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Introduction

Oscar Wilde is remembered in the public and academic consciousness as many things. He was a
persecuted homosexual. A whimsical Irishman in a sober Englishman’s society. A flamboyant
and contrary figure in the perceived tight-laced world of the Victorians. His clever aphorisms are
quoted and misquoted in epigrams and on tote bags anywhere the English laﬁguage is spoken. In
the following essays, however, Wilde is first and foremost a playwright. Of all the forms in
which Wilde wrote, theatre is one of the most complicated to discuss. Unlike essays, novels,
poems, or articles, plays are not rﬂeant to be interpreted solely from the text. They are meant to
be perfoﬁned.. Therefore, to study a play from a purely literary standpoint is to study it
incompletely. Yet in their fully produced form, plays are ephemeral and ever-changing. Because
of this stumbling block, it is simply easier to strip away the performance aspect and consider
Wilde’s plays as we might consider any of his other Wﬁtiﬁgs. Practically, however, this is not
helpful.

The following collection of essays strives to explore the dramatic works of Oscar Wilde
from a dramaturgiéal perspective, embraciﬁg the historical contexts-, the literary merits, and the
performati;fe nature of Wilde’s plays. Iie wrote across several media, each chosen deliberately to
achieve his goals, On one hand, Wilde hoped that theatre would earn him fame and fortune, a
desire that had remained unfulfilled by his writing prior to the 1890s. Theatre was risky:
productions were expensive, and though writing for the stage could prove lucrative, financial
success depended on the length of the run, the percentage of seats sold, and the tastes of the

audience. Yet despite the fact that playwriting did not come easily (as evidenced by his-early
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failures and confessious of playwriting struggles’), he képt at the form until he developed a
formula that not only brought him the penny and praise he craved, but resulted in several literary
masterpieces. He left us'with Western stage classics that are produced over and over again by
theatres across the globe.

Many studies focus on Wilde the man instead of Wilde’s art. Of course, the two are
- inextricable, especially in Wilde’s case. Wilde’s life was his art; “I've put my genius into ;xly life;
I've put only my talent into my works;” he once said.” His very existence was performance art, a
self-aware identity construction as fabricated as the dandies Wilde wrote for the stage. Wilde did
not just write art, he lived it. Born to Irish parents, Wilde attended Trinity College in Dublin and
later went on to the University of Oxford. It was there that Wilde truly began to develop his
deéadent persona and his il;tell'ectual ideas. He was particularly influenced by Walter Pater, a-
professor Magdaleq Cojl_é'ge and renowned essayist, who éncouraged Wilde’s literary
. eﬁploration into the world of aestheticism, a style that continued to influence Wilde for the rest
of his. career. |

Wilde’s writing career was a winding journey through media. He wrote poetry both as a
student and later in his life, developed essays and lectures he took on tour, published fairy tales,
and tried his hand at journalism as the head of The Woman's World for a time, *> He wrote his
first and only novel, The Picture of Dorian Gray, after a decade of unsuccessful and fragmented
plays. The great literary boom of his life followed immediately: the social comedy plays of the
1890s. Most people are familiar with the next step in Wilde’s St()ry, his infamous downfall: in

1895 the Marquess of Queensberry accused Wilde of “posing as somdomite” [sic], but

' Ina letter to George Alexander, Wilde noted, “I am not satisﬁed mth riyself or my work. I can’t get a grip of the
play yet: T can’t get my people real” (Letters 282).
~ * Ashley H. Robins, Oscar Wilde — The Great Drama of His Life: How His Tragedy Reflected His Personality
(baStboume Sussex Academic Press, 2011), 1. _
* This magazine was directed at educated women, and under Wilde’s leadership it developed beyond fashionto -
‘include an intellectual bent as well. Wilde was the editor, but also maintained a column.
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Queensberry was adquit‘ted of the ensuiﬁg libel charge and the tables turned against Wiiide‘ He
was success‘fully. prosecuted for “gross indecency,” and his trials went down in hisfory. The
analysis of Wilde’s life, particularly his affair with Lord Alfred Douglas and the resulting trials,
are the centerpiece of Wilde sfudies. In many ways studying Wilde’s personal life and
experiences is essential to understanding the texts he left behind. His identity as a queer writer,
for exa-inple, illuminates possible readings of Algernon’s “Bunburying” in The Importance of
'Beiﬂg Earnes.t. ‘Yet I believe that too much emphasis on Wilde’s biography can detract from the
power tﬁat these texts contain themselves. The story of Wilde’s life, his perfoﬁnativity, and the
historical context of his plays inﬂﬁences our understanding of the texts, but they need not define.
‘the works they inform. There is a fine line between strict textual anal_ysis and overemphasizing
.;aontext. 1 hope to successfully navi g-ater it throughout the five essays in this collection.
| ‘There ha{fe been many woﬁde-rful studies -oﬁ- Wilde from mény different points of view.
The woﬂd of W.ildé scilolars is*iridebted,' for instance, to the work of Richard Elimann, author of
- Wilde’s most-recogniZed biography. Wﬂde has been studied specifically as an Irish writer by
scholars such as Richard Pine and Jerusha McCormick. He has been studied as a queer writer,
too, in studies on gender performance and LGBT authors. There are critical essays about all of
his writing, including the plays. Wilde scholars including Josephine Guy, Tan Small, Kerry
j’owell, Christopher 8. Nassaar, and Katherine Brown Downey have looked at Wi].de’s theatrical
work, sometimes focusing on éontext, sometimes on career, sometimes on individual plays. My
work builds on their varying approaches to develop a general dramatufgical understanding of
Wilde’s playwriting career and style.
Eaéh of the following essays approaches Wi.l&.'ie’s dramatic works from a slightly different

angle. All work under the assumption that although the works can (and sheuld) be subject-to -
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academic study, they are also plays thatwére meant to find a home on the stage. T hope in
writing thesc essays I can bring the world of Wilde.scholarship closer to the world of
performance, to make it accessible to theatre artists who work with these texts in a practical way.
I attempt to balance academic scholarship with accessible language and relevant ideas that may
help theatre artists produce a more engaging and thoughtful product.

This collection begins with an examinhation of the theatre world in which Wilde wrote,
contextualizing him in his time period and considé:ring who his inspirations might have been.

From there, I continue the discussion of Wilde’s writing style through the next three essays. In

‘Chapter 2 I analyze the dramatic shift in style that is evident when comparing Wilde’s early

“failure” plays of the 1880s to the successful social comedies of the 1890s. Chapter 3 takes into

.. account Wilde’s novel, The Picture of Dorian Gray, which was published between the
« composition of the aforementioned sets of plays. Chapter 4 focuses on a particular play, Salomé,
< which is a fascinating case study, as it was written in the same year as Lady Windermere’s Fan

“: but is stylistically similar-to Wilde’s earlier work. The collection ends with an essay on the

increasingly popular production choice to modernize Wilde’s plays while keeping the original
text; this process that has the potential to be rewarding, but also requires serious dramaturgical
considerations.

Oscar Wilde was more than a witty man in fabulous dress: the amount of scholarship that

_has been dedicated to his writing is enough evidence of that. His plays, even the social

comedies, are not simple pieces of fluff. They are powerful satires, full of deeper meanings and
controversial ideas veiled (sometimes only thinly) by humor and farce-like comedic moments.
Theatre artists producing Wilde’s work are no doubt uncovering those meanings and ideas

through performance, and a drainaturgical background on Wilde’s career as a dramatic writer can
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enhance those discoveties. My goal in writing these essays has been to explore Wilde’s plays
from a dramaturgical point of view and present my own discoveries in a way that will open

doors, stir ideas, and encourage discussion in the theatrical process that is staging Wilde.
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Chapter 1

Infiuence and Contemporaries: Wilde’s Place in the Victorian Theatre Landscape

It is difﬁcult fo determine how Wilde’s plays fit into the theatre of theit original time and place.
The big names that theatre history remembers from the late mﬁeteenth centurj are—with little
variation—Ibsen, Strindberg, Shaw, Chekhov, and Wilde." Yet these were certainly not the only
playwrights of the age, nor were they the most popular. Wilde scholar Kerry Powell compiled an
appendix of playwrights working in London in the 1890s that features names unrecognizable to
modern theatre historians.” Powell’s collection of names and descriptions serves as a resource
and starting point iﬁ the attempt to paint a picture of the historically elusive Victorian.Wes_t End.
.. Sydney Grundy, not Oscar Wilde, was regarded as London’s best playwﬁght of the time.
Ironically, Grundy opéﬁly scoffed at the work of Wilde and Sh-aW, only to be forgotten in their
shadows. The most popular play of the decéde, -Braﬁdon Thomas’s Charley’s Aunt, outran Lady
Windermere ’s Fan 1,469 performances to 197.% London theatres were flooded with adaptations,
both aﬁthoﬂzed and unauthorized, of popular novels and stories. Liberal translations of foreign
plays found their way into the English theatré scene, alongside the popular genres of farce and
melodrama. There were many female playwrights, some writing under male pennames, but
others who were perfectly public about their gender. From the information that Powell has
compiled, we can éonélude that the London theatre scene was di-verse, vast, an& fuﬂ of
playwrights who were more commercially popular than Wilde, but whose names are no longer

remembered.

! Though notably Anton Chekhov’s work did not filter into the English theatre until after Wilde’s death.

% This appendix, from which I have derived the following information about the Victorian theatre- landscape; can be
found in Powell’s book Oscar Wilde and the Theatre of the 1890s.

3 Ketry Powell. Oscar Wzlde and the Theaire of the 1890 . (Cambridge: Cambridge Untversity Press, 1990), .
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This is not to say that Wilde, Shaw, Ibsen, and Strindberg were not key players in thé
Victorian theatre scene. Shaw privately wrote that “there are only two literary schools in England
today: the Norwegian school and the Irish school,” referring to himself, Wilde, and Ibsen.* Of -
course, Shaw;s persoﬁal opinions on his own significance should be taken with a grain of salt,
but he did, as a critic, have a comprehensive understanding of the theatre scene on the whole.
Shaw was generally favorable in his reviews of Wilde’s work and often defended Wilde’s plays
against criticism. (The glaring exception is Shaw’s review of The Importance of Being Earnest,

which he considered to be funny, but “heartless.”) Shaw’s early 1890s plays were of a more

_ pdlitical and serious nature than Wilde’s, but with Arms and the Man in 1894, Shaw developed a

more satirical stylv&:.6 Even so, -Wilde’s social comedies were of another world—both in their
depiction of class and in tone. The two playwrights shared a mutual respect for one anofher,
ofteén exchanging plays and swapping compliments from a distance.’?lllt is possible, as John A.
Bertolini suggests, that the shift in Shaw’s style in the mid 1890s was an attempt by Shaw to

carve out a separate niche “in the shadow of Wilde’s successes,” for Shaw’s earlier plays had

been met with lukewarm reception compared to the social comedies of his fellow Irish

playwright.8 -

All of this is to say that although the theatre world to which Wilde belonged is not easily

‘reconstructed by modern scholars, it was obviously a vibrant industry that produced season after

season of new plays. Victorian playwrights could make good money—after all, fame and fortune

* Shaw quoted in Charles A. Carpenter, "Oscar Wilde, 1854-1900: A Descriptive Chronology of His Plays,
Theatrical Career, and Dramatic Theories," Modern British, Irish, and American Drama: A Descriptive Chronology,
1865 — 1965, Binghamton University. Web. Strindberg was not Norwegian, but it is possible that Shaw included
hitn with Ibsen as both were Scandinavian playwrights. _ '

3 Shaw’s review of Earnest was published iri the 23 Feb. 1895 issue of The Sanurday Review.

® His satires, like Wilde’s social comedies, could be viewed by the general audience as simply witty and enjoyablé

- plays. These audiences missed the deeper message that Shaw sought to put on the stage (Evans 35).

! Letters, 332; 339.
8 John A. Bertolini, "Wilde and Shakespeare in Shaw's You Never Can Tell,” Shaw 27 (2007), 138.
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are the reasons Wilde provided for embarking on his p:iaywrit@ng career.” Yet as Wilde learned in
New York, the profits of a play depended greatly on the -le’ng’th of the run. Wilde scholars |

J osephine M. Guy and Ian Smail. speculate that, had all of the'nibblés at Wilde’s eatly plays been
one hundred percent fru:ifful, he would have made about £7,400 in 1883 as a dramatist. The
apprdximate earnings of £2,700 were, while ﬁotlﬁng to scoff at, not quite the fortune that Wilde
knew was possible to attain in the theatre. 1° Evidently, Vera and The Duchess of Padua left
theatre managers (and audiences) unsatlsﬁed Wilde was unable to even find a producer for the
pair in England. The box office success formula was one that Wilde had yet to determine.

Despite the essentially Wildean 'nature of the form he eventually perfected, Wilde

‘constructed his plays under the influences of histoﬁcal literary precedent and the work of his
c@ﬂtempor‘aﬂ-es. The powerful, unavoidable influence of 'Ibsén was introduced by Shaw, who
i sent Wﬂde ﬁ copy of his criﬁque,: “The Quintessence of IbSehism.’fl'l Both Scandinavianrwﬁters,
¢'Strindberg and Ibsen, contributed to what Shaw called “a new theory of drama,” that brought

‘realism to the stage and required critical audience comprehension.'? Strindberg’s direct impact

on Wilde’s own work is not as evident as Ibsen’s, as his plays were typically more experimental

and character-centric than either Ibsen’s or Wilde’s, intentionally lacking the realistic naturaiism

-of the latter two. Wilde’s interaction with Ibsen’s texts was also mediated by translation; the

Norwegian scripts were only available in English through the work of theatre critic and translator

- William Archer, who supported not only Ibsen, but later Wilde himself.

| osephme M. Guy and Ian Small, Oscar Wilde's Profession: Writing and the Culture Industry in the Late

Nineteenth Century, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000}, 92.

' Ibid, 100-01.

Y Letters, 317.

12 yudith Bvans, The Politics and Plays of Bernard Shaw. Jefferson. (NC Mcl*arland and Company, Inc., 2003),

" 20-21.
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Wilde greatly admired Tbsen’s work and aspired to match or iival it in some way. © Vet
Ibsen’s influence is not immediately recognizabie in Wilde’s social corhedies, pﬁmarily because
of the starkly different tone. The key similarity between the great works of the two playwrights is
the unexpected—or at least the untraditional—endings manufactured by strong-willed women:
Nora breaks the code of Victorian femininity by leaving her husband and child instead of
reuniting with them, and Mrs. Erlynne successfully reenters a notoriously unforgiving society.
The key difference is the way in which each playwright deals with truth: in an Ibsen play, lies are

revealed to clear the air, even at the cost of disrupting social norms, while Wilde’s characters

ultimately opt to maintain a facade that is—-as Mrs. Erylnne cautions—not better than reality, but

certainly safer.

" As mentioned eatlier, Wilde often denied having any influences at all. In a defense of

"Salomé sent to the London Times, Wilde notoriously denied that he ever wrote anything for a
‘specific performer.' Powell observes that Wilde suffered “anxiety of influence,” a phrase coined

“by Harold Bloom to refer to an artist’s fear of unoriginality.'* Wilde was, according to Bloom,

conscious of his inability to eséape this anxiety in his poetry, so it is a reasonable assumption that
Wilde the playwright was particularly aware of his reliance on past and present writers,'®
Perhaps it was his anxiety of influence that led him to so loudly proelaim that he zad no

influences-—or at least no influences from the recent past. Wilde admitted that he did have some

,litefa;ry guides: “setting aside the prose and poetry of Greek and Latin authors, the only writers

who have influenced me are Keats, Flaubert, and Walter Pater.”’” Yet in that same interview, he

13 Wilde expressed a desire to become the “English Tbsen” {Powell 2), While he did not accomphsh that goal he

- would likely be more pleased to know he is rememibered simply as Oscar Wilde.

M Letters, 336.

B powell, 4.

18 1bid, 6-7.

17 “Interview,” 732. See next footnote for details.
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asserted outright that “not a siﬁgle dramatist in this century has ever in the smallest degree
influenced me”.'®
Itwasa bold claim—and an untrue claim, one that he himself did not even believe.
Wilde’s friend Robert Ross, in his introduction to the 1912 edition of Salomé, relates an
exchange he and Wilde had on the topie:
wilde complained to me one day that someone in a well-known novel had stolen
an idea of his. I pleaded in defence [sic] of the culprit that Wilde himself was a
fearless literary thief, “My dear Robbie,” he said, with his usual drawling
emphasis, “when I see a monstrous tulip with four wonderful petals in someone
else’s garden, I am impelled to grow a monstrous tulip with five wonderful petals,
but that is no reason Whgf someone should grow a tulip with only three petals.”
That was Oscar Wilde."

The amusing anecdote proves the writer recognized that his work was not created in a vacuum.

| Whether he liked to admit it or not, Wilde’s plays incorporated the traditions and dramatic forms

+ofhis préd’ecessors and participated in a dialectic with his contemporaries. All this, Wilde

~acknowledged, was .acéeptable. What was unacceptable was not improving lipon the existing -

work from which one borrowed.

At the height of his dramatic success, Wilde’s method of improvement was challenge the
established traditions and expectations. Even if Wilde was not heavily influenced by other
writers, as he liked to purport, his audiences certainly were, conscious or unconscious. The only
reason that Wilde’s plays worked in subverting the expected is that the audience went into the

theatre with expectations based on their pievious experiences. He worked with existing Western

literary precedents but those precedents were, as Powell aptly puts it, “transfigured in its

18 These come from an 1895 interview for the St. James’s Gazette. It is worih noting bere that the quote that often
acconpanies this statement (“My works are dominated by myself”) is often unfairly taken out of context—it was, in
fact, in response to a question about the characters speaking like Wilde. Additionally, Wilde does admit that two
Fglaywrights of the nineteenth century have interested him: Victor Hugo and Maurice Maeterlinck.

Ross, xxx.
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rewriting,”* This transfiguration is evident in his social comedy plays above.all others. Io them,
Wilde upsets the andience’s expectations, using established plots and tropes from contemporary
and traditional plays but subverting their typical resolutions.

:An example of this can be found in 4n Ideal Husband. The “perfect maﬁ” was a concept

that Wilde’s contemporaries were exploring before his 1895 production.”! Wilde’s play was
different in how the corruption of that man plays out—while other imperfect male protagonists

are found out completely, his Sir Robert Chiltern escapes more or less unscathed. Wilde takes a
different approach to depicting the fagades of society and the issﬁe of truth than his

contemporaries, including Ibsen. Inevitably, in an Ibsen drama, the right people uncover the
hidden truths—fraudulent acts are made known, children discover their true parentage, spouses
Jeam of their partner’s infidelity—and the results are oﬁen fatal, The triumph of truth and virtue
“were important elements of the Victorian moral code, but they have deep roots in classical
:dramatic structure. Wilde makes use of some of drama’s oldest devices in Lady Windermere’s
_'Fan, for instance: the abandoned child of Qedipus Rex, the rival woman of Medea, the screen
scene of Sheridan’s School for Scandal. What sets his work apart from that of his predecessors is
his inversion of how the audience expects the play to conclude.

Traditionally, theatrical devices such ras the examples listed above are resolved through
truth or revelation: the parent -aﬁd child are reunited, the rival women have a showdown, and that
which is hidden becomes Visible.- In classical dramas like Oedipus Rex, the acfion of the play
hinges on individuals fighting to discover truth and ulﬁmately succeeding in revealing the
tragedies and lies that bave been buried. In the end, sins are punished and all secrets are revealed.

Wilde, however, does not allow the truth to bring the plot to the anticipated climax in such a

® Powell, 5.
2 Powell, 148.
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complete way. Dramaturgically, his plays are Satisf}dng because they take advantage of dramatic
irony and turn classical structure .on its head. Audience members must instead wait, watch, and
wonder who will know what by the end of the play, all the while playing secret-keepers
themselves.

The plot of Lady Windermere's Fan, the first connnerciallyrsuccessful play that Wilde
wrofe, revolves around three key secrets: that Mrs. Erlynne is Lady Windermere’s mother, that
Lady Windermere intended to leave her husband for another man, and that Mrs. Erlynne was in
Lord Augustus’s house to rescue her daughter. In the traditioﬁal handling of these secrets, Mrs.
Erylone’s identity would be revealed to Lady Windermere, Lord Windermere would be informed
of his wife’s near-adultery, and Lord Augustus would uncover Mrs. Erlynne’s lie. These
discoveries would require both MrS. Erlynne and Lady Windermere to be perﬁmanenﬂy cast out
of society for their crimes.

Yet that is not how the play concludes. Wilde deals with truth more lightly than his
contemporaries. The imagined conclusions above might suit an Ibsen play, in which the truth
must out and consequences rhust be faced. Instead, the audience experiences a dramatic climax
through frustration: there is no release_ of tension brought on by truth, and the liars need not
~ answer for their lies. In the world of Lady Windermere’s Fan, society is saved through deception,
and all those privy to secrets deem it best to keep them. The play is exciting because the
audience cannot predict the outcome based on precedent. The pleasure of watching comes from
the dramatic irony of knowing the lies and—better yet—knowing which characters are privy to

which truths. {t’s a game the audience gets to watch unfold on stage.
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Playwrights, especially those writing comedy, must wrestle with Wilde as Wilde himself
wrestled with the poets and playwrights before him. His West End successes are comedies of
manners, tales which draw on class distinctions to develop humor. Wilde’s work was the
Victorian iteration of a genre which started with Ancient Rome’s Menander and snaked through
time via Johnson’s comedies of humors, Moliére’s French farces, and Sheridan’s Restoration
comedies. Wilde proliferated this genre and pulled the comedy of manners from the eighteenth
century into the nineteenth. His plays are stepping stones in English comedy without which there
would likely be no Noel Coward, no British sitcom as they exist today.

Evgn more significant than his influence on English comedy, however, is the impact
Wilde made as a satirist. His plays were exceptional in that they walked the fine line between
being popular and critical. He addressed the same social issues as Ibsen but was recei?ed by his
-audiences with laughter and approval instead of censorship and criticism. Shaw may have
expressed frustration with the similar responses his plays receivgd, but Wilde had managed to
more-or-less achieve his goals as a playwright: he wrote work that was commercially successful
while maintaining a critical nature. The-social comedies may not have been as blatantly critical
as thé more serious work of Henrik Ibsen, but it was more subversive, and. its lasting reputation
demonstrates ifs power as a well-constructed, meaningful addition to the canon of Western

dramatic literature
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Chapter 2

Switching Styles: The Developmerit of Wilde’s Playwriting, 1880s — 1890s

The general public knows that Oscar Wilde wrote The Importance of Being Earnest. A large
segment of the population could probably name his other social comediés if hard-pressed (Lady
Windermere's Fan, A Woman of No Importance, and An Ideal Husband). A smaller number of
people might mention Salomé, but beyond that, the number of titles that could be attributed to
Wilde would drop sharply. Yet there are a-handful of additional dramatic endeavors that.
preceded his well-known works. Their lack of coverage may be in part due to their lack of
note—the social comedics were great successes, and Salomé was at the center of a public
~censorship controversy, but Vera, or, the Nihilists and The Duchess of Padua were mediocrities,
-.‘failing or-succeeding quietly.

What is fascinating about examining these two plays in the context of the rest of Wilde’s
theatrical career is that they are of a éomplete other world than the successful social comedies,
more in line with the nature of Salomé than any of Wilde’s other broadly recognized works.!
These two early plays, though they are regarded as failures” are integral in understanding
Wilde’s development as a playwright, for they show a “before” with which Wilde’s social
comedies can be compared as well as traces of themes, archetypes, and idiomé he worked with in
later compositions.

Vera; or, the Nikilists was Wilde’s first play. The plot revolves around two would-be

lovers, Vera and Alexi_s. Vera is a the leader of a group of Nihilist revolutionaries in early

nineteenth-century Moscow. Alexis is both a member of Vera’s group and (secretly) the son of

' say “broadly recognized works” because they are most sirilar to some fragmented pieces Wilde wrote Jater in his
hfe, those fragments and their relationships to these two plays is touched on nedr the end of this essay.
? See Guy and Small, Beckson, Mackie, et al.
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the Czar, whom the Nihilists despise on principal. When Vera’s brother and comrade Michael
kills the Czar, Alexis takes the crown against Nihilist code, and Vera is duty-bound to kill him,
believing he not only betrayed her cause, but.-a'lso her heart. She discovers that Alexis does,
however, love her and remain true to the people, and to save his life, she takes her own.
The play was completed in 1881 3, and in that year Wilde submitted it to the Examiner of
Plays, Edward Pigott. Wilde made personal plans for a semi-public performance of the play, but
the production never occurred—some speculate that the content was inappropriate considering
the recent assassination of Czar Alexander II*, or that the actress who had agreed to play the title
role backed out.’ Regardless of the reasons, the first production of Vera did not occur in 1881,
nor did it occur in England. It was two years later, during his tour of the United States, that
Wilde finally found a Qe_nu‘e and acfress to take on his work. Vera opened at New York’s Union
Stquare Thea’;re in August, 1883 starring Marie Prescott.® |
- The play, which was originally scheduled for a month-long run, closed after the first
week. Vera was not received well by the critics. One reviewer, in the New York Daily Tribune,
called the play
a display of several queer scenes, picturesque at points, but mostly ugly, and by
the exﬁosition of a fanciful, foolish; highly peppered story of love, intrigue and
politics, invested with Russian accessoriee of fur and dark—’lantems, and overlaid

with bantam gabble about freedom and the people...”

? There is some discrepancy about when Wilde first completed the play — it is likely that Vera was completed in its
original form some time in 1880, before the assassination of Alexander IL. :

4 Relatively recent; the assassination occurred in March, while Wilde’s production was scheduled to talk place in
December of that same year. '

’ Guy and Small, 92-93.

® Guy and Small, 99. Critical Heritage review, 57.

" Critical Heritage review, 57.
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Even the pos1t1ve elements of reviews were lukewarm. The New York Times review of the
opening night performance was overall negative, but the unknown author of the piece did adm1t
that there was “a great deal of good writing.”® Tt is worth pointing out, however, that the reviewer
did not say “a good deal of great writing,” suggesting that even the well-written portions of
‘Wilde’s play were far from exceptional, a criticism that reappeared in reviews of his next work
of dramatic literature, The Duchess of Padua. |
Following on the heels of Vera, Tﬁe Duchess of Padua dates to 1883, but the creation of
- the play extends slightly farther back in time. Wilde Was discussing the potentialities for such a
piece with the actress Mary Anderson as early as September, 1882. The play hﬁs a hisforical bent
as Vera does, this time taking place in Ttaly during “the latter half of the sixteenth century.” The
play is written in blank verse and hearkens back to Jacobean and Elizabethan drama in its style.
"The plot fx-)lldws Guido, a young man who arrives in Padua seeking information about his
-unknown parentage. A conniving man, Moranzone, explains that Guido’s father was betrayed
. and killed by the current Duke and convinces the young man to enter the' Duke’s court and await
a signal to take a bloody r'evenge. Guido ultimately falls in love with the Duchess of Padua and
decides not to ki-11 his love’s husband, only to find that the Duchess has committed the murder in
order to be with Guido. Guido initially refuses the love of the murderess, but he takes the fall for
the assassination of the. Duke, evoking shame and love in the Duchess. She kills herself in the
agony of Guido’s impending death, and Guido stabs himself after fhe Duchess dies in his arms.
Unlike with Vera, Wilde was not forced to solicit a theatre after the play had been

* written. Mary Anderson agreed to play the role of the Duchess and front many of the productions

¥ Critical Heritage review, 56,
° Wilde, The Duchess, 52.
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costs before even seeing a completed seript.’® Wilde ﬁﬁished writing The Duchess of Padua in
March, 1883 and aWai;Led Anderson’s acceptance, but after a long' silence reéeived a déﬁ‘nitive
“no.” Anderson believed that the play would not suit her or any kind of aﬁdiencé, and that
anticipated production never saw the stage.!! The play got its premiere in New York City in
1891, under the name Guido Ferranti and (initially) without Wilde’s name attached.'” The play
received moderate reviews, in which the consensus seems to be that the piece was (not
encouragingly) “better than ordinary” but insincerc.'® The Duchess of Padua was not
subsequently produced in London, but Wilde already had another work-in-progress on the West
End: his soon-to-be famous Lady Windermere's Fan.
Tt is worth giving parenthetical mention to Salomé, which was written a decade after the
,.fffail-ures;’ of Vera and The Duchess of Padua. Salomé maintains the poetical nature and dark
“themes explored in the two earlier plays and also reaches back in history for its narrative,
:depicting a Biblical tale set in ancient Babylon; Salomé, too, suffered a difficult production
“history, but its failure was primarily based in the censorship laws that banned its performance in
England. Although written in the same period as Lady Windermere's Fan, Salomé i3 far from the
social comedies in which Wilde found fame an(i more in line with the style and tone of Vera and
The Duchess of Padua. In terms of Wilde’s shlﬂ in writing style, tone, and content choices,
Salomé certainly falls in with the ea.rlier dramas, despite being written alongside the later
comedies.™
Through the development of Lady Windermere's Fan for manager George Alexander,

Wilde reworked his playWriting technique. Perhaps thinking back to the accusations that his

?0 Letters, 124,

1 Blimann, 223-24.

2 Guy and Small, 103.

.13 Critical Heritage review, 88,

14 See Chapter 4 for more on the production history of the play.
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early works were msmcere, Wﬂde struggled with hlS new play, grapplmg with the dlfﬁcultles in
creating “real” characters. ? His setting, unlike any previous plays, was the present day, in
England, with recognizable éharactmt based in historical or literary iales. His tone was light,
and wlﬁle the topics were in many cases serious, he treated them with humor and wit. In short,
Wilde was creating something utterly different from his early 1880s flops—and it worked.

Wilde learned from his early dramatic endeavors. Early on, when he started writing for
the theatre, Wilde admitted he was “working at dramétic art because it’s the democratic art, and 1
want fame.”'® His other writings bad not been thoroughly prosperous, and he turned to the
medium of theatre for new hope. Wilde soon came to realize, however, that he would fine
neither fame nor ‘money in the theatre if he could not figure out the right formula for a successful
play. Wilde, though it is nice to co.r_lsid‘er him as a natural genius, was not a one-drafi-wonder,” |
~ nior was he éxempt from the learning curves and develépment of playwriting. Wilde’s
development over the course of his playwriting career can be summarized in how he, in his own
words, considered his work, The Duchess of Padua. When he first completed the script, Wilde
assured Mary Anderson, “I have no hesitation in saying that [ The Duchess ofPadua] is the
masterpiece of all my literary work, the chef-d’oeuvre of my youth.”13 Wilde sang a completely
- different tune in 1898, when he confided in Robert Ross that “The Duchess is unfit for
publication. . .but there are some good lines in it.”1
All of this talk about switching styles is not to say that Wilde threw away his earlier

a.tﬁempts as useless. He did not abandon the ideas and elements, but learned from them. By

delving into the scripts of Vera and The Duchess of Padua, one can draw connections to Wilde’s

15 Letters, 282.

16 Wwilde qtd. in Guy and Small, 92,

"7 In fact, his manuscripts provide proof of just how much Wilde edited and annotated his plays, even after they
were published or produced.

8 1 etters, 136.

¥ Letters, 757.
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later work. One such example is the character of the articulate and irreverent dandy, for which
Wilde is so well-known, both for creating the stage character and pérfonning the identity in life.
Throw-away lines and witticisms flow from the mouths of the social comedy dandies like Lord
Darlington (Lady Windermere's Fan), Algernon (The Importance of Being Earnest), and Lord
Goting (dn Ideal Husband). Consider lines like:

There are few things easier than to live badly and to die well.

Experience, the hame men give their mistakes. I never commit any.

Hanging is of course a good deal less of a novelty...you know how people get
tired of even their best amusements.

If I hadn’t thought that you would be useful to me I shouldn’t have nsked my
neck among you, or dined an hour earlier than usual so as to be in tlme

They sound quite fitting for a Wildean dandy, and would not be out of place in one of his
comedic success plﬁys. But in fact, these phrases are uttered by Prince Paul, a stand-out character
in Vera whe is clearly a precursor to the Algernons of Wilde’s future work.

Another examfale of how Wilde’s earlier works are present in his later plays is the trend
of strong female characters. Vera, The Duchess of Padua, and Salomé are named for thg women
of the story, despite the fact that in both t.:ales, there is ‘a male character who has just as greét a

claim to the role of protagonist (Alexis, Guido, and Herod respectively). Wilde continues to

emphasize women as figures who drive the plot forward in his social comedies: Mrs. Cheveleyis

pulling the strings in An Ideal Husband, Mrs. Exlynne holds the cards in Lady Windermere's:
Fan, and in all four of the social comedies, the female charaéters have agency. Trapped by

society as they are, they have a certain power, and they are women of action and character.

2 Oscar Wilde, “Vera; or, the Nzhzhsr.s ? The Plays of Oscar Wilde (Hertforshire: Wordsworth Classics Limited,
2000y, 21;22; 34,
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Since his first play, Wilde has been: expiorin.g both how that powcrjs used '%md jhowit can
be tempered (or endangered) by female emotion. Vera is 1ﬁad1y iﬁ Tove but does ot allow her
love to blind héf to her duty; on the otheér hand, she does not allow het duty to innﬁ_ her to her
love. The Duchess, too, struggles between sensible action and passion‘éte love. Salome’s lﬁst (for
it cannot be called love) drives her to action, not passivity, and she uses the féminine powers
which she possesses to take what she desires. The fact that these women are essentially defined.

" by their relationship to men makes them problematic by today’s standards for feminism, but in

- the Victorian age of well-behaved wives and mothers who allowed choices to be made by others,
.'Vera, the Duchess, and Salome are remarkable ladies. Their legacy lives through many of
Wilde’s Victorian female characters, and the recurring theme of women making difficult choices
sand setting love aéid ¢ lives through Lady Windermere and Lady Chiltern. Tlley_;like Vera—do

*not allow .their love for their 'husbands to blin.d'the-m, nor-—like the Duchess‘—do they ultimately

é:_'rés'_chew forgiveness and sacrifice, These womeﬁ_are connected across Wilde’s pléys, despite their
‘different settings and'styles. |

In addition to the pra.(.:tical elements that Wilde took from ﬁis previous wotk, the themes

and archetypes upon which he built, the early “failures” of Vera and The Duchess of Padua
taught Wilde about what actors, managers, and audiences wanted. The ériﬁques of "'his |
melodiama in Vera and his outdated ,format in The Duchess ofPac‘i’ua told him that andiences

' 'Wantc;d médernwoﬂc with a strain of sincerity. It cannot be said that Wilde éompletely _c;b'i'-i_ged, ,

as his social comedies cannot be strictly labeled “sincere,” but the striking differencé between his

early failed plays and his later suecessful comedies signals that Wilde knew his initial instiﬂcfs' 7

were not quite on point. Also, he did get a taste, through the one-week run of Vera in New York,
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of the kind‘of money to be made in the theatre—if, and only if; the show is good enough to stay
open, |
Wilde’s dramatic works include incomplete scenes and plays, and the fragmented dramas
like La Sainte Courtesaine and A Florentine Tragedy are similar in style to Vef;a, The Duchess of
Padua, and Salomé. They are significant, however, because La Sainte Courtesaine and A
Florentine Tragedy were both started (though neither ever completed) during 1893,"in the middle
of Wilde’s West End sucéess run.2! The short, fragmented plays focused on themes of confused
or wérped love, similar to those of Wﬁde’s first two plays. A Florentine Tragedy was, like The
- Duchess of Padua, written in blank verse and revolves around the fatal competition between a
woman’s lover and her husband. It is also, perhaps, more than coincidence that these fragments,
ﬁlosely reée_mbling the earliest work Wilde did in drama, were composed during the absence of
s‘?"-?Vlic'le’s beloved. Alfred Lord Douglas, whose presence is consistently referred to ja.s b.éing
'-:,'_il'etrimeﬁtal to ‘Wilde’s writing and creative abilitics.> |
Starting with the production of Lady Windermere ’s Fan, Wilde turned away from the
kinds of plays he had wriftén in the past; at least, he stopped trying to get such plays produced.
He focused his playwriting efforts instead toward his wildly successful social comedy formula,
~which granted him success after success on the Loﬁdon stage. Wilde had worked out what his
_ audiences wanted, and what ke wanted was to please the public—for without their sui)port and
ticket purchases, Wilde could not achieve the fame and fdﬁ_une he craved. Yet it Wou.ld bé
reductive to assume that Wilde‘ scrapped his initial playwriting attempts completely, or that he
had determined to write something entirely removed from his earlier work. Yes, thé' style, the

setting, the tone, and perhaps even the target audience were different ﬁ;.r, the social comedies. On

! Richard Bllmann, Oscar Wilde, (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1988), 411,
” " Sco Bllmann, 410-12,
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- the surface, a play like Verd has nothing in common with aplay like The Importance of Being
Earnest. But through paying attention to his early works, those considered failures by even
Wilde himself, we can trace the development of a great playwright who found his niche while

remaining true.to his roots.
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Chapter-3

From Dorian Gray to Earnest: The Intertextuality of Wilde’s Novel and Social Comedies

Oscar Wilde claimed that he himself dominated his work, and t’_here is certainly an element of
‘truth to his statement. As discussed in the previous chapter, Wilde often “bbrr‘owed” inspiration
from others, even if he did not care to admit it, but he also borrowed from himself. It is natural
that, as an artist and a writer, Wilde had particular ideas that he wanted to communicate, and that
over the course of his life those ideas were refined and reiterated. For him, com.ml_l_nication came
in every written form available: he wrote poetry, articles, essays, dialogues, plays, and prose.
This essay examines the intertextuality betvs{een Wilde’s only novel, published in 1890", and the
-four Soctal cdmgdies produced in 1892—95.*-’Whilein style and content the novel and play are at
odds, there are certain continuitics in charé.éter and theme that suggest Wilde ingested the
-'gzi:iticism of his novel and created something was true to his artistic and intellectual integrity
-‘while catering to his Victorian audience.

The Picture of Dorian Gray was first published in the summer of 1890 by the American
magazine Lippincoit's Monthly. In this original form, the novella reached American and British
audiences and garnered mixed reviews. Michael Patrick Gillespie, the editor of the Norton
Critical Edition of Dorian Gray, assesses that the magazine novella had a better rece'ption‘iﬁ
America, but that Britishrcriti'cs were generally disapproving. Primarily the English took issue
with the morality of the story and the “account of mé‘_le ﬁiendship that stressed inadmissible
homosexual attitudes.” This questionable morality became significantly more problematic for -

Wﬂde five years later, when the homoerotic subtext of Dorlan Gray was used agalnst him. in the

! The full novel was actually pubhshed in 1891 but the story was first produced as - novella in June 1890,
? Michael Patrick Gillespie, “Reviews and Reactions,” The Picture of Darian Gray by Oscar Wilde (New York:
Norton & Company, 2007), 349:
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c_ourt éase prosecuting him for “gross’ in_chenc;y,” Inn-addition to prés-e;‘ltjirfg ‘homosexual subtext,
Wilde touéhed on other vices that were unseeﬁily to ﬁis Victorian r?ea&ership: prostitution, drug
addiction, crime, and even murder. T he déb auchér-y in which VDofia_n,:Gray participates was an
affront to Victorian sensibilities. The idea that lurking behind the surface _pf such a beautiful,
wealthy face might be the darkness and ugliness that Dorian Gray corﬁes to posse.s was
threatening, though not unexpected by the Victorian middle-class readership. Despite the critics”
~ responses {(or perhap.s because of them), the Lippincott’s publipation sales in England jumped
sharply—whether it was moral or not, Victorians were reading Dorian Gray.? .

The novel, thqugh it recejved poor critical feception, was not devoid of good ideﬁs. Many
of the sentiments and cven the style is reminiscent of Wilde’s eatly plays, in palrticula:.l~ the
: néél_odrama Vera; or, the Nz‘ﬁflists. Wilde’s core interests in character types and the exppsfition of
fé@adt_f passed through the unremarkably rrﬁcrc;iVed Vera and Dbrién -éray‘ to the stage comedies
that brought him the fame and ‘forti_me he desired (or, at least, it Eroiig’h_t him closer rto his ideal
_lif;estylﬂ).' Gillespie notes. that “we should see in the criticism the suggestion fhat an author- should
avoid aspects of life that the Victoriaﬁ middle class simply did not wish to acknowledge or thmk
about.” In transferriﬁg his ideas from a gothic-inspired rnovel to plays based in the tradition of
the comedy of manneré, ‘Wilde did just that. Althdugh at first glance Tée Picture of Dorian Gray -
'iooks-quife- unlike Zady Windermere’s I an o any of the other three social comedies, elements of.
Wilde’s intentions in his novel carr'y-over; Sometimes this is in the form of chara.éterizaﬁﬁn, or
“even directly lifting Iines ﬁ'orh.tl:le novel’s text. Butina bxbader seflse, Wilde éxplores similar

themes about the facades that the upper classes have the luzury to create.

j{:arl Becks_on, ‘[ntroduéri(:-m,:T he Critical Heritage: Osear Wilde (London: Rontledge, 1997), 8.
Ibid, 349-50 i -
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Aside from change in artistic mediunt, the most obvious gliift from Wilde’s novel to his
social comedies is that.-of style and tone. The Picz.‘wlf'e of Dorian Gray tells the melodramatic tale
.. of a beautiful young man who is corrupted by hedonistic ideas. Yet despite his debauched
lifestyié, Dorian Gray maintains a fagade of beautjy'rand youth, thanks to an unintentional
Faustian deal that allows the ugliness of age and poor morality to be reﬂ_ected in a portrait rather
than Dbriaﬁ"s own true face. The novel itself is notoriously difficult to categorize, but many
scholars nestle it in the gothic family, an association emphasized by the starkly conflicting
il_}ﬂuenc(;,s of Basil Hallward and Lord Henry Wotton on Doriaﬁ Gray and the supernatural
element of the inexpliqable power of the portrait.’ The dark, seediness of the u_nderworld of
London adds to this style, and the trail of death that Dorian leaves behind (ending with his own

--"-suiéide)cr;ntljibilljtes to the sﬁocking nature.of the plot and the bleak tone of the novel: Wilde also
* irecognized his work as melodramatic; it was an element of the novel that he criticized (Gillespie
-350). : |

- Wilde turned awéy from melodrama as he approached his first social comedy, Lady
Windermere's Fan. Although this might seem to make lsense, based on Wilde’s salf—cﬁtiéi’ sm
referenced above, melodrama was a popular form of theatre in England. For one thing, it was
‘éxtremely popular in the Victorian era (as it is today) to develop stage adﬁptations of popular
novels like Lady Audley’s Secret, Jdl_l_gh had inherently melodrama qualities. Additionally, Kerry

Powell’s admirable appendix of Victorian playwrights notes that many of the listed writers

"% The debate as to whether Dorian Gray is a truly gothic novel is ongoing, yet inevitably Dorian Gray is mentioned
in discussions of Victorian gothic literature, often covered under “urban gothic” (Flughes 199), “decadent gothic™

- {Beville 64), or “aesthetic gothic” (Riquelme 610), Peter J. Kitson associates the gothic genre with Victorian
melodrama, and asserts that Dorian Gray does deserve the gothic label (173). Yet the novel is nissing key eléements
of traditional gothic (the character of location, the importance of architecture, the incitement of horror). Beville in
particular makes a compelling argument for labeling Dorian Gray as gothic, subtle though it may be. My pitpose i
this essay, however, is not to attempt to firmly categorize Dorian Gray by genre, but the novel does possess a tone -

-and style that emits a pothic feeling, and that ig an importani point to make gomg forward to compare that: text Wiﬂ‘! -
“Wilde’s 1890s comedies.
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jprOdttced theiodrama,é ; up through thetiirn of the century.® Yet Wilde 'moved away from
melodrama to approach comedy. A popular form of comedy at the time, according to Powell’s
- research, drew on the 10‘ng tradition of French farce. Although W ildo’s piays do have some
farcical elements (Earnest in particular), he looked instead to the more English fradition of the
somedy ofrhanner-s; which focused on -the foibles of the upper crust of British society. Wilde
~was clearly aware that he had the power of satire, the power to make people laugh. Yet just
because he ’lightenod his tone toward something lighter does not mean that he lost every essence
-of his novel. |
Lord .Henry Wotton is not exactly the first character of his kind; Wilde wrote a similar
- -ohatacter m his 18.83 me’lodrama;, Vera; or, .the Nihilists. Lord Henry is, however, a 'signiﬁoant]f
I;more déi{el‘oﬁed._and intore widely known iteration of & Wildean archetype thar-Lr Vera’s Prince
ig?aul He.is.-o‘Wildoaoldahdy:a. -ohai'acfer--who seemo to replicate the charoctei" Wi‘l_dérpl_aye_d in
dlife, fufl o-f witty remarks,.a flippancy _.1'e garding‘ serious topics, and a taste for decadence. In Lady
--'?mhderemere s Fan there is Lord Darlington. In A Woman of No Importance, Lotd Mllingworth.
Then Lord Goring in .An Ideal Husband and Algemon in The Importance of Being Eafnesr. Lord
Henry ﬁres.one-liner after one-liner and spouts endless alternative musings on the nature of life
and the way it ought to be experlenced He seems to eschew morality, although his friend Basil
: Hallward questions the eamestness of all Lord Henry’s talk:
I believe you ar¢ a .vt*:ry good husband, but that you are ashamed of your own

virtues. You are an extraordinary fellow. You never saw a moral thing, and you
never do a wrong thing. Your cynicism is simply a pose.’ - '

-9 See appendix in J’*._ewf Powell, Oscar: Wilde and the Theatre of the 1890s: (Cambﬂ,dge @amb; 1d§,e Umvmsxty
Press, 1990), 144-1589.
"TOscar Wilde, T he Picture of Dorian Gray (an York: Norton & Company, 2007) g,
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Lord Hénry,. for all his immoral talk, is an upstanding 1nemﬁer--of soviety. Wh_e.thér he truly
‘believeé in New Hedonism or not, he certainly does not practice it to its fullest extent. Thaf
lifestyle, and its consequences, is reserved for the impressionable Dorian Gray.
Heis perhaps the easiest character for Wilde to transplant throughout the social
comediés. After the relative failure of Dorian Gray, Wilde composed plays that removed
" elements of the novel that were unpleasant for the readers—namely Dorian, or what Dorian
becomes. A young man who succumbs to a life of seduction, drugs, and crimé Has no placeina
humorous play in the West End. Lord Henry, hbwever, is full of wit and contrary opinions but .
eséentia.lly harmless. His characfer, unlike D.ror.ian, can be transplanted. His scenes in the novel
with other well-to-dos are acceptable. The Wildean dandy is perhaps the character for which
Wilde is known best, pot least of'all because it is an.archetype he actively performed himself.
e .'-_Tl_lere '-are,é.lsﬂ the quotes énd paraphrases in the plays taken from his eatlier novel, -
o l}._g-enerally_‘a-ss'ociated with the dandy cha_facters thét follow in fhe'footsteps of Lord Henry
‘Wotton. It is doubtful that Wilde necessarily expected his audience to recognize them. as
intertextual elements. In fact, it is imipossible to say whether Wilde himself was pulling from
previous writings (in this case, his novél) in ordet to Strehgthen the connection and dialogue of
his 18-9_Os'works, or if he was simply borrowing the best of one to augiﬁént another. In her
-contribution to the Cambridge. Companion to Oscar Wilde, Jerusha McCormack asserts that
examination of the ways [Wilde] compos;ed (such as the drafts of his plays)
. suggests that he began with a series of witty phrases; jokes or puns and shuffied
them around between characters — and even between other texts. Once he had .

coined a phrase, it was likely to reappear anywhere.

~The reappearing phrases do tend to come out of the mouths of the game Wildean archetypes,

however. Lord Henry Wotton’s one-liners and other fragments appear throughout the social

- comedies, as evidenced by the following.comparisan list, in thC'h each comedy is reprosentid.
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From Dorian Gray: -

I never talk during music—at least, .during

- good music. If one hears bad muisic, it is one's
duty to drown it in conversation. (Dorian, 42)
1 don't wish to know anything about them. I |

love scandals about other people, but scandals
about myself don't interest me. (Dorian, 126)

Mrs. Erlynne, a pushihg nobody, with a
delightful lisp and Venetian-red hair. (147)

When her third husband died; her hair turned
quite gold from grief. (Henry, 148)
"Moderation is a fatal thing. (Henry, 150)
Women loveus for our defects. If we have

. envughof them, they will forgiveus
' everythmg, even our intellects (Henry 149)

How English you are Basil! (Henry, 12)

There is no such'thing as good influence, Mr.
Gray. All influence is immoral-—immoral
from the scientific point of view. (Henry, 19)

'Noévadays people know the price of

‘everything and the value of nething. (Henry, -~

42)

‘Men marry because they are tired; women
because they are curious. Both are
disappointed. (Henry, 43)

23

From the seoial coriedies:

You see, if one Iﬁlays good music; people
don’t listen, and if one plays bad music

‘people don’t talk. (Algernon, ITOBE 18)

That is why it interests me. My own
business always bores me to death. I prefer
other people’s. (Cecil, LWE 139)

(Mrs. Erlyﬁne is a primary character in
Lady Windermere’s Fan.}

-] hear [Lady Harbury’s] hair has turned

quite gold from grief. (Algernon, T7OBE 17)

Moderation is a fatal thing, Lady

- Hunstanton. (Illingworth, AWONI 210)

‘Women love us for our defects. If we have

- _enough of them, they will forgive us

cverything, even our gigantic intellects.

: :(Illingworth, AWONI 209)

How absurdly Enghsh you arg. (Cheveley,

AIF306)

Lord Tllingworth says that all influence is
bad, but that a good influence is the worst in

~the world. (Allonby, AWONI 218)

* [A eynic is a] man who knows the price of

everything and the valuc-of nothing,
(Darlington, AIH 143) '

Men marry because they areﬁred;uwom en
because they are curious. Both are
disappointed. (Illingworth, A WONI 205)

Most of the quotes compared above are connected to a Wildear dandy ¢haracter in some way, .

and they are typically exaraples of the witty aphorisms ,that,grp?'gtomize Wilde’s style.
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It is more thaiﬁhé 'inteltexttlali'ty of archetype or even quotﬂﬁOrf.‘tﬁﬂt connects the social
comedies back to Dorian Gray, however. The social comedies are broadly abéut the masks that
the upper-classes dormed. Dorian Gray has a very obvious manifestation of thaf facades: Dorfan
Aquite literally has the face he shows to the world (his physical features) and the face th‘afc shows

‘his true qualitiés (the painting). But there is another character whose fagade is revealed t'.o‘-the
reader. Lord Henry builds for himself this image of a wicked man, when in reality it seems he is
almost all talk; no bite. These two characters preserit very different masks, é:f course: to put it -
r;educti‘}el&, one is a bad man masquerading as good, the other a good man pretending to be bad.
While Dorian Gray presents a very serious threat to society (anyone who seems like an upnght :
rﬁan could actually be a murderous and lecherous fiend), the second is not, and in fact people
geem t;) find the-sel;irredeemable dandies to be charming, They represent a figure who can provide
allthe ﬂexcitem.éﬁt of con:trovcrsy:while never truly tln‘eatening the social order. It is-unsurprising,
then,- that Wi_lde chose to keep the dandy _char:acter alivein his social comedies while abandoning
_the s,eriousnés;s éf a character fike Dorian.

Wilde also removed other dgngerous ¢lements that permeated his novel.,lnthe@ogial
comedies, there are no ambiguous male relationships that seem to blatantly stray beyond the
realm of masculine companionship. There are plenty of male friendships in the comediesﬁlack
and Algernon come immédi ateiy to rﬁihd."‘But unlike Basil Hallward, ggc_h of these men is gaught
up in romanc;: with a ﬁoman, and thougil théy may care for one another, any declarations of
feelings aré much more careﬁllly.guarded than Basil’s-profession of adoration to Dorian; neither

| has to fear, for instance, that society would not understénd their feelings toward one another.
And although the works sﬁll_ deal ‘Afi.th:'ﬁoﬁqpl'ex social issues, they do not detail the corrupt

“underworld of Victorian London. I Mrs. Fzlynne, for examaple; ever had anything to do with
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prostitution of asty kind, WE:don’.t know about it. Ttis duite-passible that Lord Wingworth was
involved in illicit arid illegal activities, but it’s not specified. Whethcr the trouble that “Barnest”
getsup to'in town is respectable-or debase is not exactly clear. The point is that although there
might be potential for the darker, poorer, more dangerous side of society to seep into the secial

- gomedies, Wilde keeps it at bay by primarily dealing with social problems of particular import to
thé middle and upper classes, like illegitimacy, political' corruption, and female honor.

Though Wilde’s 1890 novel and the West End plays that premiered in the years following
are diffefent in tone, content, and critical reception, there are enough intertextual elements that
brand both works as Wildean. The strongest of these are the dandy characters, so heavily d.fawn
from Dorian Graj/_’s Lord Henry Wotton, who is in turn drawn from Wilde’s own performance

<bf hitnself. Y ot at a-;d;espgi‘*-‘lgvgl’,;Wildgjis, Addressing the same social problem in both forms: the
ﬁlasks that people wear. Iﬁ',DOni'an Grdy, i\e preseits a horror story for the uppér classes, atale of
: ‘fi'}'fﬁmqra]ity and -th.e:cost of e;mmalf’beauty, Thc: social comedies simply .satirize, giving his

‘ ﬁudieﬁce an easier pill to sﬁf_allow while co.ntinuing to ctitique the work in which they iive. Was )
one of these more effective than the other? It is difﬁcult to come ciown firmly é-n either side.
Wilde’s comedies were more criticél.l'y acclaimed, more widely popular, more lucrative. Yet
Dorian Gray maintains literary and artistic skill, 'and question_s the power dt'art as well as the
limitations and consequences of society’s masquerade. What ig remarkable is how despite the
stark differences between Wilde’s novel aﬁd his-comedies, both bear the unmistakable mark of
their maker. Wilde’s essence carries over aeff;osé tone, medium, and style, and when considered
together, his literary work paints a complicated but vibrant pisture of a_;'man‘ ﬁri_f;i_quethe very

social world in which he theived.
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Chapter-4

The Exception of the 1890s: A Study of Salomé

With the exception of his fragmented plays and unsuccessful 'éaﬂy dramas, Salomé is certainly
Oscar _Wilde’s least-known play. This poetic, symbolist drama was otiginally written in French,
likely started dﬁring one of Wilde’s visits to Paris in 1891, Its creation overlaps with Wilde’s
first commercial success, Lady Windermere’s Fan, but the two plays are so different they could
have easily come from different playwrights. Salomé is a dark, highly stylized piece of drama
that does not focus on Victorian upper-class foibles but is instead for a complex and violent
retelling of a Biblical tale. The original story, related in the Gospels of Matthew-and Mark, is
little more-than_ a fragment: the gospels briefly mention an unna.:_nad woman who elicits the
_._prémise of John the Baptist’s head from her stepfather, King Herod. Historic accounts
_ﬁgt@t_lﬁir_l_q@_ that this stepdaughter’s name was Salome. |
The personage of Salome captivated artists long before Wilde; painters as early as the
fifteenth century depicted this mysterious young dancer. In thé 1870s, Gustave Flaubert featured
Salome in a short story. In Flaubert’s retelling, Salome’s mother Herodias uses the girl to ensure
the execution of John the Baptist. That story inspired Jules-Mﬁssenet’s French opera, Hérodiade,
in 1881. A decade later, Wilde began to compose his French drama, which shiﬁed the attention
and agehcy froni Herodias to her daughter, Salome. In 1891, in the afterglow of Lady

Windermere’s Fan sﬁccessful opening, Wilde began into production for Salomé in London—a
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production that the Examiner of Plays, Edward Pigott; made sure never saw the English stage
during Wilde’s lifetime.”
Pigott’s official concern was Wilde’s east of cliaracters—specifically Iokanaan, who is
clearly John the Baptist. Sanctions againsf the depiction of Biblical characters on stage persisted
long after their adoption early in the history of English theatre. As scholar Katherine Brown
Downey explains,
The sixteenth-century legislation against - the public production of passion and
cycle plays, first in Paris and thenin London and other European cities, followed
a period when European communities had been producing large-scale
dramatizations of key biblical narratives at major local events. Suddenly these
communities—actors, writers, producers, audiences, church, and state—regulated
those performances out of existence. There apparently was a broad consensus that
this was the correct thing to do, and the consensus persisted until the end of the
ningteenth century . . . .2

Pigbtt cited this law as the reason for Salomé’s censorship; but the case for banning the play

included more than s-imply enforcing a sixteenth-century decree. The content of Wilde’s Salomé

_had a second component which made it undes1rable Pigott, in one private quote, summarized

exactly what he found problematic: Wilde’s play was “half Biblical, half pornographlc ” and

neither of those halves was permissible on the English stage 3 Wilde created a sensual Salome

and turned the sacred figure of John the Baptist 1nto an obj eetxﬁed sexual object.
Blatant sexuahty and Biblical source matenal had, however graeed the Enghsh stage I
the form of French dramas. Historically speaking, French dra‘ma_s had managed to cxreumvenp .
. English sanctions Eigainét both erotic material and the depiction of biblical figures. Ll-’igott

himself, shortly before Salomé was banned, acknowledged that he considered French plays

! The Examiner of Plays was a British government employee who monitored scripts and approved them for
licensing. Without a license, a play could not be performed. This position gvolved from one sllghtly more famzhm e
theatre historians, the Master of Revels..
*? Katherine Brown Downey, Perverse Midrash: Oscar Wzlde André Gide, and Censorship of Biblical Dmma (New
York The Contifuium Publishing Group, 2004), 2.

* Quoted in John Russell Stevens, The Censorship of the English Drama, 1 8}4#) 90]‘ { Cdﬁlhl‘ld ger «,a,mbndve
University Press, 1980); 1 12.
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differently than English "plays.. Whei audience memibers .decidéd to see a Frénethl-ﬁy, Pigoft
claimed, they knew what they \-vvere' gelting 'themselves into (namely, erotic and-qﬁ_eétionable
‘content). On the other 'hand, audiences had a cé__rtain expectation about the pl"oprié'ty and decency |
of dramas in the English language. Pigott wras “extremely indulgent” when reviewing French
plays—in French, by French writers—submitted for pfﬁduction on the English stage.* Despite
the fact that the script was in French and the title role was to be played by a Frenchwoman,
Pigott apparently did not count Wilde’s Salomé as a French drama, most likely because Wilde
himself was not a Frenchman.

Some scholars make the argument that Wilde, acquainted with the laws of the Eﬁgl.ish
stagé, attempted to use the Freﬂch language to dodge the censor. After all, English was Wilde’s
© first l'anguage 80 what prompted the foray into Frénch? Even in his lifetime, friénds and critics
questloned why Wﬂde SO artlculate in hig native language would do such a thing, Wilde never
- ‘satisfactorily answered that questmn He simply descnbed Salomé as “my strange venture in'a
| t_on'_'guerthat is not my own,”l that is, an experiment.’ He certainly was a Francophile interested in
French culture, language, and art, but scholars do offer a corﬁpélling argument that he also
intended to userthe language. loophole in Victorian law to get Salomé produced in Lond(_)n.
| At face value, Wilde’s personal reaction to the censorship supports the suggestion that he
“pelieved Salomé would get-past the cen_sor.. He e;;préssed disappointment and disgust, promising
10 abandon England should Safomé be refused a license.® Wilde’s vocal denunciation of the
censorship, in addition to the certainty with which rehearsals had begun, has convinced several

scholars that he had fully expected his French play to circumvent the law. Yet Wilde’s public

* Pigolt quoted in “French Songs.” Era. 16 June 1894, p. 15:
* Wilde quoted in Foseph Donohue, "Translator's Preface " Salome: 4 Tragedy in One Act (Charlottesville:
University of Virginia, 2011), vii.
S Rerry Powell, Qscar Wilde and the T) heaire of the-1890s’ (Cambimge ‘Cambridge University Press, 1990}, 35.
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outcry agcunst the censorshlp of his play is not enough to alssume that he was sul‘pnsod Anothel
posmbﬁlty exists: Wilde knew his play would not make it through the English censorshlp system.'
 Scholars genemlly agree that Wilde knew Lhe rules, and that he mtenuonally wrote a play
ofa bldta.ntly sexual Arrever: ent nature that he knew would be met with opposition. Did Wilde
really believe that composmg the text in French would appease Edward Pigott? Or was it a bluff
in order to cause a stir over the eensorsh1p? It is true that the rehearsal process for Salome had
alreadybegun-when- Pigott issued the ban; that level of dedication to production suggests W11d6-
did trust (or hope) that the play Would see the stage. Yet Wilde’s behavior after the censorship ls |
peculiar for aman whose primary goal is reaching opening night: Wilde tiad the opportunity to

meet with the Examiner of Plays and discuss the problematic elements of Salomé a process that

‘would llkel y produce a rewsed (but l1censecl) play. However instead of approachmg Pigott to

fl‘remove obstacleu whmh stood in. the way of licensing,”- Wﬂde insulted the. man and forewent

n_'egouatlon'. Although no one can be- ent1r-ely sure about his intentions, executmg an intentional,

, pub]ic controversy certainly sounds like Wilde. Wilde scholars Josephine M. Guy and fan Small

have reached a similar conclusion: they note that Wildé'never offered Salomé to the American
market that had been so accepting of his earlier work; and they speculate that Wilde never

publishing rehearsal copies of the script. He did however, have an edition ready for publication

_ w1th remarkable speed Whethe1 he behevcd it would pass Pigott’s debk or not, Wllde never

¢laimed that his chosen language for Salome had anythmg to do with censorslnp laws. There is
no coneluswe evidence that he mte‘nded an‘ythmg other than a wrltmg exercise in a language he

loved.

7 powoll, 35-36. _
3 Josephine M. Guy and Tan Small, Guy, Oscar Wilde'’s meessmn Writing and the Crlture Ina’ustry m the Late
Nineteenth Century (New York: Oxfortt Usir .'emty Pregs, 2000), 113 _ :
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Yet writing exercise or hot, Wilde's language in Saloné is peculiar, and qer?téinly net an
example of naturalistic French. The 'I'anguage is, for one thing, relative simple. The text, in its
“'Wilde-approved Eriglish translafion as well as the French, is full of repetition and simple
sentences, quite unlike the clever witticisms and complicated monologues of his social comedy
~haracters. Take the opening lines of Saulomé, for example (original English translation):
THE PAGE OF HERODIAS. Look at the moori! How strange the moon seems! She is
like a woman rising from a tomb. She is like a dead woman. You would fancy she
was looking for dead things.’
These sentences are somewhat unnatural, less believable than the language used in Wilde’s other
plays. While viewing the social comedies, the audience would like to think that there are people
in the world who speak so well and wittily. The poetic language of Salomé does not strike the
- gafne-chord.-Was this unnateral dialogue intentional, or due to alack of mastery of the French
. Tanguage? Holbrook Jackson notes that
"It has been said that Wilde’s French, though correct, was not that of a Frenchman.
But no less an authority than André Gide has written that Wilde knew French -
almost perfectly and in speaking it had scarcely any accent. Defects of accent, in
any case, could not trouble his written French, and other irregularities would be
erased by French friends to whom he could have submitted, and actually did
submit, the manuscript. Nor must we underestimate his admitted knowledge of
French and familiarity with French literature.'® '
Wilde, although he never admittéd it, imbued Salomé with elements of the French literary and
" dramatic world.
~ French symbolism, which was in its prime ds Wilde was writing Salomé, is particularly -
clear influence to his work on the play. The movement that had great hold in Paris, and

Frenchman Jean Moréas wrote its mahifesto, which specified a few key points: firstly, that

symbols were not simply aﬂﬁ.g'o‘rie:s or allusions but held emotional content, and secondly, that

JE— e

9-uS'alc;'M._ué 337. S : o
1 1olbrook Jackson, "Introduction,” Salome: A Fragedy i One Aet (New York: Heritage, 1945), 9.
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symbolists opposed plain lﬁﬂg’ug&gs and reali‘sti-c_, matz@.;sflfaqt:dt.’»‘&g-ripﬁor;a_..]l While Wilde’s
other plays certainly do not fit into .tﬂis manifesto, Salomé does: the powerful imagery of the
‘moon, the recutring image of redness or blood, and even the veils altuded to in Salome’s
infamous dance. These syinbols can be applied directly to other things-—the moon as woman, the
| references to red blood an omen of death, the veils signifying a reveal of understandingémbut’
jthey also served to create a powarfu’l and emotional environinent in which tﬁe gction can take

place. Even before it becomes cvident that the red imagery is a foreshadowing of the bloodshed

-—that will follow, the following exchange creates a sense of danger surrounding Salome:

HEROD. ... Your feet will be like little doves. They will be like little white flowers
that dance upon the trees... No, nio, she is going to dance on blood. There is blood
spilt on the ground. She must not dance on blood. It were an evil omen.

'HERODIAS. What is it to you if she dance on blood? Thou hast wadeé deep enough
therein. ...

HEROD, What is it to me? Ah! Look at the moon! She had become red. She has
become red-as blood. ‘Ah! The prophet prophesized tmly He propheslde the
~ moon would become ted as blood. .. 12
" Here, mﬁhy symbols _c(ﬂlide: as-Salome prepares to dance, having secured Herod’s 'pre_lﬁise for
_ lreward, the moon which has come to be-a symbol of woman turns bloody, just as-'Salorr'le’s pale
_ feet will turn red in the spilt blood on _thc ground. This.is_ just one moment in which Wilde’s
sﬁnboli st influences are evident in his writing.

Yet ' Wilde’s -iﬁﬂuc_nces% can be Turther sp_ec’iﬁed.. ‘Wilde’s designer Graham Robcrt%n, o
| hearing the 'F;'ench, told Wilde-that its form sounded exactly like Mairice Maeterlinck:" Wilde o

himself mentioned Macterlinck when asked about why Salomé was in French. He replied,

" Motéas, Joan. “Le Symboliste.” 1886. Berlol. Web.

2 Salomé 360- 61
B powell 47. Maetetlmck was a Belpian coidemporary of Wilde’s, wh() wrete his playq in Frénch and siltimitely -
received the Nobe} Prize in Literature (1911). .
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Of course, there are modes of expression that a Frenchman of letfers would not
have used, but they give a certain relief or color to the play. A great deal of the-
curious effect that Maeterlinck produces comes front the fact that he, 4 Flamand-
by grace, writes in an alien language.™* '
Wilde himself even cited Maeterlinck as one-of the few contemporary writers for whom he had
real respect.” The fact that he is a-reéurn'ng reference suggests that it is more than simply ther act -
of writing in “an alien language” that connects the Belgian_wﬁtcr to Wil(rie’s work on Salomé.

: Maeterlinck developed a dramatic idea called “static dfama” that involves pﬁppet-like characters
\n;hé -afe moved to action by inner forces greater than intellect. Dialogue was at once simple and
symbolic, mﬁch likethat of Wilde’s symbolist experiment. |

| The “cﬁﬁous effect” Wilde nods to in_Maeterlinck’s writing is likely the same quality

that Jackson notes above: .the slightly-askew style that is not inaccurate, but simply unnatural.
And sqmetimes, Wilde é@nﬁded to Robertson, “a play ought to be in Frenc ’—and Salomé was
such a.]t)fla'y.:‘6 Itis also worth noting thaf the strange dialogue also helps in Wilde’sr depiction of a
s&aﬁge culture; 1éaie—-nine“zeenth century England and France were far i'élnoved from the Biblical
world of Salomé. Language is, of course, one of the most recognizable components of a foreign
culture, and recreating that strangeness of language while using a familiar tongue is a useful trick
m maintaining the illusion of presenting another culture.

The poetic language qontin.ues to be a foreign element today, perhaps even more 0
oW thﬁt time has separa’l.:_ed'us further from not only Wilde’s depicted time period, but from =

‘Wilde himself. Today,.howevé:r, playwrights’ experiments with Engl—i—sli. do share commonalities

with the language of Salomé. One particular example of this is the American playwright Sarah

o Quoted in Archibald Henderson, “The Theatre of Oscar Wilde,” The Overland Monthly (San Francisco: The
Overland Monthly Co., 1907), 15.

5 nterview,” St. Jarmes Gazette (1895), 372.
* Queted in Powell 53.
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Ruhl, whose ? Eur ydrce dta.logue is peaetm 8 fmbohs‘g and unnatura,l as Wilde’s in Salome St still
remains, howevet, that in popular and commerm_al theatre audlences expect a manrer of speaking
that is Tamiliar to them, and it takes tfiine for an "audienc;e to settle into a-different pattern of
speaking, even if _they afe expecting it, as most theatre-goers expect of Shakespeare.

- Yet it is more than unusual language that continues to present complications for Salomé
today. Concerns about ._ﬁiramat_ié representations of Biblical characters has. not vanished, and there
remains discussion about whether art that is irreverent toward sacred objects or people should be
allowed. The problem wi'th Salomé, then .and now, is that it combines the Biblical and sensual, as
Pigott’s original claim i‘mplies, and that the combination is unsettling for audiences. Katherine
_D_aney'theorizés that the reason Victorians were concerned about Salomé was that it sugggs'ted.

t'hat‘;ensum aud vulgar 'ﬂiemes_'coﬁid be-explored through Bibl.iéal' stoties, -cf_eating a

_é%)ntradjction in the minds. o'f Pmteétants by évoking the repressed, carnal elements of religion.'®
5 Wilde was interested in creatlng aplay that would make his audience thmk To do this, he-

: drew on é story w1th hlstoncad relat1v1ty, a term that was coined much later in theatre h1st0ry by

Bertolt Brecht. lede-purported that ““an audience longs to be first out of sympathy, and

' ﬁltimately in sympathy, .With a character they have loved: they desire it; they demand it; without

it they are not contented; but this sympathy must nioz‘ be merely emotional, it must havé its

 intellectual basis.”* Wilde wanted to please audiences, but he also wanted to challenge them. -

1 Ruhl’s £urydice does, however, has a wh1ms1cal quality that: kPpr it light, different in tone than Salomé. .

8 Downey 143-44,

. Bennett uses the following Brecht quote to explam this theory: “If we ensure that our characters on the stage are
moved by social impulses and that these differ according to the peried, then we make it harder for our speetator to
identify himself with them, He caginot simply feel: that’s how I would act, but can-at most say: if [ had lived under
those circurastances. And if the play works dealing with our own time as though they were historicai, then perhaps
the citcumstances under which h himself acts will strike him as equally odd; and this is where the cntmal attitude
begins.” Essentially, plays can invoke a partially subconscieus critical thinking process by requlring 1ts audmnce tu
consider the relativity of historical circumstances in decision-making.

* Quoted in Michsicl Y. Bennett, "Salomc s Tale -~ Tokanaan's Telling -- Wilde's Retellmg Histord cal Relatmty and™

(Un)specificity in Wilds's Salome," Narraiing the Past Through Theatre: Four Crucial Texts MWow York: Pa,lgrave
MacMﬂlan ”013) 44. Bf*nnstt g italics.
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Salomé was a challenge through nét—at;mly; its-eontroversial-material, but through its implieit

request that the audience understand the story through the morality scheme of another era: The

‘play depicts an ancient, Biblical world.and asks the audience to 1'pagL an;d_i:ﬂterpret- the actions of

a young woman from a culture quite unlike their own. Salome is certainly no Lady Windermere,

interested in propriety and social decency. She demands what she desires, and uses her limited

‘powers to secure power, She shocks Herod—and likewise shocks the audience—in brashly

_}s_tﬁiting, “I do not heed my mother. It is for mine own pleasure that I ask the head of Tokannan in

a silver charger.” Moments later, she throws aside all reservations, saying “I demand the head of

. Iokanaan.”*! W'ilde"'s- Salome is a dangerous example of a woman, a shocking comparison to the

obedient and virginal ideal to which his Victorian audiences were accustomed.

o - ,Wilde’s _play has taken -several.fbrms- since its inception. W_ildé nevér did see Salemé

- pmduced the play preiniered in Paris Wthe Wilde was servmg his'two years “hard labor and
‘ Wﬂde died before the Rlchard Strauss opela pr emlered in England and abroad. The English ba,n

pg;WIlde s play came to an end in'1931, with the first public performance of_Salomg in-the

Savoy Theatre.” Directors have continued to explote Safomé, but not in the same commercial

capacity as Wilde’s more typically palatable social comedies, which dictates the expectations

‘that audiences-have-wlhen. they purchase a ticket to see a play written by Oscar Wilde. Those

- patrons familiar with Oscar Wilde may be drawn tothe theaﬁre by their;‘fbn;&lires’bi]@gti-on& of

amusing and light social comedies. Theatres need to not only embrace how different this play is,

but to somehow prepare their audience—or intentionally exploit their misguided expectations.

-Sizlo?né ig not. vour average walk in the park with. Wilde, &nﬂrthcﬂti:és:hm&ﬁe to dt;;siﬁe wh@ther to

- g - - e bt i e st v e g5 e et -y e

2 Salomé :62 363 (my italies). .

» Samantha Ellis, “Sulomé, Savoy Theatre, Ovtobet L

ugredign (26 Marh 2003).
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surprise pa,tr;oﬂstiﬂﬁhat‘ information when the house tights go-dewn. Both approackipahave

their pros and cons (Wilde would certainly revel in the shock e}emenf; b‘.uf"’idya%-:patrons might be |
affrorited), bit the gapibetween audiente expgcta”ﬁbn and afctual produst must be;_fgé_édi-zgﬁd'an;d
;acknowlédggd.

Before even considering marketing, theatres and directors need to determine how to
approach this play. Part of Salomé’s draw to modern theatre artists is.the' combination of its

cl’aSsical' and symboli st roots. The play provides an opportunity for experimental theatres to

_1:i_nabéshed1y_ grapple with Wilde. The social comedies typically require more naturalistic

specificity and production elements to be accepted by modern audiences, but Salomé includes a

-datker tone and room for artistic license that is more amenable to the experimental theatre scene.

: 'ﬁ?;é:b‘i‘,gﬁpa‘ft'of this distinction is it how Salomé sstage directions differ from thosé in Wild—e"’s

m‘l comec’hes One example of this4s the most energetic moment of the p1ec3 the Danc;e ofthe

"-’be“a‘en Veﬂs; NO*dctaﬂs‘-, are given about what that dance eniails, leaving the moment completely -
. ififthie hands of direetor and performer. Similarly, while a social comedy like Lady Windermere’s S

...Fan specifies blocking gnd specific actions (“wipes her hands with her pocketuhandker_chief, .

goes o tea table L., sits down”), Salomé specifies only the bare minimum of required action to
guide the artistic team and far fewer wrylys.?

Salomé may not be-faced with censorship any longer, but the challenges the playprovides,:

* vemain. There dre technical and diréctorial challenges that tirne has not erased: the Dance of the
‘Seven Veils must be interpreted specifically and then realized on stage, and the severed head of

Tokanaan remains a problematic stage el em'entean inadequate prop could be the difference

hetween a terrifying moment and a-comie one, Aside froni these and otherfechnical challenges,

3 ¥ Stage direction from LWF 100. A ”Wryly’ {noun) is a term for parenthetmal direvtions given-tn actors from.
- playwrights (through the text) concermitg, liue readings. For example:
- her voice): To bid good-bye to my df*zu daughtaﬂ of course” (LWF 154)

NLYNDME (with a-note ef irony. in- -
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the play itself maintains the same dangerous elemerﬂs that Plgett and other “Enghsh ﬁensere
feared, ‘There is an mherent clash between sacred and profane in- the cext Wﬂde does not imbuie

the story of Ioka:c,_laan-?s death With vu}garity, but rather draws out the vulgarity ‘heaireadyaeef;; it
| the Biblic—ai_ text. That is what makes the retelling so threatening: the idea that soﬂmev@here, itk out:
most sacred texta there is a dark and profane representation of human nature that has been
minimized by years of revision, That fear of darkness in the oaered is not lnnlted to a*Victorian
audience, and the darkness that Wilde evokes in his text is only one facet of the production.
Modern theatre artists have a responsibility to make the whole story, and especially-its
challenging and frightening aspects, resonate.

Wilde’s Salomé is .a..retelling, not a rewriting. It presents a story of another time that wae

' if’mt? aﬂy mrrested (ox rej ected) through the lens of Victorian u:nderstandmg Elsewhe're, 4 have
o diec"usaed the eomphcatmm in ereating a Wilde: play that is set outs1de of its prebmbed time and -
- place Sai@me 18 certamly an exception fo almost all these comphcatlons Even though this play
i¥setina very specific peﬁoe with historical characters the: nature of. the piece lends itself to
adaptation and intenpre:tation. Wilde could do with Salomé the same thing that modern theatre
artists caﬁ do with his social comedies: provide an audience with a play that requires recognizing -
historical rela'tivity. Yet what Salomé can do in terms of acsthetic distancing goes beyond
Wilde’s other plays, jbeeause the:script lends itself to non-naturalism. Wilde's Salomé is one
" yeimagiting of one iﬁtefpret‘aﬁon of the Saome story, and his script can ﬁinctio_n as.a blueprint -
- for modei‘n theatre artists to develop their own retelling of the tale. Because of Salomé’s open
nature, it d.eman.de of a -di,rect,er,a vision beyond simply putting on stage what appears in the
seript, At the s'ame-fjme, it demam"sdef—fhe aud'ieﬂee_ a tapid shift in expectations: tlnaxsnefhe

| AVerage W_ﬂ;de play, and the way inrwhick: the playwright communicates is far from th@ .
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naturalistic world ofhis-social comedies. The oﬁ-gin&?f_‘;_Safbmég-‘?;_l_a‘y appears asfne point ip & line
'J-f'illteljgn'etag:i.orl, and thiat 'épiﬂi: of storytelling is one '*@hf&f should be embraced—that is .

_pmbraced—-by the experimental theatre, commurity.
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 Chapiter 5

Modernizing Wilde: @ha’lléhgés of Updating thie: Classics

The popular choice to modernize classic drama has extended'beyénd Ari#tophanes and
Shakespeare té include Oscar Wilde, On stage and on film, directérs ﬁave been producing
Wilde’s social comedies in modernizgd sottings while keeping a large percentage (if not all) of -
the-original Victorian text. Lady Windermere's Fanin post-war London. The Importance of
Being Earnest in 1970s America. An Ideal Husband in modern-day New York City. The plot,
characters, and language are essentiaily the same as in Wilde’s original, but the scenic"‘design, By
costuming, and staging sugges‘_t a spec_iﬁc_, non—Victorian setting. This modemization as
adéj)féfgioﬁ can be rewardiég,‘i.but is c-dmmonly'pro'blematic: 1t is not & concept that should be
Eipi)rdachéd<lightiy. Direc-tqré and theatres need _to-'considéﬁ‘ how inexdrably tied the text is te the
' l‘Victorian- era, and they must consider their motives for modernizing in the first place. -

% Itis understandable that directors are looking at modernizing Wiide. Working with a -

century-old text that is clearly imbedded in its original period can be intimida.ting,'for theatre

artists and for audiences. Although it is fairly undisputed that Wilde’s themes and the questions
he raises through his plays continue to be relevant to médem'iife, it is equally agreed upon that
the specific reférences and anachronistic 'langua_ge.can easi_ly turn into a museum piece..
Considering modémization also expaﬁds the cofice‘ptuétl possibilities for a production and he-ﬁps
-the director answer the question “what makes this produétion unique?” The solution to the

hallenge of bringing a Victorian play to life for a modern andience is not necessarily answered

‘w simply transplanted Wilde’s text into a different time or place In Zaet, ait@nip-t&' tcm

“have met with mixed and lukewarm teviews.
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As early as the I3 DAOQ, people were questwumg the modermz&hon of’ W Liﬂ An Enghsh
productwn of 7 ﬁe Imporzance of Bemg Earnest took Wllde s ‘present day” settmg uescnptlon %o
‘mean their own prment ddy——that is, 1927. A rewew in The Manchester Guardmn quesﬁoaad
fhe choice, Whlch was comiion at the t1mé saying: |

Thirty years on, one begins to feel that Wilde should be done in the costume of his

period—that his wit today needs the backmg of the atmosphere that gave it life and trith.

W7171de s glittering and cornpiex verbal felicities go ill Wlth the shingle and the shott
sk1rt '

A more modern example is the 2008 An Ideal Husband produced by Red Fern Theatre Company,
which placed the Victorian classic in contemporary New York City. NY Theatre reviewer
Michael Mraz pinpoints the central problem with the mo‘dernization: :

The update ... never quite seems necessary and, at times, makes the }.angua,ge and
characterization a bit awkward. Most of the Wilde text is intact (and it is a
Wondf’rfu] witty text), while here and there a contempm ary word or reference is

 thrown in. However, every time one of these references is diopped, it sucks the
wind out of Wilde's language and sticks out like a sore thumb:. it also makes some
of our main characters seem- hopelesslfy out of time.” -

R

S In cach of these examples, the reviewer points out a problematic disconnect, between

setting and language. That argument reappéars in reviews of other modernized p;:oductipné..;anﬁ.

films, such as 4 Good Woman (based on Lady Windermere's Fan), in which “the Wilde-isms ar¢
finally more of a dlstrdctlon imported from another world and another genre.” 419 The New York
Times 'cﬂticized;_a.z.ﬂﬂfr production of The ‘gcmporra'nce'of Being Earnesi for not. ﬁmsu.-gag t‘];f; -

’dngu'tge “When actions speak much Iouder than its olever word% 'baﬁlcsi' b("( ome 4 s

._WIttcd.»)RO

"The Importance of Bemg Earnest——a Case for Peviod Cosutmes,” The Manchester Thimes, Wiay 34957 20

' Guardian and Observer Digital Archive.-

 Michael Mraz, " An Idedl Fsband:® Nh%azm & Nov. 2008.

_ 7 Derek Elley, “Review: 4 Good Woman.” Variety, Seplember 19, 2004.

50 Lawrencu Van Gelder, "Wilde's Victorian Wit Dumbed Down in Drag " The New York- rzmee,- hﬂv "m ;.
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To bon oW ﬁom an old phras’,e, ;ou Can take the play out of Vlct(man Engiand bwt gﬁm_ :

gan’t take the thorldn Engla:ud out of the play Even ifa costume des1gnel putb A Woman o; i

'{mportance $ Uerald AIbuthnot in.a 1070s 1e1sure suit, or if a props masteI equlps An 1dea{
 Husband’s scheming Mrs. Chevelev with an iPad, the play retains 1he traces of Wﬂde s tite.

The language and the characters bear the unmlstakable brand of Victorian England. Turning

Robert C,hlltem (An Ideal Husband) into a Repubncan Senator or deplctmg Algernoa (The

Importance of Bemg Earnest) asa hlps’ter is disregarding the epeuﬂ(:lty of W11de s text trylng to

force the characters into roles they were never meant to fill.

Wilde’s characters may not be as psy’cholo gically realistic as the Ninas and Torvalds of
the theatre wotld, but that does not make more successful time-travelers. Psychelo gical realism

_ hElpb auduf‘ﬁces draw eenneeu ons acrogs tirne and plays through the imowledge that humanq are

i mtmnswahy the same- thmugheut hlstory Wilde’s charaetero, i1 contrast are’ 1eco gmmble not

- because of the1r relatable huxnan quahtze@ but bt,cauqe they are types,” ypeq that ﬁt snug]y into -
"v.hﬁ- ‘thoman woﬂd The key to makmg penod-pleces relatable and resonant i not a cell phones
ora poodle:skirt, but truthful acting and a completely understandmg of and trus’r in the te)r;t and

the historical context of the p1ece.

Although Wilde’ s charaoters are types they are spec1ﬂcally Victorian types. They are
what then soczety makes them Ibcn :notmas fcm aehon are dlctated by the spemﬁeﬂr of tﬁelr
.+ dives. heeh haractel,ueven those Who g0 agamstt gram nke Mirs. Eﬂynne m Lady '
Wmdermere s Fan, has a set of mtnnsxc Values that has been hammered into them. Many values

are ones we still recognize 1n7_tod_ay- 8 s‘omety—t_hat is gne. r-eas_on_ Wilde is s_e_ relatable—bnt we

sannot pretend that they are identical: Mo




ot exampl;
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samié characters. While the general “type” prevails, -ih@'speﬁ%ﬁdity that makes ¢harhcters
engaging is different.

Modernizers snight argue that updating works because it demenstrates hew nothing hias

changed and how Victorian stereotypes remain preminent in modern society. The contiection of -

then and now is admirable, but transferring across time is not as simple as throwing the text onto

-a'settiilg._ A Victorian dandy 18 not exactly the sarie as & wealthy CBEO’s lay-é‘é)out son. Tﬁr;two :
_ iéi;igureé certainly do shére-coﬁnnonalities, and as today’s society is distinctly lacking in Victorian

‘9:‘1aﬁc-1i_es.j it.is perhaps the most reasonable analogy to make. But the point remains that a Wilde "
- dandy such as Algernon is not written as a modern rich boy, and without adapting Algernon

~beyond ;mere modérrﬁzati'c')r_l, there remains a disconnect between his language and his character.

iy miagy meﬂde’ spiays, modmniza:tionﬂalso creates issues with plot and believability.

t;}zs}'hatsif',fhé}i'ﬂciﬂin_inating ]cttertne Mirs. Chéveley possesses in.dn Idec! Husbund '

 were an em.aji.};‘*itﬁfitead? The avdience; having a very thorough working kﬁéw-l'éﬁge of how ';digitéi -

informatitn cz;in;-b'e manipulated-and how .efnailg-ciz_m be aceessied and duplicated will have to

fight suspend thir disbelief that a) Mis. Chevéley:is the only person in posses__sion of this

information and b) she does not have the blackmailing material in some other form that she
might use later.

- Believability of hlgh sj;akes._.ii’é'féolﬁ})’ﬁié’@tqd;%ﬁs.'We}éél=.'z' Fag ‘fact that Gerald: Arbuthnot is an -

| ‘llepitimate child means somethifg 'tj'lifféreli'ttin k4 itcjl.f)ffai,t?-ﬁri'glarﬂ' than it does in modern

America (namely that being born out of wedlock in not necessarily. damning). It is, of course,

possible to account for such disc,r@anci@&cdﬁé@d qi‘ing—- atime and place-(other than Victorian

Eugland) where illegitimagy-is eruciaily impostatt; for exaniple—bat it4s irtesponsible for a

~ director to leave the ‘s't.akgfﬁs,meﬁ};@aﬁq}j{im thehands of the ac;tmsshowever capable they may be. -




Emily Anne Gibson | Co 42
English Honors Thesis ' :

The average audience member does not need to relate to ordd wthiht*ftgmf."anWﬁdes ' ¥

plays, bﬁt they do need to u-ndel_'stand those characters, An actor cair c'oxivihg‘g the 'auﬂiéhee that |

Mrs Azbuthnot 1s genvinely preoceupied: with;_;me_'iqgitimacy ,@f—iief ajcm'; but if that

. preoceupation seems illogical to & modem- audienéce,“ as it might if set in amoéiern world‘,f the

audience vieWs the character as illogical, a trait not present in Wilde’s text. - ]
Another ex'amplé of an issue that arises in modernizing Wilde is that of cousins fack ana

-GWendqun becoming engaged in The Importance of Being Earnest. What was then |

unremarkable is by most modern audiences considered to be socially unacceptable. Displacing

Wilde’s plays forces the audience to suspend disbelief not to challenge their minds, but to excuse

-~ the director and artistic team. In a modern production, it may take the audience out of the play in i

~4n spot W—ild@:é dfi‘d-:'-nota--iﬂtcnd .-whilﬁ'the;éame moment in a period-piece production: woul:dlb@

; ?_.sv_;'rmstdntly au:mpted due to- 'the understandmg and acceptance of the distant time and plat,e L . e
These »Jhallenges to modemlzatmn are not 1tnsurm0untab}e ‘but before theatres even-
approach the-Jogistics of actualizing the modernization, they should consider théir'motives..

carefully. One of the most common inofives for modetnizing a classic like Wilde’s is a desire fo

represent a theatre as provocative and relevant. The question of how best to incorporate classic
“plays into a contemporary theatre’s season deserves discussion, and modernizing the text is
“indsed one answer. It is passé; in so_me_Ways;, to do a straight p_ifadu.ctibn-of a Classic play.

- Theatres are asking---as they shouid—"— Why are we producing this play? What tire we saying and

- doing that is new? These are important questions to ask, but they can also create a trap. Time and

‘again, the answer proVid’éd is to layer a conéem or an intéxesting twist:on top ofa text o (as i

' -Ihe ase W1t'h mocmrmza,uon) piﬁ{.‘f‘ the tewt on 1013 mf anew c‘ontex‘r There aretwo plcoblf‘mo Wi

,'“ucﬂ’l pmc,urec* ﬂ’]lu ﬁrqt 1s_1haL 1’[ isan: RSV WBY T dt,v&‘lopmg an Ongma] taks on; *he nlav
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I‘he second is that fixodernization js.ofar ﬁiore ,Uﬁm_j@)léx- pi‘ccw ﬂfiaii}ir'cinhoosing a-time and i)laice
-and running with it. " | |

Modemizi'rig'in the mannér eutlined: ab_o.{re i an*eai&iv‘:;Way;cijv‘ﬁ-ti(;ff.d@w}:loping‘ a textually -
“based concept and grappling with historical context and-content. It is-a way-out of discovering
what is enduring a,nd provocative about this text as a text, without Ihe added layers of what
dlrectom, dcs1gners and actors may conmbute A W1Ide play can stand on its own. It does
:xeqll_ire an artistic vision, purpose, skillful design, and orchestration, just like any well-crafted
_pfoduction. What it do-es not require is'a general concept overlaid onto the text rather than
incorporated into 1t Mo'defnization alone should not be the conceptual engine behind the
_,productlon Form should follow function. The play should not be molded into somethlng it is not

i order to cqnfm‘m to a concept——ﬁthe concgep‘t should be molded to cons:df‘r @nd comp 1merlt ti‘c*

.not necesqarﬂy rule out modemmatmn 1It. mmply cautwns tha;t ﬂw ideato .

w

-??:-;,_.irext Thls do
- -:.:r;nqderni.ze.slmgld.deyelep organicallyﬁ'om the text, not from the box oﬁice sugge_sting that
- audieiees would love a rock “n* roll Wilde production.

Anﬂthgr common Lju'sti;ﬁcation_lﬁif modernizing Wilde _is-' the claim that it beneﬁtég the
audience. An example of this comes from the director of a 2013 production of Lady |
Windermere"s ch ‘which was set in 194-? London. The primary justification fbl" the
-‘-}nodeunzanon ‘was-to keéu TJm, play fmm betng a museum p1ecea——the 18903 was, dppamfttly, r}(;r;-. '
_..fustom.:al 1947 aocordmgj to: thlS d1rect01 was the perfect period to set the play, bec@u&e it

brought the play into the more-recent past while depicting an era in which Wilde’s language

*‘wo-uld not yet be antxquated-. The mro_demlzatlon made the play more,-accesmbl_e‘to a‘ugi_mﬁ&;@s,
_ fg?_lfoxfiding them the needad a&matmuem seeing the relevcmaf;tﬂtr)'iﬂy”& Ty?{:'ﬂlf_?t(i:}:?

m Alice T Caﬁer "Shghfly Updaled 'Lady Wmuziemmes l’ém Kef’ps Qscar Wﬂde Ag e
Fr'bunp 7mv 12,2013, o o :

Pitiabiign
N ]
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The notion that modem.ém'.die{mes need-that kin'ﬁ‘-:of assistance is unfair and insulting to
patrons of the theatre. Modefn audiences don’t need tobe coddled when watching & Wilde piay.
' Théy don’t need to see Sir Robext Chiltern’s Pmllument cotifession through a teleﬁsib;’m Iiloﬁitf'_li‘
“to imderstaﬁd that simnilar situations are p;esérit its their own societies. Theatre artlsta tnust trast
their andiences to be smart. Audiences—whether they realize it or not—come to the theatre to
: héye ané)fcpe:'i‘ence consisting l;of more than sit‘tingr and iooking.-T he audience’s job, whexn they
- goto .fheatre, is to make connections between what thef see on stage and what they see in life,
Of course there are patrons who attend a play just for a-night’s entertainment, but part of what .
makes theatre exciting is the mental exertion the 5udience ié expected to put forth. -'
Méderﬁiiati.dn walks a fine line between thought-provoking and spoon—feeding§ a production

~that tells aLd1a11ws how the play i is relevant to modern somety is less engagmg than one that

s *-;5uggcsts c@nnectlons"am_d aﬂews audiences to il in the gaps with their own personal

e a_xpériences Thesucceqsﬁﬂ, gtimul ating modernization of 'Wi.lléle’s comedics is not imlﬁos-sible,,
. ~ butit takes cére' and COnsi&eration thaf api)ear to Be‘lagking in many of the recent productions
' ;iiddressed'-at the start of this essay. |
It is true that theatres must develop concepts for their productions. Choices must be

inade, and perhaps a modern setting would be more accessible to audlences that its Victorian

' ,ounlerpart T"le p] ay may be dlfﬁcult for some- audlenoes (althou,gh one of Wilde appeals is how

: -V“lea,n dndksnarp -his- wnrde are), and steps must be taken to ensurc a posmve audlence experlenM _

f es, 1t may be prudent to cut the names of Speclﬁc gentleman 8 clubs, or to tweak terms that #r ¢
10t co rnmant)la B ROW. It may also be detrlmental a8 you | lose some.of the es“enmal command

and detail Witiu?d;s@}gys a_bcrl-:t j:hﬁ;sji:tpparar_‘.n;_g_‘l' ; W M}tgmf_u W

distancing is not.always a bad thing.




Emily Anne Gibson C 45

‘English Honots Thegis

W.‘i].dai:; cr*me::l‘:cs are r;d-i‘iiﬁ'rs‘u!.t' to ‘xu.mawgv;ﬁ A part of thz;t’-gﬁalleﬂge:c:ertaiﬁlydf)es lie
in foreignness of the world of the play. But theatie dirtists must wrestle with the text and timin g
£0 ci'éafe a _woﬁhx*whﬁg p@mr‘*rfather fhan thmging thé setting ti simplify thr: Play. That doés
~not rrican that modernization rs never agoocl idea, or that-it cannot ibe-.‘;icsne wyetl. &t theans that

-modernization must be thought-out and complete. This might mean moving from general

- fﬂ()dernii&iﬁiaﬁ inito comaplete ad_aptaﬁoﬁ; What is Taportant is that choices are justiﬁabié, and that

. a modermzation leoks carefully at the discornects that commornily arise’and acknowledges them,

spuestions.them, and determines whether Wilde’s text is truly being served.
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Conclusion

“When T first started this project, I imagined-an anthology of Wilde's drawatic wotk with esstys

aCcompanying',each pféy- or fr;;w'ﬁieiit. 'f;-qﬁ?ickly. reai-ized,.:ha’,wéver ‘ *ﬂlﬁtﬁi- did not want to --Simpljy -

write mtroduchons ta the plays. 111stead I looked at. the wmld of’ Wﬂda scholarslnp and

ronsidered which 1deas [ was most interested in discussing, What I saw Was a lot of biography
N mId,explorat‘ion' of Wilde as-ai individual. Wilde’s cha'fisma and persotality is what initially
ﬂrew me to read his work years'ago, so Ifound it completely understandable that his life was %

primary topic of séholars_h:ip. [ also saw the anthologies whose introductions covered basic

historical context and perhaps a small amount of general commentary— that 4n Ideal Husbund

_is about pohtlcal corruption, for instance, or that 4 Woman of No Importance is about the double-

- gtandards that mit“women in SD! fety. And finally, 1 found a Worla u*’ ana‘wms of Wﬂde g vmtan g

_.Jtself whlch:appl oached hts llterary Wolk With different 1ra.mew0rk‘r and iﬂnc*es Wadmg thmugh o

. the producrs of ’Wﬂde schmars led me away from creatmg an. antho;ogy of hlb dramatxc Works

and toward‘ de%lopm—gjer{‘iadef and more _quphc_:amd_1deas;1.hmugh--a series of essays. That is
what I hope I accomplished through.this coﬂ_ec‘tion. :
Reaching this goal has proved to be a challenging process in'many différent ways. As I

mentioned earlier, this proj ect underwent several structural chaniges -c')ver its yea:rlong

,development shifting from antholoyfy t0 play 1111"“0(11101210118 m a gollemon m: thc.tnatlcaliy simyiley -

.“saays on topics I find compelling and rcleva:nt Thelc was dJuU thc eve’ -lestltlg m‘obifesm of

scope. Wilde studies itself is a growing field, a-part 0-_f t‘he vast Venil,diagram of Westetn

literature. How does Wilde fit into the context of his -V_-‘Z_.c_torian},qgntemggf_;%aﬁga? ‘What-imprint did:

e leave on the Enghqh comedy Wl‘ltPTS Wh() fo‘l 5

thh the heavs _[WClghtS of modeﬂ mﬂma?:E,a_qh nﬁhe liastic
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B nqmry heyond the sc,ope of this ¢ essay col lerﬁmn Fromn *lle heg,.nmng, :1h ’fra m‘fc'z been

: ‘morne_nt i warried th.ere was nothing to write about. The que_sti__orrwas how io Q_.Eh_‘JOSG._
“The purpose.of fhis thesis, beyond my own education and developmient s¢ & scholer, hag
been to write essays that are aimed at bringing literary and historical scholarship to #more

gene'ral 'eudience. Specifically, this meant approachin‘g Wilde’s theatrical canon from a

+dramaturgical point of v1ew, exammmg the plays with. therr theatrical eonte)rt at the foreﬂ ont of

- my mind. Whlle not all of the essays focus on production methods like Chapter 5 (“}*rom Dorran
.Gmy to Eames_t”) or play—speerﬁc_hlstory like Chapter 4 (“The Exception of the 18905,”), each
was ‘cr-aﬂed to be aeoeSsible and engaging to scholars, students, and artists aiike. Each should
pr'ovide illurninaﬁonbnt' also encourage questions and conversation. That is the- imprint of my

'drérmstrirgie'eﬁ ucunlng eorme tm,g good schomrshlp and acedennc rigortoa pra(,trcai arid

: .'_:.ec,cessnble us M v work on these essays strives toward that ooar rather: than provrqmg
: *extbook dlseuSSion of Wllde s plays |

CAsT moye forward i my personal_-'researeh, I'intend to continve Wilde St‘ué'ies_,
parti cnlar%iy_in_re].atiorktoiheatﬁcal production. Wilde’.s oomedies are cl_es‘si'os of the W estern
theatrical canon that deserve careful consideration in production. A'rti.sric rnterpretaﬁon_is .
fosteredend enhanced by analytlcal and academlc study. Bringing the two togethermscholarsnrp
- --and per‘ormancewis key to creatin, I work that pushes boundaries within the hrnrts ofthe fe: :(t
o -hough his plays..arfe over acentury oid, we cannot assuine that' we know all "there irs.‘to know ar
that everything has been done already There is a need to continue studylng these plays and thig
‘Jlaywrxght both through aeademlc scholarshrp and dramaturclcally through performanc:e

- Nﬂde 5 plcrys oelovg on the stage, a,nd 1t is my hnpe ’rhat these e»,says and essayg tiks Gl them htﬁ;@

_r;th;e.atre arti stspro._duee smart anﬂ mfn ¢ dﬁ;prodmtrons Wﬂde $ plays hawe w]'rhn rhem ﬂn\
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- potential to sxplore the past, exhibit the present, and pose questics: a2, More than

that, thev ailow readers; artists, and audieﬁ@:‘eé to.play. Our job, then, is to c‘naﬁnel n?amc,sf’s

5

Algem ot ‘:m Tldﬁhlmsﬁlf,anr‘mpldy with wonderful expression.
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