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Introduction

The gods had given me almost everything. I had genius, a distinguished name, high social position, brilliancy, intellectual daring: I made art a philosophy, and philosophy an art: I altered the minds of men and the colours of things: there was nothing I said or did that did not make people wonder …

—De Profundis

Notwithstanding Wilde’s disapproval of the public’s interest in the biography of the artist, his life is one of the most interesting and compelling and finally unfortunately tragic in literature. He was born in Dublin, Ireland, in 1854 to the wealthy and witty Jane Francesca Wilde (a writer known as “Speranza”) and Dr. William Wilde. After starring at Trinity College, Dublin, in Classics, he won a scholarship to Oxford in 1874. A genius who fairly ranked himself as a genius, he published poems and plays, toured and lectured, wrote stories and the novel The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890), before hitting his full stride in 1892 with his comedy Lady Windermere’s Fan, followed shortly after by A Woman of No Importance, An Ideal Husband, and his and perhaps English literature’s funniest play, The Importance of Being Earnest (1895). Although he married in 1884 and fathered two boys, whom he adored, he was homosexual, and sometimes quite openly and proudly so, in spite of the dangers and disgrace any public revelation of it in London would mean at the time. His devotion to the selfish young Lord Alfred Douglas (“Bosie,” as Wilde called him), led him into a hopeless lawsuit for libel against Douglas’s father, the Marquis of Queensbury. The disastrous result of this was that Wilde himself was arrested for “committing acts of gross indecency with other male persons” and imprisoned for two years. His wife divorced him and he lost any legal connection to his children. After his release from prison in 1897, he left England for France. Always bad with money and now at a loss for writing, he struggled to make ends meet and lived on the generosity of friends. He died in 1900, from complications related, so argues his biographer Richard Ellmann, to syphilis.

In order to have a fresh appreciation of Wilde’s wonderful wit and wisdom, my daughter Odette and I have harvested the quotations not from previous quotation collections but from the primary and secondary sources listed at the end of this book. Wilde composed (and thought and spoke) on the look-out for epigrammatic statements. When he was witty, he was very witty; even when he was not much in the mood he was witty. (We could have quoted everything but the stage-directions from The Importance of Being Earnest. Everybody is funny.) In the comedies before The Importance of Being Earnest, there are usually two or three designated wit-makers.

Discounting the poetry and children’s stories, the wit is practically the work: wit delighting in its own play; wit for wit’s sake. In the lone novel of his career, The Picture of Dorian Gray, the goading Lord Henry cannot seem to help himself from delivering bon mot after bon mot. Word-play and paradoxical summation was a compulsion for Wilde. In one of his early plays, Vera, a character remarks of another: “He would stab his best friend for the sake of writing an epigram on his tombstone.” (In The Picture of Dorian Gray, Dorian remarks wonderingly at Lord Henry: “You would sacrifice anybody, Harry, for the sake of an epigram.”) On the other hand, in spite of his delight in the keen put-down, Wilde was a devoted and kind friend and man. The crashing down of his sensational career was a brutal shock; he reflected during his imprisonment in 1897: “I want to get to the point when I shall be able to say, quite simply and without affectation, that the two great turning-points of my life were when my father sent me to Oxford, and when society sent me to prison.” Prison refined and revealed some of the wisdom he was previously inclined to mock in himself and others. He was always determinedly surprising himself into new discoveries about what he really believed and felt.

The source cited for a few of the quotations may surprise those acquainted with Wilde’s words; Wilde, having found just the right sparkle to an observation, sometimes repeated himself:

“Men marry because they are tired; women, because they are curious: both are disappointed.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 4 (1890)

Men marry because they are tired; women because they are curious. Both are disappointed.

—Lord Illingworth, A Woman of No Importance,
Act 3 (1893)

Or he kept refining himself:

“Moderation is a fatal thing. Enough is as bad as a meal. More than enough is as good as a feast.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray,
Ch. 15

Moderation is a fatal thing, Lady Hunstanton. Nothing succeeds like excess.

—Lord Illingworth, A Woman of No Importance,
Act 3

There are many ways to categorize precious gems, and we have made categories that Wilde’s interests seemed to suggest (e.g. “Distinguishing Characteristics”; “Talk”; “Writers and Writing”). On the use of quotation marks: in the plays and critical dialogues (e.g. The Critic as Artist), we have not used quotation marks, noting instead the name of the character. In the fiction, we have used quotation marks to distinguish the characters’ words from the narrator’s. In the quoted conversations by Wilde’s interviewers, acquaintances and friends, quotation marks distinguish those representations from Wilde’s own composed words; almost always, Wilde quoted himself better than anyone else could. As Ellmann notes: “Many renderings of Wilde’s conversation stultify his wit, and for the way he really talked one has to fall back on his letters.” His letters? If Wilde had had use of instant messaging, his fame and wit would have spread even faster and wider! His letters are lively, entertaining, and, in the late 1890s, in the midst of his suffering over his stumbles and falls and ruminations about his two years in jail, heartbreaking. Wilde’s correspondence, including the desperately unhappy De Profundis, in which he addressed his beloved Bosie from prison, should be part of any interested reader’s Wilde experience.

The lettered code that follows some quotations is keyed to the list of Sources for Wilde’s conversations on page 216.
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Chapter 1

RULES TO LIVE BY

Life is not complex. We are complex. Life is simple, and the simple thing is the right thing.

—Letter from prison [April 1, 1897]

Life’s aim, if it has one, is simply to be always looking for temptations. There are not nearly enough. I sometimes pass a whole day without coming across a single one.

—Lord Illingworth, A Woman of No Importance, Act 3
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“The only way to get rid of a temptation is to yield to it. Resist it, and your soul grows sick with longing for the things it has forbidden to itself, with desire for what its monstrous laws have made monstrous and unlawful.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 2
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Life is never fair … And perhaps it is a good thing for most of us that it is not.

—Lord Goring, An Ideal Husband, Act 2
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… you’ve lost your figure and you’ve lost your character. Don’t lose your temper; you have only got one.

—Cecil Graham, Lady Windermere’s Fan, Act 3

To love oneself is the beginning of a lifelong romance …

—Lord Goring, An Ideal Husband, Act 3
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One should always be a little improbable.

—“Phrases and Philosophies for the Use of the Young”
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“It is always a silly thing to give advice, but to [take] good advice is absolutely fatal. I hope you will never fall into that error. If you do, you will be sorry for it.”

—Erskine, “The Portrait of Mr. W. H.”
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I always pass on good advice. It is the only thing to do with it. It is never of any use to oneself.

—Lord Goring, An Ideal Husband, Act 1

You know what beautiful, wise, sensible schemes of life people bring to one: there is nothing to be said against them: except that they are not for oneself.

—Letter [November 16, 1897]
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… it is absurd to have a hard-and-fast rule about what one should read and what one shouldn’t. More than half of modern culture depends on what one shouldn’t read.

—Algernon, The Importance of Being Earnest, Act 1
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… the truth isn’t quite the sort of thing one tells to a nice, sweet, refined girl.

—Jack, The Importance of Being Earnest, Act 1
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A little sincerity is a dangerous thing, and a great deal of it is absolutely fatal.

—Gilbert, The Critic as Artist, Part 2

“I can sympathize with everything, except suffering. … I cannot sympathize with that. It is too ugly, too horrible, too distressing. There is something terribly morbid in the modern sympathy with pain. One should sympathize with the colour, the beauty, the joy of life. The less said about life’s sores the better.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 3
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It is always with the best intentions that the worst work is done.

—Gilbert, The Critic as Artist, Part 2
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“Had I been treated differently by the newspapers in England and in this country, had I been commended and endorsed, for the first time in my life I should have doubted myself and my mission.”

—Wilde, as quoted in conversation [OW]

… there are moments when one has to choose between living one’s own life, fully, entirely, completely—or dragging out some false, shallow, degrading existence that the world in its hypocrisy demands.

—Lord Darlington, Lady Windermere’s Fan, Act 2
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To live is the rarest thing in the world. Most people exist, that is all.

—“The Soul of Man under Socialism”
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“To realize one’s nature perfectly—that is what each of us is here for.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 2
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One should never take sides in anything . . . Taking sides is the beginning of sincerity, and earnestness follows shortly afterwards, and the human being becomes a bore.

—Lord Illingworth, A Woman of No Importance, Act 1

The Philistine may … object that to be absolutely perfect is impossible. Well, that is so: but then it is only the impossible things that are worth doing nowadays!

—“Mrs. Langtry as Hester Grazebrook”
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To ask whether Individualism is practical is like asking whether Evolution is practical. Evolution is the law of life, and there is no evolution except towards Individualism.

—“The Soul of Man under Socialism”
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Complex people waste half their strength in trying to conceal what they do. Is it any wonder they should always come to grief?

—Letter from prison [April 6, 1897]

It was horrid of me not to answer before, but a nice letter is like a sunbeam and should not be treated as an epistle needing a reply.

—Letter [c. July, 1883]
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Cultivated idleness seems to me to be the proper occupation for man.

—Letter [August 13, 1890]
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If a man needs an elaborate tombstone in order to remain in the memory of his country, it is clear his living at all was an act of absolute superfluity. Keats’s grave is a hillock of green grass with a plain headstone, and is to me the holiest place in Rome.

—Letter [January 14, 1885]
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To undress is romance, to dress, philanthropy.

—Letter [c. November 23, 1898]

He was always late on principle, his principle being that punctuality is the thief of time.

—The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 4
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… it is always nice to be expected, and not to arrive.

—Lord Goring, An Ideal Husband, Act 3
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At every single moment of one’s life one is what one is going to be no less than what one has been.

—De Profundis
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“When we are happy we are always good, but when we are good we are not always happy.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 6

A man whose desire is to be something separate from himself, to be a member of Parliament, or a successful grocer, or a prominent solicitor, or a judge, or something equally tedious, invariably succeeds in being what he wants to be. That is his punishment.

—De Profundis
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In this world there are only two tragedies. One is not getting what one wants, and the other is getting it.

—Dumby, Lady Windermere’s Fan, Act 3
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… “too late now” are in art and life the most tragical words.

—Letter [March 23, 1883]
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I am one of those who are made for exceptions, not for laws.

—De Profundis
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Chapter 2

MEN VERSUS WOMEN

“A man’s face is his autobiography. A woman’s face is her work of fiction.”

—Wilde, as quoted in conversation [OW]

Wicked women bother one. Good women bore one. That is the only difference between them.

—Cecil Graham, Lady Windermere’s Fan, Act 3
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… the strength of women comes from the fact that psychology cannot explain us. Men can be analysed, women … merely adored.

—Mrs. Cheveley, An Ideal Husband, Act 1
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A man who moralizes is usually a hypocrite, and a woman who moralizes is invariably plain.

—Cecil Graham, Lady Windermere’s Fan, Act 3
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“We women, as someone says, love with our ears, just as you men love with your eyes, if you ever love at all.”

—Duchess of Monmouth, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 17

Nothing is so aggravating as calmness. There is something positively brutal about the good temper of most modern men. I wonder we women stand it as well as we do.

—Mrs. Allonby, A Woman of No Importance, Act 2
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… the Ideal Man should talk to us as if we were goddesses, and treat us as if we were children. He should refuse all our serious requests, and gratify every one of our whims. He should encourage us to have caprices, and forbid us to have missions. He should always say much more than he means, and always mean much more than he says.

—Mrs. Allonby, A Woman of No Importance, Act 2



[image: image]

I don’t mind plain women being Puritans. It is the only excuse they have for being plain.

—Lord Illingworth, A Woman of No Importance, Act 1

LORD CAVERSHAM: No woman, plain or pretty, has any common sense at all, sir. Common sense is the privilege of our sex.

LORD GORING: Quite so. And we men are so self-sacrificing that we never use it, do we, Father?

—An Ideal Husband, A ct 3
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Do you know, I don’t believe in the existence of Puritan women? I don’t think there is a woman in the world who would not be a little flattered if one made love to her. It is that which makes women so irresistibly adorable.

—Lord Illingworth, A Woman of No Importance, Act 1
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“… no woman is a genius. Women are a decorative sex. They never have anything to say, but they say it charmingly. Women represent the triumph of matter over mind, just as men represent the triumph of mind over morals.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 4

… women are never disarmed by compliments. Men always are. That is the difference between the two sexes.

—Mrs. Cheveley, An Ideal Husband, Act 3
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All women become like their mothers. That is their tragedy. No man does. That’s his.

—Algernon, The Importance of Being Earnest, Act 1
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Women defend themselves by attacking, just as they attack by sudden and strange surrenders.

—The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 5
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… don’t be led astray into the paths of virtue. Reformed, you would be perfectly tedious. That is the worst of women. They always want one to be good. And if we are good, when they meet us, they don’t love us at all. They like to find us quite irretrievably bad, and to leave us quite unattractively good.

—Cecil Graham, Lady Windermere’s Fan, Act 3

“… the only way a woman can ever reform a man is by boring him so completely that he loses all possible interest in life.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 8
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“Women love us for our defects. If we have enough of them they will forgive us everything, even our intellects.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 15
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“Being adored is a nuisance. Women treat us just as humanity treats its gods. They worship us, and are always bothering us to do something for them.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 6

Why can’t you women love us, faults and all? Why do you place us on monstrous pedestals? We have all feet of clay, women as well as men: but when we men love women, we love them knowing their weaknesses, their follies, their imperfections, love them all the more, it may be, for that reason. It is not the perfect, but the imperfect, who have need of love.

—Sir Robert Chiltern, An Ideal Husband, Act 2
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If a woman wants to hold a man, she has merely to appeal to what is worst in him.

—Lady Windermere, Lady Windermere’s Fan, Act 3
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Between men and women there is no friendship possible. There is passion, enmity, worship, love, but no friendship.

—Lord Darlington, Lady Windermere’s Fan, Act 2

Women have a wonderful instinct about things. They can discover everything except the obvious.

—Lord Goring, An Ideal Husband, Act 2
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“I like men who have a future and women who have a past.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 15
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Most women in London, nowadays, seem to furnish their rooms with nothing but orchids, foreigners, and French novels.

—Lady Hunstanton, A Woman of No Importance, Act 4

LADY STUTFIELD: Ah! The world was made for men and not women.

MRS. ALLONBY: Oh, don’t say that, Lady Stutfield. We have a much better time than they have. There are far more things forbidden to us than are forbidden to them.

—A Woman of No Importance, Act 1
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Crying is the refuge of plain women but the ruin of pretty ones.

—Duchess of Berwick, Lady Windermere’s Fan, Act 1
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… men can love what is beneath them—things unworthy, stained, dishonoured. We women worship when we love; and when we lose our worship, we lose everything.

—Lady Chiltern, An Ideal Husband, Act 1

I am disgraced: he is not. That is all. It is the usual history of a man and a woman as it usually happens, as it always happens. And the ending is the ordinary ending. The woman suffers. The man goes free.

—Mrs. Arbuthnot, A Woman of No Importance, Act 4
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LADY WINDERMERE: Are all men bad?

DUCHESS OF HERWICK: Oh, all of them, my dear, all of them without exception. And they never grow any better. Men become old, but they never become good.

—Lady Windermere’s Fan, A ct 1
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We make gods of men and they leave us. Others make brutes of them and they fawn and are faithful.

—Lady Windermere, Lady Windermere’s Fan, Act 3

“How fond women are of doing dangerous things! … It is one of the qualities in them that I admire most. A woman will flirt with anybody in the world as long as other people are looking on.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 18
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LORD ILLINGWORTH: We men know life too early.

MRS. ARBUTHNOT: And we women know life too late. That is the difference between men and women.

—A Woman of No Importance, Act 4
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Chapter 3

DEFINITIONS

Art is the only serious thing in the world. And the artist is the only person who is never serious.

—“A Few Maxims for the Instruction of the Over-Educated”

Action! What is action? It dies at the moment of its energy. It is a base concession to fact. The world is made by the singer for the dreamer.

—Gilbert, The Critic as Artist, Part 1
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“Always! That is a dreadful word. It makes me shudder when I hear it. Women are so fond of using it. They spoil every romance by trying to make it last for ever. It is a meaningless word, too. The only difference between a caprice and a life-long passion is that the caprice lasts a little longer.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 2
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Beauty has as many meanings as man has moods. Beauty is the symbol of symbols. Beauty reveals everything, because it expresses nothing.

—Gilbert, The Critic as Artist, Part 1

“… beauty is a form of genius—is higher, indeed, than genius, as it needs no explanation.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 2
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“A cigarette is the perfect type of a perfect pleasure. It is exquisite, and it leaves one unsatisfied.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 6
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… consistency is the last refuge of the unimaginative.

—“The Relation of Dress to Art:
A Note in Black and White on Mr. Whistler’s Lecture”
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The critic is he who can translate into another manner or a new material his impression of beautiful things.

—The Picture of Dorian Gray, Preface

CECIL GRAHAM: What is a cynic?

LORD DARLINGTON: A man who knows the price of everything and the value of nothing.

—Lady Windermere’s Fan, Act 3



[image: image]

Discontent is the first step in the progress of a man or a nation.

—Lord Illingworth, A Woman of No Importance, Act 2
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Disobedience, in the eyes of anyone who has read history, is man’s original virtue. It is through disobedience that progress has been made, through disobedience and through rebellion.

—“The Soul of Man under Socialism”
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… duty is what one expects from others, it is not what one does oneself.

—Lord Illingworth, A Woman of No Importance, Act 2

Our most fiery moments of ecstasy are merely shadows of what somewhere else we have felt, or of what we long some day to feel.

—Letter [c. January–February, 1886]
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Experience is the name everyone gives to their mistakes.

—Dumby, Lady Windermere’s Fan, Act 3
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“Faithfulness is to the emotional life what consistency is to the life of the intellect—simply a confession of failure.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 4
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We are dominated by the fanatic, whose worst vice is his sincerity. Anything approaching to the free play of the mind is practically unknown amongst us. People cry out against the sinner, yet it is not the sinful, but the stupid, who are our shame. There is no sin except stupidity.

—Gilbert, The Critic as Artist, Part 2

Fashion is what one wears oneself. What is unfashionable is what other people wear.

—Lord Goring, An Ideal Husband, Act 3
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“What a fuss people make about fidelity! … Why, even in love it is purely a question for physiology. It has nothing to do with our own will. Young men want to be faithful, and are not; old men want to be faithless, and cannot: that is all one can say.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 2
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CECILY: Miss Prism says that all good looks are a snare.

ALGERNON: They are a snare that every sensible man would like to be caught in.

—The Importance of Being Earnest, Act 2

… one knows so well the popular idea of health. The English country gentleman galloping after a fox—the unspeakable in full pursuit of the uneatable.

—Lord Illingworth, A Woman of No Importance, Act 1
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An idea that is not dangerous is unworthy of being called an idea at all.

—Gilbert, The Critic as Artist, Part 2
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Ignorance is like a delicate, exotic fruit; touch it and the bloom is gone.

—Lady Bracknell, The Importance of Being Earnest, Act 1
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“You like everyone; that is to say, you are indifferent to everyone.”

—Basil Hallward, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 1

The public dislike novelty because they are afraid of it. It represents to them a mode of Individualism, an assertion on the part of the artist that he selects his own subject, and treats it as he chooses. The public are quite right in their attitude. Art is Individualism, and Individualism is a disturbing and disintegrating force.

—“The Soul of Man under Socialism”
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… all influence is bad, but … a good influence is the worst in the world.

—Mrs. Allonby, A Woman of No Importance, Act 4

“All influence is immoral—immoral from the scientific point of view.”

“Why?”

“Because to influence a person is to give him one’s own soul. He does not think his natural thoughts, or burn with his natural passions. His virtues are not real to him. His sins, if there are such things as sins, are borrowed. He becomes an echo of someone else’s music, an actor of a part that has not been written for him.”

—Lord Henry and Dorian Gray, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 2
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… there is much to be said in favour of modern journalism. By giving us the opinions of the uneducated, it keeps us in touch with the ignorance of the community. By carefully chronicling the current events of contemporary life, it shows us of what very little importance such events really are. By invariably discussing the unnecessary, it makes us understand what things are requisite for culture, and what are not.

—Gilbert, The Critic as Artist, Part 2

Life! Life! Don’t let us go to life for our fulfillment or our experience. It is a thing narrowed by circumstances, incoherent in its utterance, and without that fine correspondence of form and spirit which is the only thing that can satisfy the artistic and critical temperament. It makes us pay too high a price for its wares, and we purchase the meanest of its secrets at a cost that is monstrous and infinite.

—Gilbert, The Critic as Artist, Part 2



[image: image]

“What a silly thing love is! It is not half as useful as logic, for it is always telling one things that are not going to happen, and making one believe things that are not true.”

—The Student, “The Nightingale and the Rose”
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“I wonder who it was defined man as a rational animal. It was the most premature definition ever given. Man is many things, but he is not rational.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 2

Moderation is a fatal thing, Lady Hunstanton. Nothing succeeds like excess.

—Lord Illingworth, A Woman of No Importance, Act 3
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Morality is simply the attitude we adopt towards people whom we personally dislike.

—Mrs. Cheveley, An Ideal Husband, Act 2
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“As for omens, there is no such thing as an omen. Destiny does not send us heralds. She is too wise or too cruel for that.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 18
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… Philistinism being simply that side of man’s nature that is not illumined by the imagination.

—De Profundis

“… anything becomes a pleasure if one does it too often.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 19
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The gift of prophecy is given to all who do not know what is going to happen to themselves.

—Letter [c. May 28, 1897]
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Ideals are dangerous things. Realities are better. They wound, but they’re better.

—Mrs. Erlynne, Lady Windermere’s Fan, Act 4
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Relations are simply a tedious pack of people who haven’t got the remotest knowledge of how to live, nor the smallest instinct about when to die.

—Lady Bracknell, The Importance of Being Earnest, Act 1

“Romance lives by repetition, and repetition converts an appetite into an art. Besides, each time that one loves is the only time one has ever loved. Difference of object does not alter singleness of passion. It merely intensifies it. We can have in life but one great experience at best, and the secret of life is to reproduce that experience as often as possible.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 17
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“Resolute government”—that shallow shibboleth of those who do not understand how complex a thing the art of government is.

—“Mr. Froudes Blue Book”
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LORD WINDERMERE: What is the difference between scandal and gossip?

CECIL GRAHAM: Oh! gossip is charming! History is merely gossip. But scandal is gossip made tedious by morality.

—Lady Windermere’s Fan, Act 3

Selfishness is not living as one wishes to live. It is asking other people to live as one wishes to live.

—“The Soul of Man under Socialism”
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… a sentimentalist confronted with a fact either in Life or Art is a tragic spectacle to gods and men.

—Letter [June 13, 1897]
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What is termed Sin is an essential element of progress. Without it the world would stagnate, or grow old, or become colourless. By its curiosity, Sin increases the experience of the race. Through its intensified assertion of individualism it saves us from monotony of type. In its rejection of the current notions about morality, it is one with the higher ethics!

—Gilbert, The Critic as Artist, Part 1
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“Skepticism is the beginning of faith.”

—Dorian Gray, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 17

Thinking is the most unhealthy thing in the world, and people die of it just as they die of any other disease. Fortunately, in England at any rate, thought is not catching.

—“The Decay of Lying”
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The truth is rarely pure and never simple. Modern life would be very tedious if it were either, and modern literature a complete impossibility.

—Algernon, The Importance of Being Earnest, Act 1



[image: image]

It is only about things that do not interest one that one can give a really unbiased opinion, which is, no doubt, the reason why an unbiased opinion is always absolutely valueless. The man who sees both sides of a question is a man who sees absolutely nothing at all.

—Gilbert, The Critic as Artist, Part 2

“Vanity—the invulnerable breastplate of man.”

—Wilde as quoted by Wilfred Hugh Chesson, “A Reminiscence of 1898” [POW]
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“The thoroughly well-informed man—that is the modern ideal. And the mind of the thoroughly well-informed man is a dreadful thing. It is like a bric-a-brac shop, all monsters and dust, with everything priced above its proper value.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 1
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Wickedness is a myth invented by good people to account for the curious attractiveness of others.

—“Phrases and Philosophies for the Use of the Young”
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Chapter 4

ART WITH A CAPITAL A

“… every portrait that is painted with feeling is a portrait of the artist, not of the sitter. The sitter is merely the accident, the occasion. It is not he who is revealed by the painter; it is rather the painter who, on the coloured canvas, reveals himself.”

—Basil Hallward, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 1

To reveal art and conceal the artist is art’s aim.

—The Picture of Dorian Gray, Preface
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The aim of art is no more to give pleasure than to give pain.

—“Mr. Oscar Wilde on Mr. Oscar Wilde: An Interview”
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You asked me about Degas. Well, he loves to be thought young, so I don’t think he would tell his age. His disbelieves in art-education, so I don’t think he will name a Master. He despises what he cannot get, so I am sure he will not give any information about prizes or honours. Why say anything about his person? His pastels are himself.

—Letter [c. February 12, 1894]
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Mr. Whistler always spelt art, and we believe still spells it, with a capital “I.”

—“The New President”

“What odd chaps you painters are! You do anything in the world to gain a reputation. As soon as you have one, you seem to want to throw it away.

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 1
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Modern pictures are, no doubt, delightful to look at. At least, some of them are. But they are quite impossible to live with; they are too clever, too assertive, too intellectual. Their meaning is too obvious, and their method too clearly defined. One exhausts what they have to say in a very short time, and they become as tedious as one’s relations.

—Gilbert, “The Critic as Artist,” Part 2
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The more the public is interested in artists, the less it is interested in art. The personality of the artist is not a thing the public should know anything about. It is too accidental.

—“Mr. Oscar Wilde on Mr. Oscar Wilde: An Interview”

“The journalist is always reminding the public of the existence of the artist. That is unnecessary of him. He is always reminding the artist of the existence of the public. That is indecent of him.”

—Wilde, as quoted in conversation [AAT]



[image: image]

The English public, as a mass, takes no interest in a work of art until it is told that the work in question is immoral …

—Letter [June 25, 1890]
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“Nothing is worth painting but what is not worth looking at.”

—Wilde, as quoted in conversation [OW]
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“The only artists I have ever known, who are personally delightful, are bad artists. Good artists exist simply in what they make, and consequently are perfectly uninteresting in what they are.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 4

… there is nothing of which the ordinary English painter more needs to be reminded than that the true artist does not wait for life to be made picturesque for him, but sees life under picturesque conditions always—under conditions … which are at once new and delightful.

—“The Relation of Dress to Art:
A Note in Black and White on Mr. Whistler’s Lecture”
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To paint what you see is a good rule in art, but to see what is worth painting is better.

—“Lecture to Art Students”
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It is a sad fact, but there is no doubt that the poor are completely unconscious of their own picturesqueness.

—“London Models”

Only mediocrities progress. An artist revolves in a cycle of masterpieces, the first of which is no less perfect than the last.

—Letter [September 22, 1894]
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Make some sacrifice for your art, and you will be repaid; but ask of Art to sacrifice herself for you, and a bitter disappointment may come to you.

—Letter [c. 1885]
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… mere expression is to an artist the supreme and only mode of life. … On the other side of the prison-wall there are some poor black soot-smirched trees that are just breaking out into buds of an almost shrill green. I know quite well what they are going through. They are finding expression.

—Letter from prison [April 1, 1897]

All bad poetry springs from genuine feeling. To be natural is to be obvious, and to be obvious is to be inartistic.

—Gilbert, The Critic as Artist, Part 2
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“The Academy is too large and too vulgar. Whenever I have gone there, there have been either so many people that I have not been able to see the pictures, which was dreadful, or so many pictures that I have not been able to see the people, which was worse.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 1
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We can forgive a man for making a useful thing as long as he does not admire it. The only excuse for making a useless thing is that one admires it intensely.

—The Picture of Dorian Gray, Preface

What Art really reveals to us is Nature’s lack of design, her curious crudities, her extraordinary monotony, her absolutely unfinished condition.

—“The Decay of Lying”
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… Art should never try to be popular; the public should try to make itself artistic.

—“The Soul of Man under Socialism”
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Most of our modern portrait painters are doomed to absolute oblivion. They never paint what they see. They paint what the public sees, and the public never sees anything.

—“The Decay of Lying”
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A great artist invents a type, and Life tries to copy it, to reproduce it in a popular form, like an enterprising publisher.

—“The Decay of Lying”

… the chief thing that makes life a failure from an artistic point of view is the thing that lends to life its sordid security, the fact that one can never repeat exactly the same emotion. How different it is in the world of art! On a shelf of a bookcase behind you stands the Divine Comedy, and I know that, if I open it at a certain place, I shall be filled with a fierce hatred of someone who has never wronged me, or stirred by a great love for someone whom I shall never see. There is no mood or passion that art cannot give us, and those of us who have discovered her secret can settle beforehand what our experiences are going to be. We can choose our day and select our hour.

—Gilbert, The Critic as Artist, Part 2
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… Nature is always behind the age. It takes a great artist to be thoroughly modern.

—“A Note on Some Modern Poets”

All artistic creation is absolutely subjective. The very landscape that Corot looked at was, as he said himself, but a mood of his own mind; and those great figures of Greek or English drama that seem to us to possess an actual existence of their own, apart from the poets who shaped and fashioned them, are, in their ultimate analysis, simply the poets themselves, not as they thought they were, but as they thought they were not; and by such thinking came in strange manner, though but for a moment, really so to be. For out of ourselves we can never pass, nor can there be in creation what in the creator was not.

—Gilbert, The Critic as Artist, Part 2



[image: image]

… art is very life itself and knows nothing of death; she is absolute truth and takes no care of fact; she sees … that Achilles is even now more actual and real than Wellington, not merely more noble and interesting as a type and figure but more positive and real.

—“The English Renaissance of Art”

To give an accurate description of what has never occurred is not merely the proper occupation of the historian, but the inalienable privilege of any man of arts and culture.

—Gilbert, The Critic as Artist, Part 1
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The artist is indeed the child of his own age, but the present will not be to him a whit more real than the past …

—“The English Renaissance of Art”



[image: image]

… a life of definite and studied materialism, and philosophy of appetite and cynicism, and a cult of sensual and senseless ease, are bad things for an artist: they narrow the imagination, and dull the more delicate sensibilities.

—Letter [June 9, 1897]
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“Everything is of use to an artist except an idea.”

—Wilde, as quoted in conversation [AAT]

“There is something fatal about a portrait. It has a life of its own.”

—Dorian Gray, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 9
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We spend our days, each one of us, in looking for the secret of life. Well, the secret of life is in art.

—“The English Renaissance of Art”
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… when a thing is useless it should be made beautiful, otherwise it has no reason for existing at all.

—Letter [February 2, 1891]
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A work of art is useless as a flower is useless. A flower blossoms for its own joy. We gain a moment of joy by looking at it.

—Letter [c. April 1891]

I do not say that poet and painter may not treat of the same subject. They have always done so, and will always do so. But while the poet can be pictorial or not, as he chooses, the painter must be pictorial always. For a painter is limited, not to what he sees in nature, but to what upon canvas may be seen.

—Gilbert, The Critic as Artist, Part 1
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Movement, that problem of the visible arts, can be truly realized by literature alone. It is literature that shows us the body in its swiftness and the soul in its unrest.

—Gilbert, The Critic as Artist, Part 1
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There are two ways of disliking art, Ernest. One is to dislike it. The other, to like it rationally.

—Gilbert, The Critic as Artist, Part 2

It is only an auctioneer who can equally and impartially admire all schools of art.

—Gilbert, The Critic as Artist, Part 2
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Aesthetics are higher than ethics. They belong to a more spiritual sphere. To discern the beauty of a thing is the finest point to which we can arrive.

—Gilbert, The Critic as Artist, Part 2
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A thing in Nature becomes much lovelier if it reminds us of a thing in Art, but a thing in Art gains no real beauty through reminding us of a thing in Nature.

—Letter [c. early December 1891]

A mirror will give back to one one’s own sorrow. But Art is not a mirror, but a crystal.

—Letter from prison [December 16, 1896]
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The one thing that the public dislikes is novelty. Any attempt to extend the subject-matter of art is extremely distasteful to the public; and yet the vitality and progress of art depend in a large measure on the continual extension of subject-matter.

—“The Soul of Man under Socialism”
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What is the use of telling artists that they should try and paint Nature as she really is? What Nature really is, is a question for metaphysics, not for art. Art deals with appearances, and the eye of the man who looks at Nature, the vision in fact of the artist, is far more important to us than what he looks at.

—“The New President”

In Art, the public accept what has been, because they cannot alter it, not because they appreciate it.

—“The Soul of Man under Socialism”



[image: image]

The work of art is to dominate the spectator: the spectator is not to dominate the work of art. The spectator is to be receptive. He is to be the violin on which the master is to play.

—“The Soul of Man under Socialism”
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… there are not many arts, but one art merely; poem, picture, and Parthenon, sonnet and statue—all are in their essence the same, and he who knows one, knows all.

—“Mr. Whistler’s Ten O’Clock”
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… Puritanism is never so offensive and destructive as when it deals with art matters.

—Letter [June 27, 1890]

You say that a work of art is a form of action. It is not. It is the highest mode of thought.

—Letter [June 28, 1890]
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It is proper that limitations should be placed on action. It is not proper that limitations should be placed on art. To art belong all things that are and all things that are not.

—Letter [June 27, 1890]
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The true artist is a man who believes absolutely in himself, because he is absolutely himself.

—“The Soul of Man under Socialism”
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To look at a thing is very different from seeing a thing. One does not see anything until one sees its beauty. Then, and then only, does it come into existence.

—“The Decay of Lying”

… in art there is no such thing as a universal truth. A Truth in art is that whose contradictory is also true.

—“Pen, Pencil and Poison”
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Poetry has many modes of music; she does not blow through one pipe alone. Directness of utterance is good, but so is the subtle recasting of thought into a new and delightful form. Simplicity is good, but complexity, mystery, strangeness, symbolism, obscurity even, these have their value. Indeed, properly speaking, there is no such thing as Style; there are merely styles, that is all.

—“A Note on Some Modern Poets”
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No work of art ever puts forward views. Views belong to people who are not artists.

—Wilde testifying in court [ TOW]

All archeological pictures that make you say, “How curious,” all sentimental pictures that make you say, “How sad,” all historical pictures that make you say, “How interesting,” all pictures that do not immediately give you such artistic joy as to make you say, “How beautiful,” are bad pictures.

—“Lecture to Art Students”
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Chapter 5

THE AGES

“As long as a woman can look ten years younger than her own daughter, she is perfectly satisfied.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 4

To win back my youth, Gerald, there is nothing I wouldn’t do—except take exercise, get up early, or be a useful member of the community.

—Lord Illingworth, A Woman of No Importance, Act 3
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“The tragedy of old age is not that one is old, but that one is young.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 19
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“To get back one’s youth, one has merely to repeat one’s follies.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 3
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Thirty-five is a very attractive age. London society is full of women of the very highest birth who have, of their own free choice, remained thirty-five for years.

—Lady Bracknell, The Importance of Being Earnest, Act 3

The old believe everything: the middle-aged suspect everything: the young know everything.

—“Phrases and Philosophies for the Use of the Young”

… old-fashioned people … did not realize that we live in an age when unnecessary things are our only necessities …

—The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 8
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The old-fashioned respect for the young is fast dying out.

—Gwendolen, The Importance of Being Earnest, Act 1

The youth of today are quite monstrous. They have absolutely no respect for dyed hair.

—Dumby, Lady Windermere’s Fan, Act 3
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Hesitation of any kind is a sign of mental decay in the young, of physical weakness in the old.

—Lady Bracknell, The Importance of Being Earnest, Act 3

One should never trust a woman who tells one her real age. A woman who would tell one that would tell one anything.

—Lord Illingworth, A Woman of No Importance, Act 1
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Children begin by loving their parents. After a time they judge them. Rarely if ever, do they forgive them.

—Lord Illingworth, A Woman of No Importance, Act 2
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LORD ILLINGWORTH: I never intend to grow old. The soul is born old but grows young. That is the comedy of life.

MRS. ALLONBY:And the body is born young and grows old. That is life’s tragedy.

—A Woman of No Importance, Act 1
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I delight in men over seventy. They always offer one the devotion of a lifetime. I think seventy an ideal age for a man.

—Mrs. Allonby, A Woman of No Importance, Act 4

… I don’t think as a rule that people ever mind much what advice friends of the same age give them. After all, for effect and persuasion there is nothing like wrinkles and either grey hair or baldness.

—Letter [December 30, 1876]
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… my experience is that as soon as people are old enough to know better, they don’t know anything at all.

—Cecil Graham, Lady Windermere’s Fan, Act 2
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“This day happens to be my birthday, and I am mourning (as I shall henceforth do on each of my anniversaries) the flight of one year of my youth into nothingness, the growing blight upon my summer.”

—Wilde, as quoted in conversation, at age 37 [OW]

… I should fancy Mrs. Cheveley is one of those very modern women of our time who find a new scandal as becoming as a new bonnet, and air them both in the Park every afternoon at five-thirty. I am sure she adores scandals, and that the sorrow of her life at present is that she can’t manage to have enough of them.

—Lord Goring, An Ideal Husband, Act 2
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Nothing is so dangerous as being too modern. One is apt to grow old-fashioned quite suddenly.

—Lady Markby, An Ideal Husband, Act 2
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Ordinary critics always think that children are sentimental about literature: they are not: they have humour instead. Later on it life, humour goes, but laughter is the primaeval attitude towards life—a mode of approach that survives only in artists and criminals.

—Letter [December 3, 1898]

Politics are my only pleasure. You see nowadays it is not fashionable to flirt till one is forty, or to be romantic till one is forty-five, so we poor women who are under thirty, or say we are, have nothing open to us but politics or philanthropy. And philanthropy seems to me to have become simply the refuge of people who wish to annoy their fellow-creatures. I prefer politics. I think they are more … becoming!

—Mrs. Cheveley, An Ideal Husband, Act 1
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MRS. CHEVELEY: Fathers have so much to learn from their sons nowadays.

LADY MARKBY: Really, dear? What?

MRS. CHEVELEY: The art of living. The only really Fine Art we have produced in modern times.

—An Ideal Husband, A ct 2

“The longer I live … the more keenly I feel that whatever was good enough for our fathers is not good enough for us.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 4
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Fathers should neither be seen nor heard. That is the only proper basis for family life. Mothers are different. Mothers are darlings.

—Lord Goring, An Ideal Husband, Act 4
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The past could always be annihilated. Regret, denial, or forgetfulness could do that. But the future was inevitable.

—The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 10
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Chapter 6

WRITERS AND WRITING

The unread is always better than the unreadable.

—Letter [December 6, 1897]

He would stab his best friend for the sake of writing an epigram on his tombstone.

—Vera, Act 2
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Ah! Meredith! Who can define him? His style is chaos illumined by flashes of lightning. As a writer he has mastered everything except language: as a novelist he can do everything, except tell a story: as an artist he is everything except articulate.

—“The Decay of Lying”
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M. Zola … is determined to show that, if he has not got genius, he can at least be dull.

—“The Decay of Lying”



[image: image]

He is so eloquent that whatever he touches becomes unreal.

—“Mr. Swinburne’s Last Volume”

“Mallarme is a poet, a true poet. But I prefer him when he writes in French, because in that language he is incomprehensible, while in English, unfortunately, he is not. Incomprehensibility is a gift, not everyone has it.”

—Wilde, as quoted in conversation [OW]
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… parody, which is the Muse with her tongue in her cheek, has always amused me; but it requires a light touch, a fanciful treatment, and, oddly enough, a love of the poet whom it caricatures. One’s disciples can parody one—nobody else.

—Letter [January 29, 1889]
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“Longfellow is a great poet only for those who never read poetry.”

—Wilde, as quoted in conversation [OW]

“I am never disappointed in literary men. I think they are perfectly charming. It is their works I find so disappointing.”

—Wilde, as quoted in conversation [OW]
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What right has a man to the title of poet when he fails to produce music in his lines, who cannot express his thoughts in simple language that the people can understand; but, on the contrary, has so imperfect a command of his mother tongue that all the efforts of a society of intellectual pickaxes cannot discover what his words really mean?

—“The Poets and the People”
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The amount of pleasure one gets out of dialect is a matter entirely of temperament. To say “mither” instead of “mother” seems to many the acme of romance.

—“Mr. Swinburne’s Last Volume”

“He has no enemies, and none of his friends like him.”

—Wilde, as quoted in conversation, of George Bernard Shaw [OW]
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Henry James writes fiction as if it were a painful duty …

—“The Decay of Lying”
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… Frank Harris has no feelings. It is the secret of his success. Just as the fact that he thinks that other people have none either is the secret of the failure that lies in wait for him somewhere on the way of Life.

—Letter from prison [May 12, 1897]
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When he [Dickens] tries to be serious, he only succeeds in being dull; when he aims at truth, he merely reaches platitude.

—“A New Book on Dickens”

… the fact remains that a man who was affectionate and loving to his children, generous and warm-hearted to his friends, and whose books are the very bacchanalia of benevolence, pilloried his parents to make the groundlings laugh, and this fact every biographer of Dickens should face, and if possible explain.

—“A New Book on Dickens”
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“One must have a heart of stone to read the death of Little Nell without laughing.”

—Wilde, as quoted in conversation on the heroine of Dickens’s The Old Curiosity Shop[OW]
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“Plots are tedious. Anyone can invent them. Life is full of them. Indeed one has to elbow one’s way through them as they crowd across one’s path.”

—Wilde, as quoted in conversation [OW]

Anybody can write a three-volumed novel. It merely requires a complete ignorance of both life and literature.

—Gilbert, The Critic as Artist, Part 1
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Good people, belonging as they do to the normal, and so, commonplace, type, are artistically uninteresting. Bad people are, from the point of view of art, fascinating studies. They represent colour, variety and strangeness. Good people exasperate one’s reason; bad people stir one’s imagination.

—Letter [June 26, 1890]
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In literature mere egotism is delightful. It is what fascinates us in the letters of personalities so different as Cicero and Balzac, Flaubert and Berlioz, Byron and Madame de Sevigne. Whenever we come across it, and, strangely enough, it is rather rare, we cannot but welcome it, and do not easily forget it.

—Gilbert, The Critic as Artist, Part 1

The opinions, the character, the achievements of the man, matter very little. He may be a skeptic like the gentle Sieur de Montaigne, or a saint like the bitter son of Monica, but when he tells us his own secrets he can always charm our ears to listening and our lips to silence.

—Gilbert, The Critic as Artist, Part 1
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A book of Sonnets, published nearly three hundred years ago, written by a dead hand and in honour of a dead youth, had suddenly explained to me the whole story of my soul’s romance.

—“The Portrait of Mr. W. H.”
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The longer one studies life and literature, the more strongly one feels that behind everything that is wonderful stands the individual, and that it is not the moment that makes the man, but the man who creates the age.

—Gilbert, The Critic as Artist, Part 1

We have been able to have fine poetry in England because the public do not read it, and consequently do not influence it.

—“The Soul of Man under Socialism”
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Every great man nowadays has his disciples, and it is usually Judas who writes the biography.

—“The Butterfly’s Boswell”
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A true artist, and such Rossetti undoubtedly was, reveals himself so perfectly in his work, that unless a biographer has something more valuable to give us than idle anecdotes and unmeaning tales, his labour is misspent and his industry misdirected.

—“A Cheap Edition of a Great Man”

… as a rule, I dislike modern memoirs. They are generally written by people who have either entirely lost their memories, or have never done anything worth remembering; which, however, is, no doubt, the true explanation of their popularity, as the English public always feels perfectly at its ease when a mediocrity is talking to it.

—Ernest, The Critic as Artist, Part 1
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“To introduce real people into a novel or a play is a sign of an unimaginative mind, a coarse, untutored observation and an entire absence of style.”

—Wilde, as quoted in conversation [AAT]
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Old fashions in literature are not so pleasant as old fashions in dress. I like the costume of the age of powder better than the poetry of the age of Pope.

—“English Poetesses”

In England we have always been prone to underrate the value of tradition in literature. In our eagerness to find a new voice and a fresh mode of music we have forgotten how beautiful Echo may be.

—“English Poetesses”
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“We live in an age that reads too much to be wise, and that thinks too much to be beautiful.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 8
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… the material that the painter or sculptor uses is meagre in comparison with that of words. Words have not merely music as sweet as that of viol and lute, colour as rich and vivid as any that makes lovely for us the canvas of the Venetian or the Spaniard, and plastic form no less sure and certain than that which reveals itself in marble or in bronze, but thought and passion and spirituality are theirs also, are theirs, indeed, alone.

—Gilbert, The Critic as Artist, Part 1

Words! Mere words! How terrible they were! How clear, and vivid, and cruel. One could not escape from them. And yet what a subtle magic there was in them! They seemed to be able to give a plastic form to formless things, and to have a music of their own as sweet as that of viol or of lute. Mere words! Was there anything so real as words?

—The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 2
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“Of course I plagiarise. It is the privilege of the appreciative man. I never read Flaubert’s Tentation de St. Antoine without signing my name to the end of it.”

—Wilde, as quoted in conversation [OW]
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I keep a diary in order to enter the wonderful secrets of my life. If I didn’t write them down I should probably forget all about them.

—Cecily, The Importance of Being Earnest, Act 2

Everyone should keep someone else’s diary . . .

—Letter [October 5, 1894]
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I never travel without my diary. One should always have something sensational to read in the train.

—Gwendolen, The Importance of Being Earnest, Act 2
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I have sometimes thought that the story of Homer’s blindness might be really an artistic myth, created in critical days, and serving to remind us, not merely that the great poet is always a seer, seeing less with the eyes of the body than he does with the eyes of the soul, but that he is a true singer also, building his song out of music, repeating each line over and over again to himself till he has caught the secret of its melody, chanting in darkness the words that are winged with light.

—Gilbert, The Critic as Artist, Part 1

… writing has done much harm to writers. We must return to the voice. That must be our test …

—Gilbert, The Critic as Artist, Part 1
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Not to publish shows simply a lack of the vitality of creative interest. There is no instance I know of, in literature, of any good poet who did not publish his work. I see in the self-restraint of the supposed high standard merely the self-restraint of the impotent, and the chastity of the eunuch.

—Letter [October 14, 1897]
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The only real people are the people who never existed, and if a novelist is base enough to go to life for his personages he should at least pretend that they are creations, and not boast of them as copies.

—“The Decay of Lying”

… artistic work can’t be done unless one is in the mood; certainly my work can’t. Sometimes I spend months over a thing, and don’t do any good; at other times I write a thing in a fortnight.

—Letter [February 2, 1891]
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“I was working on a proof of one of my poems all the morning, and took out a comma. … In the afternoon? Well, I put it back again.”

—Wilde, as quoted in conversation [OW]
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I have just finished my first long story [The Picture of Dorian Gray], and am tired out. I am afraid it is rather like my own life—all conversation and no action.

—Letter [c. early 1890]

Work never seems to me a reality, but a way of getting rid of reality.

—Letter [c. February 12, 1894]
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“… I am dipping. I never read from the beginning, especially with novels. It is the only way to stimulate the curiosity that books, with their regular openings, always fail to rouse. Have you ever overheard a conversation in the street, caught the fag end of it, and wished you might know more? If you overhear your books in that way, you will go back to the first chapter, and on to the last naturally, as soon as the characters bite.”

—Wilde, as quoted in conversation [OW]
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… delightful as good elocution is, few things are so depressing as to hear a passionate passage recited instead of being acted.

—“Hamlet at the Lyceum”

“… I have to thank the company, not only for repeating the words I have set down for them to speak, but also for entering, as it were, into the atmosphere of the world I have endeavored to reproduce before. … I think that you have enjoyed the performance as much as I have, and I am pleased to believe that you like the piece almost as much as I do myself.”

—Wilde’s speech to the audience, as quoted by the Boston Evening Transcript, after a
performance of Lady Windermere’s Fan[March 10, 1892] [OW]
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When man acts, he is a puppet. When he describes, he is a poet.

—Gilbert, The Critic as Artist, Part 1
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It sometimes happens that at a premiere in London the least enjoyable part of the performance is the play. I have seen many audiences more interesting than the actors and have often heard better dialogue in the foyer than I have on the stage.

—“Hamlet at the Lyceum”

Of all the motives of dramatic curiosity used by our great playwrights, there is none more subtle or more fascinating than the ambiguity of the sexes. This idea, invented, as far as an artistic idea can be said to be invented, by Lyly, perfected and made exquisite for us by Shakespeare, seems to me to owe its origin, as it certainly owes its possibility of life-like presentation, to the circumstance that the Elizabethan stage, like the stage of the Greeks, admitted the appearance of no female performers.

—“The Portrait of Mr. W. H.”
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In a play the characters should create each other: no character must be ready made …

—Letter [March 23, 1883]

To write a comedy one requires comedy merely, but to write a tragedy, tragedy is not sufficient: the strain of emotion on the audience must be lightened: they will not weep if you have not made them laugh …

—Letter [March 23, 1883]
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I have selected … the style of comedy which never fails to raise laughter: the unconscious comedy of stupidity, missing the meaning of words, yet in all its solemn ignorance stumbling now and then on a real bit of truth.

—Letter [March 23, 1883]
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… audiences are well-meaning but very stupid: they must have things told them clearly: they are nice children who need to have their vague emotions crystallised and expressed for them.

—Letter [March 23, 1883]

… in the last act Guido sums up intellectually for the audience their emotional sympathy. Emotion lives in terror of ridicule, and the imputation of weakness, and is never happy unless it has got hold of its big brother Intellect by the hand.

—Letter [March 23, 1883]
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Poetry should be like a crystal: it should make life more beautiful and less real.

—Letter [c. early 1888]
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Nature’s example of dramatic effect is the laughter of hysteria or the tears of joy.

—Letter [c. March–April, 1883]]
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… suspense is the essence of situation, and surprise its climax.

—Letter [March 23, 1883]

… art should always surprise, but never be paradoxical.

—Letter [March 23, 1883]
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A laugh in an audience does not destroy terror, but, by relieving it, aids it. Never be afraid that by raising a laugh you destroy tragedy. On the contrary, you intensify it.

—Letter [c. March–April, 1883]
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… the essence of good dialogue is interruption. All good dialogue should give the effect of its being made by the reaction of the personages on one another.

—Letter [c. March–April, 1883]
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The best work in literature is always done by those who do not depend upon it for their daily bread, and the highest form of literature, poetry, brings no wealth to the singer.

—Letter [c. 1885]

I wish I could grave my sonnets on an ivory tablet. Quill pens and notepaper are only good enough for bills of lading. A sonnet should always look well. Don’t you think so?

—Letter [January 1886]
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… suspense is the essence of situation, and surprise its climax.

—Letter [March 23, 1883]
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… to learn how to write English prose I have studied the prose of France. I am charmed that you recognise it: that shows I have succeeded. I am also charmed that no one else does: that shows I have succeeded also.

—Letter [c. December 1888]



[image: image]

I pity that book on which critics are agreed. It must be a very obvious and shallow production.

—Letter [c. December 1888]

He may be a man of genius so sublime that the language of the common people is inadequate to clothe his thoughts, but his right to the title of poet is not so clear as that of the humblest writer of doggerel lines in the poets’ corner of a provincial newspaper, who is aiming in his own honest way to set his followers straight.

—“The Poets and the People”
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[The public is] always asking a writer why he does not write like somebody else, or a painter why he does not paint like somebody else, quite oblivious of the fact that if either of them did anything of the kind he would cease to be an artist.

—“The Soul of Man under Socialism”
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“I am too fond of reading books to care to write them … I should like to write a novel certainly, a novel that would be as lovely as a Persian carpet and as unreal.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 3

“As for being poisoned by a book, there is no such thing as that. Art has no influence upon action. It annihilates the desire to act. It is superbly sterile. The books that the world calls immoral are books that show the world its own shame.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 19
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I don’t believe there is a single dramatic critic in London who would deliberately set himself to misrepresent the work of any dramatist—unless, of course, he personally disliked the dramatist, or had some play of his own he wished to produce at the same theatre, or had an old friend among the actors, or some natural reasons of that kind.

—“Mr. Oscar Wilde on Mr. Oscar Wilde: An Interview”

ERNEST: It seems to me that the imagination spreads, or should spread, a solitude around it, and works best in silence and isolation. Why should the artist be troubled by the shrill clamour of criticism? Why should those who cannot create take upon themselves to estimate the value of creative work? What can they know about it? If a man’s work is easy to understand, an explanation is unnecessary.

GILBERT: And if his work is incomprehensible, an explanation is wicked.

—The Critic as Artist, Pa rt 1
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Eloquence is a beautiful thing, but rhetoric ruins many a critic …

—“Ben Jonson”
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… I think that the first duty of an art critic is to hold his tongue at all times, and upon all subjects.

—The English Renaissance of Art”

“What possible difference can it make to me what the New York Herald says? You go and look at the statue of the Venus de Milo and you know that it is an exquisitely beautiful creation. Would it change your opinion in the least if all the newspapers in the land should pronounce it a wretched caricature? Not at all. I know that I am right, that I have a mission to perform. I am indestructible!”

—Wilde, as quoted in conversation [OW]
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ERNEST: But what is the difference between literature and journalism?

GILBERT: Oh! journalism is unreadable, and literature is not read.

—The Critic as Artist, Part 1
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The critic has to educate the public; the artist has to educate the critic.

—Letter [August 13, 1890]

I am afraid that writing to newspapers has a deteriorating influence on style. People get violent, and abusive, and lose all sense of proportion, when they enter that curious journalistic arena in which the race is always to the noisiest.

—Letter [August 13, 1890]
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Chapter 7

DISTINGUISHING CHARACTERISTICS

“There are only two kinds of people who are really fascinating—people who know absolutely everything, and people who know absolutely nothing.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 7

Do you know I am afraid that good people do a great deal of harm in this world. Certainly the greatest harm they do is that they make badness of such extraordinary importance. It is absurd to divide people into good and bad. People are either charming or tedious.

—Lord Darlington, Lady Windermere’s Fan, Act 1
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… intellectual generalities are always interesting, but generalities in morals mean absolutely nothing.

—Lord Illingworth, A Woman of No Importance, Act 2
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I don’t think now that people can be divided into the good and the bad, as though they were two separate races or creations. What are called good women may have terrible things in them, mad moods of recklessness, assertion, jealousy, sin. Bad women, as they are termed, may have in them sorrow, repentance, pity, sacrifice.

—Lady Windermere, Lady Windermere’s Fan, Act 4

The only difference between the saint and the sinner is that every saint has a past, and every sinner has a future.

—Lord Illingworth, A Woman of No Importance, Act 3
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The well-bred contradict other people. The wise contradict themselves.

—“Phrases and Philosophies for the Use of the Young”
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When one is in town one amuses oneself. When one is in the country one amuses other people. It is excessively boring.

—Jack, The Importance of Being Earnest, Act 1
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London is too full of fogs and—serious people … Whether the fogs produce the serious people or whether the serious people produce the fogs, I don’t know, but the whole thing rather gets on my nerves …

—Mrs. Erlynne, Lady Windermere’s Fan, Act 4

“I don’t desire to change anything in England except the weather.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 3
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… dullness has become the basis of respectability, and seriousness the only refuge of the shallow.

—“The Rout of the R. A.”
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At the Theatre Francais we go to listen, to an English theatre we go to look.

—“Mr. Oscar Wilde on Mr. Oscar Wilde: An Interview”
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“What is true in a man’s life is not what he does, but the legend which grows up around him. … You must never destroy legends. Through them we are given an inkling of the true physiognomy of a man.”

—Wilde, as quoted in conversation [OW]

It is always painful to part from people whom one has known for a very brief space of time. The absence of old friends one can endure with equanimity. But even a momentary separation from anyone to whom one has just been introduced is almost unbearable.

—Cecily, The Importance of Being Earnest, Act 2
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I would not enjoy anybody else’s lectures unless in a few points I disagreed with them.

—“Mr. Whistler’s Ten O’Clock”
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I never go without my dinner. No one ever does, except vegetarians and people like that.

—Algernon, The Importance of Being Earnest, Act 2
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There is no surer way of destroying a similarity than to strain it.

—“Ben Jonson”

Optimism begins in a broad grin, and Pessimism ends with blue spectacles. Besides, they are both of them merely poses.

—Mrs. Cheveley, An Ideal Husband, Act 1
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… are you an optimist or a pessimist? Those seem to be the only two fashionable religions left to us nowadays.

—Sir Robert Chiltern, An Ideal Husband, Act 1
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Oh, I like tedious, practical subjects. What I don’t like are tedious, practical people. There is a wide difference.

—Mrs. Cheveley, An Ideal Husband, Act 1
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… only people who look dull ever get into the House of Commons, and only people who are dull ever succeed there.

—Lord Goring, An Ideal Husband, Act 4

… humility is for the hypocrite, modesty for the incompetent.

—“Mr. Oscar Wilde on Mr. Oscar Wilde: An Interview”
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… the English can’t stand a man who is always saying he is in the right, but they are very fond of a man who admits that he has been in the wrong. It is one of the best things in them.

—Lord Goring, An Ideal Husband, Act 2
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… to understand one must love, and to love one must have passion. It is only the unimaginative who are ever fair.

—Letter [March 7, 1898]
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It is only about things that do not interest one, that one can give a really unbiased opinion; and this is no doubt the reason why an unbiased opinion is always absolutely valueless.

—“Mr. Pater’s Last Volume”

I only care to see doctors when I am in perfect health; then they comfort one, but when one is ill they are most depressing.

—Letter [May 11, 1898]
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People who count their chickens before they are hatched act very wisely: because chickens run about so absurdly that is almost impossible to count them accurately …

—Letter [May 31, 1898]
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Like most artificial people he had a great love of nature.

—“Pen, Pencil and Poison”
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It is the lack of imagination in the Anglo-Saxon race that makes the race so stupidly, harshly cruel. Those who are bringing about Prison Reform in Parliament are Celtic to a man. For every Celt has inborn imagination.

—Letter [May 31, 1898]

The emotions of man are stirred more quickly than man’s intelligence … it is much more easy to have sympathy with suffering than it is to have sympathy with thought.

—“The Soul of Man under Socialism”
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“… the value of an idea has nothing whatsoever to do with the sincerity of the man who expresses it. Indeed, the probabilities are that the more insincere the man is, the more purely intellectual will the idea be, as in that case it will not be coloured by either his wants, his desires, or his prejudices.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 1
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… the only thing that ever consoles man for the stupid things he does is the praise he always gives himself for doing them.

—“A Chinese Sage”

There is no essential incongruity between crime and culture. We cannot rewrite the whole of history for the purpose of gratifying our moral sense of what should be.

—“Pen, Pencil and Poison”
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Anything is good that stimulates thought in whatever age. … There is no such thing as morality or immorality in thought. There is immoral emotion.

—Wilde testifying in court [TOW]
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Families are so mixed nowadays. Indeed, as a rule, everybody turns out to be somebody else.

—Lady Markby, An Ideal Husband, Act 1

“… beauty, real beauty, ends where an intellectual expression begins. Intellect is in itself a mode of exaggeration, and destroys the harmony of any face. The moment one sits down to think, one becomes all nose, or all forehead, or something horrid.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 1
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“… Lady Brandon treats her guests exactly as an auctioneer treats his goods. She either explains them entirely away, or tells one everything about them except what one wants to know.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 1
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“… I can’t help detesting my relations. I suppose it comes from the fact that none of us can stand other people having the same faults as ourselves.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 1

“I like persons better than principles, and I like persons with no principles better than anything else in the world.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 1
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Actual life was chaos, but there was something terribly logical in the imagination.

—The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 18
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Chapter 8

LOVE, FRIENDSHIP AND SELF-KNOWLEDGE

Anybody can sympathise with the sufferings of a friend, but it requires a very fine nature—it requires, in fact, the nature of a true Individualist—to sympathise with a friend’s success.

—The Soul of Man under Socialism”

Hearts live by being wounded. Pleasure may turn a heart to stone, riches may make it callous, but sorrow—oh, sorrow cannot break it.

—Hester, A Woman of No Importance, Act 4
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“First they loved with the love that dies—the love of the soul for the soul; and then they loved with the love that never dies—the love of the body for the body.”

—Wilde, as quoted in conversation [OW]
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And all men kill the thing they love,

By all let this be heard

Some do it with a bitter look,

Some with a flattering word,

The coward does it with a kiss,

The brave man with a sword!



—“The Ballad of Reading Gaol,” Part 6

“… the worst of having a romance of any kind is that it leaves one so unromantic.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 1
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“Those who are faithful know only the trivial side of love: it is the faithless who know love’s tragedies.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 1
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… when people say how dreadful of me to return to Bosie, do say no—say that I love him, that he is a poet, and that, after all, whatever my life may have been ethically, it has always been romantic, and Bosie is my romance.

—Letter [September 23, 1897]



[image: image]

… where there is no exaggeration there is no love, and where there is no love there is no understanding.

—“Mr. Pater’s Last Volume”

Pleasure hides love from us but pain reveals it in its essence.

—Letter [May 20, 1895]
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One cannot extort affection with a knife. To awaken gratitude in the ungrateful were as vain as to try to waken the dead by cries.

—Letter [c. June–July 1898]
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… everyone is worthy of love, except him who thinks that he is.

—De Profundis
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If a man gets drunk, whether he does so on white wine or red is of no importance. If a man has perverse passions, their particular mode of manifestation is of no importance either.

—Letter from prison [April 1, 1897]

“The ‘Love that dare not speak its name’ in this century is such a great affection of an elder for a younger man as there was between David and Jonathan, such as Plato made the very basis of his philosophy, and such as you find in the sonnets of Michaelangelo and Shakespeare. It is that deep, spiritual affection that is as pure as it is perfect.”

—Wilde, under cross-examination, 1895 [OW]
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There is always something ridiculous about the emotions of people whom one has ceased to love.

—The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 7
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“One can always be kind to people about whom one cares nothing.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 8

The great events of life often leave one unmoved; they pass out of consciousness, and, when one thinks of them, become unreal. Even the scarlet flowers of passion seem to grow in the same meadow as the poppies of oblivion.

—“The Portrait of Mr. W. H.”
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“Laughter is not at all a bad beginning for a friendship, and it is far the best ending for one.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 1
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“I always like to know everything about my new friends, and nothing about my old ones.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 3

“I choose my friends for their looks, my acquaintances for their good characters, and my enemies for their good intellects.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 1
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… everyone has some weak point. There is some flaw in each one of us. … My father tells me that even I have faults. Perhaps I have. I don’t know.

—Lord Goring, An Ideal Husband, Act 2
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There is more to be said for stupidity than people imagine. Personally I have a great admiration for stupidity. It is a sort of fellow-feeling, I suppose.

—Lord Goring, An Ideal Husband, Act 2

I can resist everything except temptation.

—Lord Darlington, Lady Windermere’s Fan, Act 1
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… it is very painful for me to be forced to speak the truth. It is the first time in my life that I have ever been reduced to such a painful position, and I am really quite inexperienced in doing anything of the kind.

—Jack, The Importance of Being Earnest, Act 2
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I’ve now realized for the first time in my life the vital Importance of Being Earnest.

—Jack, The Importance of Being Earnest, Act 3
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I don’t like novels that end happily. They depress me so much.

—Cecily, The Importance of Being Earnest, Act 2

I am the only person in the world I should like to know thoroughly; but I don’t see any chance of it just at present.

—Dumby, Lady Windermere’s Fan, Act 2
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“The solitude of the country stifles and crushes me. … I am not really myself except in the midst of elegant crowds, in the exploits of capitals, at the heart of rich districts, or amid the sumptuous ornamentation of palace-hotels, seated by all the desirable objects and with an army of servants, the warm caress of a plush carpet under my feet. … I detest nature where man has not intervened with his artifice.”

—Wilde, as quoted in conversation [OW]
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Only the shallow know themselves.

—“Phrases and Philosophies for the Use of the Young”
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Chapter 9

EDUCATION

Education is an admirable thing, but it is well to remember from time to time that nothing that is worth knowing can be taught.

Gilbert, The Critic as Artist, Part 1

… what a pity that in life we only get our lessons when they are of no use at all.

—Lady Windermere, Lady Windermere’s Fan, Act 4
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“My Irish accent was one of the many things I forgot at Oxford.”

—Wilde, as quoted by an audience member at a lecture, San Francisco [OW]
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LADY BASILDON: I hate being educated!

MRS. MARCHMONT: So do I. It puts one almost on a level with the commercial classes …

—An Ideal Husband, Act 1
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I am afraid that you have been listening to the conversation of someone older than yourself. That is always a dangerous thing to do, and if you allow it to degenerate into a habit, you will find it absolutely fatal to any intellectual development.

—Gilbert, The Critic as Artist, Part 1

… everybody who is incapable of learning has taken to teaching …

—“The Decay of Lying”
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To tell people what to read is as a rule either useless or harmful, for the true appreciation of literature is a question of temperament, not of teaching, to Parnassus there is no primer, and nothing that one can learn is ever worth learning. But to tell people what not to read is a very different matter, and I venture to recommend it as a mission to the University Extension Scheme.

—“To Read, or Not to Read”
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With your quick sympathies, your delicate intuition, and your enthusiasm, you could teach wonderfully. You have the power of making others love you, which is the first essential of a teacher.

—Letter [November 14, 1885]

Why should not degrees be granted for good acting? Are they not given to those who misunderstand Plato and who mistranslate Aristotle?

—“Henry the Fourth at Oxford”
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I can fancy a man who had led a perfectly commonplace life, hearing by chance some curious piece of music, and suddenly discovering that his soul, without his being conscious of it, had passed through terrible experiences, and known fearful joys, or wild romantic loves, or great renunciations.

—Gilbert, The Critic as Artist, Part 1
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As regards erudition, it is always difficult, even for the most modest of us, to remember that other people do not know quite as much as one does oneself.

—Letter [June 26, 1890]

We become lovers when we see Romeo and Juliet, and Hamlet makes us students. The blood of Duncan is upon our hands, with Timon we rage against the world, and when Lear wanders out upon the heath the terror of madness touches us. Ours is the white sinlessness of Desdemona, and ours, also, the sin of Iago. Art, even the art of fullest scope and widest vision, can never really show us the external world. All that it shows us is our own soul, the one world of which we have any real cognizance. And the soul itself, the soul of each one of us, is to each one of us a mystery. It hides in the dark and broods, and consciousness cannot tell us of its workings. Consciousness, indeed, is quite inadequate to explain the contents of personality. It is Art, and Art only, that reveals us to ourselves.

—“The Portrait of Mr. W. H.”

… after reading the “Comedie Humaine” one begins to believe that the only real people are the people who have never existed. … A steady course of Balzac reduces our living friends to shadows, and our acquaintances to the shadows of shades.

—“Balzac in English”
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“In examinations, the foolish ask questions that the wise cannot answer.”

—Wilde, as quoted in conversation [OW]
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“Examinations, sir, are pure humbug from beginning to end. If a man is a gentleman, he knows quite enough, and if he is not a gentleman, whatever he knows is bad for him.”

—Lord Fermor, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 3
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Chapter 10

THE MASK OF STYLE

Man is least himself when he talks in his own person. Give him a mask, and he will tell you the truth.

—Gilbert, The Critic as Artist, Part 2

In all unimportant matters, style, not sincerity, is the essential. In all important matters, style, not sincerity, is the essential.

—“Phrases and Philosophies for the Use of the Young”
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“I have the simplest tastes. I am always satisfied with the best.”

—Wilde as quoted in conversation [POW]
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I never smoke. My dressmaker wouldn’t like it, and a woman’s first duty in life is to her dressmaker, isn’t it? What the second duty is, no one has as yet discovered.

—Mrs. Cheveley, An Ideal Husband, Act 3
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Costume is a growth, an evolution, and a most important, perhaps the most important, sign of the manners, customs, and mode of life of each century.

—“Pen, Pencil and Poison”

“With an evening coat and a white tie, as you told me once, anybody, even a stock-broker, can gain a reputation for being civilized.”

—Basil Hallward, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 1
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LORD GORING: I am glad you have called. I am going to give you some good advice.

MRS. CHEVELEY: Oh! pray don’t. One should never give a woman anything that she can’t wear in the evening.

—An Ideal Husband, A ct 3
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… she wore far too much rouge last night, and not quite enough clothes. That is always a sign of despair in a woman.

—Lord Goring, An Ideal Husband, Act 2
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“It’s personalities, not principles, that move the age.”

—Wilde as quoted in conversation [POW]

To the world I seem, by intention on my part, a dilettante and dandy merely—it is not wise to show one’s heart to the world—and as seriousness of manner is the disguise of the fool, folly in its exquisite modes of triviality and indifference and lack of care is the robe of the wise man.

—Letter [c. February 12, 1894]
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“Basil Hallward is what I think I am: Lord Henry what the world thinks of me: Dorian what I would like to be—in other ages, perhaps.”

—Wilde, as quoted in conversation, regarding characters from The Picture of Dorian Gray[OW]
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… there is a great deal of good in Lord Augustus. Fortunately it is all on the surface. Just where good qualities should be.

—Mrs. Erlynne, Lady Windermere’s Fan, Act 2

“He fascinated everybody who was worth fascinating, and a great many people who were not.”

—“The Portrait of Mr. W. H.”
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“You are an extraordinary fellow. You never say a moral thing, and you never do a wrong thing. Your cynicism is simply a pose.”

“Being natural is simply a pose, and the most irritating pose I know …”

—Basil Hallward and Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 1
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It is awfully hard work doing nothing. However, I don’t mind hard work where there is no definite object of any kind.

—Algernon, The Importance of Being Earnest, Act 1
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Pain, unlike pleasure, wears no mask.

—De Profundis

I don’t play accurately—anyone can play accurately—but I play with wonderful expression. As far as the piano is concerned, sentiment is my forte.

—Algernon, The Importance of Being Earnest, Act 1
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… you’ve wonderfully good taste, Ernest. It’s the excuse I’ve always given for your leading such a bad life.

—Cecily, The Importance of Being Earnest, Act 2
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One should not look at anything. Neither at things, nor at people should one look. Only in mirrors is it well to look, for mirrors do but show us masks.

—Herod, Salomé
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“I have grown to love secrecy. It seems to be the one thing that can make modern life mysterious or marvelous to us. The commonest thing is delightful if one only hides it.”

—Basil Hallward, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 1

Ah! it is so easy to convert others. It is so difficult to convert oneself. To arrive at what one really believes, one must speak through lips different from one’s own.

—Gilbert, The Critic as Artist, Part 2
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“I love acting. It is so much more real than life.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 6
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“It is only shallow people who do not judge by appearances. The true mystery of the world is the visible, not the invisible.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 2

Is insincerity such a terrible thing? I think not. It is merely a method by which we can multiply our personalities.

—The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 11
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One should either be a work of art, or wear a work of art.

—“Phrases and Philosophies for the Use of the Young”
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Chapter 11

CIVILIZED SOCIETY

Most people are other people. Their thoughts are someone else’s opinions, their life a mimicry, their passions a quotation.

—De Profundis

Oh, nowadays so many conceited people go about Society pretending to be good, that I think it shows rather a sweet and modest disposition to pretend to be bad. … If you pretend to be good, the world takes you very seriously. If you pretend to be bad, it doesn’t. Such is the astounding stupidity of optimism.

—Lord Darlington, Lady Windermere’s Fan, Act 1
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You believe good of everyone, Jane. It is a great fault.

—Lady Caroline, A Woman of No Importance, Act 1
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… the aim of the liar is simply to charm, to delight, to give pleasure. He is the very basis of civilized society …

—“The Decay of Lying”
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Nothing pains me except stupidity and morality.

—Letter [November 18, 1893]

As a wicked man I am a complete failure. Why, there are lots of people who say I have never really done anything wrong in the whole course of my life. Of course they only say it behind my back.

—Lord Darlington, Lady Windermere’s Fan, Act 1
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I find that forgiving one’s enemies is a most curious morbid pleasure; perhaps I should check it.

—Letter [c. April 20, 1894]
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Men are such cowards. They outrage every law of the world, and are afraid of the world’s tongue.

—Lady Windermere, Lady Windermere’s Fan, Act 3
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“The terror of society, which is the basis of morals, the terror of God, which is the secret of religion—these are the two things that govern us.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 2

Society, civilized society, at least, is never very ready to believe anything to the detriment of those who are both rich and fascinating.

—The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 11
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“… anybody can be good in the country. There are no temptations there. That is the reason why people who live out of town are so absolutely uncivilized. Civilization is not by any means an easy thing to attain to. There are only two ways by which man can reach it. One is by being cultured, the other by being corrupt. Country people have no opportunity of being either, so they stagnate.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 19
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As long as war is regarded as wicked it will always have its fascination. When it is looked upon as vulgar, it will cease to be popular.

—Gilbert, The Critic as Artist, Part 2

If we lived long enough to see the results of our actions, it may be that those who call themselves good would be sickened with a dull remorse, and those whom the world calls evil stirred by a noble joy. Each little thing that we do passes into the great machine of life, which may grind our virtues to powder and make them worthless, or transform our sins into elements of a new civilization, more marvellous and more splendid than any that has gone before.

—Gilbert, The Critic as Artist, Part 1
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… after a good dinner one can forgive anybody, even one’s own relations.

—Lady Caroline, A Woman of No Importance, Act 2
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Ordinary cruelty is simply stupidity. It is the entire want of imagination. It is the result in our days of stereotyped systems of hard-and-fast rules, and of stupidity. Wherever there is centralisation there is stupidity.

—Letter [May 27, 1897]

There is only one class in the community that thinks more about money than the rich, and that is the poor. The poor can think of nothing else. That is the misery of being poor.

—“The Soul of Man under Socialism”
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We are often told that the poor are grateful for charity. Some of them are, no doubt, but the best amongst the poor are never grateful. … Charity they feel to be a ridiculously inadequate mode of partial restitution, or a sentimental dole, usually accompanied by some impertinent attempt on the part of the sentimentalist to tyrannize over their private lives.

—“The Soul of Man under Socialism”
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“To be Greek one should have no clothes: to be medieval one should have no body: to be modern one should have no soul.”

—Wilde, as quoted in conversation [OW]

If one could only teach the English how to talk, and the Irish how to listen, society here would be quite civilized.

—Mrs. Cheveley, An Ideal Husband, Act 3
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Oh, I love London Society! I think it has immensely improved. It is entirely composed now of beautiful idiots and brilliant lunatics. Just what Society should be.

—Mabel Chiltern, An Ideal Husband, Act 1
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… to disagree with three-fourths of the British public on all points is one of the first elements of sanity, one of the deepest consolations in all moments of spiritual doubt.

—“The English Renaissance of Art”

“The Catholic church is for saints and sinners alone. For respectable people the Anglican Church will do.”

—Wilde, as quoted in conversation [OW]
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The French can treat any subject with wit, and where one laughs there is no immorality; immorality and seriousness begin together.

—Letter [May 25, 1898]
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Other people are quite dreadful. The only possible society is oneself.

—Lord Goring, An Ideal Husband, Act 3
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Chapter 12

AMERICA AND AMERICANS

In America, the young are always ready to give to those who are older than themselves the full benefits of their inexperience.

—“The American Invasion”

There is no such thing as a stupid American. Many Americans are horrid, vulgar, intrusive, and impertinent, just as many English people are also; but stupidity is not one of the national vices. Indeed, in America there is no opening for a fool. They expect brains even from a boot-black, and get them.

—“The American Man”
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From its earliest years, every American child spends most of its time in correcting the faults of its father and mother …

—“The American Invasion”
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The prairie reminded me of a piece of blotting-paper.

—“Impressions of America”
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… no American child is ever blind to the deficiencies of its parents, no matter how much it may love them.

—“The American Invasion”

Warned by the example of her mother that American women do not grow old gracefully, she tries not to grow old at all, and often succeeds.

—“The American Invasion”
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The Americans are certainly great hero-worshipers, and always take their heroes from the criminal classes.

—Letter [April 19, 1882]
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… the great success of marriage in the States is due partly to the fact that no American wife is considered responsible for the quality of her husband’s dinners.

—“The American Man”

… American girls have a wonderful charm, and, perhaps, the chief secret of their charm is that they never talk seriously, except to their dressmaker, and never think seriously, except about amusements.

—“The American Invasion”
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Even the American freedom of divorce, questionable though it undoubtedly is on many grounds, has at least the merit of bringing into marriage a new element of romantic uncertainty. When people are tied together for life they too often regard manners as a mere superfluity, and courtesy as a thing of no moment; but where the bond can be easily broken, its very fragility makes its strength, and reminds the husband that he should always try to please, and the wife that she should never cease to be charming.

—“The American Man”



[image: image]

All Americans do dress well. They get their clothes in Paris.

—Lady Hunstanton, A Woman of No Importance, Act 1

The first thing that struck me on landing in America was that if the Americans are not the most well-dressed people in the world, they are the most comfortably dressed.

—“Impressions of America”
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LADY CAROLINE: These American girls carry off all the good matches. Why can’t they stay in their own country? They are always telling us it is the Paradise of women.

LORD ILLINGTON: It is, Lady Caroline. That is why, like Eve, they are so extremely anxious to get out of it.

—A Woman of No Importance, Act 1
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I was disappointed with Niagara—most people must be disappointed with Niagara. Every American bride is taken there, and the sight of the stupendous waterfall must be one of the earliest, if not the keenest, disappointments in American married life.

—Impressions of America”

The Bostonians take their learning too sadly; culture with them is an accomplishment rather than an atmosphere; their “Hub,” as they call it, is the paradise of prigs.

—“The American Invasion”
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… though one can dine in New York, one could not dwell there.

—“The American Invasion”
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“It is an odd thing, but everyone who disappears is said to be seen at San Francisco. It must be a delightful city, and possess all the attractions of the next world.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 19
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Chapter 13

MARRIAGE

For an artist to marry his model is as fatal as for a gourmet to marry his cook: the one gets no sittings, and the other gets no dinners.

—“London Models”

I really don’t see anything romantic in proposing. It is very romantic to be in love. But there is nothing romantic about a definite proposal. Why, one may be accepted. One usually is, I believe. Then the excitement is all over. The very essence of romance is uncertainty. If I ever get married, I’ll certainly try to forget the fact.

—Algernon, The Importance of Being Earnest, Act 1
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It is not customary in England, Miss Worsley, for a young lady to speak with such enthusiasm of any person of the opposite sex. Englishwomen conceal their feelings till after they are married. They show them then.

—Lady Caroline, A Woman of No Importance, Act 1
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Men always want to be a woman’s first love. That is their clumsy vanity. We women have a more subtle instinct about things. What we like is to be a man’s last romance.

—Mrs. Allonby, A Woman of No Importance, Act 2

LORD GORING: Mabel, do be serious. Please be serious.

MABEL CHILTERN: Ah! that is the sort of thing a man always says to a girl before he has been married to her. He never says it afterwards.

—An Ideal Husband, Act 4
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I have always been of opinion that a man who desires to get married should know either everything or nothing.

—Lady Bracknell, The Importance of Being Earnest, Act 1
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One should always be in love. That is the reason one should never marry.

—Lord Illingworth, A Woman of No Importance, Act 3
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Damme, sir, it is your duty to get married. You can’t be always living for pleasure.

—Lord Caversham, An Ideal Husband, Act 3

… if we men married the women we deserved, we should have a very bad time of it.

—Lord Goring, An Ideal Husband, Act 4
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“My wife has a cold” but in about a month will be over it. I hope it is a boy cold, but will love whatever the gods send.

—Letter [May 20, 1885]; Wilde’s first son, Cyril, was born two weeks later
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Our husbands never appreciate anything in us. We have to go to others for that!

—Mrs. Marchmont, An Ideal Husband, Act 1

“… the one charm of marriage is that it makes a life of deception absolutely necessary for both parties. I never know where my wife is, and my wife never knows what I am doing. When we meet—we do meet occasionally, when we dine out together, or go down to the Duke’s—we tell each other the most absurd stories with the most serious faces.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 1
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Well, there’s nothing in the world like the devotion of a married woman. It’s a thing no married man knows anything about.

—Cecil Graham, Lady Windermere’s Fan, Act 3
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“What nonsense people talk about happy marriages. … A man can be happy with any woman, as long as he does not love her.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 15

The amount of women in London who flirt with their own husbands is perfectly scandalous. It looks so bad. It is simply washing one’s clean linen in public.

—Algernon, The Importance of Being Earnest, Act 1
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It’s most dangerous nowadays for a husband to pay any attention to his wife in public. It always makes people think that he beats her when they’re alone. The world has grown so suspicious of anything that looks like a happy married life.

—Lady Plymdale, Lady Windermere’s Fan, Act 2
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More marriages are ruined nowadays by the common sense of the husband than by anything else. How can a woman be expected to be happy with a man who insists on treating her as if she were a perfectly rational being?

—Mrs. Allonby, A Woman of No Importance, Act 2

Twenty years of romance make a woman look like a ruin; but twenty years of marriage make her something like a public building.

—Lord Illingworth, A Woman of No Importance, Act 1
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Men marry because they are tired; women because they are curious. Both are disappointed.

—Lord Illingworth, A Woman of No Importance, Act 3
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… the happiness of a married man … depends on the people he has not married.

—Lord Illingworth, A Woman of No Importance, Act 3
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London is full of women who trust their husbands. One can always recognize them. They look so thoroughly unhappy.

—Lady Windermere, Lady Windermere’s Fan, Act 2

“Of course married life is merely a habit, a bad habit. But then one regrets the loss even of one’s worst habits. Perhaps one regrets them the most. They are such an essential part of one’s personality.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 19
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Oh, there is only one real tragedy in a woman’s life. The fact that her past is always her lover, and her future invariably her husband.

—Mrs. Cheveley, An Ideal Husband, Act 3
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“When a woman marries again it is because she detested her first husband. When a man marries again, it is because he adored his first wife. Women try their luck; men risk theirs.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 15

I suppose that when a man has once loved a woman, he will do anything for her, except continue to love her?

—Mrs. Cheveley, An Ideal Husband, Act 3
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“Her capacity for family affection is extraordinary. When her third husband died, her hair turned quite gold from grief.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 15
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… marriage is the one subject on which all women agree and all men disagree.

—“A Handbook to Marriage”
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Chapter 14

SUFFERING AND IMPRISONMENT

Suffering—curious as it may sound to you—is the means by which we exist, because it is the only means by which we become conscious of existing …

—De Profundis

Misfortunes one can endure—they come from outside, they are accidents. But to suffer for one’s own faults—ah!—there is the sting of life.

—Lord Windermere, Lady Windermere’s Fan, Act 1
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When I am in trouble, eating is the only thing that consoles me. Indeed, when I am in really great trouble, as anyone who knows me intimately will tell you, I refuse everything except food and drink. At the present moment I am eating muffins because I am unhappy. Besides, I am particularly fond of muffins.

—Algernon, The Importance of Being Earnest, Act 2
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… I have come, not from obscurity into the momentary notoriety of crime, but from a sort of eternity of fame to a sort of eternity of infamy, and sometimes seem to myself to have shown, if indeed it required showing, that between the famous and infamous there is but one step, if as much as one.

—De Profundis

Society takes upon itself the right to inflict appalling punishment on the individual, but it also has the supreme vice of shallowness, and fails to realize what it has done.

—De Profundis
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… where there is sorrow there is holy ground.

—Letter from prison [May 12, 1897]
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I am not really ashamed of having been in prison: I often was in more shameful places: but I am really ashamed of having led a life unworthy of an artist.

—Letter [June 9, 1897]

… the secret of life is suffering. It is what is hidden behind everything. When we begin to live, what is sweet is so sweet to us, and what is bitter is so bitter, that we inevitably direct all our desires towards pleasures, and seek not merely for a “month or twain to feed on honeycomb,” but for all our years to taste no other food, ignorant all the while that we may really be starving the soul.

—De Profundis
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As one reads history … one is absolutely sickened, not by the crimes that the wicked have committed, but by the punishments that the good have inflicted; and a community is infinitely more brutalised by the habitual employment of punishment, than it is by the occasional occurrence of crime.

—“The Soul of Man under Socialism”
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The intense energy of creation has been kicked out of me.

—Letter [August 24, 1897]

There is a luxury in self-reproach. When we blame ourselves we feel that no one else has a right to blame us. It is the confession, not the priest, that gives us absolution.

—The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 8
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The vilest deeds like poison weeds,

Bloom well in prison-air;

It is only what is good in Man

That wastes and withers there …



—“The Ballad of Reading Gaol,” Part 5
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“Never attempt to reform a man. Men never repent. To punish a man for wrong-doing, with a view to his reformation, is the most lamentable mistake it is possible to commit. If he has any soul at all, such procedure is calculated to make him ten times worse than before. It is a sign of a noble nature to refuse to be broken by force.”

—Wilde, as quoted in conversation [OW]

There is the same world for all of us, and good and evil, sin and innocence, go through it hand in hand. To shut one’s eyes to half of life that one may live securely is as though one blinded oneself that one might walk with more safety in a land of pit and precipice.

—Lady Windermere, Lady Windermere’s Fan, Act 4
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Actions are the first tragedy in life, words are the second. Words are perhaps the worst. Words are merciless.

—Lady Windermere, Lady Windermere’s Fan, Act 4
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Do you really think … that it is weakness that yields to temptation? I tell you that there are terrible temptations that it requires strength, strength and courage, to yield to. To stake all one’s life on a single moment, to risk everything on one throw, whether the stake be power or pleasure, I care not—there is no weakness in that. There is a horrible, a terrible courage.

—Sir Robert Chiltern, An Ideal Husband, Act 2

All I know is that life cannot be understood without much charity, cannot be lived without much charity. It is love, and not German philosophy, that is the true explanation of this world, whatever may be the explanation of the next.

—Lord Goring, An Ideal Husband, Act 2
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Suffering is one very long moment. We cannot divide it by seasons. We can only record its moods, and chronicle their return. With us time itself does not progress. It revolves. It seems to circle round one centre of pain.

—De Profundis



[image: image]

A patriot put in prison for loving his country loves his country, and a poet in prison for loving boys loves boys. To have altered my life would have been to have admitted that Uranian love is ignoble. I hold it to be noble—more noble than other forms.

—Letter [February 18, 1898]

That a Court of Law should decide that I am unfit to be with my own children is so terrible that to expunge it from the scroll of History and of Life I would gladly remain in this lonely cell for two more years—oh! for ten years if needs be. I don’t care to live if I am so degraded that I am unfit to be with my own child.

—Letter from prison [May 13, 1897]



[image: image]

… the many prisons of life—prisons of stone, prisons of passion, prisons of intellect, prisons of morality, and the rest. All limitations, external or internal, are prison-walls, and life is a limitation.

—Letter [c. February 20, 1898]
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I envy the other men who tread the yard along with me. I am sure that their children wait for them, look for their coming, will be sweet to them.

—De Profundis

The poor are wiser, more charitable, more kind, more sensitive than we are. In their eyes prison is a tragedy in a man’s life, a misfortune, a casualty, something that calls for sympathy in others. They speak of one who is in prison as of one who is “in trouble” simply. It is the phrase they always use, and the expression has the perfect wisdom of love in it. With people of our own rank it is different. With us, prison makes a man a pariah.

—De Profundis
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Here I have the horror of death with the still greater horror of living …

—Letter from prison [March 10, 1896]



[image: image]

There are many good nice fellows here. … I go out with an adder in my heart, and an asp in my tongue, and every night I sow thorns in the garden of my soul.

—Letter from prison [May 17, 1897]

… horrible as all the physical privations of modern prison life are, they are as nothing compared to the entire privation of literature to one to whom Literature was once the first thing of life, the mode by which perfection could be realised, by which, and by which alone, the intellect could feel itself alive.

—Letter from prison [July 2, 1896]
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The mind is forced to think, and when it is deprived of the conditions necessary for healthy intellectual activity, such as books, writing materials, companionship, contact with the living world, and the like, it becomes, in case of those who are suffering from sensual monomanias, the sure prey of morbid passions, and obscene fancies, and thoughts that defile, desecrate and destroy.

—Letter from prison [July 2, 1896]
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Suffering is a terrible fire; it either purifies or destroys: perhaps I may be a better fellow after it all.

—Letter [c. May 22, 1897]

Crimes may be forgotten or forgiven, but vices live on: they make their dwelling house in him who by horrible mischance or fate has become their victim: they are embedded in his flesh: they spread over him like a leprosy: they feed on him like a strange disease: at the end they become an essential part of the man … and prison life, by its horrible isolation from all that could save a wretched soul, hands the victim over, like one bound hand and foot, to be possessed and polluted by the thoughts he most loathes and so cannot escape them.

—Letter from prison [July 2, 1896]
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Dreadful as are the results of the prison system—a system so terrible that it hardens their hearts whose hearts it does not break, and brutalises those who have to carry it out no less than those who have to submit to it—yet at least amongst its aims is not the desire to wreck the human reason.

—Letter from prison [July 2, 1896]

… when a wretched man is in prison, the people who are outside either treat him as if he was dead, and dispose of his effects, or treat him as if he was a lunatic, and pretend to carry out his wishes and don’t, or regard him as an idiot, to be humoured, and tell him silly and unnecessary lies, or look on him as a thing so low, so degraded, as to have no feelings at all …

—Letter from prison [May 13, 1897]
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Kind words are much in prison, and a pleasant “Good-morning” or “Good-evening” will make one as happy as one can be in prison.

—Letter [May 27, 1897]
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… one should never accept any sort of kindness. People regret their good actions. That is the point to which the moral sense ultimately arrives.

—Letter [July 1898]

In point of fact, describing a prison is as difficult artistically as describing a water-closet would be. If one had to describe the latter in literature, prose or verse, one could merely say it was well, or badly, papered: or clean or the reverse: the horror of prison is that everything is so simple and commonplace in itself, and so degrading, and hideous, and revolting in its effect.

—Letter [October 8, 1897]
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My writing has gone to bits—like my character. I am simply a self-conscious nerve in pain.

—Letter [March 17, 1898]
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… while to propose to be a better man is a piece of unscientific cant, to have become a deeper man is the privilege of those who have suffered. And such I think I have become.

—De Profundis

I often wonder what would have happened to those in pain if, instead of Christ, there had been a Christian.

—Letter [July 1898]
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What astonishes and interests me about my present position is that the moment the world’s forces begin to persecute anyone they never leave off. This seems to me a historical fact, as well as an interesting psychological problem. To leave off a persecution is to admit that one has been wrong, and the world will never do that. Also, the world is angry because their punishment has had no effect. They wished to be able to say “We have done a capital thing for Oscar Wilde: by putting him in prison we have put a stop to his friendship with Alfred Douglas and all that that implies.” But now they find that they have not had that effect, that they merely treated me barbarously, but did not influence me, they simply ruined me, so they are furious.

—Letter [November 25, 1897]

… pity seems to beat in vain at the doors of officialism; and power, no less than punishment, kills what else were good and gentle in a man: the man without knowing it loses his natural kindliness, or grows afraid of its exercise.

—Letter from prison [July 2, 1896]
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Authority is as destructive to those who exercise it as it is to those on whom it is exercised.

—Letter [May 27, 1897]



[image: image]

I must say to myself that I ruined myself, and that nobody great or small can be ruined except by his own hand. I am quite ready to say so. I am trying to say so, though they may not think it at the present moment. This pitiless indictment I bring without pity against myself. Terrible as was what the world did to me, what I did to myself was far more terrible still.

—De Profundis
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Chapter 15

TALK

Conversation should touch everything, but should concentrate itself on nothing.

—Gilbert, The Critic as Artist, Part 2

“I could deny myself the pleasure of talking, but not to others the pleasure of listening.”

—Wilde, as quoted in conversation [OW]
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“I like hearing myself talk. It is one of my greatest pleasures. I often have long conversations all by myself, and I am so clever that sometimes I don’t understand a single word of what I am saying.”

—Rocket, “The Remarkable Rocket”
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A man who can dominate a London dinner-table can dominate the world. The future belongs to the dandy. It is the exquisites who are going to rule.

—Lord Illingworth, A Woman of No Importance, Act 3
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Oh! don’t use big words. They mean so little.

—Mrs. Cheveley, An Ideal Husband, Act 3

Learned conversation is either the affectation of the ignorant or the profession of the mentally unemployed.

—Gilbert, The Critic as Artist, Part 1
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HESTER: I dislike London dinner-parties.

MRS. ALLONBY: I adore them. The clever people never listen, and the stupid people never talk.

—A Woman of No Importance, Act 1
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“… murder is always a mistake. One should never do anything that one cannot talk about after dinner.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 19
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Geniuses talk so much, don’t they? Such a bad habit! And they are always thinking about themselves, when I want them to be thinking about me.

—Mabel Chiltern, An Ideal Husband, Act 2

When men give up saying what is charming, they give up thinking what is charming.

—Mrs. Erlynne, Lady Windermere’s Fan, Act 2
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Whenever people talk to me about the weather, I always feel quite certain that they mean something else.

—Gwendolen, The Importance of Being Earnest, Act 1
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I dislike arguments of any kind. They are always vulgar, and often convincing.

—Lady Bracknell, The Importance of Being Earnest, Act 3
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… it is a very dangerous thing to listen. If one listens one may be convinced; and a man who allows himself to be convinced by an argument is a thoroughly unreasonable person.

—Lord Goring, An Ideal Husband, Act 1

“It is only the intellectually lost who ever argue.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 1
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I think that life is far too important a thing ever to talk seriously about it.

—Lord Darlington, Lady Windermere’s Fan, Act I
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I love talking about nothing … It is the only thing I know anything about.

—Lord Goring, An Ideal Husband, Act 1
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I am sick to death of cleverness. Everybody is clever nowadays. You can’t go anywhere without meeting clever people. The thing has become an absolute public nuisance. I wish to goodness we had a few fools left.

—Jack, The Importance of Being Earnest, Act 1

How clever you are, my dear! You never mean a single word you say.

—Lady Hunstanton, A Woman of No Importance, Act 2



[image: image]

“We Irish are too poetical to be poets; we are a nation of brilliant failures, but we are the greatest talkers since the Greeks.”

—Wilde, as quoted in conversation [OW]
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Like all people who try to exhaust a subject, he exhausted his listeners.

—The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 3
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LORD CAVERSHAM: Do you always really understand what you say, sir?

LORD GORING (after some hesitation): Yes, father, if I listen attentively.

—An Ideal Husband, Act 3

“I have nothing to declare except my genius.”

—Wilde, as quoted in conversation (many years after the fact), in response to a U.S.
Customs official’s query: “Have you anything to declare?” [OW]
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You stab me with a thousand phrases: if one phrase of mine shrills through the air near you, you cry out that you are wounded to death.

—Letter [December 6, 1897]
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“I like Wagner’s music better than anybody’s. It is so loud that one can talk the whole time without other people hearing what one says.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 4
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… don’t say that you agree with me. When people agree with me I always feel that I must be wrong.

—Gilbert, The Critic as Artist, Part 2

“The only possible form of exercise is to talk, not walk.”

—Wilde, as quoted in conversation [AAT]
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My dear young lady, there was a great deal of truth, I dare say, in what you said, and you looked very pretty while you said it, which is much more important …

—Lady Hunstanton, A Woman of No Importance, Act 2
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… talk to every woman as if you loved her, and to every man as if he bored you, and at the end of your first season you will have the reputation of possessing the most perfect social tact.

—Lord Illingworth, A Woman of No Importance, Act 3
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If you want to know what a woman really means—which by the way, is always a dangerous thing to do—look at her, don’t listen to her.

—Lord Illingworth, A Woman of No Importance, Act 3

I like looking at geniuses, and listening to beautiful people.

—Mrs. Marchmont, An Ideal Husband, Act 1
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Even in actual life egotism is not without its attractions. When people talk to us about others they are usually dull. When they talk to us about themselves they are nearly always interesting, and if one could shut them up, when they become wearisome, as easily as one can shut up a book of which one has grown wearied, they would be perfect absolutely.

—Gilbert, The Critic as Artist, Part 1
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Don’t let us discuss anything solemnly. I am but too conscious of the fact that we are born in an age when only the dull are treated seriously, and I live in terror of not being misunderstood. Don’t degrade me into the position of giving you useful information.

—Gilbert, The Critic as Artist, Part 1

More difficult to do a thing than to talk about it? Not at all. That is a gross popular error. It is very much more difficult to talk about a thing than to do it. In the sphere of actual life that is, of course, obvious. Anybody can make history. Only a great man can write it. There is no mode of action, no form of emotion, that we do not share with the lower animals. It is only by language that we rise above them, or above each other—by language, which is the parent, and not the child, of thought.

—Gilbert, The Critic as Artist, Part 1
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How appalling is that ignorance which is the inevitable result of the fatal habit of imparting opinions! How limited in range the creature’s mind proves to be! How it wearies us, and must weary himself, with its endless repetitions and sickly reiteration! How lacking it is in any element of intellectual growth! In what a vicious circle it always moves!

—Gilbert, The Critic as Artist, Part 2

Vulgar habit that is people have nowadays of asking one, after one has given them an idea, whether one is serious or not. Nothing is serious except passion. The intellect is not a serious thing, and never has been. It is an instrument on which one plays, that is all.

—Lord Illingworth, A Woman of No Importance, Act 1
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Never mind what I say … I am always saying what I shouldn’t say. In fact, I usually say what I really think. A great mistake nowadays. It makes one so liable to be misunderstood.

—Lord Goring, An Ideal Husband, Act 2
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“I asked the question for the best reason possible, for the only reason, indeed, that excuses one for asking any question—simply curiosity.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 6

Questions are never indiscreet. Answers sometimes are.

—Mrs. Cheveley, An Ideal Husband, Act 1
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“What are you thinking?” is the only question that any single civilized being should ever be allowed to whisper to another.

—Gilbert, The Critic as Artist, Part 2
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It is perfectly monstrous the way people go about, nowadays, saying things against one behind one’s back that are absolutely and entirely true.

—Lord Illingworth, A Woman of No Importance, Act 1
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I love political parties. They are the only place left to us where people don’t talk politics.

—Lord Goring, An Ideal Husband, Act 1

Nowadays to be intelligible is to be found out.

—Lord Darlington, Lady Windermere’s Fan, Act 1
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Wonderful woman, Lady Markby, isn’t she? Talks more and says less than anybody I ever met. She is made to be a public speaker.

—Mrs. Cheveley, An Ideal Husband, Act 2
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“I love scandals about other people, but scandals about myself don’t interest me. They have not got the charm of novelty.”

—Dorian Gray, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 12
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I don’t at all like knowing what people say of me behind my back. It makes me far too conceited.

—Lord Goring, An Ideal Husband, Act 4

My own business always bores me to death. I prefer other people’s.

—Cecil Graham, Lady Windermere’s Fan, Act 3
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“… there is only one thing in the world worse than being talked about, and that is not being talked about.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 1
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Chapter 16

THE END OF WISDOM

“I wrote when I did not know life. Now that I know the meaning of life, I have no more to write.”

—Wilde, as quoted in conversation [OW]

I think I may say without vanity—though I do not wish to appear to run vanity down—that of all men in England I am the one who requires least advertisement. I am tired to death of being advertised.

—Letter [June 25, 1890]
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… I believe that at the beginning God made a world for each separate man, and in that world which is within us one should seek to live.

—Letter from prison [April 1, 1897]
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The gods had given me almost everything. I had genius, a distinguished name, high social position, brilliancy, intellectual daring: I made art a philosophy, and philosophy an art: I altered the minds of men and the colours of things: there was nothing I said or did that did not make people wonder …

—De Profundis

“… I have put my genius into my life—I have put only my talent into my works.”

—Wilde as quoted in conversation [POW]
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“Well, I’m a very ambitious young man. I want to do everything in the world. I cannot conceive of anything that I do not want to do.”

—Wilde, as quoted in conversation [OW]
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“My weakness is that I do what I will and get what I want.”

—Wilde, as quoted in conversation [OW]
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… while I see that there is nothing wrong in what one does, I see that there is something wrong what one becomes.

—De Profundis

“I cannot say what I am going to do with my life; I am wondering what my life is going to do with me.”

—Wilde, as quoted in conversation [OW]
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“There is no hell but this, a body without a soul, or a soul without a body.”

—Wilde as quoted in conversation [POW]
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“Praise makes me humble. But when I am abused, I know I have touched the stars.”

—Wilde, as quoted in conversation [OW]



[image: image]

It is a sad thing, but one wearies even of praise.

—Letter [August 13, 1890]

“I have never given adoration to anybody except myself.”

—Wilde, under cross-examination, 1895 [OW]
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How strange to live in a land where the worship of beauty and the passion of love are considered infamous.

—Letter [November 9, 1894]
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“In Paris I am bad: here I am bored: the last state is worse.”

—Wilde, as quoted in conversation [OW]
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Sometimes I think that the artistic life is a long and lovely suicide, and am not sorry that it is so.

—Letter [c. January–February, 1886]
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I don’t think I shall ever write again: la joie de vivre is gone, and that, with will-power, is the basis of art.

—Letter [March 9, 1898]

I want to get to the point when I shall be able to say, quite simply and without affectation, that the two great turning-points of my life were when my father sent me to Oxford, and when society sent me to prison.

—De Profundis
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I used to think gratitude a burden to carry. Now I know that it is something that makes the heart lighter. The ungrateful man is one who walks slowly with feet and heart of lead. But when one knows the strange joy of gratitude to God and man the earth becomes lovelier to one, and it is a pleasure to count up, not one’s wealth but one’s debts, not the little that one possesses, but the much that one owes.

—Letter [May 28, 1897]

It may be a terrible shock to my friends to think that I had abnormal passions, and perverse desires, but if they read history they will find I am not the first artist so doomed, any more than I shall be the last.

—Letter from prison [April 6, 1897]
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I think I would more readily die for what I do not believe in than for what I hold to be true. I would go to the stake for a sensation and be a sceptic to the last!

—Letter [c. January–February, 1886]
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Martyrdom was to me merely a tragic form of skepticism, an attempt to realise by fire what one had failed to do by faith. No man dies for what he knows to be true. Men die for what they want to be true, for what some terror in their hearts tells them is not true.

—“The Portrait of Mr. W. H.”

“You will soon be going about like the converted, and the revivalist, warning people against all the sins of which you have grown tired.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 19
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Charity is not a sentimental emotion: it is the only method by which the soul can attain to any knowledge—to any wisdom.

—Letter [May 31, 1898]



[image: image]

“The things one feels absolutely certain about are never true. That is the fatality of faith, and the lesson of romance.”

—Lord Henry, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Ch. 19
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Man can believe the impossible, but man can never believe the improbable.

—“The Decay of Lying”

Christ had no patience with the dull lifeless mechanical systems that treat people as if they were things, and so treat everybody alike: for Him there were no laws: there were exceptions merely, as if anybody, or anything, for that matter, was like aught else in the world!

—De Profundis
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It is a curious, and therefore natural thing, but I cannot stand Christians because they are never Catholics, and I cannot stand Catholics because they are never Christians.

—Letter [c. June 29, 1900]
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His morality is all sympathy, just what morality should be. If the only thing that He ever said had been, “Her sins are forgiven her because she loved much,” it would have been worth while dying to have said it.

—De Profundis

And alien tears will fill for him

Pity’s long-broken urn,

For his mourners will be outcast men,

And outcasts always mourn.



—“Ballad of Reading Gaol,” Part 4
(Wilde’s epitaph on his monument in Paris)
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“Where will it all end? Half the world does not believe in God, and the other half does not believe in me.”

—Wilde, as quoted in conversation [OW]
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