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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




          	
An Ideal Husband (1899), play


        


      


    




    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.


  




  

    THE BALLAD OF READING GAOL




    WILDE’S INDICTMENT OF CAPITAL PUNISHMENT




    

      	
Genre: poem




      	
Reference edition: Wilde, O. (2010) The Ballad of Reading Gaol and Other Poems. London: Penguin.




      	
1st edition: 1898




      	
Themes: the penal system, the death penalty, religion, sacrifice, punishment, guilt, love, justice, forgiveness


    




    The Ballad of Reading Gaol was written in 1897 during Wilde’s self-imposed exile in France. Wilde was released from Reading Gaol in May of that year and the poem draws strongly on his experiences there, specifically the hanging of fellow prisoner Charles Thomas Wooldridge (English soldier, 1866-1896) which had a great effect on Wilde. The poem was published by Leonard Smithers (English publisher, 1861-1907) in 1898. Since Wilde’s name was already infamous in England and would have damaged the critical reception of the work and the reputation of the publisher, The Ballad of Reading Gaol was published under Wilde’s prison number C.3.3. (his cell was in cell block C, on the 3rd floor, and was the 3rd cell from the left). Despite some critics feeling that the poem’s political message (a rallying cry against capital punishment and in favour of penal reform) overshadowed its aesthetic achievements, it was a success with the general public. It enjoyed six additional print runs in its first year, with Wilde’s name added in square brackets next to C.3.3. for the sixth edition. The poem provided Wilde with a small income upon which he depended for the remaining three years of his life.


  




  

    SUMMARY




    CANTO I




    The poem opens with a description by the narrator (an authorial stand-in; for all intents and purposes indistinguishable from Wilde) of a fellow prisoner, a soldier, who, while not named, is generally assumed to be based on Charles Thomas Wooldridge to whom the poem is dedicated. Wooldridge was Wilde’s fellow inmate and was executed at Reading Gaol in 1896. The poem’s narrator details the soldier’s manner of dress (he has eschewed his red military uniform, which carries unfortunate associations with blood and wine, in favour of a grey suit), and reveals that he is in prison for killing his wife. The narrator watches the soldier looking “wistfully at the sky” (p. 3) in the exercise yard, and is told by other inmates that he is going to be hanged. Upset by the news, he muses on the nature of guilt and crime, and presents one of the poem’s central conceits: that “each man kills the thing he loves” (p. 4) and that it is unfair that the soldier alone will be punished for a crime that all are guilty of. The narrator lists what the soldier will experience in the run-up to his execution: being watched in his cell the night before to check that he will not kill himself; being collected by the prison’s chaplain and doctor; having to listening to the Burial Office read; being led to the gallows, and so on. He stresses that other equally guilty people (both prisoners and humanity as a whole) will not have to endure these things.
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