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Oscar Wilde was a major influence on the culture of his
time, and remains relevant today, as a model of wit and
style, a sexual icon, and a moral example. In a sequence of
detailed and imaginative chapters on Wilde and his times,
John Stokes shows how in the 1880s and 18gos Wilde played
a vital part in the development of modern culture, inspiring
others to carry his ideas on into the twentieth century.
Stokes offers studies of Wilde’s place in the Romantic
tradition, and of his relationships with such legendary
figures of the fin de siecle as Aubrey Beardsley, Alfred Jarry,
and Arthur Symons. And always, as part of the process of
historical inquiry, Stokes considers those who came after:
humanitarian disciples who kept Wilde’s memory sacred,
performers in his plays, actors who impersonated the man
himself. Oscar Wilde: Myths, Miracles, and Imitations explains
why Wilde, a “material ghost,” haunts us still.
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Lithograph poster for Léon LaRoche, printed in the United States
for the Barnum and Bailey tour of France, 1go2.
Reproduced by permission of Ricky Jay.

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521035309
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-0-521-03530-9 - Oscar Wilde: Myths, Miracles, and Imitations
John Stokes

Frontmatter

More information

OSCAR WILDE: MYTHS,
MIRACLES, AND
IMITATIONS

JOHN STOKES
King’s College London

%% CAMBRIDGE
.5 UNIVERSITY PRESS

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521035309
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-0-521-03530-9 - Oscar Wilde: Myths, Miracles, and Imitations
John Stokes

Frontmatter

More information

CAMBRIDGE UNIVERSITY PRESS
Cambridge, New York, Melbourne, Madrid, Cape Town, Singapore, Sdo Paulo

Cambridge University Press
The Edinburgh Building, Cambridge CB2 2RU, UK

Published in the United States of America by Cambridge University Press, New York

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9780521475372

© Cambridge University Press 1996

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,
no reproduction of any part may take place without
the written permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 1996
Reprinted 1998
This digitally printed first paperback version 2006

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloguing in Publication data

Stokes, John, 1943—
Oscar Wilde: myths, miracles, and imitations / John Stokes.
p. cm.
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 0 521 47537 6 (hardback)

1. Wilde, Oscar, 1854-1900. 2. Homosexuality and literature —
Great Britain — History — 19th century. 3. Authors, Irish — 19th
century — Biography. 4. Wilde, Oscar, 1854-1900 — Influence. 5. Gay
men — Great Britain — Biography. 6. Romanticism — Great Britain.
I. Title.

PR5823.568 1996
828°.809 — dc20 95-32382 CIP

ISBN-13 978-0-521-47537-2 hardback
ISBN-10 0-521-47537-6 hardback

ISBN-13 978-0-521-03530-9 paperback
ISBN-10 0-521-03530-9 paperback

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521035309
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

CAMBRIDGE

Cambridge University Press

978-0-521-03530-9 - Oscar Wilde: Myths, Miracles, and Imitations
John Stokes

Frontmatter

More information

For Richard Ellmann
1918-1987

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521035309
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-0-521-03530-9 - Oscar Wilde: Myths, Miracles, and Imitations
John Stokes

Frontmatter

More information

Contents

List of tlustrations page x
Acknowledgments xi
List of abbremations Xiv

Introduction I
1 The magic ball 23
2 Some gentle criticisms of British justice 39
3 Wilde at bay: the diary of George Ives 65
4 Romantic reincarnations 89
5 Beardsley/Jarry: the art of deformation 110
6 Dieppe: 1895 and after 126
7 Wilde interpretations 152
Notes 186
Select bibliography 207
Index 210

x

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521035309
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-0-521-03530-9 - Oscar Wilde: Myths, Miracles, and Imitations
John Stokes

Frontmatter

More information

Lllustrations

Lithograph poster for Léon LaRoche Jrontisprece
1. Advertisement for Oscar Wilde, starring Robert

Morley, in the Evening Standard, 20 May 1960 page 15
2. Aubrey Beardsley, Messalina Returning from the Bath 121
3. Map of Dieppe in 1898 127
4. Cover of 4 Sea-side Flirt by “John Winter” (1897) 131
5. The Bathing Beach at Dieppe 137
6. The Dieppe Casino at the turn of the century 141
7. Walter Sickert, Qua: Henri IV 145
8. “Le Pollet,” Dieppe 146
9. Hester (Julie Saunders), Mrs. Arbuthnot (Carol

Royle), and Gerald (Andrew Havill) in the final act

of Philip Prowse’s 1991 production of 4 Woman of No

Importance 160

10. Martin Shaw as Lord Goring in Peter Hall’s 1992
production of An Ideal Husband 164

11.  Algie (Richard E. Grant) and Jack (Alex Jennings)
in Nicholas Hytner’s 1993 production of e

Importance of Being Earnest 167
12. Maggie Smith as Lady Bracknell in Nicholas Hytner’s
1993 production of The Importance of Being Earnest 169
13. Edith Evans as Lady Bracknell 175
14. Wilde represented as a prominent member of the
audience by Maurice Greiffenhagen 182
X

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521035309
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-0-521-03530-9 - Oscar Wilde: Myths, Miracles, and Imitations
John Stokes

Frontmatter

More information

Acknowledgments

My own involvement with Oscar Wilde began when I played the
role of Gwendolen Fairfax, not accurately but with wonderful
expression, in a school production in the mid-fifties. Like many of
the men and women I write about in this book, I felt liberated by
my contact with notoriety. In the early 196os good fortune took
me to Reading University. There I encountered lan Fletcher,
who knew more about the fin de siécle than anyone else alive. In the
1970s Ian and I ransacked libraries on both sides of the Atlantic
for all traces of Wilde and compiled two long bibliographical
essays.

In the 1980s I began to realize the paradox of Wilde’s
reputation. As his historical moment grows ever more distant he
is increasingly recognized as an ally in all quarters. This is
because he occupied a complicated historical space: the son of an
Irish Republican who was at home with the Prince of Wales; a
socialist Oxonian who embraced boulevard theater; a radical
thinker accused of effeminacy as well as of feminism; a sometimes
loving husband and a constantly devoted father who was deeply
and proudly homosexual. His cultural permanence depends on
his multiple personality — the double life not so much the
alternative life as the mirroring life, because all lives involve love,
fidelity, betrayal.

These days he’s everywhere. As I write this, in the summer of
1994, three events take place in rapid succession. First it is
announced that Wilde is to be commemorated in Poets’ Corner
in Westminster Abbey. The Dean of Westminster counters any
objections by insisting that he was “someone who is likely to be
remembered a hundred years after his death and someone who is
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press for a pardon in time for the centenary of his arrest in 1995.
It is precisely at this moment that the Perrier-Jouet company
(which long ago benefited from product placement in The
Importance of Being iarnest) opts for the advertising slogan, “When
Oscar Wilde called for the Champagne waiter he was only after
one thing.”
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conclude in The Soul of Man under Soctalism.
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The following abbrevations are used throughout:

Ellmann Richard Ellmann, Oscar Wilde (London: Hamish Hamil-
ton, 1987).

Letters  The Letters of Oscar Wilde ed. by Rupert Hart-Davis
(London: Hart-Davis, 1962).

Works  The  Complete  Works of Oscar Wilde (Glasgow:
HarperCollins, 1994).

Unless otherwise stated all translations are my own.
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