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    OSCAR WILDE




    IRISH PLAYWRIGHT, POET AND WIT




    

      	Born in Dublin in 1854.




      	Died in Paris in 1900.




      	

        Notable works:



        

          	
The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890), novel




          	
The Importance of Being Earnest (1895), play




          	
The Ballad of Reading Gaol (1898), poem


        


      


    




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


  




  

    AN IDEAL HUSBAND




    CORRUPTION, BLACKMAIL AND POWER POLITICS AT AN ENGLISH DINNER PARTY




    

      	
Genre: play




      	
Reference edition: Wilde, O. (2000) The Importance of Being Earnest and Other Plays. London: Penguin Classics.




      	
1st edition: 1899 (first performance 1895)




      	
Themes: Victorian society, public and private life, honour and corruption, forgiveness, politics, secret pasts


    




    An Ideal Husband follows the story of Sir Robert Chiltern, an eminent politician with a shady past; as a young man, he sold government secrets in exchange for money, helping to establish both his career and his fortune. He is now a respected MP and everyone, especially his wife Lady Chiltern, believes him to be a man of principle. However, his past threatens to be revealed when Lady Cheveley, a dinner party guest who knows his secret, tries to blackmail him.




    An Ideal Husband was first performed in 1895 at the Haymarket Theatre, where it was so popular it saved the newly opened theatre from financial collapse. It is now considered to be the quintessential Wildean moral drama and is his second most frequently performed play (after The Importance of Being Earnest [1895]).


  




  

    SUMMARY




    ACT 1




    The play opens at a dinner party hosted by Sir Robert Chiltern and his wife Lady Chiltern. We are introduced to the guests as they arrive at a typical Victorian dinner party populated by typical Victorian archetypes: Mrs Marchmont and Lady Basildon are beautiful high society ladies who gossip wittily, the Vicomte is a French attaché who does not quite grasp English manners, the Earl of Caversham is an esteemed, elderly nobleman and Mabel Chiltern (Robert Chiltern’s younger sister) is an innocent English rose. Caversham and Mabel discuss Caversham's son Lord Goring, a louche, urbane dandy to whom Mabel is clearly attracted, but who has not yet arrived at the party.
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