilde and Jane Wilde, who were both accomplished intellectuals: Wilde’s father was a surgeon and his mother was a writer who published her work under the pseudonym Speranza.


    Wilde received a first-rate education which included time spent at Trinity College, Dublin and Magdalen College, Oxford. It was during these years as a student that Wilde began to receive recognition for his literary talents and gain a following of admirers of his work. He spent some time lecturing in America in the early 1880s before returning to England and marrying Constance Lloyd in 1884. He had two children with Constance: Cyril, born in 1885, and Vyvyan, born in 1886.


    Wilde is almost as famous for the scandal surrounding his sexuality and imprisonment as he is for his exceptional body of literary work. In 1895, Wilde initiated proceedings against the Marquess of Queensbury, the father of his lover Lord Alfred Douglas, for criminal libel. This case eventually led to the emergence of evidence that was then used against Wilde and ended in his imprisonment for homosexual activity. Wilde was sentenced to two years of hard labour, most of which was served in Reading Gaol. In 1897 he was released from prison and fled straight to Paris. Wilde died suddenly in 1900 after contracting meningitis.

  


  
    DE PROFUNDIS


    A LETTER WRITTEN TO LORD ALFRED DOUGLAS


    
      	Genre: letter, non-fiction


      	Reference edition: Wilde, O. (1983) DeProfundis. In: Treasury of World Masterpieces: Oscar Wilde. London: Octopus Books Ltd.


      	1st edition: 1905


      	Themes: suffering, love, rejection, hope for the future, imprisonment, regret, blame and responsibility.

    


    De Profundis is a letter that Wilde wrote to his lover, Lord Alfred Douglas, while he was serving a jail sentence in Reading Gaol. It was published posthumously by Wilde’s literary executor and former lover, Robert Ross, who gave the piece its title.


    Wilde wrote the letter towards the end of his imprisonment, but was not allowed to send it. The letter is addressed to ‘Bosie’, which is the pet name that Wilde had for Douglas.


    The writing of De Profundis was facilitated by the prison warden Major Nelson, who pitied Wilde’s sufferings as a result of the hard labour he had been sentenced to and allowed him the means to read and write, albeit under strict conditions, for the final months of his internment. Wilde was allowed to write letters one page at a time, although it is speculated that at the time of composition of DeProfundis these rules were likely relaxed.

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    SUMMARY


    Wilde addresses his letter to ‘Bosie’. He begins by saying that he is writing the letter as much for Bosie’s sake as for his own, and that he hopes that the letter will receive a favorable response. Wilde calls his friendship with Bosie “ill-fated and most lamentable” (p.609), but he says that he thinks of it often. He implores Bosie to reply privately to his letter rather than to publish his correspondence publicly or to dedicate poetry to him unasked. Wilde says that his letter may contain words that will offend Bosie, but he claims that this wounding of his vanity is necessary to make him a better person.


    Wilde goes on to say that he largely blames himself for the way that things have turned out because he let the unhealthy friendship they shared dominate his life. However, Wilde indicates that the main reason that the friendship was toxic lies in Bosie’s undesirable character. He says that Bosie was idle and always wanted to be entertained. Wilde claims that Bosie’s friendship was “intellectually degrading” (p.611) to him; that when they were together he could not write, but when Bosie left him he was able to produce pieces of his best work.


    Wilde claims that he was warned by Bosie’s mother of his vanity and disregard for the value of money, but that he did not apprehend the full weight of the warning at the time. Wilde details instances of Bosie’s ill usage of his financial prosperity, and contends that it is Bosie who brought him to “utter and discreditable financial ruin” (p.612). According to him, Bosie accrued numerous gambling debts which he then expected Wilde to settle, as well as costing him large amounts in the high-class restaurants where they dined together.


    Next Wilde says that he takes further responsibility for allowing the “entire ethical degradation” (p.613) that Bosie has brought on him. He maintains that Bosie was manipulative and childlike with his many sullen tantrums which were employed to get his own way. Wilde asserts that this behavior is the reason that he so often yielded to Bosie’s demands to the detriment of his own willpower, which he holds is the mode by which man’s ethical substance is measured.


    Wilde then states that he fled to Paris to avoid Bosie, but that the latter followed him and harassed him with letters and telegrams which pled for Wilde to see him. Eventually, Wilde says, he agreed. A reconciliation is detailed to have occurred, followed by a return to London by both. Upon this return to England, Wilde claims that Bosie fell ill with a fever and that he tended him lovingly and with much devotion until he regained his health. Wilde subsequently caught the illness, but received none of the same care and affection in return, instead being neglected and abandoned to recover by himself.


    Wilde reiterates that the memory of his years of friendship with Bosie haunts him and that if it were not for this relationship, he would not be suffering in prison at the time of his writing the letter. Nevertheless, Wilde says that he knows that Bosie loved him, but he was blinded by hate for his father and this is what led to his poor treatment of Wilde. He talks of his displeasure at hearing that Bosie intended to publish a volume of poetry dedicated to him without writing to ask his permission. On this note, Wilde says that the most torturous part of his time in prison has been the fact that Bosie has not written a single word to him. This wounded him even more than the death of his beloved mother whilst he was incarcerated.


    At this point in the letter, Wilde declares that the only thing he can do is to forgive Bosie for his misdeeds in order to move on with his own life and rid his own heart of bitterness and hatred. He accepts that Bosie and his father could not have brought him to ruin if he had not let them. Wilde says that accepting that all that has happened to him is a formative part of his life is the only way to move forward, and he talks of a positive future when he leaves prison; of claiming back his name as a gifted artist and rising above the sufferings he has been subjected to in order to teach others the importance of sorrow in life.

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    OSCAR WILDE


    Wilde is the composer of this letter and, as such, his is the narrative voice that the reader hears. He wrote the letter to his lover from his prison cell after nearly two years of being incarcerated for homosexual acts, and in the words that he poured forth many elements of his character can be detected. Wilde’s letter takes on a self-pitying tone in parts as he details to his lover the suffering that he has been subjected to as a result of their relationship. Much of the first half of the letter adopts this perspective of the victim and the martyr as Wilde laments not only the unfortunate circumstances of his imprisonment, but also the ill treatment he received from Bosie. Consequently, the letter can be understood as proof of Wilde’s egocentrism and propensity to wallow in his misfortunes.


    In other sections of the letter, Wilde states plainly that he is an intellectual genius and a pioneer of Art. His self-praise is as evident as his self-pity, and as such the reader is struck by Wilde’s obvious haughtiness. Of course, Wilde received much praise and acclaim for his work from others, and therefore had reason to be confident in his value as an artist; however, modesty is not a personality trait that would likely be attributed to Wilde. His self-regard arguably goes so far as to give the impression that he believed he was superior to the majority and equal, but never inferior, to those minds he considered great.


    Towards the end of the letter, Wilde seems to truly accept responsibility for his imprisonment and let go of his bitterness towards Bosie for the poor treatment he received from him. He sees that there are “lessons hidden in the heart of pain” (p.648), and he states that he will endeavour to salvage what he can of his life upon his release from prison. Wilde shows an optimism here for a better future and a maturity which sometimes seems missing from his egotistical disposition. He also shows a determination to rise above his tribulations and create a positive future for himself.


    BOSIE


    De Profundis is a letter addressed to ‘Bosie’. This was in fact Wilde’s pet name for his lover Lord Alfred Douglas. In the text, Wilde describes Bosie as almost child-like, citing his sudden mood changes and the sullen tantrums that occurred when he did not get his own way as the main obstacles in their relationship. Wilde further alleges that Bosie was wasteful with money and lived only for the material pleasures that it could buy, although he did not truly appreciate them. Wilde’s characterisation of Bosie throughout DeProfundis is essentially unfavourable, which raises the question of why Wilde was so fond of his younger lover and what characteristics actually attracted him to Bosie. Even in his account of Bosie’s intellectual ability, Wilde does not show much praise. He reminds Bosie of his criticism of his translation of Salome, and bluntly states that Bosie is not an intellectual wonder as he himself was, or as others he was acquainted with were.


    Lord Alfred Douglas was 16 years Wilde’s junior, and he was introduced to the writer by his cousin in 1891. Douglas was a student at Magdalen College, Oxford at the time, and was commissioned to translate Wilde’s play Salome, but he left the university without obtaining his degree. This very much angered his father, whom he had an already strained relationship with. Douglas had a close relationship with his mother and is believed to have been her favourite. Although Douglas reunited with Wilde briefly upon his lover’s release from Reading Gaol, he eventually married the British poet Olive Custance in 1902 and had one son with her.
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