The Book of Irish Writers, Chapter 31 - Oscar Wilde, 1854-1900  

We all know Oscar Wilde: the wit and dandy who claimed to have put his talent into his work and kept his genius for his life, who scandalised society when he was imprisoned for homosexuality. But as Wilde once remarked: 

… the public have an insatiable curiosity to know everything, except what is worth knowing. 

So what is worth knowing about Wilde? 

The whole truth would have to include scholar, political radical, husband and father as well as wit, dandy, and homosexual. 
Wilde was born in Dublin in 1854 to notable parents. Sir William Wilde was a leading surgeon, and an Irish-speaking folklore collector. Lady Jane Wilde was better known as ‘Speranza’, the name she used when writing patriotic verses for The Nation, the paper of the Republican ‘Young Ireland’ movement.

Wilde was educated at Portora Royal School in Enniskillen. Though he hated it, he won a scholarship to Trinity College in Dublin, aged 17. 

At Trinity he was a serious and diligent student of classics and won numerous awards - including a scholarship to attend Oxford in 1874. Here he gained a double first and won the Newdigate Prize for Poetry.

His father’s death in 1876 had left the family less well off than they expected -so on leaving Oxford, aged 25, Wilde had little to live on but his considerable wits.

Almost immediately, he established his reputation as a dandy. He advocated aestheticism - a belief in the importance of beauty in everyday life - which he acted out in his dress: large bow ties, larger hats, and knee breeches. 

This made him a target for cartoonists and even - in 1881 - a Gilbert and Sullivan opera, Patience. 

Wilde, of course, attended the opening night.

His first substantial success was a tour of America lasting most of 1882. He gave about 150 lectures on topics such as ‘The Decorative Arts’ and ‘The House Beautiful’. He earned some $6000 from the trip - which didn’t mean he had to be kind to America:

… the only country that went from barbarism to decadence with civilization in between.

In 1884 – when he was 30 - he married Constance Lloyd. Although Constance had an inheritance, the arrival of two sons proved a financial strain, especially given Wilde’s attitude that:

Anyone who lives within their means suffers from a lack of imagination.

Despite his image, Wilde was a ferocious worker. During the 1880s, he wrote plays, poems, and fairy tales, and edited the Woman’s World magazine for two years.  His numerous essays are full of learning and wit. They also challenge the reader on how seriously to take their arguments:

Arguments are to be avoided; they are always vulgar and often convincing.

1890 – when he was in his mid thirties - was the beginning of Wilde’s most remarkable period, with the publication of The Picture of Dorian Gray. It’s the story of a man who retains his youthful beauty - despite his vices - because of the magic of a portrait which absorbs his evil. 

In some ways a horror story like Dracula, Dorian Gray also promotes the power of art.

Wilde’s most important essay appeared in 1891. ‘The Soul of Man under Socialism’ surprises those who only know Wilde the dandy. Wilde’s attack on what he called the ‘overfed barbarism’ of Victorian society and its values was total. He believed that we should aim for social justice.

A map of the world that does not include Utopia is not worth even glancing at.
Over the next four years he wrote the comedies which secured his literary reputation, especially The Importance of Being Earnest. In these plays he mocked the very society which lionized him:

Lady Bracknell: Do you smoke?

Jack: Well, yes, I must admit I smoke.

Lady Bracknell: I am glad to hear it. A man should always have an occupation of some kind.

Wilde’s downfall came at the height of his success in 1895, when he was in his early forties.

He had met Lord Alfred Douglas in 1891 and was immediately infatuated. Douglas’s father, the Marquess of Queensberry, left an insulting card at Wilde’s club. 

Wilde sued for libel. 

The trial collapsed. 

After two further trials Wilde was found guilty of gross indecency. 

He was sentenced to two years hard labour, though the social disgrace was even worse for him and for his now neglected family.

Imprisonment led to another kind of writing. In De Profundis Wilde, without trying to escape his own culpability, recorded his despair and spiritual recovery. The Ballad of Reading Gaol set aside his own sufferings to denounce prison conditions. 

After his release in 1897 Wilde led a nomadic life on the continent, centered on Paris where he died in 1900 having converted to Catholicism. 

He died, aged 46, as he had lived, saying that either he or the ghastly wallpaper in his room had to go. 

