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    Oscar Wilde was born in Dublin to Anglo-Irish parents. He moved to England in 1874 to study at Oxford University, where his tutors included Walter Pater (English essayist, 1839-1894) and John Ruskin (English art critic, 1819-1900). Through them, Wilde became interested in the philosophy of aestheticism, or ‘art for art’s sake’. After university he moved to London, where he became a leading figure in high society known for his decadence, fashion and wit. He wrote numerous plays and poems during this period and toured the USA giving lectures on aestheticism. In 1884, he married Constance Lloyd (1859-1898), though he had many relationships with men during their marriage, including Robert Ross (Canadian journalist, 1869-1918) and Wilde’s great love Lord Alfred ‘Bosie’ Douglas (British writer, 1870-1945). In 1895, he was arrested on charges of ‘gross indecency’ (homosexuality) and sentenced to two years in Reading Gaol. He was released in 1897. With his reputation in tatters he moved to Paris, where he lived in poverty until his death in 1900.

  


  
    A WOMAN OF NO IMPORTANCE


    MANNERS, MELODRAMA AND UPPER-CLASS MORALITY
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    Part comedy of manners, part melodrama, and part social commentary, A Woman of No Importance tackles gender inequality and late Victorian mores with typical Wildean wit. Gerald, a naive but ambitious young man, has just been appointed secretary to Lord Illingworth: a renowned dandy, leading social light, and infamous flirt. While Illingworth is celebrated in high-society circles, Gerald’s mother, MrsArbuthnot, whom Illingworth once seduced and abandoned, is a social pariah and has spent the last 20 years as a single mother (with all the attendant stigma that entails). Gerald is unaware of his parentage, just as his mother is unaware of his new position as his own father’s secretary. When MrsArbuthnot arrives at a party where both men are also in attendance, however, familial secrets are revealed and Gerald must choose between his mother and his future.


    A Woman of No Importance was first performed at the Haymarket Theatre in 1893 and published the following year. It was well received in both London and New York (where it had a small trial run of performances). Popular demand was so great that it was due to go on tour in England and America, but Wilde’s public arrest and trial meant that these plans were cancelled.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    ACT ONE


    The play opens at a high-society party at Lady Hunstanton’s country estate. Lady Caroline, an archetypal English aristocrat, and Hester, an innocent American heiress, exchange small talk and social gossip. Lady Caroline implies that Gerald Arbuthnot, a young man who, unlike the rest of the guests, must work for his living, is not of the correct class to be present at the party and notes that Lady Hunstanton is “sometimes a little lax about the people she invites down here” (p.6). Hester, however, is fond of Gerald and admires how “simple” and “sincere” he is (p.8). Shortly afterwards Gerald himself enters and declares that he has just been offered a job as secretary to the renowned dandy-turned-diplomat Lord Illingworth. Lady Hunstanton is delighted and suggests that they invite Gerald’s mother MrsArbuthnot to the estate to celebrate the good news with them. She sends an invitation via footman, and Gerald and Hester take a walk together, leaving the other guests to debate the issue of “purity” in public and private life (p.13). Conversation turns quickly to Lord Illingworth, who, though a respected public figure, is also known for his amorality and flirtation. Illingworth enters in the midst of his own character assassination and playfully joins in, confirming his reputation as a dandy and a rake. He also implies that he had ulterior motives for hiring Gerald as his secretary. His chemistry with MrsAllonby (in many ways his female counterpart) is obvious and the two engage in witty, contrary conversation that goes over the heads of the rest of the guests, before retiring together to the conservatory.


    Lord Illingworth and MrsAllonby discuss romance and extramarital affairs (a veiled allusion to their own attraction to each another) before Gerald and Hester enter. Gerald is thrilled about his recent appointment and hopes that he will prove a good secretary. Hester and MrsAllonby engage in witty conversation which only partially conceals their mutual dislike. When Gerald and Hester exit MrsAllonby makes it clear that she finds Hester unbearably virtuous, and dares Illingworth to “kiss the puritan” (p.30). He accepts the challenge. As they leave the conservatory, Lord Illingworth notices a letter from MrsArbuthnot (the reply to her earlier invitation) on the table. He remarks that the handwriting reminds him of someone he once knew, but when MrsAllonby asks whom he replies “Oh. No one in particular, a woman of no importance” (p.32).


    ACT TWO


    The women gather in the drawing room at Hunstanton Chase and discuss the role of marriage, romance, and what constitutes ‘the ideal man’. MrsAllonby talks cynically about her own marriage and proposes that tempestuous, extramarital affairs are the true ideal. Hester takes umbrage at her tone and expounds the virtues of American society, stating that they are trying to build a fair and equal social system, and that she finds English society “shallow, selfish, foolish […] like a dead thing smeared with gold” (p.44). Lady Hunstanton remarks that these views are at odds with how well Hester herself has been received in society, reminding her that Lord Henry Weston, an influential aristocrat, was “very complimentary” (p.45) about her, to which she replies that he is a hideous man “with a hideous past” (ibid.) and that he typifies the injustice and double standards of high society: “No dinner party is complete without him. What of those whose ruin is due to him? They are outcasts” (ibid.). She does, however, add the puritanical caveat that women “who have sinned [should also be] punished” (ibid.). The other women coolly disregard her speech, focusing instead on MrsArbuthnot who enters (aptly) in the middle of Hester’s tirade against fallen women and moral inequality.


    Gerald enters and introduces Lord Illingworth to his mother. Illingworth recognises her immediately as his former lover and realises that Gerald must be his son. MrsArbuthnot, who of course remembers Illingworth, warns Gerald against taking the secretary post since he “has had so few advantages” (p.55) (i.e. is of the wrong class) and she fears Lord Illingworth will change his mind when he discovers this (though of course, in reality, she simply wants Gerald to have nothing to do with his immoral father). The party retires to the music room and Gerald asks Illingworth to stay behind and talk his mother round.


    Left alone, Lord Illingworth and MrsArbuthnot discuss their illegitimate son. Illingworth asks why Gerald does not have his family name (Harford) and MrsArbuthnot makes it clear that it was a deliberate choice, that Lord Illingworth has “no right to claim him, or the smallest part of him” (p.58). She states she has no intention of letting her son “go away with the man who spoiled [her] youth, [and] ruined [her] life” (p.60), and claims that Illingworth will corrupt the son whom she brought up to be “a good man” (p.61). Illingworth points out that in bringing Gerald up to be “a good man” (ibid.) she has ensured her own judgement should he ever discover she is a fallen woman. He adds that he has every right to Gerald and that if she cared about her son’s happiness she would want him to start a new life with more opportunities for social advancement. Despite MrsArbuthnot’s impassioned pleas that he not take away “the one happiness left to her” (p.63), Illingworth states that Gerald should decide his own future (knowing full well that he will not reject the job offer and will, unwittingly, choose his father over his mother).


    Gerald enters, asking if his mother’s qualms about the secretary post have been assuaged, to which she replies that they have not and that she does not understand why Gerald wants to leave her, especially since he is not qualified for the post. Lord Illingworth assures them both that Gerald is perfectly suitable and asks, pointedly, if MrsArbuthnot has any other reason for not wanting her son to become his secretary. Unwilling to reveal his true parentage, and with it her shameful past, she says she does not. Illingworth exits triumphantly with Gerald in tow, leaving MrsArbuthnot “alone […] with a look of unutterable sorrow on her face” (p.64)


    ACT THREE


    Gerald and Lord Illingworth retire to the picture gallery, where Illingworth hints that, while MrsArbuthnot is undoubtedly “a thoroughly sensible woman” (p 64) (itself a veiled insult, from his perspective) she does not truly understand Gerald in the way that he, Lord Illingworth, can. They discuss women, society and dandyism and Lord Illingworth begins to insinuate himself into Gerald’s life as both a father figure and as a (troublingly sexualised) man-of-the-world.


    The other guests enter and Lord Illingworth, working in tandem with MrsAllonby, entertains them with paradoxical observations and bon mots on a variety of topics. They all find him fascinating, amusing and entertainingly provocative. MrsArbuthnot is the only dissenting voice, stating that she should be “sorry to follow [him] in any of his opinions” (p.72).


    The company breaks up, with Illingworth and Allonby leaving for the terrace to ‘look at the moon’. Gerald wants to join them but MrsArbuthnot asks him to take her home. Annoyed, Gerald says he must first say goodbye to Lord Illingworth and mentions that he will be leaving for a trip to India with him at the end of the month.


    MrsArbuthnot is left alone with Hester and talks to her about the lecture on gender inequality she gave earlier saying that, unlike the rest of the guests, she agreed with every word. The two recognise each other as equally moral and sincere (with some dramatic irony on Hester’s side given MrsArbuthnot’s past). Hester asks why, given that MrsArbuthnot is so clearly upset at the prospect of losing her son, she does not simply ask Gerald outright to not go with Lord Illingworth, saying that she is sure Gerald would never refuse a direct request from his mother since “he loves [her] too much” (p.81). Hester goes to fetch Gerald in from the terrace so the issue can be resolved.


    Gerald enters proclaiming himself happier than he has ever been in his life, and MrsArbuthnot, with obvious difficulty, asks him to turn down the post for her sake. Gerald (parroting Illingworth’s earlier views) calls her changeable and selfish, and explains that he wants to progress in the world, not just for his own sake, but so that he will be worthy of Hester’s love. MrsArbuthnot implies that Hester is too good a Puritan to be interested in a protégé of Lord Illingworth and, angered, Gerald states that in that case he will take the role simply to further his own ambitions, and that he would give “anything to be just like Lord Illingworth” (p.84). MrsArbuthnot exclaims that she would rather see him dead, and in the heat of the moment is forced to explain how Lord Illingworth once wronged “a very young girl […] who trusted him” (p.86). She tells Gerald the full story of her betrayal, though she is careful to omit names throughout. Gerald concedes that it “all sounds very tragic” (ibid.) but asks whether the young girl was not to blame as well, as “no nice girl” (ibid.) would let such a thing happen to her. Heartbroken and morally shamed, MrsArbuthnot withdraws her objections to Gerald taking the job. He is overjoyed and assures her that her story is no longer an accurate reflection of Lord Illingworth’s character and that he is incapable “of anything infamous or base” (p.87). At that moment, with perfect dramatic timing, the two hear Hester offstage, clearly rejecting Illingworth’s amorous advances as he attempts to ‘kiss the puritan’ in accordance with Allonby’s dare. Hester rushes into Gerald’s arms, asking him to “save her” (ibid.), and Gerald finally sees Lord Illingworth for the amoral rake that he is. Threatening to kill him for compromising Hester’s honour, Gerald is only stopped when, in desperation, MrsArbuthnot cries out that he cannot as “He is your own father!” (p.88).


    ACT FOUR


    The setting of Act Four shifts from Hunstanton Chase to MrsArbuthnot’s living room. Gerald, having realised his true parentage and the details of his mother’s past, writes a letter to Lord Illingworth asking him to marry MrsArbuthnot, thereby righting past wrongs. Lady Hunstanton and MrsAllonby arrive and remark on MrsArbuthnot’s good taste in home decor, and (with considerable dramatic irony) on how she is a “saint” (p.90) and knows “nothing about the wicked society in which we all live” (p.91). They then speculate, with equal irony, on the improving effect that “a happy English home” such as hers would have on Lord Illingworth (p.89). When Gerald tells them that he is no longer planning to take up the post as secretary, they chide him for not taking advantage of such a wonderful opportunity, and MrsHunstanton’s final irony-laden statement to him as she leaves is that if he had a father “he wouldn’t let you waste your life here. He would send you off to Lord Illingworth at once” (p.93).


    MrsArbuthnot enters and Gerald explains that he has invited Lord Illingworth to the house that afternoon and plans to present him with a letter asking him to marry her. She is appalled and they argue, with Gerald claiming that marriage is the only way to “make […] reparation” for the past (p.96), and MrsArbuthnot asserting that in marrying a man who has treated her with such contempt she would be making a mockery of marriage itself. She gives an impassioned speech on double-standards, society’s treatment of women, and the self-sacrificing love that all mothers have for their children. Gerald is moved and resolves to “be a better son” (p.100) but still believes that it is her duty to marry.


    Hester enters and declares both her love for Gerald and her support for MrsArbuthnot, whom she forgives for her past, despite her puritanical leanings, having come to the realisation that “God’s only law is love” (p.102). However, she makes it clear that she cannot marry Gerald unless he too
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