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ABSTRAKT

Tato bakalgska prace se zabyva socialni kritikou v komediicscada WildeaJak je
dilezité miti Filipa(1895)aldeéalni manze(1895). Prace je zaffena na konkrétnirfpady
kritiky spoleinosti pozorovatelné ve hrach a na jejich nasledigbar a vysetleni.
Analyza stavi jak na hrach samotnych, tak na podably, ve které se odehravaji. Pro
nazorrgjSi pochopeni socialni situace ve Viktorianské &dgb zahrnuta i kapitola

pojednavajici o spobaosti této doby a jejich rysech a také samotnytzavvorba autora.

Kli¢ova slova:
Oscar Wilde, kritika spotaosti, viktorianské obdobi, vySSi vrstva, pokryécpretvaka,

moralka, fidni uwdomnglost, spoléenské konvence, manzelstvi, podvod.

ABSTRACT

The thesis is concerned with the social criticissaurring in the comedies by Oscar Wilde,
The Importance of Being Earng4895) andAn Ideal Husband1895). The thesis focuses

on the particular examples of the criticism of sbgiobservable in the plays and on their
subsequent analysis and clarification. The analysike plays is based both on the plays
themselves and on the background of the period thkg place in. For more vivid

understanding of the social situation in the Vi@orperiod, the chapter that deals with the
society of that period and its features is inclydedwell as the chapter that deals with the

life and the works of the writer.

Keywords:
Oscar Wilde, criticism of society, Victorian periodpper class, hypocrisy, pretence,

morality, class-consciousness, social conventiomsriage, fraud.
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INTRODUCTION

Oscar Wilde is one of the most acknowledged playhts of the world as well as the
British literature. His situational comedies arenked between the most popular
performances in the theatrical history. At firsglgi they celebrate the Victorian upper-
class life and habits and therefore the upper-ataasbers were those who attended the
plays the most. The success of the plays has emdilireur days. But are they really such a
light and innocent entertainment for their audieasehey seemed to be when performed
for the first time? Is their nature really so shallow, doesn't it cealcany undertone?

The situational comedies provide the portrayalttod period of their origin, the
Victorian England, as well as they reflect the authopinion of the social happenings and
values distinguished at the time. As Wilde intendkd plays make people laugh, but when
they get familiar with the social situation in Bt and Victorian features, values, they
suddenly see another layer, the critical one. Hegythat what Wilde meant to demonstrate
by the witty dialogues of his characters, doesawtespond to the Victorian reality. He
used those dialogues, negation and counter-spetxhgscize the society, to mock them.

Wilde depicts the upper class that can not edgdl with the social change running in
Britain. The aristocrats are loosing their priviéelgposition as the most powerful and
honoured strata of the society. According to Widi'stimony, they strive to maintain their
position, although it is not worthy anymore. He msKun of their effort to do so. He
makes fun of their typical features and qualitifiseir class-conscious attitude and
hypocritical behaviour, the principle of moralityat is constantly breachédde mocks the
institutions that were supposed to be stable ars@ lbar the society, honesty, marriage,
love, political correctness and accountabifity.

The thesis is going to discuss the particular gtasmof social criticism and mockery
in Oscar Wilde’s playsThe Importance of Being Earned895) andAn Ideal Husband
(1895), and subsequently analyze them and explair meaning hidden behind the

! Jacqueline Fromonot, “Forms, Functions and Figafédegation in Oscar Wilde’s Society Comedies,”
Cabhiers victoriens et édouardiei@ (October 2010): 21-36, 9-10, 292,
http://lion.chadwyck.co.uk/searchFulltext.do?id=B84770&divLevel=0&area=abell&forward=critref_ft
(accessed January 4, 2012).

? Ibid.

% David Parker, “Oscar Wilde'’s Great Farce The Inimace of Being EarnestilodernLanguage Quarterly
35, no. 2 (June 1974): 173, http://ehis.ebscohmsteds/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?sid=cf96a519-dc35-4795-
b052-bfb0b3ad3a25%40sessionmgrd&vid=2&hid=121 (seee November 29, 2011).
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laugher of the audience. The explanation is baseti@ historical and cultural background
of the time. The background as well as Oscar Wsldedgraphy, works are included in the
thesis too, for greater clarity. It is not feasihtavever to cover all the topics and particular
cases of the social criticism in Wilde’s plays, thr@gical remarks are therefore applied to
three main topics: the hypocrisy of the Victorigopar-class members, the principle of
class-consciousness and its implementation in ithat®ns mentioned in the plays, and
the last topic concerns the issue of marriage aedptejudices of the Victorian society
connected to it. The thesis discovers the reatisih behind the Wilde’s funny storylines.
How to interpret what was written, the concretenepkes of the behavior of the upper-
class society and how to interpret Wilde’s critisetements? The thesis aims to prove that
the same critical remarks appear in both selecimtksvrather than to compare the plays.
Therefore we can assume that Wilde criticized #maessocial ills and imperfections of the

Victorian society in his other situational comedasswell.
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1 THE VICTORIAN SOCIETY

The Victorian era, 1837 — 1901, is considered asafrthe most significant period of the
British history. Under the rule of Queen Victortag country became the largest and the
most powerful empire of the world with its coloniigem Africa, to the remotest parts of
Asia, Australia, or America.

The beginning of the reign of the queen was maikedhe world’s first Industrial
Revolution that brought considerable changes ferstitiety. The extensive construction of
steam-driven factories has begun. On the one Hamdeéw technologies simplified the
lives of people, opened new markets and broughtepntmthe country. On the other hand,
the poor people worked very hard, they lived imiltég conditions. In this time of many
exterior changes, the society also underwent ageifaat the end of the 18century the
society realized the need of encouragement of myrahd punishment of immorality
spreading in the country. People understood thess#y of typical Victorian virtues for
both a good life of individuals and the good lifesociety” Those values included to work
jolly hard, to prove yourself, self-reliance, t@di within someone’s income, cleanliness
next to godliness, self-respect, to give a hansotmeone’s neighbourg, tremendous pride

in someone’s countr¥.

1.1 The historical and cultural background

The Victorians were particular about the class t#edclass membership. There were three
classes distinguished in the period, the upperkwgrand middle class. Especially the
aristocrats adhered to the class and they consideessociety as rigidly hierarchical. The
working class regarded the matter of class as almgmossible to change; it was difficult
for them to get higher in the social system. Theldi@ class on the contrary saw the
potential to move up. The revolution brought therosperity and welfare, education,

growth of the towns enabled them to get higheraastiatus. Although the society was

* Eric Evans, “Overview: Victorian Britain, 1837 901,” BBC.co.ukMarch 29, 2011), under “Victorians,”

http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/british/victorians/awgew_victorians_01.shtml (accessed December 91201

® Gertrude Himmelfarb, “From Virtues to Values,”The De-moralization of Society: From Victorian

é/irtues to Modern Value@New York: Vintage Books, A Division of Random Hsmj Inc., 1996),5-9, 14-15.
Ibid., 3-4.

" John GardinefThe Victorians: An Age in Retrospgétbndon: Hambledon Continuum, 2007), 10-11,

http://books.google.cz/books?ei=fo59T5v7EYmJIhQe40-

ijDA&hI=cs&id=Dipe9nVHV3cC&dg=The+Victorians%3A+AnAge+in+Retrospect&q=upper+class#v=sni

ppet&g=upper%20class&f=false (accessed April 2,201
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class-conscious, the people did not follow it prop® There was an effort towards the
higher social mobility, but it was limited, for tteewere no rules, positions were unstable.
The hierarchy was based on tradition, not suppdretie law*°

The upper class was represented by the wealthylg@#uat inherited their fortunes and
prioritized social standing. Their lives were mpgtbring; people suffered from unfulfilled
ambition although they lived in luxurious housesl @mjoyed the careless livEsThey
also lived under the supervision of the public. yhad to obey the social conventions and
rules otherwise they would be rejected, malignedas indifferent whether the nobleman
led an exemplary life or whether he led a secrgieinrmissible life full of vices. Everything
was in good order as far as no one knew abouthie Jociety of the Victorian period
seemed to be very hypocritical in that sense. Wzt really important about the person,
its moral values, was overlooked. People were jddgesn what they pretended to be like
rather than what they really weleThe aristocrats and wealthy people had to paptiite
to a typical routine of the aristocrats as welk\thvisited approved institutions such as
theatres, museums for nobles. They had to obskevddcorum prescribed by the society,
by the tradition. The aristocrats were particulaowt the fashion and nobleness, they liked
showing off their property and wealth. Thereforbey were keen on organizing
consumptive balls and gatherings to show their wedidl houses, rooms and costly art
collections:®

The second group consisted of the poor lower glasple working in factories. The
conditions that they were given by the industrtaliwere tough* The Victorians insisted
on speed; they realized that the faster the lalb®ewerked, the more money they made.
People were working all day long for low wages. Steam engines became an inestimable

source of energy. Since the time, people were ngdodependent on human skills and

8 Gertrude Himmelfarb, “Household Gods and Goddesse3he De-moralization of Society: From
Victorian Virtues to Modern Valugdlew York: Vintage Books, A Division of Random Hs®j Inc., 1996),
77.

° Donna Loftus, “The Rise of the Victorian Middleak,”BBC.co.ukFebruary 17, 2011), under
“Victorians,” http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/britistictorians/middle_classes_01.shtml (accessed Desemb
10, 2011).

19 Ben Wilson,The Making of Victorian Values: Decency and Disserritain: 1789-1837(New York: The
Penguin Press, 2007), 177.

" Ibid.

' Ibid., 157-158.

" Ibid., 180.
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power. Although it seemed that the people were ppfan the factories, they had a job
regardless of weather, external conditions. Theegpbecame more organized in this time.
People knew what was expected from them. If thgcted to work under the given terms,
they were fired. Their living conditions were howeoor; many people usually occupied
one room. When an iliness appeared, it spread reaster in these conditions. Health care
was unaffordable for the majority of the peopletlsey often died. What is considered as
the worst factor is the labour of the children. Tamilies were in need and every person in
the house capable of work was sent to earn mowemaiter the ag¥.

The middle class formed a connecting link betwten upper and working classes.
Unlike the upper class, the middle class prefethedindividual who gained his standing
thanks to his merit. This vision gave the posdipiio succeed to many intelligent,
competent people who could have brought new idet@asthe political and social system.
The middle class members introduced a series ofmaf concerning the education, social
environment, and the marké€tThey also introduced the limitation of the workihgurs,
sanitation and the reform of the heath conditimnssorkers, the law dealing with the issue
of housing and also the public education atts.

The middle class people were specialized in nesadiablished businesses. They
particularly committed themselves in industry anersea trade connected to the multiple
British colonies. They also asserted themselveshé clerical sector. Everything was
getting bigger and more complicated at that timanymew offices were opened and they
all needed to be administrated properly. The midtiss people served at these offices, as
lawyers, servants, teachers or even clerks. Sontleeomiddle class people even became
more powerful and wealthier than the members olifhger class; they became the eyesore

of the aristocracy’

% Eric Evans, “Overview: Victorian Britain, 1837 901,” BBC.co.ukMarch 29, 2011), under “Victorians,”
http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/british/victorians/awgew_victorians_01.shtml (accessed December 91201
'3 Bruce Robinson, “All Change in the Victorian Ag8BC.co.ukFebruary 17, 2011), under “Victorians,”
http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/british/victorians/smk 01.shtml#three (accessed December 9, 2011).

'8 Donna Loftus, “The Rise of the Victorian MiddleaBs,”BBC.co.ukFebruary 17, 2011), under
“Victorians,” http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/britistictorians/middle_classes_01.shtml (accessed Desemb
10, 2011).

" Gertrude Himmelfarb, “From Virtues to Values, The De-moralization of Society: From Victorian
Virtues to Modern Value@dNew York: Vintage Books, A Division of Random Hsmj Inc., 1996), 6-7.

'8 Donna Loftus, “The Rise of the Victorian Middlea@s,”BBC.co.ukFebruary 17, 2011), under
“Victorians,” http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/britistictorians/middle_classes_01.shtml (accessed Desemb
10, 2011).
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2 OSCAR WILDE AND HIS LITERARY INFLUENCE
Oscar Wilde, 1854 — 1900, was an Anglo-Irish plagit;, poet and critic of the late 19th
century. He was one of the most significant and tmmebellious authors in the British
literary history*®

He proclaimed aestheticism, the movement thatriBbed in the 1880s. Those who
professed aestheticism preferred to keep to the pasvhat is old and ancient for its
emotional value. They expressed their preferencéhbyuse of the archaic language and
mannered speech, extravagant clothes were oftart afat as well. The followers adhered
to the phrase “Art for art's saké®.This meant that art should have no other purpsseh

as political, cultural, than artistic; the art stlibbe purely adored.

2.1 The life of Oscar Wilde
Oscar Wilde, by his full name Oscar Fingal O’FlaieewWills Wilde, was born in Dublin,

Ireland, on 16 October 1854. He was born to themprent family. His father was a
surgeon and his mother lived upon writing. His p&ésewnere great nationalists, active in
national movemerftt Wilde was born at a time when Ireland was under tttumb of
Britain. The land was ruled by Protestant upperddi@ class that admired its British
supervisors. Wilde was not an aristocrat and tbeeehe had an opportunity to see the
happenings in Ireland from a different point ofwjeas an Irish nationalist. This meant a
highly ironic attitude towards British supervisiand his typically bitter-sweet plays and
stories. Although he was proud to be Irish, he heder written in Irish, only in English,
French. He wrote solely for English public and so#bout the English?

Concerning the Wilde's education he could not haished for better. He studied at

the Trinity College in Dublin and at Magdalen Cgkein Oxford, at two very prominent

¥ The BBC, “Oscar Wilde (1854 - 1900),” The BBC,
http://mww.bbc.co.uk/history/historic_figures/wildescar.shtml (accessed December 11, 2011).

2 Margaret Drabble, Jenny Stringer and Daniel Hals,, “Aesthetic movement;The Concise Oxford
Companion to English Literatur@xford: Oxford University Press, 2007),
http://lion.chadwyck.co.uk/searchFulltext.do?id=R3831&divLevel=0&queryld=../session/1333607758 1
1023&trailld=135E6B8B14C&area=ref&forward=critref (accessed November 30, 2011).

2 Matthew Kibble, “Wilde, Oscar, 1854-190Q,iterature Online biography(Cambridge: Chadwyck-
Healey, 2000),
http://lion.chadwyck.co.uk/searchFulltext.do?id=B@2272&divLevel=0&trailld=135E70C3F05&area=ref
&forward=critref_ft (accessed December 12, 2011).
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colleges of his time. Oxford offered him to devehip potential and literary abiliti€d.He
was very gifted for languages, he studied Greelssita Pre-Raphaelites; he became
involved in the aesthetic movement. He was veryolasnat the university at that time for
his clever mind and well-behaved manrférafter the graduation he moved to the centre
of living, to London, where he initiated his caresra literary mafr

Regarding Wilde’s literary production, his firstlgication of poetry came out in
18812° After that, Wilde was rejected by the publishensl &is poems were found too
immoral and tortuous. However, he had no intentiothange the nature of his poems, so
he published them at his own expenses. He produattdpoetry and prose. He even wrote
fairy tales, The Happy Prince and Other Talg4888). In 1891 he published his
masterpiece and the only novehe Picture of Dorian Gra§’

What is peculiar to him is his excellence in wigtiof plays, especially the comedies.
Lady Windermere Fa(il892),An Ideal Husbanq1895),The Importance of Being Earnest
(1895) andSalomé(1896) gained the unusual popularity, especiaflfhe upper class
although that class became a motive for his plslydde mocked their characters and
behaviour in his plays by the help of witty dialeguand word puns, people laughed and
did not realize they were laughing at their ownlices 22

Wilde resulted from his own life tragedies andndas when writing. He married
Constance Lloyd in 1884. They had two sons toge@lyell and Vyvyan. Surprisingly for
his wife, in 1891 Wilde started to keep companyhvatman, Lord Alfred Douglas, alias

Bosie. Wilde was at the peak of his fame when tamdal dashed all his hopes. The father

22 Michedl ua Séaghdha, “Irish Literature: Oscar Wiahd James Joyce,” Tine Story of Ireland: A Bridge
between Celtic and ModerAmerica and EuropéPrague: Nakladatelstvi Bridge, Bridge Polska,720Q7—
29.
% The BBC, “Oscar Wilde (1854 - 1900),” The BBC,
http://mww.bbc.co.uk/history/historic_figures/wildescar.shtml (accessed December 11, 2011).
24 Matthew Kibble, “Wilde, Oscar, 1854-190Q,iterature Online biography(Cambridge: Chadwyck-
Healey, 2000),
http://lion.chadwyck.co.uk/searchFulltext.do?id=B@2272&divLevel=0&trailld=135E70C3F05&area=ref
&forward=critref_ft (accessed December 12, 2011).
% The BBC, “Oscar Wilde (1854 - 1900),” The BBC,
?Gttpzllwww.bbc.co.uk/history/historic_figures/wiI(_:iescar.shtml (accessed December 11, 2011).
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2" Matthew Kibble, “Wilde, Oscar, 1854-190Q,iterature Online biography(Cambridge: Chadwyck-
Healey, 2000),
http://lion.chadwyck.co.uk/searchFulltext.do?id=B@2272&divLevel=0&trailld=135E70C3F05&area=ref
&forward=critref_ft (accessed December 12, 2011).
% The BBC, “Oscar Wilde (1854 - 1900),” The BBC,
http://mww.bbc.co.uk/history/historic_figures/wildescar.shtml (accessed December 11, 2011).
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of his lover, the Marquis of Queensberry, publidgnounced Wilde for being homosexual
and pervert? The homosexuality was scorned in the period, & exen crimé® Wilde left

the country for France but he was arrested and faeimmorality and indecency. During
the trial the particularities of his personal lfiere unfortunately uncoverédAll his fame
and glory was gone, his plays were forbiddfeHe was sentenced to hard labour. After his
release, Wilde’s health condition was bad and Bigclpe was broken as wéflHe left
Britain and lived in Paris at the expense of hienfls. He died abandoned and almost
forgotten on 30 November 1900 at the age of 4%oéloral meningitis?

He would be probably pleased to hear that hissplesre performed again although the
scandal associated with his name was difficultoi@dt. There were many critical works
researching the Wilde’s works, some of them wergtpe, some were negative. Richard
Ellmann published the work “Oscar Wilde” that aintedset right all the previous works
dealing with the personage of Wilde. Ellmann préséMilde not only as an aesthetic and
revolting decadent, but as a critic of society asl.wWilde gave evidence about the
Victorian time and its ills. But there is alwaygjaestion among the critics to what extent
Wilde's evidence is true and to what extent infitienced by Wilde’s imaginatiofr.

No matter how great the dislike of Wilde was oinighe circle of literary critics, he
became an inseparable part of the awareness ditaray world. Wilde’s works form a

valuable part of every prominent library in the {gor®

2 |bid.
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3 WILDE'S CRITICISM OF THE VICORIAN SOCIETY

Concerning the well known society comedies by Os@de, An Ideal HusbandThe
Importance of Being Earnesind others, they might be seen basically in twitemrint
ways, as Jacqueline Fromonot claims in her artlelem the beginning of the reading, it
may remind us of the description of the joyful IdeBritish aristocracy. But later, when the
reader gets deeper into the reading and when herstadds the connection between the
period of the origin of the plays and the socidlaion in the country, he suddenly
discovers the new sphere of the plays - the ctitina®’

Wilde, born in Ireland, educated in England, hageey clear idea of Britain and its
Victorian inhabitants and their manners. On the baed, he enjoyed being glorified for
his works and plays by British people that recogdikhim because of his Oxford education.
On the other hand, he perceived his origins and hieadid not fully fit in the British
society. This allowed him to criticize them, for fedt the difference between them, the
British and their value¥

Wilde’s plays were very popular; he successfulbed the scenes that were highly
appreciated by the society. He employed the consyirscene decorations and setting of
tea lounges, luxurious balls and high-level sogatherings. The Victorians loved these
scenes for they loved organizing the balls andbcaetens, they loved showing off their
spectacular residences. The audience also favdbatdhe plays ended well, the villains
were punished and all the iniquities were forgivEhose who have lost their right way
found it again, for the joy of the society and tHeved ones. Everyone knew the comedies,
everyone who meant something in the upper-classtydc

But Oscar Wilde did not intent to fight for theettion of his audience. In fact he
aimed to put them down. In order to do so, he wth&e conversational plays based on
dialogues and discussions of the main charactérs.conversations conceal the criticism
of the society and its manners. They are so witty entertaining because the characters

use the counter-speeches and contradictions. Thgyose thing, one claim, and

37 Jacqueline Fromonot, “Forms, Functions and Figafé¢egation in Oscar Wilde’s Society Comedies,”
Cabhiers victoriens et édouardiei® (October 2010): 21-36, 9-10, 292,
http://lion.chadwyck.co.uk/searchFulltext.do?id=B84770&divLevel=0&area=abell&forward=critref_ft
(accessed January 4, 2012).
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subsequently they negate it by saying somethirey €lsthey say some claim that is clearly
untrue, clearly silly and unrealistic. The negatassuch is then the main element Wilde
uses to criticize the society.

Wilde chooses the higher class society for thecsm. The class is known for its
class conscious attitude towards the rest of tbegoand they have also prejudices against
those who do not reach their level. They prefebéan touch with people of their social
standing, with the people of good reputation. Hosveduring the 19th century the society
of Wilde's temporaries passes through the changiereugh the loosening of the social
rules and class division. The upper class is labably the most, in a negative way. They
loose their unique position; they loose their ftaifiservants’ holders. They would like to
return to the past, they at least pretend thatimgthappened, but the change that was once
started can not be stopped anynitre.

The higher-class people apparently understanddbiety as a certain restricted space.
They adjudicate who is allowed to be “in” the stgi@nd who is condemned to stay “out”.
They, as well as the characters of Wilde’'s plagsnglain about the society replete with
the people of various social standing or class; dbeiety that has become mixed and
doubtful*?

Wilde also adverts to a hunt for property and wed#hat was symptomatic for the
higher class. This is pointing to the fact the mpesple have, the more they want. The
author alludes to other features of the aristocescyell, to the popularity of inaction and
passivity. The members of the class are expectedaiotain certain appropriateness and
imperiousness — they sit on their luxurious sofed present their majesty and grand&ur.

When the plays were introduced for the first tirtieey were considered as the light
comedies and entertainment for the Victorian sgciBut exactly as Wilde intended, the
plays were not light at all. Wilde used the creagtjwichness of different styles to attack
social norms. Every character evokes some kinsbofedy, they make people laugh. Even
the innocent Cecily iThe Importance of Being Earndss her own sense of humour. She
speaks seriously, she means it but the result,réaaters face, is just funny. Oscar Wilde

managed to force the audience to laugh at thenséiwveugh showing their own ills and

O |bid.
L 1bid.
2 |bid.
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offences in his plays. He managed to ridicule thst@racy and even to take a bow for
what he delightedly dié’

3.1 The genre of the selected works

Concerning the genre of the selected plays by O¥dide it is quite demanding to
categorize them accurately. The plays can be iedud the several types of the comedy,
namely the comedy of manners, the farce comedatiice comedy.

Comedy is a fictional peace of literary work whose primaim is to engage and
amuse. The audience is made to feel sure thatcti@aends up well eventually and that
nothing wrong happens to the protagonists. Althaihghcomedy is usually associated with
the stage performance, motion picture or televisioama, it might be employed in prose
fiction and narrative poetry as well. It generatigvers several types of comedies. The
comedy of mannersis concerned with the relations and intrigues mfar-class members
of a society. Its comic character is based on wvdi&yogues and on repartees which are the
witty conversational give-and-takes. These repartead to the verbal match between the
participants and also to the violation of norm ameés that are highly valued in the society.
Farce comedyis intended to provoke its audience to laughtezniploys exaggerated and
caricatured characters that find themselves imiauious and improbable situation. Farce
usually plays upon sexual mix-ups, humour, horsgpta, as it is in the play The
Importance of Being Earnest, brisk and witty dialesf®> Satire comedy displays a
decadence of individuals, institutions or the whedeieties in a ridiculous and mocking
way. The tone of satire may vary from mild amusemeiolent outragé® These comedy
types blend together throughout the plays and tihggther constitute their genre, the genre

that Oscar Wilde used in his society comedies.

3.2 The selection of Wilde’s works for the analysis
The thesis concentrates on Wilde’s most favouriteiesy comediesThe Importance of

Being Earnestand An Ideal HusbandThe plays depict very successfully the Victorian

“ Ibid.

“ Ibid.

%M. H. Abrams and Geoffrey Galt HarphafGlossary of Literary Termd.0th ed. (Boston: Wadsworth,
2012), 54-56.

4 Chris Baldick,The Oxford Dictionary of Literary Term8rd ed. (New York: Oxford University Press Inc.,
2008), 299.
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society and its habits, as well as the sins andesbwf the Wilde’s contemporaries.
Therefore, the plays serve as a suitable sourc@/itife’s social criticism that can be

observed at several levels and in various situation

3.2.1 The Importance of Being Earnest

This part of the thesis deals with the analysithefplayThe Importance of Being Earnest
The Importance of Being Earnastconsidered to be Wilde’s best dramatic worlddals
with the phenomenon of morality in different way$e comedy covers all the forms of
behaviour and manners Oscar Wilde was particulagget about in the society. He
describes the world where all the certainties aeaking down; all the social rules and
regulation are changing. What was once set abeutirriage, education, love is coming
through the chang¥.

The Importance of Being Earndasas the features of the farce as well. The fanck a
the absurd situation are used to make a certaiandis between what the audience sees and
what is hidden by it. The characters are all somebhad, ill and they try hard to satisfy
their needs, to get what they really desire. Bus itlifficult to be angry with them. The
characters do not say anybody what to do, theyad@ive advice as such. The play rarely
slips over to the attitudes of recommendation. Wijdst displays the habits of the
society?®

Wilde was dependant on the profits of his playseré&fore he did not meant his social
attack to be obvious, for he would put off his amte. He managed to sneer at the
Victorian habits while gaining quite a nice fortuidany scholars have been curious why
the plays by Wilde were so popular. The Victoriarese either not aware of the real nature
of the plays or they ignored it voluntarfly.

In the first place the analysis is concerned wh#hresearch of the criticism relating to
the topic of hypocrisy and pretending to be somesise than who the characters actually

are. Another part describes the criticism of Vi@orclass-consciousness, their endeavour

" David Parker, “Oscar Wilde's Great Farce The Ingoce of Being EarnestiodernLanguage Quarterly
35, no. 2 (June 1974): 173, http://ehis.ebscotmsieds/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?sid=cf96a519-dc35-4795-
b052-bfb0b3ad3a25%40sessionmgr4&vid=2&hid=121 (ssee November 29, 2011).
48 ;i
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Victorian Society,“Cahiers Victoriens & Edouardienso. 72 (October 2010): 53-63, 7, 291,
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to be in touch with mighty, wealthy people of athgpcial standing. It is connected to the
retention of the Victorian decorum and obeying dbeial norm and rules of the society as
well. The last part relates to the issue of maesagnd attitudes of the Victorian men
towards women. Oscar Wilde however pointed at mattnyer problems in the society

including the arrogance of the upper-class memdnaastheir prejudices towards the lower-

class.

3.2.1.1 Hypocrisy

The title of the play itself has a hypocritical exft upon the readers. It foreshadows the
earnest and honest behaviour of the main chardatérthe truth is quite the opposite.
Earnest is dishonest and untruthful higher sociegynber that pretends to be someone else
for the pure pleasure. Oscar Wilde makes fun ofMizdorian seriousness, respectability,
one of the typical values of the society that wiahlly supported in the pericd.Moreover,
although he has two identities, one of them fiotif, it shows up that he does not know
who he really is. Wilde points thus at the trouldesl miseries of the human identity. We
can observe it by the end of the play when Jackthifay asks Lady Bracknell about his
origin.>* He has money, wealth, everything that people wdekire but he does not really
know his origin. He does not know where he belongs;suffers the most disagreeable
incertitude of all, incertitude of identify.

The most apparent demonstration of the Victorigpohkrisy can be seen in the
characters of Algernon Moncrieff and Jack Worthilfgey have both created the fictional
characters to help them escape from their casied,fsom the social conventions they do
not approve. They do this secretly, they can niotrdfto be revealed, and there is too much

at stake. Their successful original lives might dselangered. When the society learns

http://search.proquest.com/docview/845282800/13298524914D406/1?accountid=15518 (accessed
February 26, 2012).

*0 Gertrude Himmelfarb, “Household Gods and Goddesse3he De-moralization of Society: From
Victorian Virtues to Modern Valugdlew York: Vintage Books, A Division of Random Hsmj Inc., 1996),
77-78.

*1 Oscar WildeThe Importance of Being Earné&899; repr., Cambridge: Chadwyck-Healey, 1996Y-14
148,
http://lion.chadwyck.co.uk/searchFulltext.do?id=00Q9727&divLevel=0&queryld=../session/1330503709
_4627&trailld=1352DB4AB84&area=Drama&forward=text®g&warn=Yes&size=211Kb (accessed January
4,2012).
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about their pretences and double lives, they witlede thenT? Jack and Algernon do not
respect the social norms; they differ from the céghe society. In addition, the hypocrisy
and pretences were regarded as the most horriblensthe society of the Victorian

Period>*

Jack employs the different names for a simplearals the country, he is expected to
behave in a certain way, elevated way, and abdveahlly because he is a guardian of a
gentle lady, Cecily. But in the town, he wants njog the life and have a good time. So he
created his younger problematic brother Earnestnwihe@ meets from time to time in
London. It seems to be quite an absurd idea tosoatleone who hides his real identity for
a pure pleasure Earnest, by the name which signiiomesty, earnestness. Jack considers
his reasons for a fictional name simple and easilgerstandable. But Algy is not fully
convinced, that Earnest’s true is so simple, “Théhtis rarely pure and never simpfg.”

Algernon however similarly created a new namepi@tending to be someone else in
the town and in the country — he calls it bunburyifHe thought up his poor friend
Bunbury that suffers from a very bad health. ThenefAlgy is forced to visit him as often
as possible in the country. Algy is bored with togn life and Bunbury enables him to
enjoy adventures he would not enjoy as Algernonld®Viadverts, through these two
characters, to the society that is according to #émoralized and immoral. There were
strict rules and conventions in the society that ttaobeyed. Jack and Algy are aware of
them but they essentially violate them by theitgmding to be someone efée.

Jack consequently pays dearly for his delusiveeprBng to be someone else. When he
proposes to Gwendolen, she enthusiastically acdeptproposal. She has always wished
to marry someone whose name is Earnest, “Therenthing in that name that inspires

absolute confidence® Earnest is happy although he is upset by the maifothe name

%3 Jacqueline Fromonot, “Forms, Functions and Figafé¢egation in Oscar Wilde's Society Comedies,”
Cabhiers victoriens et édouardiei® (October 2010): 21-36, 9-10, 292,
http://lion.chadwyck.co.uk/searchFulltext.do?id=B84770&divLevel=0&area=abell&forward=critref_ft
(accessed January 4, 2012).

>4 Ben Wilson,The Making of Victorian Values: Decency and Disseritain: 1789-1837(New York: The
Penguin Press, 2007), 10-12.
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Earnest. He hypocritically pretends to be somedse éle is aware of the fact that it is not
his real name and he realizes that Gwendolen agewarry him basically because of that
name. There is no sign of love in her acceptahttilde points at the egoistic marriage
common in the Victorian upper-class society. Thistacrats often married someone
because it was socially convenient; they marriednfioney and for the desirable social
standing. Earnest also falls a victim to a matistial marriage’® The egoistic reason to get
married here in the play is the name Earnest anén@ualen’ ideals connected to the name.

All the characters of Wilde’s play display hypasriin some way, even the gentle
Gwendolen. She has created the ideal man whose Inasn® be Earnest. Every man who
does not live up to her expectations, whose nameti€arnest, does not deserve her. She
hypocritically requires perfection although shen@t a perfect woman. She does herself
confess it when responding to Earnest’s complinenter perfection, “I hope | am not
that. It would leave no room for developments, dnéhtend to develop in many
directions.®® Cecily, another female character, resembles Gwendbecause she has
similarly created the idea of a husband named Barshe is lovely, but not perfect to
hypocritically require perfection. She is inattgstiand naive pupil. Moreover, both
Gwendolen and Cecily accept the offer of their Eats (John in the country and Algernon
in the town) to be christened again, as real Egsfit®Vilde shows the foolish manners of
the upper-class members, that for their own pleaseir the others act prematurely and
wrong. The ladies allow their dears to violate thkgious traditions and to let them be
christened for the second time, although it isifiatbn.

Wilde points throughout his play how the societyactually exposed to the constant
hypocrisy that negatively affects their lives ansrapts the human relations. Jack’s double
life does not affect just Jack himself, but his ygward Cecily suffers as well. Her uncle
Jack (Earnest in the town) behaves as it is exgeittan someone who takes care and

responsibility for a young lady, with dignity. Cchowever is not thankful as her uncle

*% |bid., 25-30.

% Claudia NelsonEamily Ties in Victorian England (Victorian Life dMimesYWestport: Praeger
Publishers Inc., 2007), 27-28.
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deserves. She does not approve his seriousnessoaswhse of humour and she is, above
all, perturbed by his attitude towards his own,utto foiled, brother Earnest. Jack has to
travel very often to town to pull his brother odttooubles, and also to look brave and
responsible, as a perfect gentleman. Cecily woikde 10 meet his brother and rebuts
uncle’s ideas about his twisted character; shestémdee only the good in others. She has
no idea that Uncle Jack is exactly as she desireddibe. He just hypocritically pretends
to be as respectable as it is expected. Jack dumemke into consideration his influence
upon Cecily. He is selfish, he cares of his pleasnd he does not realize he harms her.
Wilde presents hypocrisy as an element that deceegpthe society and that makes it
weaker®?

Wilde criticizes all the manifestations of hypagribut the character of Jack Worthing
evokes in the audience the greater feeling of gléh other characters. His behaviour is
not as relaxed as Algernon’s. Jack demonstratelsyipiscrisy in the clearest way when his
country house is visited by Algernon. Algy arriiesthe country to explore a real life of
Jack (Earnest in the town) and to carry over hielpward Cecily. He pretends to be
Jack’s foolish brother Earnest. He plays his ra@dgxtly believable for the audience. Jack
however rejects to play with him, he insists upa lbaving. He is angry that Algernon
arrived and interferes with his well-ordered liW#ilde purposely used Jack, the egoistic
and pretending character, to complain about th@dtwjical pretences of Algernon. Jack is
not a right person to lecture someone for not bamgest and well-ordered. His own life is
based on constant hypocrisy of being someone élsenae and in the town. It is exactly
the same as Algernon’s life, but the life of Jaekras to have a greater influence upon the
persons around him, upon Cediy.

In the last act of the play, Wilde gets back te typical happy ending of his society
comedies, the villains are punished for their badds$ and deceptive condfttlack and
Algernon are all of a sudden exposed by their llad@wendolen and Cecily. The women,

at first rivals, get together and they feel sooydne another, “A gross deception has been
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practiced on both of us®® They are angry with the men and they are notésted in their
barren vindication and explanations. Jack and Alger have both pretended to be
someone else and they believed that no one womtbdut. They laughed at social rules
and they finally got punished for it. Their hopes fove are confounded.Although the
ladies are willing to give them the chance evemyuahere is still one barrier left, their
names. The ladies firmly insist on discharge ofrtdeeams, they want, come what may,
their ideal husbands Earnests. Jack promptly expldieir intention to be christened that
afternoon and the couples happily embrfHcalgernon and Jack will create real Earnest,
because so far there was no Earnest & all.

Wilde concludes the play by the last mention aftdfiian earnestness. He once more
mocks the values of honesty and veracity when pmrdat Jack’s discovery. He finds out
that his real name truly is Earnest. He was telling true in the course of the story;
although he meant it as a joke, lie. He seemintgigghe has been always telling the truth;
he even asks Gwendolen for forgiveness. He reahftes all, “the vital Importance of
Being Earnest® In essence, he realizes the importance of beiagehl Earnest, not just

pretend to be one.

3.2.1.2 Class-consciousness and issue of the social conventions

The phenomenon of class-consciousness and itsigmitiis profoundly grounded in the
play. The Importance of Being Earneg primarily concerned with the upper-class
characters for which the right connections andaatanding of their relatives and people
around them were very important. Wilde points a thost peculiar display of these

tendencies in the first act of the play.
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Lady Augusta does not agree with Earnest Wortlitagk in the country) and his
intention to marry her delicate daughter. She talegs of those who are and who are not
good enough to be in her favour. She decides te Barnest a chance on the ground that
he answers, as she expects, her marriage-relagsfians. Augusta asks, “I have always
been of opinion that a man who desires to get ershould know either everything or
nothing. Which do you know?® Earnest answers according to his solid knowledgae
social conventions, “I know nothing, Lady Brackr€fl Lady Augusta appreciates his
answers and especially his wealth, but the facthlae no relatives, no suitable
acquaintances, destroys his hopes. Lady Augustddwant allow her only daughter to
marry someone who does not have acceptable redadivieigh level, someone who might
be a descendant of who-knows-who. The connectimn$oa aristocrats as Lady Bracknell
above all. She does not think that being found maadbag proves any suitable relatives
and roots and she regards it as violation of thikavdered life. Her final advice seems to
be unrealizable; Earnest cannot find, out of theepfome of his relatives or parents. The
advice sounds like a hyperbole but Lady Augustanség® Wilde makes fun of the whole
process of questioning. He belittles the seriousatibn by the funny, almost silly
questions and the same answers. As Jacqueline Ratnetaims the character of Lady
Bracknell and its earnestness is therefore ridit(le

The relations and family however have a very déife value for Algernon, “Relations
are simply a tedious pack of people, who haventttge remotest knowledge of how to
live, nor the smallest instinct about when to dfeAlgernon denies the social rules that
were accepted in the era, when the relations aed #ncouragement were highly
important. He counts them as useless at that timdinds it even unfashionable to speak

of them’® Algernon is considered to be a perfect gentleneatise of the way he behaves;
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he is natural, he is not bound so much by the aaror, especially not in his thinking. He
is impulsive in love as he proves when fallingame with Cecily after several minutés.

The Victorian aristocrats were, in terms of Wiklgortrayal in the play, also delighted
to show off their class membership. Therefore, ttsplayed their property and wealth.
They enjoyed being glorified for their great cotlens of art and charming manners. They
took care of the fashion and their public appeaaagen the men in the play are interested
in the way they look. Wilde foreshadows the luxand wealthy the upper class lived in at
the very beginning of the play. He depicts the lyicdnd elegantly furnished rooms and
saloons of the characters to catch, right from skeat, the attention of his wealthy
audiencé

Concerning the conventions of the upper-classespdisplayed in the play, Wilde
mentions their pomposity. He presents the Victoaastocrats as very confident, rather
arrogant persons that think of themselves a loeyTalso consider themselves as the
prioritized part of the society. Although they mgdtave no reason for that; they had not
done anything special to deserve that positffodne of the protagonists Algernon
Moncrieff acts as a very confident person; he jsdgk his faults and imperfections as a
wonderful feature of his personality, “I don’t plagcurately — anyone can play accurately —
but | play with wonderful expression. | keep sciefior Life.””® Algernon’s selfishness and
arrogance are aimed as picture of the VictoriamespcdWilde mirrors the typical feature of

those who constitute his audience and he lets thegh at their own condutl.
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The class-conscious upper-class members realegdwell their social roles and they
lived these roles as well as they could. They kiepthorms and rules that were assigned to
them; they respected the values such as respétytabitierliness, honesfl}. They knew
what the others expected from them because they eogrstantly observed by other people
in public® Jack Worthing has created the fictional charaatet he determined the social
role of his character as well. Earnest has a vefuitation and he never pays his bills. Jack,
although he hypocritically lives double live, i Ligh-principled upper-class man, he tries
to live an earnest life, and once he decided aBambest’s penniless character, he has to
carry it on®®

In order to refer to the class-consciousness@Mictorians as well as possible, Oscar
Wilde has created the character of Lady Augusta. &hbodies the typical aristocrat with
her class-conscious and snobbish speeches abowpfirepriate manners and social
standing. Lady Augusta constantly marvels at thelBy’s poor health. She even suggests
that Bunbury should finally decide whether he vdie or live. She does not intent to
encourage illness of any kind in other persons. &wentuates that to be healthy is the
duty of everyone; everyone is expected to be heatthady Augusta does not approve the
manifestations of diversity from the generally qited manners.

Lady Augusta represents a Victorian aristocratt ttekes responsibility for her
daughter’s future, the choice of the right husbanthen she decides, Gwendolen has to
submit to her. She is also expected to naturallyydter orders and to fulfill her will.
Gwendolen is however upset by her mother’s reaatiomer engagement. She complains

about the fact that parents do not listen to thghes and desires of their childf@rThe
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statement represents the contrary to what she wealty be allowed to say. The Victorian
children had to obey their parents and no oppasivas tolerated. The parents were not
very interested in their opinions and wisfes.

Lady Bracknell is a noble lady that supposes she adecide on the happiness of
Gwendolen, as well as on the happiness of Algertienson of her deceased sister. When
she learns about the intension of her nephew toynuiss Cardew, she desires to know all
the circumstances connected to Cecily, her fortworagin, relatives. Wilde’'s play is
permeated by many concrete examples of class-aarsess and it is obvious that Lady
Bracknell is the strongest of all the charactersendevotion to aristocratic tendencies and
values. She is highly class-conscious althoughhghnself admits her origin is pretty low.
She advantageously married Lord Bracknell. Shaah &ccidentally came to her position.
She does not properly belong to her class, butledraed how to look like she did, she
easily adopted the manners and habits of the ugpss:’ In the light of her origin she
behaves very hypocritically towards the other pessawhen she judges them because of

their low social standinff’

3.2.1.3 Marriage and the position of women in the Victorian society

The institution of marriage is one of the subje@tcar Wilde mocks the most in the play.
He displays the marriage as materialistic, basedpuaniit such as favourable social
standing, fortune, good reputati&hThe couples of the time usually married withoutelo

and they expected the feelings to come afterw&rds.
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Earnest and Algy manifest a very different opincmmcerning the marriage proposal.
Algy emphasizes the romance of love, but claims ithes highly expected to accept the
proposal, there is no sensation and incertitudievtbald be romantic about it. Conversely,
Earnest is one of the classical romantics thatidens the proposal as a very romantic in
its nature’* Throughout the play, Algernon attempts to distbet image of marriage, full
of love and feelings. He says that it is neithenaatic nor pleasant. However, the play is
ended by three marriages in a row. Wilde useskiinat of ending to impress the audience.
He wants them to believe in a hopeful future far tharacter®’

The marriage was driven by the wealth and prafitgbas Wilde pointed at in the
play. The parents usually decided on the apprapnartner for their child themselves.
When Earnest Worthing (Jack in the country) propaseGwendolen, her mother Lady
Bracknell disagrees, “When you do become engageorte one, | or your father, should
his health permit him, will inform you of the fdcf She, the personification of
Victorianism, is the one who decides on happinddseo only daughter. Lady Bracknell
has her own reasons to disapprove such an allidheematerialistic reasons, as it was
already mentioned in the previous chapter. Theatd@ppenings such this one had their
strict rules in the Victorian period and all themmges of the upper class young ladies had
to be approved by their parents in better caseraibe they were forced to marry the man

their parents chose for theth.
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Lady Bracknell accounts herself as eligible toideon his marriage, as well as on
Gwendolen’s marriage. She therefore investigates appropriateness of Cecily as a
suitable wife for him. She is highly content witertorigin and relatives. The final decision
Is however made on the basis of Cecily’'s greaufef Lady Bracknell suddenly finds her
to be suitable, “Miss Cardew seem to me a mosadive young lady, now that | look at
her.”®® Although Lady Bracknell is dearly class-consciaaiee approves the marriage based
on wealth’® Wilde criticizes the marriage based on profit eatthan love; he pokes fun at

those who put up with the idea of loveless martidge

3.2.2 An Ideal Husband

The playAn Ideal Husbands one of the four well-known society comedies @gcar
Wilde. The play deals with the issue of human miyrand purity, changeability of the
human character and its principles over time.

The analysis of the play focuses on the same araas of Wilde’s criticism as in the
play The Importance of Being Earnesiirst, the analysis is concerned with the hymsycri
of the Victorian upper-class members and theirgmegs to be someone else. The second
part is related to the principle of class-consam@s$s and Victorian manners and attitudes
towards the society. The last part deals with sisee of marriage and the prejudices of the
Victorians connected to it. Certainly, Oscar Wilgginted at many other problems in the
society throughout the play, the analysis howewsrcentrates on the issues that are the

most obvious.

3.2.2.1 Hypocrisy
Wilde criticizes the hypocrisy as one of the comnsams of the contemporary Victorian

society. The Victorians disapproved any manifestatf the hypocritical behaviour; they
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considered it as one of the most terrible guilttheé time?® The characters of the play
demonstrate their hypocrisy not only towards offeple but even towards themselves, as
in the case of Lady and Sir Chiltern.

In order to set the scene convincingly, Wilde esgyptl the real-life happening as an
inspiration. The selling of the secret of the Bhtigovernment rewarded by the career
growth became the actual wrong-doing of the maiaratter of the pla)’ The most
distinctive display of hypocritical behaviour islaked to the character of Sir Robert
Chiltern. He represents the upper class member mlastirally evokes respect and
confidence in others. When treacherous Mrs. Chgwalavinces him to support a doubtful
Argentine scheme in the House of Commons he indéd. He is an English gentleman
who would not misuse his power and influence, a@sfigavhen he is promised money for
that. Sir Robert is a man of strong moral pringplee embodies the Victorian seriousness
and honesty. Therefore, he rejects to help Mrsv€leg. When she can not gain her point
amicably, she blames him for the crime he committézlsupposedly sold a Cabinet secret
on the stock exchange. Sir Roberts’s confidensidglenly undermined. He realizes that
his past is going to ruin him, he offers Mrs. CHeyea money, but she refuses, “Even you
are not rich enough, Sir Robert, to buy back yast{f°®° Wilde demonstrates that the bad
deeds and hypocrisy have to be punished one dagHitern thinks it is not fair to lose
everything he gained by working so hard and diliyerHe no longer identifies with his
past, he is changed now and he refuses to payigosthpid faults. He was young and
ambitious and when he got a chance to succeedpketivantage of {C*

The hypocrisy of Sir Chiltern is consequently ina@d; his pretences have a negative
impact on his beloved wife. Lady Chilterns, perfant virtuous, can not understand why

her honest husband agrees to meet Mrs. Cheveleigbess concerning the troubled

% Ben Wilson,The Making of Victorian Values: Decency and Disserritain: 1789-1837(New York: The
Penguin Press, 2007), 10-12.

% Heather MarcovitchThe Art of the Pose: Oscar Wilde’s Performance Th¢Bern: Peter Lang AG,
International Academic Publishers, 2010), 168-170.
http://books.google.cz/books?id=C5L0YVQeSw8C&pg=BB&dg=an+ideal+husband+politics&hl=en&sa
=X&ei=0A1lvT_KkDOHi4QSHn8zAAg&redir_esc=y#v=onepagg&an%20ideal%20husband%20politics&
f=false (accessed March 25, 2012).

1% Oscar WildeAn Ideal Husband1899; repr., Cambridge: Chadwyck-Healey, 1998), 4
http://lion.chadwyck.co.uk/searchFulltext.do?id=00Q9718&divLevel=0&queryld=../session/1329320822
_29574&trailld=134E7333D1D&area=Drama&forward=tdxtg&warn=Yes&size=300Kb (accessed
January 11, 2012).

% pid., 65-77.



TBU in Zlin, Faculty of Humanities 33

scheme. Sir Chiltern cannot tell her the truth, weld not accept the fact he built up his
life on fraud. She married him for his qualitieeeamarried an ideal husband. She would

not cope with the fact he is one of the dishonest:m

| know that there are men with horrible secretshiair lives --- men who have done some shameful
thing, and who in some critical moment have to fmyit, by doing some other act of shame --- oh!
don't tell me you are such as they are! Robethése in your life any secret dishonour or disgPacell

me, tell me at once, that ---102

She is afraid to even think of any scandalous s@treer husband. Lady Chiltern seems to
be perfect; she seems to have a right to be fiuhab it turns up later, she also has the
faults, she sin&® Wilde mocks the Victorian desire for purity. Heeated the characters
that are expected to be pure and honest, true Ndow) but in fact they are the very
opposite of what they desire to be.

When Lady Chiltern finds out that her worries @tee, her world, based on purity and
perfection, is breaking dowf* Her husband built up their happiness and wealthaon
fraud. She feels deceived, even their relationstag built on fraud. She loved him so
much for what he seemed to be, “The world seemedetdiner because you were in it, and
goodness more real because you livd And now, she can never trust him ag&fhHis
hypocrisy ruined his life; he got punished for thies of his youth after all. Wilde
demonstrates through Lady Chiltern and Sir Rolbertidleal of Victorian marriage. Lady
Chiltern represents the perfect wife, every manukhalesire and her loving and caring
husband her exact match. But what seems to becgierfefrom the outside is highly
distorted from the inside. Wilde considered themages contracted in his time immoral,

based on profit rather than true feelins.
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Sir Robert is devastated; he knew that his wifeildamot understand why he cheated,
but he is shocked that she cast him away. He lezlievher perfect devotion and real love.
He eventually makes his point as well; his wifersele blame for his fraud as well. Lady
Chiltern would not love him as much as she did wkieowing about his solecism. The
men can love the erroneous women, but it does ook wice versa. Men love more and
more devotedly, women love just superficially, “Aan's love is like that. It is wider,
larger, and more human than a womatf8. 'Sir Robert accuses Lady Chiltern of
preventing him from recovering his past and gettiggof it forever. He committed the
crime because he loved her, she would not marryasimoor man®

Wilde has created the kind of companion to Sirlt€m, Lord Goring, as well as he
did it in The Importance of Being Earnesfth Jack and Algernon. Lord Goring is a
devoted friend of Sir Chiltern that also demonsathe hypocrisy of the Victorian
aristocrats. He is considered as useless for ttietgpa typical good-for-nothing even for
his high-minded father. He is however a man whdizes well the situation in the upper-
class, he knows a lot about the life and he enpmiag pigeonholed® He, as well as
Algernon inThe Importance of Being Earnedbes not approve the social conventions, he
wants to differ, and therefore he pretends to Ililerdnt than he really is. His behaviour
and pretences symbolize his own revolt againsstuogety whose he is a part éfe also
lives an idle life, that is an exact opposite o tiie that is considered as well-ordered by
the Victorians:**

Mrs. Cheveley, the negative protagonist of they,phas destroyed in one moment the
life of the Chiltern and she affected the livestioé persons round them as well. Wilde

demonstrates through her character the femaleediesiprosperity and fortune. She wants
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to be wealthy because it would give her a possititi be free, independehf She does
not approve the Victorian sense of honesty andestmass. She violates the social rules,
openly, when she blackmails Sir Chiltern to get i wants at any risk®

Mrs. Cheveley always represents a confident armhgtwoman. But when she offers
Lord Goring the letter proving the crime of Sir @in in exchange for his consent to
marry her, she reveals her feelings. She just pdstéo be firm and tough; she pretends to
be the same as the rest of the society. In factisisensible; she above all needs to be
loved
In the last act of the play it turns out that La@hiltern, the personification of
perfection and honesty, the ideal Victorian womamot stainless. She is a hypocrite as
well. Distracted by her husband’s fraud, she webtetter to Lord Goring, asking for help.
She is ashamed subsequently, but she cannot tdRdbiert about it, it would suggest she
betrayed him with Lord Goring. Sir Chiltern findsetletter and his wife just affirms that
she wrote it for him to express her forgivenessyéint you. | trust you. | am coming to
you. Gertrude*° To shelter her husband from disappointment, st $he dared to judge
her husband for something she does herself. Héeqtiem is also just pretendétf. She
posses the attribute the society of Victorian pktiondemned the most, hypocrisy.

Lady Chiltern eventually forgives her husband, $lue support Sir Roberts’s decision

to retire from his political career. She considesspunishment for his previous i€ Lord
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Goring reminds her again of her imperfection wherahcuses her of being selffi¢AShe
prevents her beloved husband from being happy accessful; the same as Mrs. Cheveley
tried to do. She supports him in something thatrdgs his career. Lady Chiltern learns
how silly and blind she was, thanks to Goring s the importance of forgiveness. She
persuades Sir Robert to change his opinion evépitfIwilde suggests the role of the
wives to support their husbands, to forgive thajskes; they are not supposed to judge and
criticize their husband$?!

The hypocrisy also covers criticism of the othins something they do themselves.
Wilde adverts to that issue through the gesturédsnaanners of his characters. The upper-
class ladies cannot stand Mrs. Cheveley; they desebher manners, her remarks on the
London society and its imperfections. They denoumeenot because they find it a lie or
offense, they have exactly the same opinion, boalee she is not afraid to say it openly.
Wilde pokes fun at the aristocrats that criticibe bthers for the opinions and attitudes

they posses themselvEs.

3.2.2.2 Class-consciousness and issue of the social conventions
The class-conscious tendencies appear throughepladlgldeal Husbandas well as in the
previously analyzed plajhe Importance of Being Earne$he protagonists of the play are
upper-class members of the Victorian society whieeddor the right connections and
acceptable social standing.

Oscar Wilde takes a use of the scenes that wereddby the Victorian audience right

from the start. He aims these typically upper-clsstiings to catch the attention of the
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audience and to satisfy their need of luxury coteteto the class they belong'@.The
play takes place, as well as other situational cheseby Wilde, in an ostentatious part of
London, in a luxuriously furnished house. The scaegicts a wonderful ball in the house
of Lord Chiltern in all its glory?*

The Victorians were expected to obey the soci&stuthe decorum. They were
constantly observed by other people and based @n ltehaviour, they were judged as
good or bad. Their public appearance decided an tlputation*?®> The two ladies in the
play discuss their ordinary amusement, they vimtsé luxurious balls but in fact they are
bored. They visit them because it is expected fthem to come. They represent typical
Victorian ladies with their bored lives and willrfmothing more than idlene$®. These
parties were organized to maintain a little bitdenthe fading position of the upper-class.
People tried to maintain their status by the hélfhese luxurious parties and events typical
for the upper-class membéfé.However, as the bored ladies suggest, they theeselo
not see the point in visiting the balls anymore.

The same ladies, Mrs. Marchmont and Lady Basildor, dying of hunger. They
complain about the men, there is no man who woakké them for dinner, no man who
would care for them, “Men are grossly material sgtg material!*?® But in fact, to care for
the food, the dinner is grossly material by itsalid those who do not care are elevated

above the materialistic world. Vicomte de Nanjapegrs nearby and invites a lady for
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supper, but she disapprovingly answers, “I nevie tsupper, thank you, Vicomt&*
Subsequently, they agree to go for a dinner whewy #ne accompanied by the men. They
consider dinner as an opportunity to be in a compEnmen, the food signifies a man,
affection. They connect the food with the posditio flirt with other men than their
husbands, which would be scorned if being displaysehly**°

Wilde’s representative of upper-class member tles not fully approve the social
conventions of his time appears bothTihe Importance of Being Earneshd An Ideal
Husband Lord Goring resembles Algy Moncrieff concernings fattitude towards the
social rules and their keepindl. Lord Goring is an easygoing higher-class represivet,
nothing like his own high-principled father. He Ireas the social rules; he however
violates them by his pretences and his trivial@atof the great topics. His father cannot
understand his sympathy with London society gogehfithings. Goring answers in a
rather silly way, “I love talking about nothing,tifer. It is the only thing | know anything
about.™*? Wilde indirectly mocks the London society thaeigctly the same as described
by father of Goring. Lord himself does not defeigtdriticism which just enhances Wilde’s
mockery.

Lord Goring recalls all to perfect Algernon frobhe Importance of Being Earneste
also considers himself as a perfect example oh#eayestainless nobleman. He thinks he is
better than the other upper class members, “Otbeplp are quite dreadful. The only
possible society is oneseff*® Wilde presents the Victorian lord as a very cosrfidperson,
as the person who realizes well its social standBwing however does not exalt himself
over the lower classes, these one he regards isathe way, and they are all the sadrfe.
Wilde, by the help of the character of Goring, s the Victorian society and its

arrogance; he also uses the untrue claim abowddhality of classes to mock the society.
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The situation was quite the opposite; the aristsodéd not consider the lower classes as
the equal®

Wilde uses the character of Lady Markby to adi@the typical aristocratic Victorian.
She embodies, analogous to Lady Bracknell, theovient earnestness and respectability.
She can seemingly express her opinion of everyitig complains about the House of
Commons and the unfortunate effect it produces umarhusband, especially in the way
he does not care of her properly since he becanigically active. She speaks
unfavourably about the education of women, “I ththk Lower House by far the greatest
blow to a happy married life that there has beanesthat terrible thing called the Higher
Education of Women was inventet? Lady Markby represents the old-school woman that
sees the education as negative aspect of womda.sHer opinions almost ridicule the
institution of education. Wilde puts her in oppmsitof woman as Lady Chiltern is. Lady
Chiltern is devoted to the support of higher edocator women and she is well able to
combine the woman'’s life, marriage, and educatigether:*’ Lady Markby says she was
brought up not to care about the civil stuff and tmocare about anything else than the
household® The change of time changed the view of women efcnvention related to
the female education.

Lady Markby represents quite the opposite opimnrsocial conventions than what is
expected from upper-class class-conscious lady.nV¢he introduces Mrs. Cheveley, she
admits she does not know properly where she comms, f“Families are so mixed

nowadays.**® Wilde points at the upper-class society that bezomixed, the society that
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becomes infiltrated by the capable middle-class be¥s The social circumstances are
changing and the aristocrats have to realize thagdand accept’it’

Wilde did not forget to mention the attitude oé taristocrats towards the servants. As
it was already mentioned, the upper-class was ngogis proper position through the
loosening of the social barrier between the clas$égy were loosing their status of
servant holders as wéfl' Lady Markby however presents the different atetushen
commenting on the terrible habit of her husbandarols the servants. She feels sorry he
does not convey the political information in theiesence and they send them awaihe
aristocratic position was rather imperative tharingawhen it came at servarifs.

Wilde had an innovative vision of politics, ratltfficult to enforce. He supported the
women’s participation in the politics. This meawot only the linkage of male and female
idea of politics, but also of the male and femaleeses. The women were supposed to stay
at home, men on the other side could have partexpan public affaires. Wilde’s view
required the equilibration of their spheres as veslltheir mutual restrictioff* Wilde
reflects the issue on the character of Mrs. Chgv&he discusses the pleasure assigned to
women with Sir Chiltern. She highlights that thdyopleasure that remains for women is
the philanthropy or politics. She claims that philaopy is destined for those who like

worrying the others with their presence, who likgerfering into the lives of the
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strangers® She prefers the politics, although being activpdlitics is not intended for the

gentle ladies. Their position was rather at homieing care of family and househdf.

3.2.2.3 Marriage and the position of women in the Victorian society

The main criticism of Oscar Wilde concerning themage is focused on the immorality of
profit-based marriages. He did not approve the iages that were contracted in order to
secure someone’s position and fortune. He critittbe Victorians that give up their single
lives for money, and that are doomed to live withowe and affection. He dissented from
the marriage that seemed to be perfect from thsidmyt but that was corrupted from
inside™*’

Wilde uses the marriage of the main characterara®bject of his criticism. The
marriage of the Chilterns is exactly that immonatl alemoralized. Lady Chiltern married
Sir Robert because of his reputation and fortuhe.8arried him because he embodied her
ideal husband. She refuses to forgive him; Sir Rokiled her idealized imagination of
marriage*® Her desire for perfection leads to the end of wéegms to be a perfect
Victorian marriage; it is the idea of morality, gyrthat eventually destroys it. She does not
care for her husband’s reason to cheat. She dae®nsider his affection towards her. She
does not differentiate the private and public atpet Sir Roberts’s guilt. She directly
associates his performance in their marriage wifphblitical career. When he betrayed his

moral principles at work, he basically had to betreeir marriage as welf?
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Lord Goring holds a perfectly distinctive view o@mning the marriage. He does not
approve the social conventions and therefore hes am¢ intend to adapt to what is
expected from hin}>® He is above all supposed to get married, but les dot consider the
marriage as perfect state of being for men. Heessmts rather the rebellious part of the
upper-class, but his rebellion is not as obvioegulst does not rush into the marriage.

Although his opinion on marriage differs from thyginion of the Chilterns, he decides
to help them save their marriage. He talks to L&tiyitern about the life and about the
need to forgive. He tries to make her more cortoiia People do mistakes and therefore
they have to be able to forget about them, to giveew opportunity to themselves as well
to the others® Goring persuades her that her love is more importiaan her anger,

disappointment:

Women are not meant to judge us, but to forgiveviusn we need forgiveness. Pardon, not punishment,
is their mission. Why should you scourge him witkls for a sin done in his youth, before he knew, you
before he knew himself? A man's life is of moreueathan a woman's. It has larger issues, widerescop
greater ambitions. A woman's life revolves in csreéemotions. It is upon lines of intellect thanhan's

life progresses. Don't make any terrible mistakagdyChiltern. A woman who can keep a man's love,

and love him in return, has done all the world wasftwomen, or should want of ther.

Lady Chiltern believes in his words. Based on Iven mistake, she finds out that she is not
as honest and pure as she thought. She does fibthfr role as wife as she is supposed
to. She pities her behavior towards her husbamndaris the society, she pities her
hypocrisy. The realization of her own guilt enables to forgive her husband and give
their marriage a new chance.

Through the character of Lord Goring, Wilde regéails opinion on woman'’s role in

marriage in order to make the mutual relationstigal. He subsequently, through the lips
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of Mrs. Cheveley, points at the man’s role in iderriage. Mrs. Cheveley points out that
women as a gender are very complicated; men caer nexderstand them properly. The
only thing they can do for their wives is to adtitem and assist them. Even the science,
whose devoted fan Sir Chiltern is, can not mapvibeman’s mind and thinking, “Science
can never grapple with the irrational. That is whyhas no future before it, in this
world.”**® Wilde gives the advice to the men and women homaée their marriage ideal,
how to possibly avoid the interior destruction bkit relationship, how to avoid the
mistakes the Chilterns did in their marriage

Lord Goring resists the marriage, however he fmgiounger sister of Sir Robert,
Mabel Chiltern. He continues to wear his mask gidryite even when talking to her. He
wants Mabel to believe he is worse than he reafly*He might therefore prevent her from
disappointment when not being the one she wantsthibe. Mabel is in love with good-
for-nothing Goring. She represents the open-minu®d woman of the period. She does
not long for ideal husband as Lady Chiltern dodg does not build up her life on
unrealistic vision>> Mabel advocates the manners and behaviour of Gadng, even
against his own father and other people who fird bieless for the society® Mabel is
very optimistic and veracious woman, she represen¢sof those intellectual women of
the century>’ She says what she thinks, and she is not afraidrtonent negatively on the
London society when talking to Lord Goring’s horahle father.

Mabel differs from other ladies of the play; tisgpossibly the reason why she attracts
Lord Goring so much. She does not pretend to beesomelse, she is honest and open,

and she hides nothing from him. Her desirable maml [Goring changes in the course of
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the play, to her joy. At first, the critic of thestitution of marriage eventually becomes the
ideal husband. The husband that Sir Chiltern dgsoeoe but he failed. His endeavour to
save his friends Lady and Sir Chiltern, his forgiees and empathy changed his character
and his attitude towards the marriage. He becommesdeal although he based his
reputation on hypocrisy® He asks for Mabel’s hand to finish his transforioratinto a
hero. Sir Chiltern disagrees; he supposes thanGdras a love affair with Mrs. Cheveley.
Lady Chiltern subsequently explains the situati@veals her guilt in that misunderstood
and changes her husband’s mifitiMabel has finally a chance to live a free lifee fife
that was until recently marked by the moralizing_afly Chiltern and the hypocrisy of Sir
Robert!®® She will live with Lord Goring not bound by thecsal conventions that they
both do not fully approve.
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CONCLUSION

The purpose of this bachelor thesis was to analyegeparticular examples of the social
criticism in the situational comedies by Oscar WijliThe Importance of Being Earnest
(1895) andAn Ideal Husband1895); subsequently to determine their real nreabiased
on the historical and cultural background of tmeetiand on Oscar Wilde’s life. The thesis
discovers the real criticism behind the witty stimgs as well as it suggests how to
interpret the behaviour and comments of the characlt essentially serves to explain
Wilde’s quotation, “The truth is rarely pure andzeesimple.*®*

Oscar Wilde meant the plays to be perceived agha éntertainment for the upper-
class society of the Victorian period. Similarlyhen a reader gets in touch with the plays
for the first time, he/she perceives them as ansament. The real significance of the
dialogues and speeches comes to light when thereexdtovers the reality behind them.
What seemed to be light and innocent suddenly a@gimgo the criticism and mockery of
the most honoured social strata.

Wilde was dependent on his incomes therefore lédamot criticize the society, his
contemporaries openly. He was not however afraidntzk the society, he seemingly
enjoyed the criticism and the fact that his audéeda not notice. Hence, he might be
considered as a real social expert of his timeghézed well what he could afford to say,
to imply, and what to rather keep.

Three selected topics related to Wilde’s criticigrare analyzed in the thesis, the
hypocrisy of the Victorian upper-class society, firenciple of class-consciousness and
how it was applied throughout the plays and theass# marriage and the Victorian society
prejudices related to it. Both the plays in fadlinled the critical remarks of a very similar
nature, with regard to these three topics. We tamnefore assume that the situational
comedies dealt with the criticism of the same oy wmilar social ills and inadequacies of
the Victorian period.

The hypocrisy was considered to be a social sithénVictorian England and Wilde

adverted, through his characters, to that socketyis immoral because of the hypocritical
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behaviour. The upper-class members wished to balrand pure, but as Wilde mocked at
their desire, they failed and they were quite tppasite of what they wished to be. The
hypocritical behaviour was presented as an illntkasg made the society and human
relations weaker, more fragile. Wilde also poked ft the Victorian upper-class self-
conscious attitude towards the others. The upesanembers were highly interested in
the social circumstances of the persons they gotoirch with, their fortune and
connections. They were described as very confifterthey mostly considered themselves
a prioritized part of the society. The last toptgsely related to the principle of class-
consciousness, dealt with the issue of marriagdtammerception in the Victorian England.
The marriage was according to Wilde subordinatethéosocial conventions. The ladies
were expected to marry the man of a certain sgtaaiding and of a great fortune and vice
versa. The marriage as such, as Wilde pointed as, based on certain material merit,
rather than true love.

Wilde provided the readers with the portrayal loé time as well as with his own
opinion of the period he lived in. The questiontteall endures is whether the Wilde’s
portrayal is based on the real situation or raghgttle bit affected by his attitude towards
the Victorian upper-class. He managed howeverricefthe audience to laugh at their own
mirrored manners on stage, and they even paidh&mhockery. That might be regarded as
a punishment Wilde intended for his audience/tanfietiticism for their guilt.

The playwright offered the double perspectivei®audience; the plays might be seen
just as a pure entertainment, the criticism is hawéargely covered in it and offers, if not

true, then very interesting description of the ¥i@n upper-class life.
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