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ABSTRACT

“WILDE AND SHAW: NATIONALISM, SOCIALISM AND SEXUALITY.”

A selective comparative study of Oscar Wilde and George Bernard Shaw’s
Identities, Ideologies and Contribution to Anglo-Irish Literature.

A Thesis Presented To The School of English

The University of Kent at Canterbury
By

Gearoid Noel Patrick O’Flaherty

Oscar Wilde and George Bernard Shaw are two names immediately associated with
dramatic comic genius, sartorial brilliance and epigrammatic élan. Yet for all their

undoubted talent and international success their reputations as Irish writers remained
somewhat ambiguous in relation to the land of their birth. Their nationality or

“Irishness” has for the most part been considered secondary as a source of inspiration

or influence to their art and ideology.

My dissertation is divided in three sections dealing with Wilde and Shaw’s
nationalism, socialism and sexuality (in the case of Wilde). The objective of my
research was to analyse the significance of nationality and exile on the political and
artistic ideologies of both writers in relation to their literary works and socialist
philosophies. The evidence uncovered supports the supposition that their nationality

remained an integral constituent in their subsequent socio-political and artistic

identities. Indeed their nationality could rarely be segregated from their art and

personalities. This became more apparent while researching both the Irish and
English literary and critical media responses to Shaw and Wilde as artists and
individuals. Questions pertaining to Wilde’s nationality were introduced by the
English media during the Wilde trials where they portrayed Wilde’s artistic beliefs as
foreign, and part of a “French and pagan plague”' on English art and life. Conversely,

many Irish cultural and political publications during the Irish Literary Revival

' Daily Telegraph, 6 April 1895.



castigated Shaw’s views of Ireland as antithetical or “uncongenial” (to use Shaw’s
own words), to their own desired view of establishing an exclusively separatist Gaelic
Ireland. In Shaw’s case, his nationality and commitment to the Irish Literary Revival
was questioned because he refused to condone or endorse certain nationalist

philosophies associated with the Gaelic League or Irish Literary Theatre.

Wilde and Shaw personified an archetypal iconoclasm, an artistic-individualism that

left them marginalized or ostracised both in Ireland by the Irish Literary Revival, and

in England (their adopted country) by problems of identity, nationality, sexual

persuasion, and a shared non-conformity towards the establishment. My research has
enlightened my understanding of these two fascinating writers immeasurably. Their
unique contribution to Irish literature should be acknowledged and recognised,
thereby hopefully expurgating Joyce’s accusatory inference that Wilde and Shaw’s
comic gentus and astute social commentaries (written admittedly for a predominantly

British audience), were often misinterpreted or dismissed by their Irish

audience/distracters as ingratiating, sycophantic buffoonery, irrelevant to Ireland and

Irish nationalist concerns.?

2 James Joyce, The Critical Writings of James Joyce, Ellsworth Mason and Richard Ellmann (eds.),
(Faber and Faber, London, 1959), p.202. “In the tradition of the Irish writers of comedy that runs from
the days of Sheridan and Goldsmith to Bernard Shaw, Wilde became, like them, court jester to the

English.”

11
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Introduction

In 1946, Hesketh Pearson claimed that Wilde and Shaw were “more widely known
and appreciated on the continent of Europe than any writer of the English language

except Shakespeare.” Pearson added:

The extraordinary fact of two Irishmen, born within two years of one another, coming
to London and winning an exampled notoriety with the aid of their wit, humour, and
personal oddity, is sufficiently curious; but when it is added that they were two of the

greatest personalities in literary history, and further, that they were utterly dissimilar

by nature in nearly every respect, the story of their impact on one another has a

unique fascination.”

Pearson’s observation identifies the central focus of this thesis — the parallel but

unequal development of two Inish literary figures moving with uncanny coincidence,

and from different circumstances, to the centre of the London stage. In analysing that

development, I have attempted to show that their socio-political, sexual and artistic
persuasions could not be entirely separated from Irish identities made more complex
and precarious by exile. For Wilde and Shaw, England triggered the condition of
comic outsider, one central to their attempts to chasten Victorian society, divorced by
their Irish birth and upbringing, from patriotic sentiment. Among the many
commentators who have observed this fact, G. K. Chesterton, perhaps sums it up best

when referring to Shaw as being “cut off from the soil of Ireland™ but retaining “the

audacity and even the cynicism of the national type...no longer fed from the roots

4

with its pathos or its experience...with “roots...in the air.”™ Such a description

applies equally to Wilde, for both men reflected rootlessness in personas that

manifested difference in dress, mannerism, speech, language, message and meaning.

Wilde and Shaw, in a strict interpretational sense, however, did not reflect Ireland’s

spirit in their works, since their more cosmopolitan world superseded the aims of

3 Hesketh Pearson, The Life of Oscar Wilde (London: Methuen, 1946, revised edition, 1954, Penguin,

1960), pp. 159-160.
* G. K. Chesterton, George Bernard Shaw (Guild Books, London, 1951), pp. 17-18.



organizations such as the Gaelic League. Indeed it might be said that their English
domicile, allied to their English themes, at times pushed them beyond the peripheries
of their Anglo-Irish identities and into its English counterpart. Philip L. Marcus, in

assessing Irish writers’ contributions to the Celtic Revival, acknowledges that neither

Wilde nor Shaw “wrote out of a conscious desire to contribute to the development of

a national literature or indeed identified himself with the Revival.” It was, however,

possible to argue that their work revealed what he called “an Irish sensibility.™
Marcus undoubtedly identifies that sensibility as the main driving force of their
dramas - satire. Confirming that view, McHugh and Harmon observe Wilde and
Shaw as nineteenth century exponents of a satirical tradition launched in the
Restoration period by Congreve, and continued by Farquhar, Goldsmith, and Brinsley
Sheridan.  Wilde became the “brilliant exploiter of the conventional form of
contemporary London society drama” while Shaw utilised “the vehicle of

conventional dramatic form” for the projection of his radical ideas. That all of these

writers were satirists was “no accident” since they were caught in “a halfway position

between two cultures” and thus were “less committed to and more objective about

English values, or conventions”.°

When Wilde and Shaw did focus on Ireland, it was invariably in correspondence,

reviews, essays, and expressions of opinion on its political dilemma (and from that

perspective Shaw’s contribution is considerable).

But though they were outsiders belonging fully to neither country nor its avowed
traditions, the patriotic direction, in so much as there was one, was invariably towards

Ireland. The paradox kept them squarely in that “curious middle place” applicable to
[rishmen in England.’ But it also enable them to effect a clinically detached assault on

Anglo-Saxon convention that, according to A. E. Malone, gave Shaw (and Wilde)

carte blanche to “view English life without preconceived notions and without those

> Phillip L. Marcus, “The Celtic Revival”, The Irish World (New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1977),

p.218.
® Roger McHugh and Maurice Harmon, A Short History of Anglo-Irish Literature (Dublin: Wolfhound

Press, 1982), p.143.
" Quoted in David Fitzpatrick, “Britain, The Absorbing Neighbour”, Ireland of the Welcomes, vol. 41,

July-August, 1992, p.372.



prejudices which always encircle a human being in his native environment”.® G. J.

Watson, in an analysis of that condition, states the following:

The Anglo-Irishman may pick and choose among the shattered fragments of Irish

culture: he may seek identity, but with the freedom of his own inborn detachment.

The native Irishman has no such option...”

Ireland was too small and provincial to satiate the artistic ambitions of Wilde and
Shaw. They both realised that they needed intemational and cosmopolitan influences
to inspire and challenge their imaginations. Shaw, through Ibsen, sought
revolutionary drama. His higher aim, however, was to make an impact in almost
every sphere, as artist, philosopher, politician, economist, neo-religionist, and in
language itself. His refusal to adopt traditional English spelling or even adhere to

established punctuation norms could be seen as a standing protest to England’s

medium of communication, which he sought to overthrow and replace with his own,

10

more practical version.” And his spelling of England’s greatest dramatist and

posthumous rival for the playwright’s throne (without its concluding “e”) is further, if

little recognised evidence of the iconoclasm beyond patriotic consideration.

In contrast to Shaw’s stated artistic-philosopher aims,'' Wilde sought to influence on
a more artistic than philosophical level. His essays Intentions framed attempted
revolutionary artistic ideals by turning established norms on their head: life imitating
art, the paradoxical ‘truth of masks’ and the beauty of fiction (art) over fact in “The
Decay of Lying”. In a war of opposites and persistent paradox, Wilde chipped away

at societal hypocrisies, and did it with consummate skill in his plays. Shaw, in the
same war, took a different route through five novels, which, by An Unsocial Socialist,

had reached a frustrating climax, which hurled him inexorably in the direction of

5 A. E. Malone, The Irish Drama, (Benjamin Bloom, Inc., New York, 1965), p.227.

> G. J. Watson, Irish Identity and the Literary Revival (Croom Helm Ltd., London 1979), p.152.

9 See George Bernard Shaw on Language, Abraham Tauber (ed.), (London: Peter Owen Ltd., 1963),
pp. XVil-XXVI.

'l George Bernard Shaw, “Preface”, Man and Superman in Prefaces (London: Constable and Company

Ltd., 1934), pp. 161-163. See also Eric Bentley, Bernard Shaw (London: Robert Hale Ltd., 1950), pp.
126-133.



Wilde’s dramatic style. To reach it, he successfully utilised Wilde’s epigrammatic
techniques, and undoubtedly reaped further advantage from the tragedy of Wilde's

premature personal demise, which cleared the stage of the only serious contemporary

competition to his maturing dramatic style.

Inherent Irish paradox drove them from unsympathetic native land, on a voyage of
discovery that never quite reached the absolutist shores of enlightenment, nor resolved

the paradox, in themselves, to each other, or in their art. Their literary fire, lit as

much by differences in genre as in genius, burnt its way through universal themes and
pre-occupations considerably distant from the parochial peasant mythology of Ireland

and its advancing Celtic Revivalism.

For Wilde, there was esoteric, romanticised conflict seeking some kind of enlightened
resolution; for Shaw, the conflict between the pragmatic real world and the world of

religious and cultural superstition: an attempt to set man free from bondage, to
political and economic progress. His novels were a prelude to his socialism; Wilde’s

poems and first play Vera, a prelude to aestheticism and revolutionary views of art.

In the middle of that path, Wilde and Shaw found a mutual but brief political common

ground on the socialist platform. Shaw’s Fabian, economically-based Marxist variety,

was profoundly at odds with Wilde’s more artistic, moral or spiritual variety as
expressed in The Soul of Man Under Socialism. Yet both socialist ideals found
parallels in opposition to the established pillars of capitalism and so-called
democracy, private property, private enterprise and private profit. It was a socialist

bridge that led to concepts of individualism, accommodated separately in
macrocosmic and microcosmic camps, yet driven by fundamentally equal goals - the

betterment of man and mankind.

On the stage their comic genius flowered to full bloom. Outrageous exposure of
human imperfection, if not injustice, fuelled for one a comedy of manners that

ridiculed the upper classes, and for the other a comedy of ideas that are often placed
the last laugh on unsuspecting audiences of the day. There seems little doubt that this
capacity for iconoclastic comedy was rooted in the perspective of foreigner. But it

was a double-edged comic sword that as much carved out careers leading to fame and



fortune, as it cut through credibility to blunt (with the aid of perennial Irish comic

imagery) underlying seriousness of intent.

The tragedy as it related to Wilde’s life is self-evident. It struck at the moment of
triumph when two plays, An Ideal Husband and The Importance of Being Earnest, ran

simultaneously at the Haymarket and St James’s Theatre, and were abruptly torn from
their theatrical moorings amidst rumour and scandal. The rest, as they say, is history.

It needs only be said that the perils of a free wheeling aesthetic sense that ran contrary

to the prevailing winds of morality, drew Wilde inexorably to the gutter and an early

grave, and deprived the world of an artistic genius still developing.

From that tragedy, Shaw, struggling through his negative phase of pre-dramatic
development, eventually triumphed. It is tempting to invoke the metaphor of a career
rising up from the ashes of a compatriot’s funeral pyre. The uncanny coincidence of

the departure of the main, if not only rival for centre-stage, invites it. Cynically
interpreted, it was a convenient death, which cleared the way for Shaw'?, and one,
which simply enabled him to continue where Wilde left off. Between departure and

death, however, lay a period of five years (1895-1900) during which time Shaw wrote

five plays of markedly different character to the Wildian variety (You Never Can Tell,
The Man of Destiny, The Devil’s Disciple, Caesar and Cleopatra, and Captain

Brassbound’s Conversion). And during Wilde’s exile to France, Shaw sent him
copies of his plays upon publication. With his artistic views well established and his
dramatic powers growing stronger at the time of Wilde’s fall, it would, perhaps, be
more appropriate to suggest that Shaw simply utilised Wilde’s techniques to mould

his own, uniquely Shavian comedies, and upon doing so, moved in a very different

direction to Wilde, had the latter lived on.

12 William Butler Yeats, Autobiographies (London: The Macmillan Press Ltd., 1977), p.284.



Part One: Nationalism

Chapter One: Wilde’s Irish Background and Paternal Influences.

Oscar Wilde was born into a prominent, prosperous Dublin family of the Protestant

ascendancy in 1854. Both his parents were colourful, eccentric individuals who

achieved recognition in their chosen fields of medicine and the arts. Oscar’s father,
Sir William Robert Wills Wilde - surgeon, writer and antiquary, was born in 1815.
Much of William Wilde’s childhood was spent in the West of Ireland. This
experience fostered his interest in Irish nature, history and culture. His passion for
antiquities was nurtured in the company of the local natives which he enjoyed; they
instilled in him a desire to learn more about his country’s ancient past, and from them
he imbibed a love of folklore and history that would remain with him throughout his

life, and which he would pass on to Oscar. He was educated at Elphin grammar
school, county Roscommon, where Oliver Goldsmith had studied in the previous

century. In 1832 his parents sent him to Dublin to study surgery.13

William Wilde was apprenticed to Amraham Colles, the most distinguished Irish
surgeon of the nineteenth century. Colles worked at Dr Steeven’s’ Hospital, one of
the oldest voluntary hospitals in Ireland and Great Britain. The hospital had strong
literary associations as Jonathan Swift was a member of the first Board of Governors
and Esther Johnson (Stella) was a benefactor. The hospital also possessed a
remarkable library, which had been bequeathed to it by a physician named Edward

Worth. The novelist Charles Lever'* was a fellow medical student with William

Wilde at Dr. Steeven’s’ Hospital and they developed a friendship that lasted

throughout their lives. Lever later abandoned medicine to devote himself entirely to
literature. William Wilde also studied at the Park Street Medical School, which was
one of the leading private medical schools of the period. Here Wilde came under the

influence of the distinguished Irish physicians Robert Graves and William Stokes.

'3 For a compelling insight into Sir William Wilde’s education and subsequent medical career see
Davis Coakley, Oscar Wilde: The Importance of Being Irish, (Dublin: Town House, 1994), pp.12-20.
14 Charles Lever, Irish novelist best remembered for Charles O’Malley, The Irish Dragoon and The

Confessions of Harry Lorrequer.



In his final year of studies, 1837, Wilde, though ill with fever," acquitted himself
brilliantly in his examinations - something Oscar would later emulate in his academic
studies. His recovery was hastened by a sea voyage in the Mediterranean as a doctor
to a wealthy patient (Robert Graves had required a doctor to travel with a patient on a
health-seeking cruise to the Holy Land, and had approached Wilde.) Depending on

what source you read, Wilde had at least two good reasons for undertaking this

voyage. According to Hesketh Pearson:

The trip was a godsend, not only on account of his health, but because of his keen
Interest in diseases and ancient monuments, Egypt and Palestine supplying him with a
varied assortment of both. The number of people in Egypt who were either blind or

half-blind from trachoma first aroused his interest in eye-diseases; while the tombs,

pyramids, and mummy-pits he was able to explore sharpened his appetite for

archaeological research.

Davis Coakley argues differently:

It has been suggested that Wilde agreed to the proposition [the Mediterranean cruise],

because the change of climate would benefit his health. There was another
consideration, however, which may have dictated the expediency of a prolonged

absence abroad: a young woman had become pregnant and William Wilde was the

father.!’

Whatever his reasons were for going, William Wilde benefited greatly from the
experience. Doctor and patient departed in September 1837, and 1n a little over eight
months they visited Madeira, Tenerife, Algiers, Sicily, Egypt, Rhodes, Cyprus, Syria,
Palestine and Greece. Each new country they visited allowed William Wilde to
combine his two great interests - medical research/observation and the study of
antiquity. He took extensive and detailed records of custom, dress code, medical

condition, and diet of all indigenous people he came in contact with, as well as

'S According to Coakley, it was most probably connected with a cholera epidemic that was sweeping
through the country at the time.

'6 Hesketh Pearson, op cit., p.15.

'7 Davis Coakley, op cit., p.13.



exploring and studying each country’s geography, history and archaeology. He found
Egypt and Greece overwhelming by the magnitude of the antiquarian treasures just

waiting to be studied. Fascination in the antiquities was obviously something he

passed on to Oscar, something I will discuss later at further length.

On William Wilde's return to Dublin he passed on the knowledge he had gained by

writing a book'® describing his travels and by lecturing before several scientific
societies. His book reveals some interesting evidence, while the vogue of writing is

predominantly i1n the analytical, meticulous style of a man of science; there are

distinct passages that have many of the manifestations indicative of Oscar’s later
characteristic expression and turn of phrase. According to Davis Coakley, William
Wilde’s obsessiveness in collecting and recording facts is apparent in the book but the
work also contains some quite rhetorical passages, usually dramatising the historical

and cultural significance of a particular place. He was for instance very moved when

he visited the ancient city of Tyre:"

I asked myself, was this, indeed, the joyous city, whose antiquity was of ancient days:;
the mart of nations; the strong city of Tyre...Where every precious stone was a
covering: the sardius, the topaz, and the diamond; the beryl, the onyx, and the jasper;
the sapphire, the emerald, and the carbuncle. Whose ships were constructed of the

fir-trees of Senir, the cedars of Lebanon, and the Oaks of Bashan...Whose
merchandise consisted of silver, iron tin lead, and the vessels of brass; and whose
wares were emeralds, purple, and broidered-work, and fine linen, and agate, and blue
cloth, and chests of rich apparel, and the persons of men. At whose fair...Dedan

purchased the precious cloths for chariots, in exchange for 1vory and ebony.”

What Coakley finds interesting about this passage, is the descriptive similarity it bears
to the analogous biblical imagery Oscar Wilde would use when writing many of his
short stories and poems; and in particular in his play Salomé and narrative poem “The

Sphinx’. In Salomé, Jokanaan, according to Salomé, had a mouth that was redder

'8 William Wilde, The Narrative of a Voyage to Madeira, Teneriffe and Along the Shores of the
Mediterranean. (Curry, Dublin, 1844).

9 Davis Coakley, op cit., p.14.

20 william Wilde, op cit., pp.353-354.



than the “pomegranate-flowers that blossom in the garden of Tyre”, he had eyes “like
black holes burned by torches in a Tyrian tapestry”, and his hair was like “the cedars

of the Lebanon.” The Syrian wears a ring of agate and Herod calls for “the ivory
tables and the tables of jasper”. When Herod makes his appeal to Salomé to spare the
life of Jokanaan, he offers her “the largest emerald in the world”, and when she
remains unmoved he offers her topazes (yellow as the eyes of tigers), onyxes (like the
eyeballs of a dead woman), sapphires (as blue as blue flowers), beryl, sardonynx,

turquoise and carbuncle.”

Similarly, in The Picture of Dorian Gray, Dorian is described as being enthralled by

the myriad enchantment of precious stones, and would:

...often spend a whole day settling and resettling in their cases the various stones that
he had collected...rose-pink and wine-yellow topazes, carbuncles of the fiery scarlet
with tremulous four-rayed stars, flame-red cinnamon stones, orange and violet

spinels, and amethysts with their alternate layers of ruby and sapphire.?

Vyvyan Holland once said that his father viewed words as beautiful baubles with
which to experiment, just as a child plays and builds with coloured building blocks.
Oscar Wilde’s wonderful use of language, his exceptional descriptive powers,

equipped as they were, with a vivid, unerring ability to titillate the reader’s senses,
owed much it would seem to his father. William Wilde also imparted a lifelong
interest in Egyptology to his younger son, who would later wear an Emerald scarab

ring” on the little finger of each hand. Sir William Wilde had written in great detail

on the scarabaeus or sacred beetle, describing it as “The emblem of creative power, of
the earth and the sun...”** The further one reads about Sir William Wilde, the more

numerous certain parallels with his son emerge. His life contains a litany of events

that would metamorphose in some form, in his son’s later work. When he returned to

?! Davis Coakley, op cit., pp.14-15.
“Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray, chapter XI, in The Complete Works of Oscar Wilde

Introduction by Merlin Holland (London: HarperCollins, 1994), p.102.
2 A ‘scarab ring’ has a gem cut in the shape of a beetle and is engraved with hieroglyphic symbols on

the reverse side.

% William Wilde, op cit., pp.252-254.



Dublin he did not marry the mother of his child; however he did make arrangements
with the mother for the care of the child, who was given the name Henry Wilson®™,
which was almost certainly derived from “William’s son”; this would have been in
accordance with the common practice of the time. Henry Wilson studied medicine
with his father’s support and he eventually became an ophthalmic surgeon like his

father. Interestingly, in those days there was a pragmatic approach among the upper
classes to children born outside wedlock, and it was expected that the father or his

family would be responsible for the upbringing and education of such children. “It

was considered a much more serious matter to betray one’s class through an 1ll-

2920

advised marriage than to have a mistress and illegitimate children.”” - Hence the

consternation of Dornan Gray’s friend Basil Hallward when he heard of Dorian’s
plans to marry the actress Sibyl Vane: “But think of Dorian’s birth, and position, and

wealth. It would be absurd for him to marry so much beneath him.”*’ I will

investigate this class phenomenon concerning homosexuality later in the thesis.

William Wilde’s book and lecturing soon brought him membership of the Royal Irish

Academy at the early age of twenty-four. He was taken up by society and especially
liked by women, which pleased him well. His success with them, Hesketh Pearson

asserts, was not won by any outward physical advantage.

He was none too clean in appearance, and plain enough to be included, at a later date,
in a series of caricatures of celebrated ugly men. Clearly he possessed charm of
another sort, for the patronage of older women, such as Maria Edgeworth, helped him
in his profession, while the favours of the younger ones were an important part of his

recreation. But accidents will happen, even to doctors, and in due course several

children appeared without the advantage of their father’s name.”

Before he married, William Wilde had two further illegitimate children, two

® The identity of Henry Wilson’s mother is uncertain, although inference was made of a certain well-
known society lady named Mrs Crummels - see Curtin McAuliffe, ‘Henry Wilson’ in Irish journal of
Medical Science, (Dublin, 1969). [Mentioned in Coakley op cit.].

26 Davis Coakley, op cit., p.16.

*" Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray, in The Complete Works of Oscar Wilde Introduction by
Merlin Holland (London: HarperCollins, 1994), p.63.

2 Hesketh Pearson, op cit., p.16.

10



daughters. William Wilde’s eldest brother, Ralph, accepted them both as his wards.
This enlightened approach towards biological children would be replaced as the
century advanced by the hypocrisy and intolerance of the Victorian period. In later
years, when he was married, William Wilde sometimes took all his children, natural
and legitimate, with him on holiday. Coakley deduces that this probably explains

Oscar Wilde’s tascination, so evident in his plays, with women who have hidden pasts
and with children who were born outside wedlock. And so just as Sir William Wilde

would eventually employ his illegitimate son Henry as his assistant surgeon, Oscar
would later similarly create dramatic scenes of characterization or plot construction
borrowed from his own eccentric family’s numerous peccadilloes; his portrayal of
Lord Illingworth in A Woman of No Importance endeavouring to employ his

illegitimate son Gerald as his private secretary is an ideal example:

Lord Illingworth: So that is our son, Rachel! Well, I am very proud of him. He
1s a Harford, every inch of him. By the way, why Arbuthnot,
Rachel?

Mrs Arbuthnot: One name 1s as good as another, when one has no right to any
name.

Lord Illingworth: I suppose so - but why Gerald?

Mrs Arbuthnot: After 2 man whose heart I broke - after my father.

Lord Illingworth: Well, Rachel, what is over is over. All I have got to say now

1s that I am very, very much pleased with our boy. The world
will know him merely as my private secretary, but to me he

will be something very near, and very dear.”’

This shows how much of an influence Sir William Wilde had on his work. Questions

pertaining to identity and legitimacy would again be revisited and scrutinised in The
Picture of Dorian Gray. James Vane, Sibyl’s brother, has doubts about the legitimacy

of his birth. The matter comes to a head when he finally confronts his mother:

‘Mother, I have something to ask you’ he said. Her eyes wandered vaguely about the

room. She made no answer. ‘Tell me the truth. I have a right to know. Were you

® Oscar Wilde, A Woman of No Importance, Act 1I, in The Complete Works of Oscar Wilde
Introduction by Merlin Holland (London: HarperCollins, 1994), p.489.
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married to my father?” She heaved a deep sigh. It was a sigh of relief. The terrible
moment, the moment that for night and day, for weeks and months, she had dreaded,
had come at last, and yet she felt no terror. Indeed in some measure it was a
disappointment to her. The vulgar directness of the question called for a direct
answer. The situation had been gradually led up to. It was crude. It reminded her of
a bad rehearsal. ‘No,” she answered, wondering at the harsh simplicity of life. ‘My

father was a scoundrel then!’ cried the lad, clenching his fists. She shook her head.

‘I knew he was not free. We loved each other very much. If he had lived, he would
have made provision for us.” ‘Don’t speak against him, my son. He was your father,

and a gentleman. Indeed he was highly connected.’™

Sir William Wilde’s pursuit of knowledge allowed him to combine a medical career
with an impressive literary career. His interest in antiquity and folklore was

something that his son Oscar would later explore and incorporate his own writing.

% Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Chapter V, in The Complete Works of Oscar Wilde
Introduction by Merlin Holland (London: HarperCollins, 1994), p.61.
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Chapter Two: Irish Nationalism - “Speranza’® of The Nation and

Wilde’s American Lecture Tour of 1882.

Wilde’s mother, Jane Francesca Elgee, reputedly converted to the cause of Irish
nationalism after witnessing the funeral procession of Thomas Davis.”' Apparently

she was so struck to find so many people honouring a poet, and one that she had never

heard of, that she turned nationalist and embraced the cause of national liberation. In
later years Lady Wilde told a journalist that until her eighteenth birthday she had

never written anything:

Then one day a volume of “Ireland’s Library”, issued from The Nation office by Mr
Duffy, happened to come my way. I read it eagerly, and my patriotism was
enkindled. Until then I was quite indifferent to the national movement, and if I
thought about it at all, I probably had a very bad opinion of the leaders. For my

family was Protestant and conservative, and there was no social intercourse between
them and the Catholics and nationalists. But once I had caught the nationalist spirit,

all the literature of Irish songs and sufferings had an enthralling interest for me. Then

1t was that I discovered that I could write poetry. In sending my verses to the editor
of The Nation, 1 dared not have my name published, as I signed them “Speranza’ and

my letters “John Fanshawe Ellis”, instead of Jane Francesca Elgee.>*

The death of Thomas Davis, the horrors of the famine and the collapse of Daniel
O’Connell’s movement for reform through parliamentary methods, led to the

emergence of an extreme element in the Young Ireland movement under the

> Thomas Davis, poet and graduate of T.C.D. He advocated political reform in his nationalist writings. In

1842 he co-founded the nationalist newspaper the Nation with the journalist Charles Gavan Duffy, and a
young barrister called John Blake Dillon. Their aim was to follow Dantel O’Connell’s campaign
politically, who had forced Catholic Emancipation on to Peel and Wellington in 1829, and revive at the
same time love of Irish tradition and pride of race. Davis died suddenly of scarlet fever on September 16,
1845. His death was a blow the magnitude of which can never be assessed. Aged thirty-one, a life of
dedicated patriotism spread out before him. He was one man who might have healed all the wounds in life
and brought together unionist and separatist, Catholic and Protestant, Anglo-Irish and Gael.

2 Terence de Vere White, The Parents of Oscar Wilde: Sir William and Lady Wilde, (Hodder and
Stoughton, London, 1967), p.81. See also Horace Wyndham, Speranza: A Biography of Lady Wilde (T.V.
Boardman & Co., London 1951), p.23.
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leadership of John Mitchell, which began to advocate armed rebellion. By early 1846,
within six months of Davis's death Jane Francesca Elgee was submitting nationalist
verses to Gavan Duffy that left little doubt where her sympathies lay. In 1848, around
the time of the abortive Young Ireland rebellion her verses had started to become
increasingly militant; yet the government appeared more concerned with the

‘nationalist’ prose appearing in The Nation. Gavan Duffy as editor was put in prison

to await trial for sedition. In his absence, Jane Elgee wrote editorials for two

successive 1ssues of the paper, which said outright what Gavan Duffy had put

circumspectly. In “The Hour of Destiny’, on the 22 July 1848 she announced, “The
long pending war with England has actually commenced” and defiantly implored her
readers to seize the initiative by taking a more militant stance against their colonial

Oppressors:

Ireland! Ireland! It is no petty insurrection - no local quarrel - no party triumph that
summons you to the field. The destinies of the world - the advancement of the human
race - depends now on your courage and success; for, if you have courage success
must follow...It is a death struggle between the oppressor and the slave - between the

murder and his victim. Strike! - Strike...!*

However she acquitted the people of England of all blame in the misgoverning and

suffering of the Irish:

Not the brave generous English people but the tyrant imbecile ministry are guilty of
thus recklessly plunging their own nation and ours into the murderous collision...Let
the queen come with all the proud prerogatives of royalty.... Oh! let thy heart speak
young queen, there is yet time; hesitate - and the page of history that notes that reign

will be scarcely legible to posterity, for the blood of thy subjects will have stained

it

A week later in ‘Jacta Alea Est’ (‘The Die is Cast’) she fiercely exclaimed:

33 The Nation, 22 July 1848.
*Ibid.
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The nation has at last decided. England has won us one good service at least. Her

recent acts have taken the last miserable pretext for passive submission...Oh! for a

hundred thousand muskets glittering brightly in the light of heaven....”

The effusiveness of Speranza's style strikes a modern reader as almost absurd; but one

has to allow not only for the taste of the time, but also for the extraordinary

excitement that prevailed.

It was the principal defence of the Young Irelanders, and one of the causes of the

break with Mitchell, that their agitation was against the government and not against
the queen. The essence of treason was not present. Speranza was still prepared to
retain, if England capitulated promptly ‘the golden link of the crown’; the monarchy

was to continue to unite the two nations.

One cannot over-emphasise the importance of that last statement, Speranza was not an

Instinctive republican, and in her Cassandra mood, even when she was exhorting the

men of her generation to be ‘freedom martyrs’ and to lay down their heads “a sacrifice
for Ireland upon the red battlefield’, she did not forget the lessons of history. The
most awful responsibility on anyone who encourages a revolution is the dilemma that
if it fails lives will have been lost to no purpose; if it succeeds it may lead to anarchy

when the mob gets out of hand, then the suppression of mass revolt leads to yet

another bloodbath. With this in mind Speranza warned:

you have to combat injustice, therefore you must yourselves be just. You have to
overthrow a despot power, but you must establish order, not suffer anarchy.
Remember it is not against individuals, or parties, or sects, you wage war, but against

a system.™

She struck the same note of caution amid the dithyramb of the ‘Jacta Alea Est’ article.
The tact that between articles with such headings as “How to break down a bridge, or

blow up one”, “How to buy and try a rifle”, “Casting bullets”, Speranza possessed a

3 The Nation, 29 July 1848.
% Ibid.
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sharp political awareness which she exploited to obtain maximum exposure for Irish
nationalism. Discounting those paragraphs where enthusiasm carried her off the
ground, “The hour of Destiny’ and the ‘Jacta Alea Est’ articles were notable efforts, a

call to arms, a plan of campaign, a plea for restraint in victory. It reveals a noble

1dealism that would have a profound effect on her son.

Oscar Wilde left Dublin in 1874 for Oxford, he would never return to live

permanently in the land of his birth again. “The two great turming points in my life”,
he wrote in De Profundis, “were when my father sent me to Oxford and when society
sent me to prison”.”’ Declan Kiberd has explored the significance of this revealing
equation - for in both institutions he learned what it was to be an outsider, an
uninvited guest, an Irishman in England.”® Wilde inherited this strong sense of

national identity from his parents, and it was to remain with him for the rest of his

life.

Wilde had left Ireland because England possessed cultural opportunities and academic

challenges that Ireland could no longer offer him. It was during his final year of study
at Trinity College Dublin, that Oscar Wilde first became curious and interested in
Catholicism, something Sir William Wilde was keen to discourage. Thus, what better

way to dissuade foolish, embryonic fancies concerning the Church of Rome than by

distancing the son from the temptation?

At Oxford, Wilde displayed little of his Irish background, and revealed even less
about his political views, with the exception of signing himself “Oscar Fingal O'

Flahertie Wills Wilde™ - indisputable proof of his Irish Identity. Yet he adopted the

persona of a fastidious, artistic Englishman, not the defiant, inflammatory, seditious

Irish nationalist one would have expected, given the rebellious nationalism of his

mother. Declan Kiberd has suggested that just as: ‘His mother had sought to

reconquer Ireland, so he would surpass her by invading and conquering England. She

37 Oscar Wilde, Selected Letters of Oscar Wilde, (ed.), Rupert Hart-Davis (Oxford University Press,

1979), p.197.
*® Declan Kiberd, ‘The London Exiles: Wilde and Shaw’ in The Field Day Anthology of Irish Writing

I1. General Editor Seamus Deane (Derry: Field Day Publications, 1991), p.375.
> H. Montgomery Hyde, Oscar Wilde, (Eyre Methuen, London, 1976), p.21.
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had wished to repossess Irish folklore and the native language, but he would go one

better and achieve a total mastery of English.”*’

To achieve this Wilde realised that he had to excel academically, and thus reveal to
his fellow Oxonians how ‘Celtic Genius’ could usurp their language, educational
establishments and cultural bastions, and in the process challenge the stereotypes of

nationality associated with these same institutions. Even before entering Magdalen

College, Wilde had surpassed his parent’s expectations with his academic progress.
After attending Portora Royal School, Enniskillen (1864-1871) he won a scholarship
to Trinity College Dublin. In June 1873 he won the Trinity Foundation Scholarship.
By June the following year (1874) he had added the Berkeley Gold Medal (The Blue
Ribbon of classical scholarship at T.C.D.) Wilde entered Oxford in June 1874 after
winning a Demyship in Classics to Magdalen College. At Oxford, this ostentatious
and precocious young Irishman fulfilled his academic promise by repeatedly

obtaining excellent results in his examinations. Many of Wilde's friends at Oxford

have recalled how partial Wilde was to socialising, and antithetically how adverse he

was to work, be it mental or physical. Even without allowing for his alleged
slothfulness, Wilde's academic record at Oxford was most impressive; he gained a
first class in Classical Moderations (Mods) on July 5 1876, won the Newdigate prize

for poetry with Ravenna, June 10 1878, and obtained a first class in Litterae

Humaniores (Greats) on July 19 1878.

Oscar Wilde’s Lecture Tour of North America 1882/83.

If it was by being sent to Oxford that Wilde first learned what it was to be an outsider,
to acknowledge his national identity, then it was his lecture tour of America in 1882

that rekindled in him the desire to express his Irishness. *! “Having erased his Irish

% Declan Kiberd, ‘Wilde and the English Question’ The Times Literary Supplement, (December 16,
1994. no.4785) p.13.

41 Oscar Wilde set sail from Liverpool on the Arizona on December 24th, 1881, for New York; his

lecture tour lasted twelve months and he sailed for England on the Bothnia on December 27th 1882.
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accent at Oxford, he had tended also to minimise the difference between English and
Irish.”* In the city of ‘dreaming spires’ Wilde had shown his fellow English
Oxonians that this Inshman was their equal, and at times their better in many social
and academic spheres. But while Wilde continued to be resented for his individuality

and lack of conformity, he refused to be stereotyped regardless of whom his audience

was. Just as he subverted the image of the ‘stage Irishman’ in Oxford, he similarly
saw America as the ideal environment for furthering his own identity and

individuality. The first response of his compatriots was adverse. The Irish Nation in

New York carried a disapproving headline at the beginning of his tour, on 14 January
1882:

Speranza’s Son
Oscar Wilde Lecture on What He

Calls the English Renaissance

Phrasing About Beauty while a

Hideous Tyranny Overshadows
His Native Land

Talent Sadly Misapplied®

Wilde had initially come to America to lecture on his aesthetic ideology, but he soon
realised that his nationalism and political ideology were repeatedly under scrutiny.

Richard Ellmann descnibes how Wilde was moved to portray the Irish race as once the

“most aristocratic in Europe”, and Ireland as once Europe’s university. He made the

debatable boast that thyme, the basis of modern poetry was entirely of Irish invention
and then added, “but with the coming of the English, art in Ireland had come to an

end, and it has had no existence for over seven hundred years. I am glad it has not,

for art could not live and flourish under a tyrant.” However, he informed his audience

that Ireland’s artistic impulse was not dead; it persisted “in every running brook”, and

42 Richard Ellmann, Oscar Wilde (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1987), p.185.
YIbid, p.185.
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in the pervasive esteem of great Irishmen of the past. Wilde declared that when
Ireland, which he called “the Niboe of nations”, as Byron had called Rome, regained

her independence, her schools of art would also be revived.**

However, apparently not all American critics acknowledged his nationalism or

praised his work. One such man was Colonel Thomas Wentworth Higginson®, a
puritan from Boston, Massachusetts. Two women who were on the list of persons

visiting literary figures usually wished to see were Julia Ward Howe, a sister of

Wilde’s New York friend Sam Ward, and Harriet Beecher Stowe (of Uncle Tom’s
Cabin fame). Both Julia Ward Howe (editor) and Colonel Higginson were among the
original founders and contributors of The Woman’s Journal, the literary arm of the
American Woman’s Suffrage Association. Higginson was typical of the Brahminism
that had settled on Boston once the bonfire of the abolition crusade had burmed itself
out; for when the civil war had ended in 1865 with the freedom of the Negro assured,

the creative impulse in Boston had begun to wane; a more conservative atmosphere
had pervaded the city with each succeeding year, becoming a little more dogmatic,

philosophically aloof, critical. Conservatives such as Colonel Higginson handed
down judgements on art, literature, education - Harvard University in Boston was
regarded as its own - and it had become the paradise of the academicians. Higginson

was expected by some people to be ready to welcome the young poet, Oscar Wilde.

It is probable that Wilde knew about Higginson’s past, and his present quest for

universal suffrage. A story Oscar Wilde could have seen in The Nation (Boston, MA)

of February 23 1882 read: “Abolitionists, it is universally allowed, have paved the

“Ibid, p.186. Wilde's quotations are taken from the New York World and the St Paul Globe, both dated 18
June 1882.

. Higginson, a puritan, was a fascinating character. A pre-war reformer from the school of Emerson
(seeking a better life by community labour, simple living, and high thinking about God and morals.). He
had turned his energy in zeal for temperance, and women sutfrage with the same passion he once had for
emancipating Negroes. ‘Intrepid iconoclast of intrenched abuses’, he had been called by William Winter,
the New York drama critic. Higginson had been injured while defending a fugitive slave evade recapture
from southern slavers; and had twice gone to “Bleeding Kansas” in the 1850’s to help the fanatic John
Brown fight slavery, he had earned his title of “Colonel” by leading a black regiment in the civil war.
Twice married, once pastor of “The Free Church of Worcester”, he was a tireless writer of essays,

biographies, editorials, histories, a frequent visitor to Europe, and a lover of poetry.
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way for the Women’s Rights movement and furnished gratis the methods of
agitation.” When the Abolitionists’ work was finished they joined with other reform
agitators to organise the American Woman’s Suffrage Association. Wilde had
inherited not only a strong sense of nationalism from his famous mother, but had been
greatly influenced by her feminist beliefs also. These beliefs were also known and

admired by Higginson. However, it was inevitable that Higginson’s conservative
Puritanism would clash with Wilde’s liberal aestheticism, regardless of their feminist

atfinity.

Higginson wrote in an earlier issue of the magazine - it appeared on February 4th,
1882, - an article which he considered to be timely in its wholesomeness. His pen
denounced Wilde’s poems as ‘immoral’; they should not be read; their “nudities do
not suggest the sacred whiteness of an antique statue, but rather the forcible unveiling

of some insulted innocence.” According to Higginson, Wilde was as guilty as

Whitman®®, although “Whitman’s offences rest on a somewhat different ground”;
Whitman’s poem ‘Drum Taps,’ describing Civil War moods, “always sounded

hollow” since Whitman “never personally followed the drum, but only heard it from
the comparatively remote distance of the hospital.” In his righteousness, the Colonel
was ignoring the fact that Whitman had shattered his health nursing wounded soldiers.
Higginson, having led Negro troops in the conflict, felt himself to have been
especially noble. And, in his martial fury, Higginson went on to ask what kind of
Irish patriot was Wilde, for that matter? His mother’s fervour for freedom was strong
enough to inspire the enlistment of an army; but “is 1t manhood for her [Ireland’s]

gifted sons to stay at home and help work out the problem, or to cross the Atlantic and

pose in ladies’ boudoirs or write prurient poems which their hostesses must discreetly

6 On the 17 January, in the Aldine Hotel, Philadelphia, when Wilde was asked by reporters which
American poet he most admired, he replied without hesitation — “I think that Walt Whitman and Emerson
have given the world more than anyone else.” Wilde met Whitman on 18 January, and the next time he
was interviewed by a reporter, he said of Whitman, “He is the grandest man I have ever seen, the
simplest, most natural, and strongest character I have ever met in my life. I regard him as one of those
wonderful, large, entire men who might have lived in any age and is not peculiar to any people. Strong,

true, and perfectly sane: the closest approach to the Greek we have yet had in modern times.”
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ignore?””’ The Colonel pointed out that, “In the vicious period of the English
Georges, Byron was banished from society, Moore was obliged to purify his poems,

for less offences against common decency than have been committed by Oscar

Wilde.”*

But it was really the beginning of the article that caused a flurry among the cultured

neighbours of Boston society. The Colonel had said:

Women are as distinctively recognised as the guardians of the public purity as are the
clergy of the public morals. Yet when a young man comes among us whose only
distinction is that he has written a thin volume of very mediocre verse and that he
makes himself something very like a buffoon for notoriety and money, women of
high social position receive him at their homes and invite guests to meet him, in spite

of the fact that if they were to read aloud to the company his poem of Charmides not

a women would wait in the room until the end.*

It was Charmides that most roused, at various times during Wilde’s tour, defenders of

the ‘pure’ in literature. That symbolic poem, telling of a young man who made love
to the statue of Athena and was hurled to death for the profanation, was taken in a
very literal way by many a critic who saw it as merely ‘fleshly.” What was interesting

to note about Wilde’s tour, was once again the admiration and respect commanded by
his mother, Speranza, outside her own country. For so many Americans she
personified the struggle for Irish freedom. Thus Speranza’s son, as he proceeded
across the continent, found unexpectedly that he had potential allies among Irish-

Americans, who paid no attention to his aesthetics but liked his nationality.
Undoubtedly Wilde owed much of his American popularity and public acclaim to his

mother’s exploits rather than his own; this was evident when he visited St Paul,

Minnesota on 17 March 1882 - St Patrick’s Day. He was introduced to his audience

by a Father Shanley as a son “of one of Ireland’s noblest daughters - of a daughter

*’ Lloyd Lewis, and Henry Justin Smith, Oscar Wilde Discovers America [1882], (New York, 1936),

p.119
48 1. -

Ibid, p.119
Y Ibid, p.119.
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who in the troublous times of 1848 by the works of her pen and her noble example did

much to keep the fire of patriotism burming brightly.”

Although Wilde castigated England’s mistreatment of Ireland, many nationalists felt
he lacked his mother’s vitriolic, trenchant, condemnation of the English oppressors.

This beliet was shattered on 6 May 1882 when the Invincibles in Dublin’s Phoenix
Park assassinated the Irish Chief Secretary, Lord Frederick Cavendish, and the

permanent under-secretary, Thomas Burke.’® Wilde responded quickly to the
murders; when asked for his reaction by an American journalist, he replied, “When
liberty comes with hands dabbled in blood it is hard to shake hands with her”, but
then added, “We forget how much England is to blame. She is reaping the fruit of

: .. : 51
seven centuries of injustice.”

What made this statement so extraordinary was not its vituperation; for it lacked the

scathing, virulent, acerbic condemnation of English Imperialism more associated with
his mother, rather what made this so significant was the individual concerned and the

timing of the reply. Significantly Cavendish was acquainted with the Wilde family,
and had dined with them at Merrion Square, Dublin. Thus, Wilde’s response was all

the more remarkable, indeed unthinkable when the more militant leaders of Irish

opinion (including his own mother) denounced the killings. This incident was
unusual among Wilde’s political statements on the Irish question, for most of his
criticism and condemnation of English policy in Ireland exhibited the rational thought
of his sharp analytical mind, whereas this was emotional. Whether it was genuine, or
an attempt to exploit the atmosphere for Irish nationalist propaganda is uncertain, but

Wilde profited from his outburst, receiving unaccustomed praise from editorial

writers.

It 1s unfortunate that Colonel Thomas Wentworth Higginson’s opinion and response

to Wilde’s subsequent comments on the murder of Lord Cavendish were never

> The Invincibles were a splinter group of the old Young Ireland movement. They were an extremist
group influenced by previous militant Fenianism, and they openly advocated the use of violence in the
pursuit of Irish independence.

! H Montgomery Hyde, Oscar Wilde, (London: Methuen 1976), p.71. Wilde's quotation taken from the
Philadelphia Press, 9 May 1882.
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recorded - but one could plausibly infer that the Colonel’s remarks, questioning
Wilde’s nationalism influenced the Irishman’s answer. As was often the case Wilde

had the last say and with an obvious reference to Higginson’s critique of Charmides

Wilde added:

If one wants to realise what English puritanism is - not at its worst, when it is very
bad - but at its best, and then it is not very good - I do not think one can find much of

it in England, but much can be found around Boston and Massachusetts. We have got

rid of it. America still preserves it, to be, I hope, a short-lived curiosity.>?

But what must have galled the poor Colonel even more was the fact that Wilde’s
uncle was a Confederate. John Elgee, the second son of Charles Elgee, Lady Wilde’s
great-grandfather, followed a successful legal career in Louisiana and played a
prominent part in the American Civil War on the Confederate side. This probably

explains in part Oscar’s own sympathy for the Southern side in the American Civil

war. Whatever redeeming [Nationalist] features, Wilde exhibited after Cavendish’s

assassination, in Higginson’s eyes, were surely obliterated when a reporter revealed
that Wilde wished to visit the Honourable Jefferson Davis on his way from New

Orleans to Mobile.

Wilde’s admiration for the former President of the Confederacy offers us more
valuable information into his own nationalist ideology. “I have an intense admiration

for the chief of the Southern Confederacy,” said Oscar, and then continued:

I have never seen him, but I have followed his career with much attention. His fall,
after such an able and gallant pleading of his own cause, must necessarily arouse

sympathy, no matter what might be the merits of his plea. The head may approve the

success of the winners, (the Abolition of slavery), but the heart is sure to be with the

fallen.>

Wilde went on to say:

52 Ibid, p.122.
53 Ibid, p.366.
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The case of the South in the Civil War was to my mind much like that of Ireland
today. It was not a struggle to see the empire dismembered, but only to see the Irish
people free, and Ireland still as a willing and integral part of the British Empire. To
dismember a great empire in this age of vast armies and overweening ambition on the

part of other nations 1s to consign the peoples of the broken country to weak and

insignificant places in the panorama of the nations, but people must have freedom and

autonomy before they are capable of their greatest results in the cause of progress.

This 1s my feeling about the Southern people and it is about my own people, the Irish.

I look forward to much pleasure in visiting Mr. Jefferson Davis.™

Those two quotes provide some interesting material in the context of Wilde's
assessment of Anglo-Irish relations. For while Wilde rightly equated the people of
the Confederacy with the Irish people - both fought for self-determination against a
larger and more powerful neighbour; one would also have to recognise the distinct

analogy between the southern plantation owners of the Confederacy and the landlords

of the Anglo-Irish ascendancy class - both stood against the tide of history, bulwarks
of a bygone time. It is conceivable that Wilde was also alluding here to the inevitable

demise of his own privileged class’s authority in Ireland.

On the Fourth of July (Independence Day), Wilde once again reciprocated these

feelings when recounting his meeting with Jefferson Davis, “He impressed me very
much as a man of the keenest intellect, and a man fairly to be a leader of men on
account of a personality that is as simple as it 1s strong, and an enthusiasm that 1s as
fervent as it is faultless.””> What is interesting about this description is that it is very

similar to the qualities synonymously equated with Charles Stewart Parnell; evidently

this was not lost upon Oscar Wilde or the Irish-American population at large.

The Irish Americans had decided to support the Land League movement, whose aim
was to win land ownership for the Irish tenant farmers. Stories of evictions fuelled
anti-British feeling in America and large sums of money crossed the Atlantic to
support the tenants in their conflict. The League’s leader in Ireland, Charles Stewart

Parnell, and many of his colleagues, had been arrested in October 1881, and they were

54 Ibid, p.366-367.
53 Ibid, p.372.
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still in Kilmainham Gaol in Dublin when Wilde began his American tour. Wilde
realised, as did his mother, that the Irish Americans were becoming a new and
significant force in the age-old dispute between England and Ireland. He told the

newspaper reporters why it was so significant that he met Jefferson Davis:

We in Ireland are fighting for the principle of autonomy against empire, for
independence against centralisation, for the principles for which the South

fought...So it was a matter of immense interest and pleasure to me to meet the leader
of such a great cause. Because, although there may be a failure 1n fact, in 1deas there

1s no failure possible. The principles for which Mr.Davis and the South went to war

cannot suffer defeat.>®

According to Davis Coakley,

Under these circumstances Wilde was only too happy to dilate on “Anglo-Saxon

stupidity” in his lectures and to give nationalist answers to the many reporters who
Interviewed him about relations between England and Ireland. He complained to one

reporter in New York that the English took his epigrams as earnest and his paradox as

prose. Observations such as this won him many Irish-American friends, but they did
not endear him to the readers of the English papers that reported on his American

tour. Naturally Speranza was delighted with her son’s high profile.”’

When Wilde reached California, he once again expressed the importance his mother’s
nationalist teachings had on him. Because of her, he was very familiar with the work
of the Young Ireland poets, and their influence on him can be discerned 1n a lecture he

gave on Irish poets and poetry in San Francisco on 5 April 1882. In the course of the

lecture he spoke of the poetry and music of Ireland, of the country’s ancient ruins, and

of the Celtic myths and their impact on European literature. He stirred the Irish

patriots by tributes to Daniel O’ Connell and read from that leader’s poem, “Feelings

of an Irish Exile”.

5 Ibid, p.372
T Davis Coakley, op cit., pp.183-184.
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He criticised Goldsmith for his lack of national feeling and he praised the poets and
writers of the 1848 rebellion. He quoted from the works of several of the poets,
including Gavan Duffy, James Clarence Mangan, Richard D’Alton Williams and
Denis Florence McCarthy. He could remember several of these poets coming to his
house, along with political figures such as Smith O’ Brien, John Mitchel and Charles

Gavan Duffy. He praised these, and the poet he described as the greatest of them,

Thomas Davis. He mentioned the poets of the present day, Ferguson, Waller - whose
“Little Nell” he considered a perfect treasure and quoted in full - De Vere, and finally
his mother: “Of the quality of Speranza’s poems I perhaps should not speak - for
criticism is disarmed by love - but I am content to abide by the verdict of the

nation.”® He finished the lecture on a high note:

Indeed the poetic genius of the Celtic race never flags or wearies. It is as sweet by
the groves of California as by the groves of Ireland, as strong in foreign lands as in

the land which gave it birth. And indeed I do not know anything more wonderful, or
more characteristic of the Celtic genius, than the quick artistic spirit 1n which we
adapted ourselves to the English tongue. The Saxon took our lands from us and left

them desolate. We took their language and added new beauty to it.>

I have stressed how important maternal influence was in arousing Wilde’s sense of
nationalism, and his lecture tour of America certainly emphasised the importance of
national identity. What then did we discover about Wilde’s political ideology and did
it differ greatly from that of his mother? We know that prior to the death of Lord
Cavendish Wilde’s advocacy of Irish nationalism lacked the tempestuousness of his

vociferous mother; it was only during his lecture tour of North America that Wilde
revealed how passionate he felt about Irish nationalism and how his 1deology diverged

or departed from that of his mother. Speranza may have championed the cause of
Irish self-determination, but she still believed that the British monarchy should unite

the two nations by - ‘the Golden link of the Crown’. Her son, in contrast, generally
insisted on his republicanism, as on the 21 February in Louisville, “Yes, I am a

thorough Republican. No other form of government is so favourable to the growth ot

58 Robert D Pepper (ed.) Irish Poets of the Nineteenth Century, (San Francisco, 1972), p.33
59 M J O'Neill, ‘Irish poets of the nineteenth century’ in University Review, (Dublin, 1955), p.29-33
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art.” In his poem “Ave Imperatrix”, he indicated that Britain should also become a

republic:

And thou whose wounds are never healed,
Whose weary race i1s never run,
O Cromwell’s England! must thou yield

For every inch of ground a son?

Go! Crown with thorns thy gold-crowned head,

Change thy glad song to song of pain;
Wind and wild wave have got thy dead,
And will not yield them back again.

Yet when this fiery web is spun,
Her watchmen shall decry from far
The young Republic like a sun

Rise from these crimson seas of war.®

Then with a certain amount of pretentiousness he added, “Of course, I couldn’t talk

democratic principles to my friend the Prince of Wales, that you understand is simply
a matter of social tact.” To which Richard Ellmann rightly observed, “It was less

tactful to vaunt his royal connections.”®' This is what many people find problematic

when equating Wilde with the cause of Insh Nationalism; however, one must

acknowledge where Wilde was living, and recognise whom his social associates and
literary contemporaries were, and more importantly who his audiences were. One
must separate his public, social, image from his political beliefs. For was that
boastful comment any different from Speranza, rebellious, seditious, inflammatory

voice of the Nation who had advocated revolution and castigated the British

government, only to gratefully accept her nomination to the British government’s

Civil List later when she was financially destitute. That decision did nothing to dilute

her patriotism, just as her son’s social sphere did not compromise his nationalism.

® Oscar Wilde, “Ave Imperatrix”, in The Complete Works of Oscar Wilde, Introduction by Merlin
Holland (LLondon: HarperCollins, 1994), Stanzas 22, 23, 30, p.853-854.
%! Richard Ellmann, op cit., p.186.

27



On the 27 March 1882, the San Francisco Daily Examiner interviewed Wilde. The

article heading was ‘Oscar Wilde: An interview with the apostle of aestheticism.’

During the interview “A Dissertation on Poetry” took place, in which Wilde went on

to express his political creed:

Reporter:

Wilde:

Reporter:

Wilde:

Reporter:

Wilde:

‘Judging from the Tenor of your own poems, I fancy that

“Charmides” (pronouncing the name with the soft accent) is your
favourite poem, Mr. Wilde?’

‘Char - Charmides,” He replied correcting; ‘Yes, that is my favourite
poem. I think it my best. It is the most finished and perfect. The
people of America have taken very kindly to my “Ave Imperatrix”,
however.’

‘Perhaps a feeling of nationality prompts this choice.’

‘Probably so.’

‘Does the “Sonnets to Liberty” voice your political creed?’

You mean the sonnet beginning:
Not that I love thy children whose dull eyes

See nothing save their own unlovely woe,

Whose minds know nothing, nothing care to know -

No, that is not my political creed. I wrote that when I was younger. Perhaps

something of the fire of youth prompted it.

162

The reporter went on to say that Wilde’s recital of the lines was surpnsingly

impressive and pleasing, a perfect modulation and an earnest, almost pathetic tone

giving the recital tone real interest. Wilde replied, “If you would like to know my

political creed,” short pause, “read the ‘Liberatis Sacra Fames’ - I think it is the

seventh sonnet.”®® The Sonnet referred to is as follows:

Albeit nurtured in democracy,

And liking best that state Republican

°2 Daily Examiner, (San Francisco), ‘Oscar Wilde: An Interview with the Apostle of Aestheticism.” 27

March 1882.

% Daily Examiner, (San Francisco), ‘Oscar Wilde: An Interview with the Apostle of Aestheticism.’ 27

March 1882.
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Where every man 1s Kinglike and no man
[s crowned above his fellows, yet I see,

Spite of this modern fret for Liberty,
Better the rule of One, whom all obey,
Than to let clamorous demagogues betray
Our freedom with the kiss of anarchy.

Wherefore I love them not whose hands profane

Plant the red flag upon the piled-up street
For no right cause, beneath whose ignorant reign

Arts, Culture, Reverence, Honour, all things fade,
Save Treason and the dagger of her trade,

And murder with his silent bloody feet.**

Wilde’s republicanism is very much evident here, and he would rather accept
dictatorship than to yield to demagoguery. When Oscar returned to Britain, his

rekindled nationalism remained strongly intact.

Davis Coakley records many of Wilde’s visits to Ireland after his year lecturing in

America.” On Wednesday, 21 November 1883 Wilde returned to Dublin to give two
lectures at the Gaiety Theatre. He stayed at the Shelbourne Hotel and gave the first

lecture on ‘The house beautiful’ on the day after his arrival. The eighteen-year-old
W.B. Yeats was in the audience, but more importantly for Oscar, his future wife
Constance Lloyd was also there to listen to him. On the evening of his first lecture,

Oscar returned to his old university and dined on Commons at the top table with the

fellows of Trinity College.

Constance Lloyd also attended his lecture on ‘Impressions of America’, which was

held on the Friday afternoon. One newspaper critic commented on his “strongly-
marked English accent” and on the fact that he spoke with considerable rapidity.

According to another reporter: “Oscar spoke in a quite conventional tone, but yet so

 Oscar Wilde, “Libertatis Sacra Fames”, in The Complete Works of Oscar Wilde, Introduction by
Merlin Holland (London: HarperCollins, 1994), p.858.
5 Davis Coakley, op cit., pp. 190-192.
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distinctly and in such a key that it reached the limits of the theatre.”®® Most of the
press coverage of the lectures was very favourable, as no doubt Wilde was pleased to
be a celebrity in his native city. On Sunday, 25 November Oscar and Constance got
engaged. They were married six months later on 29 May 1884 at St James’s Church,
Paddington. They had two children, Cyril who was born in July 1885 and Vyvyan in

November of the following year.

In January 1883 a group of enthusiasts led by Francis A Fahy established the
Southwark Irish Literary Club in London with the intention of cultivating Irish
history, art and literature. The club organised a series of lectures, which were given by
experts in the field of Irish literature. One of the more memorable lectures took place
in September 1887 when Justin McCarthy MP read a paper on ‘the literature of "48°.
The occasion was a special one because Charles Gavan Duffy, who had returned from
exile in Australia, was in the chair. Oscar Wilde was among the group who greeted

Dufty on his arrival. Some members of the club saw irony in this, as they viewed
Wilde as “the representative of a movement with which Young Ireland could have no

sympathy; - the very head centre of aestheticism himself-more curious still, that this

same representative should be the son of ‘Speranza’”.*’

The Southwark club formed the nucleus of the Irish Literary Society, which was
established in the early 1890s. This Society played an important role in the Celtic
Revival and it attracted some very gifted writers, such as W.B. Yeats, Stopford, T W
Rolleston, Dr John Todhunter, Lionel Johnson and Alfred Perceval Graves. W P

Ryan, who wrote the first detailed account of the society in 1894, recalled:

When it was suggested that Oscar Wilde should be invited to join the Society, one

who knew him said that he would certainly put off the matter with a quip or a

paradox, which, however, would be a good one, and worthy of being entered in the

minute-book. This friend was a false prophet, for Oscar Fingal O’Flaherty Wills

. . 68
Wilde was soon an honoured name on our register.

% Dublin Evening Mail, 23 November 1883, p.3.
WP Ryan, The Irish Literary (Privately published, London, 1894), p.28.
% Ibid, p.119.
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Willie Wilde also joined the society and Speranza was elected as the first honorary

member. Several members of the society were members of the famous ‘Rhymers’
Club’, and Oscar Wilde occasionally took part in the activities of this club, which had
a definite Celtic bias. Wilde, like Yeats, was a firm believer in the hereditary genius
of the Celtic race. If some of his contemporaries saw an incongruity between Wilde's

enthusiasm for the Celtic Revival and his advocacy of aestheticism, Wilde saw the
two interests as complementary. He idealised Celtic life, writing that ‘in the whole of

Celtic myth and legend... the loveliness of the world is shown through a mist of tears,

and the life of a man is no more than the life of a flower’.*” In an early biographical
sketch published in The Biograph in 1880, Wilde is described as:

A believer 1n the religion of beauty, a marked figure among the newest group of
aesthetics, a dweller 1n the high places of feeling. To take this position he is specially
fitted by reason of a singularly enthusiastic temperament and an exceptional
education. He 1s the offspring of a fervid and emotional race, and the child of two

persons of unusual character. In him the strong emotional tendency of the Irish nature

which with most of the race feeds personal feeling alone becomes, through

intellectual development, an ardour for art and its glories.”

Wilde’s enthusiasm for Celtic art and design was genuine and lasting; Coakley

mentions a dinner Wilde attended at the House of Commons in 1891 where he told

some Scottish and Welsh members

That to break bread and drnink wine together is, as Christ saw, the simplest and most
natural symbol of comradeship, all of us who are Celts, Welsh, Scotch, and Irish,

should inaugurate a Celtic dinner, and assert ourselves, and show these tedious

Angles or Teutons what a race we are, and how proud we are to belong to that race.”*

% See De Profundis, in The Letters of Oscar Wilde, (ed.), Rupert Hart-Davis (London, Hart-Davis,
1962), p.477.

" Anonymous, Oscar Wilde. The Biograph, iv, London,1880, pp. 130-135.

' Oscar Wilde in The Letters of Oscar Wilde, (ed.), Rupert Hart-Davis (LLondon, Hart-Davis, 1962),
p.287.
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When an Englishman remarked in Wilde’s hearing that in the nineteenth century the
Macs had done everything and the Os nothing, Wilde replied: ‘You forget. There are
O’Connell and O Wilde.””

Coakley has argued that Wilde’s influence on the writers of the Celtic Revival is often
underestimated.”” For instance, Yeats’ aesthetic theory and his obsession with the
importance of the mask or anti-self for the artist were derived almost wholly from
Wilde. Yeats was invited by Wilde to join his family for dinner on Christmas Day
1888. After the dinner, Wilde read from the proofs of his essay The Decay of Lying,
which was being prepared for publication at the time. Yeats was captivated as he
listened to Wilde, and the experience had a major influence on the poet’s subsequent
artistic development. John Millington Synge’s great work of the Celtic revival, The
Playboy of the Western World, the plot of which revolves around ‘the power of a lie’,

was also influenced by Wilde’s 1deas in The Decay of Lying."‘4

Wilde returned to Dublin for the last time to give a number of lectures in January

1885. About 500 people attended Wilde’s first lecture at the Gaiety, on the subject of
‘Beauty, taste and ugliness in dress’. During the lecture Wilde praised the traditional

Irish hooded cloak describing it as a very admirable garment and declaring “it was

decidedly Irish in very remote times, as their sculptures in Kilconnell Abbey
proved.””” Wilde included more references of Irish interest in his second lecture, “Art
in modem life’. He praised the Celtic and Islamic contnbutions to non-
representational art and, according to the following report of the lecture, he received

applause from his audience when he praised Irish art over English art.

It was always possible for a nation by artistic power to give to the commonest

material vastly increased value. There was no reason why we in Ireland should not do
this. There was in all the Celtic races this power of decoration. Whether they viewed

the remains of ancient art in the Royal Irish Academy or in the museums of Northern

2 yvincent O’Sullivan, Aspects of Wilde, (London: Constable, 1936), p.80.

3 Davis Coakley, op cit., p.190.

74 Declan Kiberd, “The Fall of the Stage Irishman” in The Genres of the Irish Literary Revival, (ed.) R.
Schleifer (Dublin, Wolthound Press, 1980), pp. 39-60.

75 Robert Harborough Sherard, The Life of Oscar Wilde (London: T. Werner Laurie, 1906), p.447.
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Europe, they would be struck by the far greater sense of beauty evinced in the early
Celtic work than in the old English art, which was deficient in delicacy and sense of

proportion.[Applause.] And there was no reason why they should not show that those
perceptions of the beautiful, and capacities of delicate handling as to hue and colour,

were not dead.’®

A report on the lectures in the Freeman’s Journal declared that the audience was very

appreciative, and the critic went on to observe —

Evidently people have ceased to regard Mr Wilde as the eccentric apostle of a
momentarily fashionable craze, to be seen, heard, and laughed at. They have,

apparently, come to discover that underneath the extravagances credited to the

aesthetic cult there lie principles of truth and beauty applicable to the pursuits and

incidents of everyday life.”’

Wilde’s lectures at the Gaiety also received notice in the first issue of The Dublin
University Review. The writer confessed that he was surprised that the lectures did

not attract bigger audiences as he thought their quality was very good. He went on to

speculate on the reasons for the apparent lack of interest, and he warned Wilde about

the consequences of being earnest!

In the first place the British public, though fond of a joke, has little respect for the

joker; and when, as in the present case, the latter turns out to be 1n earnest, it 1s very
1 78

apt to regard him as a foo
The same reviewer observed that it was widely believed that aestheticism was proving
‘a good thing’ for its chief apostle, and that a true prophet was not usually financially

successful.

However a few more lectures as unfortunate, from a commercial point of view, as

those recently delivered in this city, will matenally remedy this defect, and will help

" Ibid, p.442.
T W.W. Nelson, Oscar Wilde From Ravenna to Salomé (Dublin, 1987), p.20.

8 publin University Review, vol 1, 1, 15. 1885.
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to restore Mr Wilde to public favour. Meantime he will not regard the decrease in his

receipts, for, as he stated in the second lecture, “True art is economical”.”

Between 1887 and 1889 Oscar, seemed to be concentrating on a career in journalism.
He became editor of The Woman’s World and he pledged to deal “not merely with

what women wear, but with what they think, and what they feel”.*® The new editor

made sure that there was a place in the magazine for Irish women. He published work

by his mother and by some of her friends, such as an article on Alexandra College by
Lady Samuel Ferguson. He also published essays on places of Irish interest, such as
Dublin Castle, with illustrations by Walter Osborne, and on the seaside town of
Youghal, County Cork. He supported Irish industry by including detailed accounts of
traditional Irish crafts, under titles such as ‘Irish modern art’, ‘The poplin-weavers of
Dublin’, ‘The knitters of the Rosses’, ‘Lace-making in Ireland’ and ‘A few hints on
Mountmellick embroidery’. In the second volume he included a collection of fairy

stories written by his mother under the title Irish Peasant Tales.

Coakley discloses that during this period Wilde did a considerable amount of book
reviewing®'. Some of his criticisms could be very incisive, but he claimed that he
always wished to be fair, adding on one occasion the proviso ‘as fair as an Irishman
with a temperament ever wants to be’.®* He could also be very generous and he was
particularly generous to the young W.B. Yeats. He reviewed Yeats' Irish Fairy and
Folk Tales in The Woman’s World in February 1889, and he praised the work highly:
“It is delightful”, he wrote, “to come across a collection of purely imaginative work,
and Mr Yeats has a very quick instinct in finding out the best and the most beautiful

things in Irish folklore.”® In the following month he reviewed The Wanderings of
Oisin and Other Poems in both The Woman’s World and the Pall Mall Gazette. Again

Wilde was fulsome in his praise:

P Ibid.
8 Oscar Wilde in The Letters of Oscar Wilde, (ed.), Rupert Hart-Davis (London, Hart-Davis, 1962),

p-194
81 Davis Coakley, op cit., pp. 192-193.

82 Oscar Wilde in The Letters of Oscar Wilde, (ed.), Rupert Hart-Davis (I.ondon, Hart-Davis, 1962),

p-233.
8 Oscar Wilde (ed.), 1887-1889, The Woman’s World (London: Cassell, February 1889).
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He is essentially Celtic, and his verse, at its best, is Celtic also... It is impossible to
doubt, after reading his present volume, that he will some day give us work of high

import.”*

In 1887 Wilde wrote devastating reviews of two books by John Pentland Mahatfy:
Principals of the Art of Conversation and Greek Life and Thought. He dismissed The

Art of Conversation as a clever little book:

It fascinates in spite of its form and pleases in spite of its pedantry, and is the nearest

approach that we know of, in modemn literature to meeting Aristotle at an afternoon

tea.>

He claimed that the book on Greece was inaccurate and provincial, and he went on to
say that Mahaffy “is clever, and, at times, even brilliant, but he lacks reasonableness,

moderation, style and charm”.*® This attack is difficult to understand, as Wilde had

written to Mahaffy the previous year asking his former tutor to recommend him as a

suitable person to be an inspector of schools. Wilde did not get the job and he may
have thought that Mahaffy had not used his influence on his behalf. On the other
hand, the motivation for the review may have been a desire to show his independence

of his old tutor. There were some fundamental differences between the two men,
particularly on Irish politics and culture. Mahaffy strenuously opposed Home Rule
for Ireland and he had no appreciation for the richness of Gaelic culture. At the time,
it appeared that Home Rule might become a reality because of Gladstone’s support.
In reaction, Mahaffy had become an enthusiastic Tory, and his book on Greece
bristied with extreme Unionist prejudice. “There is always something peculiarly

impotent about the violence of a literary man”, Wilde observed in his review.”” He

continued the following week with:

84 Ibid.
85 Oscar Wilde, Pall Mall Gazette, 16 December 1887.

8 1bid, 9 November 1887.
87 1bid.
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Mr Mahaffy’s new book will be a great disappointment to everybody except the

Paper-Unionists and the members of the Primrose League... how can there be
anything more depressing than Mr Mahaffy’s continual efforts to degrade history to
the level of the ordinary political pamphlet of contemporary party warfare? There 1s...
no reason why Mr Mahaffy should be called upon to express any sympathy with the
aspirations of the old Greek critics for freedom and autonomy... but in his attempts to

treat the Hellenic world as * Tipperary writ large,” to use Alexander the Great as a

means of whitewashing Lord Salisbury, and to finish their battle of Chaeronea on the
plains of Mitchelstown, Mr Mahaffy shows an amount of political bias and literary

blindness that is quite extraordinary.®

As Anne Varty argues:

Mahaffy had assaulted two worlds that Wilde cherished: Ancient Greece and Modern
Ireland. After pointing out scholarly defects of the work, ridiculing Mahaffy’s efforts
to draw contemporary parallels, the review ends with a personal attack on the man
who was once a friend and teacher. Wilde declares that there is something “if not
parochial, at least provincial” about the author’s “passion for imperialism”, and that
Mahaffy had added nothing to “his reputation... as a historian, at critic, or a man of

taste”. Behind Mahaffy’s apparently localised suspicions of autonomy and democracy

lurked offensives against large principles which Wilde consistently held to: those of

v qe s . 89
freedom and individualism.

Whatever Mahaffy felt about the reviews at the time, it did not end his friendship with
Wilde, as some years later he went to the opening night of one of Wilde’s plays at the

Haymarket Theatre in London, and he subsequently wrote a complimentary note to

the playwright. Wilde responded with generosity:

My dear Mahaffy, I am pleased you like the play, and thank you for your charming
letter, all the more flattering to me as it comes not merely from a man of high and
distinguished culture, but from one to whom I owe so much personally, from my first

and my best teacher, from the scholar who showed me how to love great things. Let

88 pall Mall Budget, 17 November 1887.
8 Anne Varty, A Preface To Oscar Wilde, (Longman, 1988), p.23.
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me sign myself, in affection and admiration, your old pupil and your old friend, Oscar
Wilde.™

Although not given to over-exertion, Wilde’s brother Willie also made an impact in
the world of journalism. He became a lead writer on the Daily Telegraph and he
wrote for The World and Vanity Fair. His greatest journalistic achievement was his

reporting of the Pamell Commission in 1889. The Times had accused Parnell of being

associated with a terrorist conspiracy in Ireland, and they supported their allegations

with a number of letters. The Parnell Commission investigated these charges. Oscar
Wilde was sutficiently interested in Parnell to attend some of the sessions, and he was
sketched by S P Hall as one of the celebrities at the inquiry. Speranza saw Parnell as
a man of destiny, and Oscar also supported the Home Rule movement, although he
never took an active role in politics. However, 13 volumes of the Parnell Commission
were among the books found 1in Wilde’s library when many of his possessions were

auctioned in April 1895. The Commission cleared Pamell of any complicity in
terrorist activity, but shortly afterwards Captain O’Shea named him as co-respondent

when he instituted his suit for divorce. Where lies and forgeries did not succeed,
Victorian prudery proved triumphant. Parnell fell from his political pinnacle and he

was hounded to his death shortly afterwards at the early age of forty-five. When

discussing Parnell’s fate on one occasion Wilde remarked: “There is something vulgar
in all success. The greatest men fail - or seem to the world to have failed.””' He

believed that the private lives of men and women should not become the subject of

public scrutiny.

Wilde once described himself as “a most recalcitrant patr"iot""“"g'2 in a letter in which he

wrote about his Home Rule sympathies. He objected to any suggestion of Irish

inferiority and he ascribed such an opinion to “the insolence with which the English

have always treated us” and to the fact that “the Irish among the English-language

0 Oscar Wilde in Selected Letters of Oscar Wilde, (ed.), Rupert Hart-Davis (Oxford: Oxford University

Press, 1979), p.111.
% Vincent O’Sullivan, op cit., p.222.

2 Oscar Wilde in The Letters of Oscar Wilde, (ed.), Rupert Hart-Davis (London, Hart-Davis, 1962),
p.232.
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races was the Celtic race, the race which has not accepted the Reformation”.”” He
distanced himself from fanatical patriotism, however, which he described privately as
the “most insincere form of self-conceit”.”* Two further examples where Wilde
revealed Irish nationalist/Home Rule sentiments are reported by Coakley;” the first
involved the poet Theodore Wratislaw who spent a weekend with Wilde in Goring-

on-Thames in a house named The Cottage. In a short memoir of the visit, Wratislaw

described how he gained an unexpected insight into the political philosophy of the
Wilde household. It was a philosophy that did not have Wratislaw’s sympathy. He

had returned to the house for lunch following a short boat trip on the river Thames

with Wilde and his son Cyril, during which Wilde had rowed them both in the

sculling-boat:

During lunch an amusing incident occurred, which I have remembered though I have
forgotten so much. It 1s possible that I overlooked at the moment the Irish ancestry of

Oscar and made some slighting remark about Home Rule... the small boy flushed
with anger, and violently demanded whether I was not a Home Ruler? I was both

astonished and amused and was trying to think of some reply suitable for the juvenile
politician when Oscar interposed, throwing peace on troubled waters. ‘Ah!’ said he,

‘My own idea is that Ireland should rule England.’™

The second involved Ford Maddox Ford who in his memoirs, Return to Yesterday,
recalled Wilde’s frequent visits to his grandfather’s home: “He would sit beside the
high fireplace and talk very quietly - mostly about public matters: Home Rule for
Ireland and the like. My grandfather was a rather down-to-the-ground sort of person,

so that Wilde to him talked very much like anyone else and seemed glad to be in a

quiet room beside a fireplace.”’

» Vincent O’Sullivan, op cit., p.79.

** A H Cooper-Prichard, Conversation with Oscar Wilde (London: Philip Allan, 1931), p.20.

? Davis Coakley, op cit., p.196.

’ Theodore Wratislaw, Oscar Wilde: A Memoir. The Eighteen Nineties Society (London, 1979), p.13.
’’ Ford Maddox Ford, Return to Yesterday (London: Victor Gollancz, 1931), pp. 40-45.
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In 1889, Wilde reviewed”® James Anthony Froude’s ‘Blue Book’ on Ireland.”” Few

Victorian politicians or intellectuals knew Ireland at first hand as well as J. A. Froude,
yet none were denounced more bitterly for ignorance of things Irish than he. His

association with Ireland began in 1840, when fresh from Oxford he accepted the post
as tutor in the family of an Irish clergyman. Froude later claimed that his first contact
with Ireland together with his reading of Carlyle had helped him to break away from
the spell of Newman and the Oxford movement. It had brought home to him a

realisation of all that was best in Protestantism, and the experience contributed to the

formation of his views on Ireland and on Irish history.100

In 1845 Froude was back in Ireland having agreed to do research on the life of Saint

Patrick for Newman’s series English and Irish Saints. Froude offered himself without
success for a professorship in one of the Queen’s Colleges and in 1848 he was again

in Ireland during the insurrection. As a ‘48 intellectual and liberal he wrote: ‘I have

hopes of these young Paddies after all. I think they will have a fight of it’ 19

meaning, however, against the landlords. Commenting on his work ‘The English in

Ireland’, the liberal Spectator wrote:

It may not be unfairly said that Mr Froude simply loathes the Irish people, not
consciously perhaps for he professes the reverse. But a certain bitter grudge breaks
out despite his will now and again. It colours all his tropes. It adds a bitter sting to
the casual allusions of his language. When he wants a figure of speech to express the

relations between the two islands, he compares the Irish to a kennel of fox-hounds,

*® This review of J. A. Froude’s The Two Chiefs of Dunboy was published in the Pall Mall Gazette, 13
April 1889, p.3. Its uncompromising critique of British Imperialism in Ireland may be due, in part, to the

influence of Wilde’s mother, Speranza, but was inspired mainly by Wilde’s admiration for Charles

Stewart Parnell, the leader of the Irish party at Westminster, who at the time was already being called
‘The uncrowned King of Ireland.’

* James Anthony Froude was a noted nineteenth century historian of the English in Ireland. A ‘Biue
Book’ was a report on aspects of governmental policy.

1% Froude’s autobiographical notes dealing with his visit to Ireland are given in W.H. Dunn, James
Anthony Froude: A Biography 1818-1856 (Oxford 1961), pp.63-71.

01 W.H. Dunn, James Anthony Froude: A Biography 1818-1856 (Oxford 1961), p.123.
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and the English to their master, and declares that what the Irish want is a master who

knows that he is master and means to continue master. %

Wilde obviously knew of Froude’s work. Ten years before Wilde had toured America
lecturing on the °‘Genius of the Celtic race’ James Anthony Froude had toured
America lecturing on Irish history. While he was delivering his lectures on Irish
history in the United States, the first volume of his The English in Ireland was

published in London. The reactions among the Irish in America and at home were

perhaps best summarised in the words of the Nation: ‘at both sides of the Atlantic

simultaneously the Irish race find themselves attacked by the tongue and pen of Mr

James Anthony Froude. He has managed this matter with skill.”'®

In The Two Chiefs of Dunboy; or, An Irish Romance of the Last Century, published in
1889, Froude used the form of the novel explicitly to preach a homily on the Irish
problems of his own time. The novel enabled him to use an even greater amount of
poetic licence in dealing with historical documents than he allowed himself in his
historical narrative. Bearing in mind Sir William Wilde’s great knowledge and love
of Irish history, plus Lady Wilde’s passionate patriotism, one could infer that Oscar
Wilde probably had a good understanding of Irish history; and indeed the intelligent

and succinct manner in which he reviews Froude’s novel would bear this as

testimony.

This critique of British Imperialism reinforced many of Wilde’s political beliefs along
with epitomising the value of personal experience. 1 speak of his rekindled
nationalism, his acknowledged awareness of the growing importance of the Insh in
America, and his increasing admiration for Charles Stewart Parnell and the Irish

Home Rule movement. In general, Wilde believed that Blue Books provided dull

reading, but that Blue Books on Ireland were always interesting. He believed that

these historical journals formed the record of one of the great tragedies of modern

Europe.

102 See Justin McCarthy in ‘Mr John [sic) Anthony Froude’, Galaxy, X1V, no.3 (Cepit), p.298
103 Nation, 9 November 1872.
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In them England has written down her indictment against herself, and has given to the
world the history of her shame. If in the last century she tried to govern Ireland with

an insolence that was intensified by race-hatred and religious prejudice, she has

sought to rule her in this century with a stupidity that is aggravated by good

intentions.

Froude was well known for his unionist sympathies. He had endorsed Matthew

Arnold’s comment on the inability of the Celt to cope with the tyranny of fact, to the

great disgust of Wilde, in whose moral lexicon the word ‘fact’ or ‘details’ enjoyed a
low estimate. Wilde displayed intolerance for people who insisted on a strict
adherence to facts, and castigated the English for their xenophobic misgovernment in
Ireland — “Mr. Froude’s resumé of the History of Ireland is not without power, though
it is far from being really accurate. The Irish, [Mr.Froude] tells us, had disowned the

facts of life and the facts of life had proved the strongest.”'®

Wilde argued that Froude’s book had no practical relation to present Irish politics, and
otfered no solution to the political question. Even as a historical novel its value was

limited by a defiant political bias, which deprecated Froude’s historical judgement on

why the Irish were unfit for self government.

It is a vivid picture of Ireland in the latter half of the eighteenth century, a picture

often false in its lights and exaggerated in its shadows, but a picture none the less.
Mr. Froude admits the martyrdom of Ireland, but regrets that the martyrdom was not

completely carried out. His ground of complaint against the executioner 1s not his

trade, but his bungling. It 1s the bluntness, not the cruelty, of the sword that he

objects to.'”

Wilde was critical of the Amoldian argument that the Irish were, due to their ‘racial

characteristics’, unsuitable for self-rule. Yet Wilde argued that the Irish had never

been given a realistic opportunity to disprove this belief; thus how could any English

person arbitrarily pass judgement on the practicality of Irish self-determination? This

104 Oscar Wilde, review of J.A. Froude’s The Two Chiefs of Dunboy, op cit., p.3.
95 1bid, p.3.
1% 1bid, p.4.
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was a prime example of “a picture often false in its lights and exaggerated in its
shadows.” The historical realities, according to Wilde, spoke for themselves;
England, unable to tolerate anarchy so near her shores, consulted the Pope. The Pope

gave them leave to interfere, and the Pope had the best of the bargain. For the English
brought him 1n, and the Irish kept him there. England’s first settlers were Norman
nobles. They became more Irish than the Irish, and England found herself in this
difficulty. To abandon Ireland would be discreditable, to rule it as a province would

be contrary to [the then] English tradition. She then tried to rule by dividing, and

failed. The Pope was too strong for her. At last England made her great political

discovery; what Ireland needed was evidently an entirely new population of the same

race and the same religion as her own. The new policy was partly carried out:

Elizabeth first, and then James, and then Cromwell replanted the island, introducing
English, Scots, Huguenots, Flemings, Dutch, tens of thousands of families of
vigorous and earnest Protestants who brought their industries along with them. Twice
the Irish tried to drive out this new element. They failed. But England had no sooner

accomplished her long task than she set herself to work to spoil it again. She

destroyed the industries of her colonists by her trade laws. She set the Bishops to rob

them of their religion...As for the gentry, the purpose for which they had been
introduced into Ireland was unfulfilled. They were but alien intruders, who did
nothing, who were allowed to do nothing. The time would come when an
exasperated population would demand that the land should be given back to them,

and England would then, perhaps, throw the gentry to the wolves, in the hope of

momentary peace. But her own turn would follow. She would be face to face with

the old problem, either to make a new conquest or to retire with disgrace.'”’

The irony according to Wilde was that English misgovernment had instigated the

belief that the Irish were incapable of self-government, rather than Insh

incompetence. The Irish had proved that their new and indigenous industnies could

successfully compete in a market economy, so much so that they had begun to
undermine the profitability of some of the mother country’s own industries. The few

positive advantages of the ‘Plantations’ such as economic and industrial advancement

were repeatedly sabotaged by English rather than Irish policy. English economic

97 Ibid, p.5.
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policy in Ireland was a regular contributor and harbinger of political discontent
amongst the Insh. Historical claims such as these were reasons why Wilde was
always sceptical about English ‘Facts’ concerning the Irish; experience had taught

him that in establishing the ‘Facts’ the truth was often the first victim.

He condemned the English because they were ‘always degrading the truth into facts.
When a truth becomes a fact, it loses all of its intellectual value.’!%® So, the “fact”

that the Irish were unfit for self government, although history had proven that when

allowed a certain amount of laissez-faire she could compete at least economically,

proved how hollow that prognosis was; for surely economic independence was a

practical basis for examining the validity of self government.
Wilde denounced the absurdity of this policy:

His hero, [Froude’s] Colonel Goring, has the words Law and Order ever on his lips,
meaning by the one the enforcement of unjust legislation, and implying by the other

the suppression of every fine natural aspiration. That the government should enforce
iniquity, and the governed submit to it, seems to be to Mr. Froude, as it certainly is to

many others, the true ideal of political science'””

How could destroying the industries of her colonists by draconian trade laws''® be
considered fit governing? It was as if natural aspiration, inventiveness and incentive
to better one’s position were treasonable crimes. Wilde believed that Froude, like

most imperialists, overrated the necessity and effectiveness of military subjugation

and punitive, coercive colonial government:

108 Oscar Wilde, Saturday Review, 17 November 1894.

109 Oscar Wilde, review of J.A. Froude’s The Two Chiefs of Dunboy, op cit., p.5.

119 Examples would be the English Woollens Act of 1698, which effectively destroyed one of the
central industries in the Irish economy by restricting the sale of Irish wool to England and excluding
the exportation of Irish wool to other parts of the Empire. The Declaratory Act of 1719 asserted

Ireland’s dependence on England especially in matters of trade and finance.
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Where England has had to struggle she has been wise. Where physical strength has
been on her side, as in Ireland, she has been made unwieldy by that strength. Her

own strong words have blinded her. She has had force, but no direction.'"

England had, according to Wilde, lost an invaluable opportunity to really establish a
sense of trust and justice in Ireland. She had much more to fear from an Ireland she
had economically raped, and whose population (both Catholic and Protestant), she

had left politically discontented; than from an economically prosperous colony, which

had been allowed to experience the advantages associated with the Empire. What is
so interesting about Wilde’s review of Froude’s Blue Book is that it is not just a
revisionist condemnation of British Imperialism, it is also visionary, in the
acknowledgement of a new breed of Irish, and what influence they hold in shaping
Irnish modernity. Wilde was obviously recapitulating the knowledge and experiences
he had gained on his tour of America in 1882 when he answered Froude — “The
society that he describes has long since passed away. An entirely new factor has

appeared 1n the social development of the country, and this factor is the Irish-

- . 112
American, and his influence.”

He went on to describe how the new Irish had, through emigration, educated and
bettered themselves to the extent that they could now challenge the stereotyped image

of their race, and champion the cause of self-determination.

To mature its powers, to concentrate its action, to learn the secret of its own strength
and of England’s weakness, the Celtic intellect has had to cross the Atlantic. At
home it had but learned the pathetic weakness of nationality; in a strange land it
realised what indomitable forces nationality possesses. What captivity was to the

Jews, exile has been to the Irish. America and American influence has educated them.

Their first practical leader is an Irish American'".

This showed that although seven years had passed since his lecture tour of America,

his rekindled nationalism had not waned, and his admiration for Charles Stewart

"1 Oscar Wilde, review of J.A. Froude’s The Two Chiefs of Dunboy, op cit., p.5.
12 1bid, p.3.

'13 Wilde was referring to Charles Stewart Parnell whose mother was American.
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Pamnell had if anything strengthened''®. Wilde ended his review with a wicked

inversion of the author’s original purpose:

It Mr. Froude intended his book to help the Tory Government to solve the Irish
question he has entirely missed his aim. The Ireland of which he writes has
disappeared. As a record, however, of the incapacity of a Teutonic to rule a Celtic
people against their own wishes his book is not without value.......... There are some

who will welcome with delight the idea of solving the Irish question by doing away

with the Irish people. There are others who will remember that Ireland has extended

her boundaries, and that we have now to reckon with her not merely in the Old World

but also in the New.'"

This reterence to “doing away with the Irish people” is according to Declan Kiberd, a

parodic attempt at remonstration against a situation by mimicking it to an absurd

extreme; similar to Swift’s A Modest Proposal where the suggestion that Irish infants

be roasted as meat for English tables, was intended as a metaphorical account of the

realities of English policy at the time."’

6

With the exception of his comments after lord Cavendish’s assassination, Wilde chose

to 1ignore the direct ‘realist’ form of criticism in his indictment of British imperialism

in Ireland. His use of irony and sarcasm were the literary forms best suited to his

style of dissent. Declan Kiberd has explained the reasoning behind Wilde’s thinking:

Wilde refused to write realist accounts of that degraded Ireland which he only partly
knew, and he took instead Utopia for theme, knowing that this would provide not

only an 1mage of revolutionary possibility for Ireland but also a rebuke to

contemporary Britain'"’

'14 See the influences of Parnell and the Land League on Wilde’s first play Vera in Part Two of the

thests.

"> Oscar Wilde, review of J.A. Froude’s The Two Chiefs of Dunboy, op cit., p.S.

' See Declan Kiberd, ‘The London Exiles: Wilde and Shaw’ in The Field Day Anthology of Irish
Writing I1. General Editor Seamus Deane (Derry: Field Day Publications, 1991), pp.376-376.

''7 Declan Kiberd, Inventing Ireland: The Literature Of The Modern Nation (London, 1995), p.50.
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Wilde’s nationalism was greatly influenced by his parents’ love of Irish mythology
recalling romantic folklore and heroic deeds. Yeats would later incorporate this
heroic/romantic nationalist sentiment in his writing as an attempt to try and
comprehend and stabilise the ever-changing anomaly that was contemporary Ireland.
“England will never be civilised till she has added Utopia to her dominions”, Wilde

concluded in ‘The Critic as Artist’, adding the vital afterthought that “there i1s more

than one of her colonies that she might with advantage surrender for so fair a land”'"*

— an obvious reference to Ireland.

Wilde and Yeats would continue to share this common affinity in Irish mythology and
folklore, an empathy garnered in the former by his nationalist mother, fostered and
encouraged in the latter by that same matriarch and her son. In time Wilde’s
ideological conviction that only through multiple personalities could an individual

9
f,ll

expose his true sel would prove influential, one could argue integral in Yeats’

instigation of his ideology of “Masks”. According to Richard Ellmann this was for

Yeats “an allegorical victory of imagination over environment and heredity.”'*° Yeats

would later voice his opinion on this mode of thinking to Wilde, commenting, “I envy

those men who become mythological while still living,” Wilde reciprocated his own
personal solution to this dilemma, replying, “I think a man should invent his own

myth.”'*! Wilde and Yeats would continue to adopt this policy of concealing their
more intimate selves in both their private/public lives and art; essentially their
rationale was that the mask included all the differences between one’s own and other

people’s perception of one’s personality and therefore it offered the wearer a form of

protection from personal attack.

M8 Oscar Wilde, The Artist as Critic, in The Complete Works of Oscar Wilde, Introduction by Merlin
Holland (London: HarperCollins, 1994), p.386.
119 gee Oscar Wilde, “The Critic as Artist: A Dialogue™, Part II, in The Artist as Critic — “Man is least

himself when he talks in his own person, but give him a mask and he will tell you the truth.”

120Richard Ellmann, Eminent Domain, (Oxford University Press, 1965), p.12.

121 wilde’s remark is quoted in the first draft of Yeats’ Autobiography and became central to his own
view. See W.B. Yeats, Autobiographies, (London, Macmillan, 1926). The quotation is credited to the
unpublished first draft written in 1916-17.
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Wilde became an inspirational, heroic figure for Yeats; not only did he artistically and
intellectually inspire the young poet, but he challenged Yeats’ conceptions about the
very nature and function of art. While Wilde and to a lesser extent Shaw’s
contribution to the Irish Literary Revival was often underestimated, dismissed or
ignored by many of their contemporaries, they never-the-less continued to indirectly
influence and challenge many Irish writers who were more primarily associated with
the movement. Oscar Wilde’s nationality would remain an integral part of his identity

for the rest of his life.
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Oscar Wilde’s parents:
(Top:) The formidable Lady Jane Francesca Elgee Wilde, who expressed her
Irish nationalist sentiments under the pseudonym ‘Speranza’ for The Nation
newspaper. (Bottom:) Sir William Wilde, eminent surgeon, antiquarian and
historian.
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Oscar Wilde’s birthplace at 21 Westland Row Dublin.
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[ Merrion Square at the begrnning of the neenteeth century

No.1 Merrion Square Dublin at the turn of the century. This was the principal
family residence during Wilde’s years in Dublin.
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The Berkley Gold Medal for Greek won by Wilde in 1874 at Trinity College
Dublin. He would pawn and redeem it at moments of financial crisis throughout

his life. The Greek inscription, a quotation from The Iliad, reads ‘Always to be
the best’.
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On the 17 October 1874 Wilde matriculated at Magdalen College Oxford, being
given rooms No.l, 2 Pair Right in Chaplain’s. He would gain a double First in
his exams at Oxford.
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The Revd John Pentland Mahaffy (Professor of Ancient History TCD) became
Wilde’s Classics tutor while studying at Trinity College Dublin. Wilde would

later confide to Frank Harris “I got my love of the Greek ideal...at Trinity from
Mahaffy...he took deliberately the artistic standpoint towards everything, which

was coming more and more to be my standpoint.”
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The Acropolis in Greece, ‘not ruins, but ruins of
those ruins’, visited by Oscar with J.P Mahaffy on
their Grand Tour of 1877.
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Oscar Wilde posing in traditional Greek costume during his tour of Greece with
Mahaffy in 1877.



edicated

10

MY SONS

WILLIE AND OSCAR WILDE.

“l MADE THEM INDEED,
SPEAK PLAIN THE WORD COUNTRY. I TAUGHT THEM, NO DOUBT,
THAT A COUNTRY'S A THING MEN SHOULD DIE FOR AT NEXD!"

p—— N W, W SR
Dedication page from Speranza’s book of poetry which was published when Oscar
Wilde was ten years old.

Speranza’s dedication to her two sons from the title page of her Poems in 1864.
The message is overtly nationalistic in tone and reads as follows:

““I made them indeed, speak plain the word COUNTRY. I taught them, no doubt,
that a country’s a thing men should die for at need!”



Chapter Three: Shaw’s Dublin Memories — The Formative Years.

Unlike Wilde’s nostalgic and romantic view of his native land, George Bernard
Shaw’s love-hate relationship with Ireland was much more complex and ambiguous.
In certain memoirs of his early childhood in Dublin, Shaw describes “the devil of a
childhood” he spent growing up amongst a family in the throes of emotional and
financial adversity. He did not have the same privileged and emotionally secure

upbringing as Wilde. Shaw’s parents married out of convenience. His father, George

Carr Shaw, was a financially incompetent dipsomaniac, who alternated at different
times between working as a clerk and as a wholesaler; and when he lost his clerkship
at Todhunter’s, the Dublin ironworks in 1845, “had nothing to fall back on but his
pretensions - the social pretensions of landed gentry without land.”'** Therefore the
attraction of marriage was primarily instigated by the lure of money. Shaw’s mother,
Lucinda Elizabeth Gurly, known as Bessie, was “the daughter of a country gentleman,

and was brought up with ruthless strictness to be the paragon of all ladylike virtues

and accomplishments by her grand aunt”,'”® one Ellen Whitcroft. Bessie chose

marriage to distance herself from Walter Bagnall Gurly, her vindictive widowed

father and her socially inferior, indignant, and very pregnant stepmother-to-be, both of

whom blamed her for betraying their wedding plans to the disapproving family (she

had innocently revealed the aforementioned plans), which resulted in the

postponement of the wedding:

But his fury [at the postponement] carried him beyond all reason. He believed that
my mother had betrayed him deliberately so as to stop the marriage...My mother,
who was on a visit to some relatives in Dublin at the time, had to choose between two
homes to return to. One was the house of a stepmother and an enraged father. The

other was the house of her aunt, which meant the old domestic slavery and tyranny.
It was at this moment that some devil, perhaps commissioned by the Life Force to

bring me into the world, prompted my father to propose marriage to Miss Bessie

Gurly. She caught at the straw.'®

'22 Michael Holroyd, Bernard Shaw, Volume I 1856-1898, (London: Chatto & Windus, 1988), p.8

'2> George Bernard Shaw, Shaw: An Autobiography, 1856-1898, selected from his writings by Stanley
Weintraub, (London, 1970), p.20.

124 1bid, p.21
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Yet Bessie’s own wedding to George Carr Shaw offered little solace from her own
personal demons. Her husband’s complete ignorance of the most fundamental

financial acumen soon left Bessie a grievously disappointed woman, disillusioned and
embittered by the family’s ridiculous poverty: “We all suffered for it.” She believed,

and persuaded her son to believe, that “everybody had disappointed her, or betrayed

her, or tyrannized over her.”'*

Most of the tfamily woes were blamed on George Carr Shaw and his unfortunate

genius for poverty. “I can only imagine the hell into which my mother descended

when she found out what shabby-genteel poverty with a drunken husband is like.”'*°

y

Of his mother, Shaw once admitted, “I knew very little about her.” According to
Michael Holroyd “this was partly because she did not concern herself with him. Her
own childhood had been made miserable by bullying, but Bessie never bullied; she
made her son miserable by neglect.”'’ Shaw attempted to overlook this absence of
maternal affection in his life, and his memoirs often appear to disregard the fact that it

must have affected him negatively:

Poverty, ostracism, disgust, three children, a house rented at £30 a year or
thereabouts, a drunken husband obviously incapable of improving the situation...it

says a great deal for my mother’s humanity that she did not hate her children.'*

Shaw’s father however was never afforded quite the same understanding or
forgiveness: “...the wrench from my childish faith in my father as perfect and

omniscient to the discovery that he was a hypocrite and a dipsomaniac was so sudden

and violent that it must have left its mark on me.”'”’

His early childhood recollections express an overwhelming sense of frustration and

discontent. Whether it was the stifling, obdurate restrictive practices of a church-

23 Ibid, p.23
126 1bid, p.22
127 Michael Holroyd, Bernard Shaw, Volume I 1856-1898, (London: Chatto & Windus, 1988), p.16.

128 Ibid, p.19.
129 Stanley Weintraub, op cit., p.22.
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going Protestant mentality which he was initially and unwillingly subjected to as a
child, his financially destitute and emotionally dysfunctional parents, or his
regrettable school experiences, all had a similar effect in producing less than

complimentary reminiscences in his later autobiographies:

When I was a little boy, I was compelled to go to church on Sunday; and though I
escaped from that intolerable bondage before I was ten, it prejudiced me so violently

against churchgoing ....Yes; all the vulgarity, savagery, and bad blood which has

marred my literary work, was certainly laid upon me in that house of Satan! The
mere nullity of the building could make no positive impression on me; but what

could, and did, were the unnaturally motionless figures of the congregation in their
Sunday clothes and bonnets, and their set faces, pale with the malignant rigidity

produced by the suppression of all expression'

He fared little better during the period of his formal education. He attended several
schools beginning with the Wesleyan Connexional School and finally completing his
education with the Dublin English Scientific and Commercial Day School (a day

school of the Incorporated Society For Promoting Protestant Schools in Ireland).

Shaw’s amusing recollections of his schooldays reveals a bright inquisitive young boy
eager to learn, but frustrated in his opinion by the formal manner in which subjects

were taught. Of his time spent at the Wesleyan College he remarked:

At school I learnt nothing from the curriculum...although the school, snobbishly

preparatory for the university, took no subjects seriously except Latin and Greek...if
asking a boy once a day in an overcrowded class the Latin for a man or a horse or
what not, can be called teaching him Latin...with a pretence of mathematics
(Euclidean), of English history (mostly false and scurrilous)...The classes were too

large, and the teachers untrained in pedagogy, mostly picking up a living on their way

to becoming Wesleyan ministers."’

Shaw then moved from Wesley College to Glasthule, an exclusive private school

situated between Kingstown and Dalkey, as the family were then residing in Dalkey at

130 1bid, p.31
'3 Ibid, p.48
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the time. When they relocated once more back to the city, it was George John

133

Vandeleur Lee'’?, who was an acquaintance living with the Shaw family ~, and not

his parents, who finally decided which school he should attend:

My parents seem hardly to have considered whether I was educated or not, provided I
went to school according to custom. But Lee, though almost wholly preoccupied
with music, thought that something ought to be done about it; for I was clearly

learning nothing except what I had better not have learnt.'*

135
h

Lee had made the acquaintance of a certain Mr Peach -, who was the drawing master

at the Central Model Boys’ School in Marlborough Street and he had impressed on

Lee that the teaching, as far as it went, was skilled and genuine. This Model School,

132 George John Vandeleur Lee was a talented music tutor and orchestra conductor, and founder of an
amateur musical society. He was first introduced to a six year old G.B.S. when the family were still
living in Synge Street. He tutored Bessie Shaw in the art of singing (music was her and the family’s
one true passion) and he also functioned as Shaw’s unofficial musical mentor when he moved in with

the family. The full nature of Lee’s relationship with Bessie is somewhat ambiguous and the

possibility that their relationship transgressed the platonic is most probable. Holroyd states, ‘There is

little doubt that more than once Sonny’, as the young G.B.S. was known, ‘speculated as to whether he
might have been Lee’s natural son; and there is no doubt that G.B.S. was aware of other people’s
speculations. ‘About G.B.S.’s parentage,” wrote Beatrice Webb in her diary for 12 May 1911, ‘The

photograph published in the Henderson Biography makes it quite clear to me that he was the child of
G.J.V. Lee - that vain, witty and distinguished musical genius who lived with them. The expression on
Lee’s face is quite amazingly like G.B.S. when I first knew him. One wonders whether G.B.S. meant
this fact to be communicated to the public.” See Michael Holroyd, op cit., p.24. Lee would later
proposition Shaw’s sister, Lucinda Frances, ‘Lucy’; only to have his advances rejected in a scenario
later reminiscent of W.B.Yeats’s attraction to Maude and Iseult Gonne.

133

Shaw explained the arrangement as follows - ‘my mother’s association with Lee, and the ménage a

trois in which it resulted, would be unpleasantly misunderstood without this clue to it...we left our
respective houses and went to live in the same house, number one Hatch Street, which was half in

Lower Leeson Street. The arrangement was economical; for we could not afford to live 1n a
fashionable house, and Lee could not afford to give lessons in an unfashionable one, though, being a
bachelor, he needed only a music room and a bedroom. We also shared a cottage in Dalkey, high up on
Torca Hill.’ - Stanley Weintraub, op cit., p.188.

134 Ibid, p.52.

133 Mr Peach is referred to in Shaw’s own memoirs; a Mr Joseph Smeeth is quoted as the drawing-

master by Michael Holroyd, op cit., p.35.

57



which Shaw attended briefly from February to September 1869, 1s worth mentioning,
as it would play a short-lived if influential part in his life. The school claimed to be
nondenominational and classless in theory, but according to Shaw Roman Catholics

predominantly attended it. Shaw would later refer to his educational relocation as “my

snob tragedy” later reminisced under the chapter heading ‘Shame and Wounded
Snobbery’, in his Sixteen Self Sketches (1949). With typical Shavian wit the

calamitous event was reported thus:

It was an enormous place, with huge unscaleable railings and gates on which for me

might well have been inscribed “All hope abandon, ye who enter here”; for that the
son of a Protestant merchant-gentleman and feudal downstart should pass those bars

or associate in any way with its hosts of lower middle class Catholic children, sons of
petty shopkeepers and tradesmen, was inconceivable from the Shaw point of
view...So I was sent to Marlborough Street, and at once lost caste outside it and

became a boy with whom no Protestant young gentleman would speak or play.'*

In reality Shaw was not the only Protestant studying at the school and indeed in his

own class, students who were members of the Established Protestant Church

outnumbered their fellow Catholics.

It was in fact as well as theoretically, what Shaw denied it to have been: non-sectarian
- an experimental school for persons of modest means, retailer and wholesaler,
Protestant and Catholic. What Shaw did, eighty years afterwards, was to transfer to

this place the ‘shame and wounded snobbery’ arising from his Catholic-infested home

at Hatch Street. He gave us the symptoms but not a diagnosis of his condition."’

Two other incidents are worth mentioning from Shaw’s schooldays; the first

surprisingly is a confession of Fenian sympathies by the young scholar whilst

studying history at that ‘Catholic’ establishment:

At the Model School I had already asserted myself in another direction. The reading
lessons in history ignored Ireland and glorified England. I always substituted Ireland

136 Stanley Weintraub, op cit., p.53.
137 Michael Holroyd, op cit., p.36.

58



for England in such dithyrambs. The boys wondered what would happen to me. But

the teacher smiled and said nothing. I was, in fact, a young Fenian in my political

sympathies, such as they were...."”®

Although his stay at the Model School Marlborough Street lasted for only seven
months, February to September 1869, he was genuinely enthusiastic about leaving as
his experience there had only exacerbated the embarrassment and unorthodoxy of his

family’s living arrangements at Hatch Street. “His mother was utterly indifferent to

public opinion and private gossip...but his father felt acutely ashamed and when

G.B.S. demanded changing schools, George Carr Shaw, relishing perhaps the defeat

of Lee’s programme, supported him.”"* However from the following quote by Shaw,

one could infer that the Model School had none the less influenced this important

period in his life:

Far from being a Protestant bigot I was a Boy Atheist, and proud of it, having quite
deliberately given up praying as an irrational practice. And my mother’s musical
activities had cured me of social prejudice against Roman Catholics as well as my

inculcated belief that they all went to hell when they died. My political leanings were

flatly Fenian. I was not unreasonable: quite the contrary. I was too open to reason.

One parting reference on the influence the Model School had on Shaw as a future

material source 1s revealed;

Why did the Model School afflict me with a shame which was more or less a
psychosis? I have told elsewhere that my esthetic hatred of poverty and squalor, and
of the species of human animal they produce, was acquired not at the Model School,

where the boys were not worse clad and fed than I, but in the slums into which my

nursemaid took me on her visits to her friends when she was supposed to be
exercising me in the parks. I hated these experiences intensely. My artist nature, to

which beauty and refinement were necessities, would not accept poor people as
fellow creatures, nor slum tenements as fit for human habitation. To me they were

places where I could not possibly live. The mental process thus set up culminated

138 Stanley Weintraub, op cit., p.58.
13 Ibid, p.53
140 George Bernard Shaw, Sixteen Self Sketches, (Constable And Company, London, 1949), p.24
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some fifty years later in my play Major Barbara, in which the millionaire saint,

Andrew Undershaft, thunders his doctrine that poverty is not the natural and proper

punishment of vice, but a social crime compared to which our sporadic murders and

thefts are negligible...."*'

To Major Barbara one could probably add several of his other plays by association,
such as Mrs Warren’s Profession, which dealt with the subjects of poverty,

prostitution and other social ills. Shaw detested these encounters and his experience

of the Dublin slums greatly influenced his subsequent interest in socialism. Holroyd

even remarks that his nursemaid during these visits would sometimes take him to a

public house and (it is suggested) supplement her £8 a year salary by picking up
soldiers at the barracks. Shaw’s lifelong hatred of poverty was born of these lonely

days of slumming. Poverty became a crime responsible not only for prostitution, but

lovelessness. '+

Shaw’s childhood years contrasted significantly with those of his more affluent

Dublin neighbour, Oscar Wilde. Yet while he did not attend Portora Royal School, or
go to Trinity College, his formative years in Dublin educated him in certain distasteful
realities of life, and such knowledge would serve him well in his later writings. With

the exception of the family’s period of residence at Torca Cottage in Dalkey 143 Shaw
had few fond memornes of his native city - and by 1876, after a short forgettable

clerkship, he decided it was necessary to leave:

4! Stanley Weintraub, op cit., p.56.

"2 Michael Holroyd, op cit., p.27.

'S A significant event in the young Shaw’s life as St John Ervine quotes a letter from Shaw in 1907 in
which he admits that in other eyes Dalkey might appear no more than a quite ordinary and insipid
Dublin coastal town, but to him it was wonderland. He would reminisce that moving to Torca Cottage

would represent the single moment of “ecstatic happiness” in his childhood. Dalkey’s wide open

spaces represented personal freedom for the young Sonny Shaw; the freedom to roam the common,

bathe in the sea, and to his added delight the family no longer attended Sunday church - he would later
boast that he was “a product of Dalkey’s outlook”. See George Bernard Shaw, “Am I an Educated
Person,” Sixteen Self Sketches (Constable and Company Ltd., London, 1949), p.72. And to Frank
Harris he would also reveal the importance of Torca Cottage to his otherwise unhappy memories of
growing up in Dublin: “From our cottage on Dalkey Hill I contemplated an eternal Shelleyan vision of

the sea, sky and mountain. Real life was only a squalid interruption to an imaginary paradise.” See
Frank Harris, Bernard Shaw, (London: Victor Gollancz Ltd, 1931), p.236.
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In March 1876 I broke loose...I had had enough of Dublin. James Joyce in his
Ulysses has described, with a fidelity so ruthless that the book is hardly bearable, the

life that Dublin offers to its young men, or, if you prefer to put it the other way, that
its young men offer to Dublin. No doubt it is much like the life of young men
everywhere in modern urban civilization. A certain flippant futile derision and
belittlement that confuses the noble and serious with the base and ludicrous seems to

me particular of Dublin; but I suppose that is because my only personal experience of
that phase of youth was a Dublin experience...Thus, when I left Dublin I left (a few
private friendships apart) no society that did not disgust me. To this day my

sentimental regard for Ireland does not include the capital. I am not enamoured by
failure, of poverty, of obscurity, and of the ostracism and contempt which these

imply; and these were all that Dublin offered to the enormity of my unconscious

ambition.'*

Therefore the decision to leave was undertaken as a necessity, a process of self-

improvement, both economically and intellectually. As would happen later to Joyce,

Dublin had become a “centre of paralysis” for Shaw and so he had to leave.

However, as he was later to explain:

My business in life could not be transacted in Dublin out of an experience confined to

Ireland...London was the literary centre of the English language, and for such artistic
culture as the realm of the English language (in which I proposed to be king) could
afford. There was no Gaelic League in those days, nor any sense that Ireland had in

herself the seed of culture. Every Irishman who felt that his business in life was on
the higher planes of the cultural professions felt that he must have a metropolitan
domicile and an international culture: that is, he felt that his first business was to get

out of Ireland. 1 had the same feeling. For London as London, or England as

England, I cared nothing...But as the English language was my weapon, there was

nothing for it but London.'®

4% George Bernard Shaw, Prefaces, (Constable and Company Ltd., London, 1934), pp.641-642
143 Ibid, p.642.
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Chapter Four: Irish Influences in Three Shavian Works
Immaturity, O’Flaherty VC and John Bull’s Other Island.

When one considers the prodigious body of work that Shaw produced it remains a
surprise that only two of his plays, John Bull’s Other Island and O’Flaherty VC, were
set in his native Ireland, though Part IV of Back to Methuselah, ‘Tragedy Of An
Elderly Gentleman’, could be added to this list.'"*® John Bull’s Other Island is

recognised as Shaw’s most important work on Ireland and as such I will be
concentrating on that play in this chapter. I will first briefly discuss his novel

Immaturity, and also mention O’Flaherty VC, as both these works possess an
important ‘Irish Dimension’ regarding Shaw’s expatriate Irish psyche towards his

native land, which becomes more apparent when read in conjunction with John Bull’s

other Island.

" Part IV of Shaw’s “metabiological pentateuch”, Back to Methuselah, is set in Galway Bay in the

year AD 3000. The play opens with an elderly gentleman talking to a young woman who is obviously
his superior in knowledge and insight. The gentleman is a visitor to Ireland. He introduces himself as a
Briton living in Baghdad, which he says is the new capital of the British Commonwealth. The young
woman, for whom all sense of nationhood is meaningless, listens patiently as the man delivers his
version of British and Irish history. Even now, it seems, the two nations are bound in torturous
interdependence. Hence, when the British transferred their powers to the East, the Irish actually
pursued them, entering all those countries where the national question was still to be resolved as
professional agitators. When all nations were free and nationalism itself was a thing of the past, the
Irish were in a dilemma, because, as the gentleman said, they had “lost all their political faculties by
disuse except that of nationalist agitation”. They were, in effect, bores without a cause. They said they

were the lost tribe of Israel and tried to claim Jerusalem, upon which the Jews redistributed themselves

throughout Europe. Finally, on the advice of an English Archbishop, a group of devoted Irishmen

decided to return to Ireland. But on arrival the starkness of the place so shocked them that they left for
England the next day - “and no Irishman ever again confessed to being Irish, even to his own children;
so that when that generation passed away the Irish race vanished from human knowledge” — see Back
to Methuselah (London: Constable, 1931), p.151. As the young woman explained, it was not literally
so, but the story would suffice as a parable on the fate of the people possessed by the curse of
nationalism. In the play, the Irish question was to be solved only by the eradication of both the English

and Irish nations from history.

62



Immaturity

While reminiscing on his reasons for leaving Ireland in the preface to his first novel
Immaturity (1879), Shaw referred to Joyce’s Ulysses in an attempt to explain why it
was necessary for any aspiring young artist to leave Dublin - that city of “derision and
invincible i1gnorance” as he later described it in a letter to the editor of the Irish
Worker in 1912.'*" The comparison is Interesting as James Joyce was of a similar age

when he chose to leave Dublin. For Joyce, Dublin had become a “centre of

paralysis”, and as 1f looking through Shavian-tinted glasses the city seemed to repress

ambition and 1n 1ts place offered only lingering obscurity.

Shaw initially struggled to reconcile and objectify his early negative memories of an
unhappy childhood and disillusioned adolescence in Dublin when he wrote
Immaturity. This disillusionment-with-Ireland motif was further promulgated and
embodied by Shaw in the novel. He confronted his own previous artistic and socio-
political disenchanted youth working as a clerk in Dublin, by incorporating or

recreating similar circumstances 1n a London setting for the main protagonist of his

narrative.

Robert Smith, a thinly disguised Shavian figure, finds secretarial employment with
Mr Woodward, an Irish Protestant Member of Parliament. By adopting an English
persona with an archetypal English surname, Shaw attempted to exorcise his
abidingly negative memories of stultifying Dublin, through a process of ironic role-
reversal. Smith, described at one stage as “the pale scholar of Islington, whose
thoughts were like bloodless shadows of conscience and logic”,'*® epitomised the
young clerical Shaw of Dublin, struggling to release and fulfill his strong, artistic

temperament. In the guise of Robert Smith, Shaw would remember and express his

own deep frustration at the clerking profession in Immaturity.

47 George Bernard Shaw, Collected Letters 1911-1925, (Ed.) Dan H. Laurence. (London: Max
Reinhardt, 1972), p.127.
'** George Bernard Shaw, Immaturity (London: Constable and Company Ltd., 1930), p.136.
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“I wonder,” said Smith to himself, as he walked home, “is there any profession in the
world so contemptible as that of a clerk! It offers no work to the cleverest man that
the stupidest could not do as well, or perhaps better...here am I spending my life in

making entries of which a thousand will never be referred to again, for every one that
will...we are a mean and servile pack of dogs...if that abominable office and every

book, carpet, clerk, and partner were consumed to ashes tonight, I would contemplate

the ruins tomorrow morning with the liveliest satisfaction.”'®

In Immaturity Shaw initially appears to reaffirm the conventional Victorian belief that

the Insh disposition was antithetical to the demands and requirements of efficient and

effective self-government. On Smith’s arrival Mr Woodward’s household exhibited
all the characteristics of a gregarious, disorderly domicile; personified by the

Woodward’s butler, Cornelius Hamlet, portrayed as a very un-English manservant -
being as he was irreverent, opinionated and so unpredictably susceptible to social
solecisms and indiscretions that we are informed he could not be trusted to answer the
door after three in the afternoon in South Kensington. The consequences of
introducing the industrious Smith with his English pragmatism and matter-of-factness

into this environment are predictable enough - the unconventional Irish household

only extenuated Smith’s Englishness thus allowing Shaw to explore Smith’s own

latent comic potential and therefore disparage national stereotyping by deviously
experimenting with notions of Stage-Irishness and Stage-Englishness. Yet the fact
remains that it took the introduction of the empirical Smith to bring a sense of order

and stability to Mr Woodward’s otherwise chaotic public life, and consequently Shaw
could be accused of unintentionally falling victim to the very conventions of English

cultural imperialism he wished to discredit and which he would return to more
emphatically in John Bull’s Other Island. Indeed Smith’s interactions with the
Woodward household, if viewed as an investigation of Anglo-Irish relations, perhaps

assumes a further precursory importance or influence over his more detailed analysis

of that subject in John Bull’s Other Island.

While the novel is ultimately concemed with the artist-philosopher Smith’s search for
a positive identity, it also contains one of Shaw’s earliest artistic (fictional or

dramatic) expositions on the complexity of Anglo-Irish relations, and examines the

199 Ibid, pp. 49-50.
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inadequacies and incongruities of English sensibility towards the Irish. Shaw

satirically portrayed Smith rather negatively as an individual going nowhere fast,

which was perhaps analogous to Shaw’s own impression at his lack of success as an
author of fiction. His ambivalence towards his Irish identity during his early years of
exile took on a much sharper rejectionist tone despite his later assertive declarations

of his Irishness. The original manuscript in the National Library of Ireland discloses
the extent of Shaw’s identity crisis since it reveals revisions in the published version

apparently designed to obfuscate if not repudiate origin. According to Nicholas

Grene:

In one sense, Shaw could be seen in the novel as the provincial with the cultural
inferiority complex, deliberately refurbishing himself as more English than the
English themselves...Shaw was not able to make out of his own Irishness the sort of
outsider’s distinction he was to achieve with it eventually...In so far as Shaw is
Smith...he takes to himself that superiority of his English persona. He de-
Hibernianises himself and is distanced from what he is ashamed of and dislikes in his
own nationality...Shaw creates...an 1magined alter ego, partly wish-fulfilment model
allowing him to escape from his provincial status as Irishman, partly caricature of the
uptight Anglicized prize he aspired to become...Shaw has cast off his family as well
as his nationality; the novel represents a blotting out of aspects of the author’s life he

wanted to forget.'”

Mr Woodward’s daughter Isabella is also portrayed as an unconventional Irish woman

equipped with distinctively Shavian objectivity in her opinion of Ireland. She

identifies the very things that Shaw despised about Ireland and castigates them

mercilessly:

But don’t fancy that I am disposed to defend my country. I hate Ireland. It is the
slowest, furthest behind its time, dowdiest, and most detestedly snobbish place on the

surface of the earth."!

130 Nicholas Grene, “The Maturing of Immaturity: Shaw’s First Novel” in The Irish University Review,
Vol. 20, No. 2 (Autumn, 1990), pp. 231-233.
! George Bernard Shaw, Immaturity (London: Constable and Company Ltd., 1930), p.262.
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By portraying Isabella Woodward as a convert to Catholicism, Shaw publicized the
complexity of diverse religious traditions in Ireland as a further dimension of Irish
politics. Isabella personified the multi-faceted nature of the Irish question, being of
the Protestant ascendancy ruling class, but also a convert to Catholicism. She sees
Ireland in much the same negative light as Shaw saw it, culturally backward and
consumed by political, religious and ethnic segregation. Isabella stands in sharp
contrast to the other conventional whimsical ‘Irish’ characters in the novel, and in

certain respects she is very much a forerunner to Larry Doyle in John Bull’s Other

Island. As if echoing Shaw and Larry Doyle’s own sentiments, Isabella ultimately

concluded that the only sensible institution in Ireland was absenteeism.

John Bull’s Other Island

The fact that Shaw lived in Ireland for only twenty of his ninety-four years, and that
only one of his major dramatic works directly concerned Ireland has tended to

prejudice his contribution to Irish literature. Much conjecture has been made of what

if Shaw had stayed to witness the resurgence of Gaelic nationalism, would he too
have been swept up in the Irish Literary Revival? Later he at least admitted the

possibility. “If I had gone to the hills nearby to look back upon Dublin and to ponder

upon myself, I too might have become a poet like Yeats, Synge, and the rest of

them”.'”* In reality Shaw’s iconoclastic artistic temperament and distinctive sense of
Irishness was never suited to Yeats’s romantic vision of Ireland. In 1906, two years

after he completed John Bull’s Other Island Shaw wrote:

John Bull’s Other Island was written in 1904 at the request of Mr William Butler
Yeats, as a patriotic contribution to the repertory of the Irish Literary Theatre. Like

most people who have asked me to write plays, Mr Yeats got rather more than he

bargained for...It was uncongenial to the whole spirit of the neo-Gaelic movement,

152 George Bernard Shaw, The Matter With Ireland, David H. Greene & Dan H. Laurence (eds.),
(Rupert Hart-Davis Soho Square London, 1962), p.x.
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which is bent on creating a new Ireland after its own ideal, whereas my play is a very

uncompromising presentment of the real old Ireland.'”

Undoubtedly the complexities facing the Abbey in producing and staging John Bull’s
Other Island were immense. The stage direction presented several logistical and
financial problems, which were “at that time beyond the resources of the Abbey
Theatre”.”* However, according to Philip O’Leary, Shaw’s comment’s concerning

the play’s uncongeniality towards “the whole spirit of the neo-Gaelic movement” is

revealing as:

What 1s most interesting 1s not the accuracy of Shaw’s reading of either his own play
or the cultural program of Yeats’s theatre, but rather his perception that the work
would have encountered certain defensiveness and outright hostility from a

contemporary Irish audience - reactions which, it should be noted, he must have felt

would have been shared by Abbey directors Yeats, Synge, and Lady Gregory.">

O’Leary’s essay is a very interesting exposition on the trials and tribulations Shaw

experienced in search for involvement in the Irish cultural revival. It is especially

informative on what individual leading Irish literary and political figures, and certain
Gaelic language activists had to say in their own words on the person, persona, and
plays of George Bernard Shaw during those years - some of which I will quote later.
It is important to try and define the major participants involved in the Inish cultural
revival and attempt to distinguish between their wide-ranging and differing
objectives. According to O’Leary the Irish cultural revival of the first decade of this
century was championed by an often bewilderingly diverse, complex, and very loose
alliance of different groups, each with its own agenda, and whatever Shaw may have

meant by the “neo-Gaelic” movement, the actual Gaelic language revival movement

on the ground was but one among them. Because, however, some commitment to the

restoration of the Irish language was shared by virtually all of those organizations, of

which the Gaelic League was one of the largest and most visibly active, there i1s

153 George Bernard Shaw, Prefaces, (Constable and Company Ltd., London, 1934), p.439.

134 Ibid, p.439.

'>3 Philip O’Leary, “Lost Tribesman Or Prodigal Son?: George Bernard Shaw And The Gaelic
Movement”, Eire-Ireland: A Journal of Irish Studies, St. Paul, MN (Eire). 1994 Summer, 29:2, 51-64
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considerable justification for seeing the language issue, even if only symbolically, as a
prime catalyst behind all the cultural ferment - and hence, doubtless, Shaw’s choice

from the further distorting distance of London, of “neo-Gaelic” as a blanket term for

the whole enterprise.

From the beginning Shaw was ostracised by certain cliques within the Irish literary
revival who were too narrow-minded to even consider accommodating views that had

even the slightest suggestion of “uncongeniality” and difference to their own agenda.

Shaw was determined that his opinion would be expressed regardless of the

opposition that stood in his way. Thus with regard to the commissioning and
subsequent rejection of John Bull’s Other Island in 1904-5 and the controversial

production of The Shewing-Up of Blanco Posnet, against the wishes of Dublin Castle
in 1909, Shaw succeeded in annoying many provincial Irish nationalists of the “neo-

Gaelic” movement, the Lord Chamberlain and the British colonial administration in

the space of four years.

Dion Boucicault, the playwright whom Shaw accused of creating a sham Ireland,

introduced for American consumption the quintessential stage Irish lead in the role of

Myles-na-Coppaleen in the 1860 premiere of The Colleen Bawn. Versions of this
Stage Irish stereotype were prevalent on both sides of the Atlantic and Shaw
understood their political role and the negative imagery they tended to elicit. As with
Wilde before him, Shaw realised that by deconstructing the stercotypical stage

Irishman he could eventually expose the hollow charade of this ultimately racist

caricatured stage convention.

Boucicault had raised the Stage Irishman from a minor role to a mock-heroic lead and
recently arrived Irnish emigrants were eager to accept the former comic minor
character in new melodramatic heroic roles. But was this just the old stereotype in a

new setting? David Krause admits Boucicault’s excesses, but insists that generally

his dramas are free from the stage Irish burlesque:

Like Lever and Lover, Boucicault occasionally moved across that fine but distinct
line which separates the archetype from the stereotype of the Stage Irish peasant. The

archetype is a legitimate fictional or theatrical character, an Irish clown following in
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an ancient tradition; but the stereotype is a vulgar parody of the original, a burlesque

figure usually invented for the benefit of gullible Englishmen and Americans.'>®

Dublin reviews of Boucicault’s work also congratulate him for his avoidance of

caricatures: “It has too long been the habit of those who create ‘Irishmen’ for stage

representation, to produce an extravagant compound of fun, frolic, recklessness and

folly, confounding vulgarity and coarseness with humour and wit...not so with Mr.

Boucicault.”">’ Although today mainly remembered for the pervasiveness of the stage

Irish stereotyping in his work, Boucicault, according to Jean McMahon, also claims a

knowledge and a desire to reform: “The fire and energy that consist of dancing round
the stage in an expletive manner, and indulging in ndiculous capers and
extravagancies of language and gesture, form the materials of a clowning character,

known as ‘the Stage Irishman’, which it has been my vocation as an artist and as a

dramatist to abolish”.!”®

So Boucicault transforms the Stage Irishman but he does not abolish him from his

plays, because the character is popular with his audiences, and popularity equates to
commercial success. ‘Teague’ or ‘Paddy’ now metamorphoses from minor stage

character into a mock-heroic figure, defiant instead of obsequious, eloquent instead of
blundering, thoroughly at home in his native soil instead of floundenng in English

society...but he remains presenting a romantic fantasy picture of Irish peasant life.

The commercial viability of the character also had political consequences. John
Millington Synge admitted the influence of Boucicault and the Stage Irish character

on the burgeoning theatre movement in Ireland, “the Irish National Theatre Society 1s

sometimes accused of degrading Ireland’s vision of herself by throwing a shadow of

the typical Stage Irishman upon her mirror”,"”” and Sean O’Casey openly exploited

Boucicault’s stage devices, which Krause makes reference to, including his use of

idiom, his use of sensational scenes, ballads and broad Irish humour.'®

1%¢ David Krause (ed.), The Dolmen Boucicault (Dublin, 1964), p.40.

157 Ibid, p.41.
138 Jean McMahon, “The Wearing of the Green: The Irish Plays of Dion Boucicault,” in Eire/Ireland, 2

(1957), p-10.
159 David Krause, op cit., p.44.

' 1bid, p.45.
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Regarding the play itself, Shaw realised all too well the political implications of the

Stage Irish conventions. He included them all in John Bull’s Other Island: the
returned ambitious exile, the industrious if sentimental Englishman, the exploited
peasant, the priest and the Irish colleen. He sets them all in motion and then invites us

to examine them with what Brecht called, “the ordinary man’s calm and incorruptible

99 161

eye In a review of an 1896 revival of Dion Boucicault’s The Colleen Bawn

(1860) Shaw announced, “I am quite ready to help the saving work of reducing the

sham Ireland of romance to a heap of unsightly ruins”,'* and in 1916 he once again

reiterated this fact “Ireland is in full reaction against both servility and the stage
Irishman”.'®’ Using the same method he employed in Arms and the Man and Mrs
Warren’s Profession, Shaw discovered what Martin Meisel has called “a genre anti-
type.

make the conventional uses of the materials artistically unacceptable to men of
!!164

2

He did so “by the method of systematic counter-conversion...designed to
intellectual conscience.

According to Norma Jenckes, the significance of this reaction exposed:

Shaw’s profound understanding of Irish history enabled him to recognize the political role of
the stage Irish stereotype - drunken, generous and good-hearted, but dumb, superstitious,
irresponsible, and obviously incapable of self-rule. This insight he translated into a depiction
of Ireland complete with moonlit round tower, Irish priest, soft-voiced colleen, superstitious

peasant, and Irish pig. Every convention begun by Thomas Heywood in the Four Prentices of

London (15937?) and perfected by Boucicault appears in Shaw’s play to participate in its own

unconventional destruction.'®

John Bull’s Other Island is a perceptive, analytical study of the Irish €migré

confronting the notion of national identity and Anglo-Irish relations. The play 1s

'®! John Willett (ed.), quoting Bertolt Brecht in Brecht on Theatre, (New York, 1964), p.11.

162 George Bernard Shaw, Our Theatres in the Nineties, II (New York, 1931), p.33.

16> George Bernard Shaw, The Matter With Ireland, op cit., p.99.

164 Martin Meisel, Shaw and the Nineteenth-Century Theater (Princeton, 1963), p.141.

163 Norma Jenckes, “The Political Function of Shaw’s Deconstruction of Stage Irish Conventions in

‘John Bull’s Other Island’, in Essays In Theatre, Volume 5, Number 2, May 1987, p.115.
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preoccupied with understanding and revealing modes of national performance, both
Irnish and English, which have judiciously been constructed and perfected over the
centuries by colonizer and colonized alike in a manic attempt to disarm the other for
further financial advantage - it is all a question of expediency. Therefore adopting
the Wildean maxim that - “man is least himself when he talks in his own person but
give him a mask and he will tell you the truth”'®® - Patsy Farrell assumes the persona

of the stupid, superstitious Irish peasant, which as Shaw reveals in his stage direction

“1s not his real character, but a cunning developed by a constant dread of a hostile

dominance, which he habitually tries to disarm by pretending to be a much greater
fool than he really is. Englishmen think him half-witted, which is exactly what he
wants them to think”,'®’ and similarly the empirically minded Broadbent portrays to
perfection the role of the good-natured, well-intentioned, liberal Imperialist — and so
the performance continues, each pandering to the other’s preconceptions of
superiority. But just as at the beginning of the play when Larry Doyle mocks and
undermines the traditional stereotype of the stage Irishman by exposing the
Glaswegian Tim Haffigan as a fraud...the mask has a tendency to slip revealing the

truth.

Man alive, don’t you know that all this top-o-the-momning and broth-of-a-boy and
more-power-to-your-elbow business is got up in England to fool you, like the Albert
Hall concerts of Irish music? No Irishman ever talks like that in Ireland, or ever did,
or ever will. But when a thoroughly worthless Irishman comes to England, and finds
the whole place full of romantic duffers like you, who will let him loaf and drink and
sponge and brag as long as he flatterers your sense of moral superiority by playing the
fool and degrading himself and his country, he soon learns the antics that take you

in'lﬁs

Broadbent too is susceptible to this imperfection at times, proclaiming to Doyle that

“Home Rule will work wonders under English guidance” before cynically and

hypocritically adding the proviso “We English must place our capacity for

'% Oscar Wilde, The Artist as Critic, Richard Ellmann (ed.), (London, 1970), p.389.

167 George Bernard Shaw, The Complete Plays of Bernard Shaw (London: Constable and Company
Ltd., 1931), p.436.

'% Ibid, p.410.
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government at the service of nations less fortunately endowed; so as to allow them to

develop in perfect freedom to the English level of self-government”.'®

Against that, however, Shaw, with his exposure of an idiosyncratic peasantry (for
English mirth), inadvertently depicted an Irish stereotype the play intended to remove.
The disappointed Yeats reminded Shaw “Ireland 1s still an island” with a people not

concerned or interested in Irish and English character differences.'”” And in so far as

Shaw was an Irish writer writing about the country yet left, he could fall into the

category of “collaborators” who, in the words of Corkery, were given to

“acquiescence in the economy of imperialism” and with damaging “psychic effects”™

on Ireland’s already dissipated culture. Corkery writes:

On the one hand, a writing directed toward an English market seems to perpetuate the
alien stereotype of the Irish: it is a colonial literature, written to exploit the quaintness
of the humankind that was not quaint, that was standard. On the other hand, and
more significantly, it is not simply that their presentation as alien to an English
market is a misrepresentation but that in the dissymmetry of representation what is

left in Ireland is not the true identity of the Irish, unmasked and intact, but rather its

absence.'”!

Corkery’s argument is correct, however, only in so far as he, like Yeats, sees Irish
identity in its more pristine cultural sense. Shaw, and indeed Wilde, was interested in
[reland politically and socially, and Shaw’s play while incorporating that vital cultural
dimension, was essentially a political exposé, farcically powered. Within that

framework, it was an attempt to explain Irishness to a hitherto deaf audience, as G.K.

Chesterton points out:

Why Englishmen cannot understand Mr Shaw is that Englishmen have never taken

the trouble to understand Irishmen. They will sometimes be generous to Ireland; but

'® Ibid, p.431.

""" Declan Kiberd, ‘The London Exiles: Wilde and Shaw’, op cit., p.421.
‘"' Modern Fiction Studies, 35, I, (Spring 1989), pp.71-86; review of Daniel Corkery, Synge and
Anglo-Irish Literature (Cork: Cork University Press, 1931). For a more detailed examination see the

first chapter of Corkery’s book “On Anglo-Irish Literature” in Synge and Anglo-Irish Literature (Cork:
Cork University Press, 1931), pp.1-27.
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never just to Ireland. They will speak to Ireland; they will speak for Ireland; but they
will never hear Ireland speak. All the real amiability which most Englishmen

undoubtedly feel towards Irishmen is lavished upon a class of Irishmen which
unfortunately does not exist. The Irishman...with his brogue, his buoyancy, and his
tender-hearted irresponsibility, is a man who ought to have been thoroughly
pampered with praise and sympathy, if he had only existed...Unfortunately, all the
time that we were creating a comic Irishman in fiction, we were creating a tragic
Irishman 1n fact. The more we saw...a sort of warm and a weak fidelity, the more he
regarded us with a sort of icy anger. The more the oppressor looked down with a
somewhat unamiable contempt...it is needless to say that such comic cross-purposes
could be put into a play...they have been put into what is perhaps the most real of Mr

Bernard Shaw’s plays.'"

As the symbolic representative of Shavian exile, and a repudiator of antiquated Irish
dreams, Doyle is trapped between his genuine national affinity for his country and his

abhorrence of it as a failed economic entity. It is the agony of an Irishman “whose

heart is nothing but his imagination“,m against English practicality and self-serving

Imperial efficiency. Keegan, the clerical, symbolic representative of the visionary-
dreamer, imagines an idealized de/post-colonized future for Ireland, a utopian
alternative to replace the reality which wunder current conditions i1s a
“hungry...naked...ignorant, oppressed land”."”* TIronically, this is also Doyle’s most
secret vision, for “a country to live in where the facts were not brutal and the dreams
not unreal.”'”> But it is Keegan who, perhaps in a reflection of Doyle’s guilt, sees
through this Broadbentian scheme as one which will “dnive Haffigan to America very
efficiently”,'’® and deliver Roscullen into the possession of his syndicate for
developmental exploitation. Shaw was acutely aware of the exploitative side of

colonialism, as indicated by the following discussion between Broadbent and

Haffigan:

'"2 G.K. Chesterton, George Bernard Shaw (Guild Books, London, 1951), p.9.

' George Bernard Shaw, The Complete Plays of Bernard Shaw (London: Constable and Company
Ltd., 1931), p.410.

‘7% Ibid, p.455.

'> Ibid, p.415.

‘76 Ibid, p.470.
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“You know the English plan, Mr Haffigan, don’t you” Broadbent inquires. *“Bedad
Sir, I do. Take all you can out of Ireland and spend it in England: thats it”.

Broadbent’s chagrined response had something of a hollow ring to it: “My plan sir

will be to take a little money out of England and spend it in Ireland”."”

The visionary Keegan understands the reality of the situation; Broadbent is a
harbinger of doom for people like Matt Haffigan. They are totally expendable as

there 1S no room in this new world order, or post-syndicated Roscullen, for

inefficiency. Keegan acquiesces to this fact; even suggesting that he may vote for

Broadbent, because he understands that it is already a fait accompli regarding

Broadbent’s commercial redevelopment plans for Roscullen:

For me there are but two countries: heaven and hell: but two conditions of men:
salvation and damnation. Standing here between you the Englishman, so clever in
your foolishness, and this Irishman, so foolish in his cleverness, I cannot in my

ignorance be sure which of you is the more deeply damned; but I should be unfaithful

to my calling if I opened the gates of my heart less widely to one than to the other.!”

Similarly Doyle the cynical realist 1s left bitter but totally impotent. By the end of the
play he has lost both Nora, and the opportunity to represent Roscullen in Westminster

to Broadbent. He is as guilty of complicity in Broadbent’s Machiavellian
machinations yet like Keegan he accepts Broadbent as Roscullen’s most viable option

for future economic advancement - resistance is futile, as the alternative does not even

bear contemplation:

If we can’t have men of honour own the land, let’s have men of ability. If we can’t
have man of ability, let us at least have men with capital. Anybody’s better than Matt
(Haffigan), who has neither honour, nor ability, nor capital, nor anything but near-

brute labor and greed in him.'”

Thus, John Bull's Other Island, with its satirical powers and dispassionate air,

dexterously balances the Anglo-Irish condition from the perspective of a disillusioned

177 1bid, p.407.
\78 Ibid, p.451.
'7? 1bid, p.430.
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expatriate. It is not an Irish play in as much as it is an Anglo-Irish one - an exact
division of two cultures, traditionally opposed, but harmoniously brought together in a
game of mutual practical expediency. Shaw established the efficiency of the invader,

but he taps subconscious forces from the Irish psyche, which in the character of
Keegan, and to a lesser extent in Doyle, transcend that efficiency, and might also
represent the more repressed passionate nature of Shaw himself. Politics is the

winner, but Shaw makes clear that the Irish intellect given to dreaming, as

exemplified by Keegan, need play no second fiddle to anybody, least of all the

quixotic Broadbent who, in tilting at Irish windmills, goes charging into battle with

not the least notion of the ultimate consequence of his actions for the country he fools

himself into thinking he is helping. Elsie B. Adams identifies Keegan as “the most

remarkable of Shaw’s heroes of heart” and adds:

Just as earlier Shaw identified heart with will, in this play he identified it with
imagination... Keegan’s Irish heart is wrung by a vision of heaven which makes him
unable to accept earth as it is; and he breaks his heart brooding over “The dead heart

and blinded soul of Ireland.” Finally, as he watches plans for the commercial

development of Ireland by Broadbent and Doyle, he is in despair, but he nevertheless

gives his heart to them.'®

Nicholas Grene has examined the intricacy of Shaw’s own position as émigré writer
in John Bull’s Other Island: “Larry Doyle is the most subtle study of the emotions of

the Irish exile before Joyce”, Shaw equates the returning Doyle with “the dream of

escape and the fear of return, the guilty shame and self-disgust of nationality.”'®’

Critical research suggests that as well as being his quintessential work on Anglo-Irish

relations, John Bull’s Other Island also encompasses an internationalist dimension;
Shaw intended to revive a national concern for oppressed nationalities abroad.

Sometimes Shaw would exemplify a particular social problem endemic to all societies

such as poverty or persecution, and by using one country then universalise the

consequences of political apathy and indifference. In his Essays in Fabian Socialism

""" Elsie B. Adams, “Heartless, Heartbroken and Heartfelt, A Recurrent Theme in the Plays of Bernard
Shaw”, English Literature in Transition, Vol. 16-25, (1982-83), pp. 8-9.

'"*! Nicholas Grene, Bernard Shaw: A Critical View (London: Macmillan, 1984), p.75.

735



(1889) he referred to “taking the world as one country”.'®® There is much evidence to
suggest that John Bull’s Other Island is as much concerned with a Shavian anti-
materialist philosophy and universal class struggle, as it is with national self-
determination and Anglo-Irish relations - epitomised by Matt Haffigan and the
English valet Hodson’s verbal fencing match over the respective social hardships and
sufferings of the Irish peasant and English labourer. Hodson, representing a
distinctively Fabian stance, argues that the grievances of the dispossessed, landless

Irish peasant pale in comparison with the injustices suffered by the English. Hodson

passionately recounts his own familial misfortune - his grandfather’s eviction at the

hands of a capricious landlord, his wife’s premature death and his own constant

financial insecurity and uncertainty of seasonal employment - which is now further

threatened and exacerbated by an ever increasing Irish emigrant workforce, all too
willing to accept the exploitative capitalist status quo of lower wages, tenement
housing and terrible working conditions in industrial Britain. As Tramble T. Turner
has remarked: “Shaw had wanted his audience to question the assumptions of

materialistic systems, both English and Irish, and to think about the plight of the

» * % 183
common man within such a system.

If John Bull’s Other Island was Shaw’s attempt to expose the hollowness of racial
stage stereotypes through the inversion of national character-types, and a desire to
ultimately re-educate his British audience, then it was also a damning condemnation
of the threat of myopic nationalism. Shaw wrote his Essays in Fabian Socialism
between 1888 and 1904; if these essays which represent Shaw’s political, economic
and religious theories are studied alongside some works he reviewed dealing with the
‘Irish Question’,'* and his own collection of critical essays The Matter With Ireland

one obtains a more definitive understanding of Shaw’s ‘Irishness’ and what he was

'2George Bernard Shaw, Essays in Fabian Socialism, Ayot St. Lawrence ed., Vol. XXX of The
Collected Works of Bernard Shaw (New York: Wm. H. Wise & Co., 1932),p.25.

183 Tramble T. Turner, “Bernard Shaw’s ‘Eternal’ Irish Concerns,” Eire-Ireland: A Journal of Irish
Studies, St. Paul, MN (Eire). 21:2, Summer 1986, p.58.

184Shaw’s two unsigned reviews were of J.A. Partridge’s, The Making of the Irish Nation in the Pall
Mall Gazette, 16 September 1886; and Robert Oliver’s, Unnoticed Analogies: A Talk on the Irish
Question published in the Pall Mall Gazette, 25 September 1888. Both are anthologised in David H.
Greene and Dan H. Laurence, The Matter With Ireland (1962).
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hoping to achieve with John Bull’s Other Island. The reviews, according to George
Mills Harper, present his detailed description of nationalism’s function within his
theory of Political Evolution'® and place the late Victorian fascination with the “Irish

Question” within the perspective of Fabian Socialism.'™® Rereading the play in the
context of these topics, Tramble T. Turner suggests this was a typical Shavian process

of “generating lively plays from topical debates. His intent of focusing the audience’s

attention on long-term issues, through comedy also becomes clearer”.'®’

Shaw placed little value on “nationalism”; he saw it more as an unfortunate socio-

political aberration, essentially relevant only as a means to an end — although the end
in this case was the desired establishment of Irish Home Rule which he fully
supported. In his review of J.A. Partridge’s book, The Making of the Irish Nation,
Shaw analysed the nature of English Imperialism and concluded that the “Imperial
instinct” which governed by the “appetite for new markets abroad, cheap native labor,
and official appointments, civil and military, in newly annexed districts” which were
then exploited; are contrasted with the “philosophical Imperialist”, who “recognises

that Federation is a step higher in social organization, and that we must inevitably and

quite desirably come to it unless we are content to go backward.” Therefore Shaw

only accepted nationalism as beneficial if its ultimate consequence was the formation
of a “federation of nations, each subject only to the whole empire, and not to the
nucleus or strongest member of it”.!1%® As early as 1900 Shaw had acknowledged the
status quo of global imperialism in his article Fabianism and the Empire: “The
partition of the greater part of the globe among such powers is, as a matter of fact that
must be faced, approvingly or deploringly, now only a question of time”.'"®” In his
review of Robert Oliver’s Unnoticed Analogies: A Talk on the Irish Question,

published in the Pall Mall Gazette, 25 September 1888, Shaw surmised, “Nationalism

'In brief, these theories were developed in his Hyde Park speeches and espoused the common bonds

amongst the international working classes, and the necessity of an anti-materialist religious perspective.
'®For further insight see George Mills Harper, * ‘Intellectual hatred’ and ‘intellectual nationalism’: the

paradox of passionate politics,” in Theatre and Nationalism in twentieth-century Ireland, (ed.) Robert

O’Driscoll (Toronto and Buffalo: Univ. of Toronto Press, 1969), p.49.

'*"Tramble T. Turner, op. cit., p.59.
'8% George Bernard Shaw, The Matter With Ireland, op cit., p.59.
'* Fabian Society, Fabianism and the Empire (London: Grant Richards, 1900), p.3.
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is surely an incident of organic growth, not an invention”.!”® Shaw succinctly

recapitulated these sentiments sixteen years after he first formulated them in his

review of Oliver’s Unnoticed Analogies:

A conquered nation is like a man with cancer: he can think of nothing else, and 1s
forced to place himself, to the exclusion of all better company, in the hands of quacks
who profess to treat or cure cancer. The windbags of the two rival platforms are the

most insufferable of all windbags. It requires neither knowledge, character,

conscience, diligence in public affairs, nor any virtue, private or communal, to thump

the Nationalist or Orange tub: nay, it puts a premium on the rancour or callousness
that has given rise to the proverb that if you put an Irishman on a spit you can always
get another Irishman to baste him...Nationalism stands between Ireland and the light

of the world... A healthy nation is as unconscious of its nationality as a healthy man
of his bones. But if you break a nation’s nationality it will think of nothing else but
getting it set again. It will listen to no reformer, to no philosopher, to no preacher,
until the demand of the Nationalist 1s granted. It will attend to no business, however

vital, except the business of unification and liberation."”’

Militant nationalism was not the only worry that Shaw forewarned the populace of; he

alluded to the potential threat which cultural nationalism posed:

The great movements of the human spirit which sweep in waves over Europe are
stopped on the Irish coast by the English guns of the Pigeon House Fort. Only a

quaint little offshoot of English pre-Raphaelitism called the Gaelic movement has got
a footing by using Nationalism as a stalking-horse, and popularizing itself as an
attack on the native language of the Irish people, which is most fortunately also the
native language of half the world, including England. Every election is fought on
nationalist grounds; every appointment is made on nationalist grounds; every judge is

a partisan in the nationalist conflict; every speech is a dreary recapitulation of
nationalist twaddle; every lecture is a corruption of history to flatter nationalism or

defame it; every school is a recruiting station; every church is a barrack; and every

Irishman is unspeakably tired of the whole miserable business, which nevertheless 1s

'* George Bernard Shaw, The Matter With Ireland, op cit., p.21.
"1 George Bernard Shaw, Prefaces, (Constable and Company Ltd., London, 1934), pp.454-455
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and perforce must remain his first business until Home Rule makes an end of it, and

sweeps the nationalist and the garrison hack together into the dustbin.'”?

Shaw continues again in ‘organic’ analogous terms: “There is indeed no greater curse
to a nation than a nationalist movement, which is only the agonizing symptom of a
suppressed function”'”” Larry Doyle best epitomises this Shavian anti-nationalist

stance in a conversation with his partner Broadbent in Act I of John Bull’s Other

Island:

You keep clear of your father because he differs from you about Free Trade, and you

don’t want to quarrel with him. Well, think of me and my father! He’s a Nationalist

and a Separatist. I'm a metallurgical chemist turned civil engineer. Now whatever

else metallurgical chemistry may be, it’s not national. It’s international.”™

Espousing this internationalist position, he appeals to the English Broadbent, as a
fellow civil engineer, to consider that “The one real political conviction that our
business has rubbed into us is that frontiers are hindrances and flags confounded

nuisances.”'”” Shaw remained an Irishman first and foremost throughout all his life;

erhaps it was his innate experience and awareness of the ‘curse of nationalism’ that
P

allowed him to be more objective regarding the manner in which he defined his

nationality.

Shaw believed that the Irish nationalism had to be ancillary to the more essential
objectives of international socialism. The constant grievances of Irish nationalists
exasperated him, as he truly believed that compared to the hardships endured by the
British, the Irish peasant/labourer never had it so good. As Declan Kiberd has

remarked:

Although they numbered one tenth of the population of Britain, the Irish held the

balance of power in the House of Commons, whose business seemed dominated by

2 Ibid, p.455.
'3 Ibid, p.45S.

'%4 Bernard Shaw, John Bull’s Other Island, (Penguin, 1984 edition), p.84.
%5 Ibid, p.84.
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Irish grievances and questions. Shaw for his part, was perfectly convinced that
Ireland was a far happier and freer country than England. He believed that Britain,

too, had unresolved national questions: and Home Rule for England became one of

his more lasting hobbies.'”

Yeats maintained that Shaw lacked a passionate vision, and his portrayal of Irish
peasant life was not in the spint of the Celtic Revival, which stressed a lifestyle,

uncorrupted by modern progressivism. Shaw condemned this idealisation of Irish life

and his position he felt was legitimated by his intolerance for the “alleged Arcadian

virtues of the half-starved drudges who are sacrificed to the degrading, brutalizing

and...entirely unnecessary pursuit of unscientific farming”."”’

Oscar Wilde had also recognized the class bias for the Stage Irish caricature and

commented on it years earlier:

Croker and Lover, full of the ideas of the harum-scarum Irish gentility, saw

everything humorised. The impulse of the Irish literature of their time came from a
class that did not - mainly for political reasons - take the populace seriously and
imagined the country as a humorist’s Arcadia; of its passion, its gloom, its tragedy,
they knew nothing. What they did was not wholly false; they merely magnified an

irresponsible type, found offenest among boatmen, carmen, and gentleman’s servants,

into the type of a whole nation, and created the stage-Irishman. The writings of

‘Forty-eight and the famine combined, burst their bubble.™

Wilde had set about inverting the whole stereotypical ideal concerning the ‘Stage-
Irishman’ the moment he arrived in England, and Shaw was now adopting the same

strategy 1n John Bull’s Other Island.

" Declan Kiberd, Inventing Ireland, op cit., p.62.
! George Bernard Shaw, Our Theatres in the Nineties, 11 (New York, 1931), p.31.

™" Oscar Wilde, The Artist as Critic: Critical Writings of Oscar Wilde, edited by Richard Ellmann
(New York, 1967), p.130.
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Shaw and Yeats — Two Unlikely Bedfellows

From the very beginning Shaw’s association with the Irish Literary Revival was

somewhat equivocal; even on a strictly personal level Shaw and Yeats were two of the
most unlikely bedfellows. Shaw’s first reference of acquaintance is laconically
mentioned in his diary for 12 February 1888, whilst having supper with William
Morris at his property on the Mall in Hammersmith: “he met an Irishman named

Yeats.”'” The young Yeats (he was twenty-two at the time, Shaw was thirty-one)
was more forthright and informative in revealing his first impressions on meeting
Shaw in a letter to Katharine Tynan: “[Shaw] is certainly very witty. But, like most

people who have wit rather than humour, his mind is maybe somewhat wanting 1n

depth. However, his stories are good, they say”. 2%

The history behind John Bull’s Other Island 1s worth examining. In those early days
Yeats’ poetic mannerisms irritated Shaw and he mischievously alluded to this in his

parody depiction of Eugene Marchbanks, his unworldly young poet in Candida

(1894). Relations were further strained when later Yeats began to socialise with the

actress Florence Farr who was Shaw’s current mistress and five years older than

Yeats. The fact that Shaw had still not disentangled himself romantically from the

' apparently bore no relation to the fact that Yeats, in

possessive Jenny Patterson®’
Shaw’s eyes, had become an intrusive nuisance. The whole scenario of two famous-
to-be Irish writers vying for the attentions of one lady was to some extent reminiscent
of Oscar Wilde and Bram Stoker’s courting Florence Balcombe. However on this

occasion passion and love were not the only motives, a certain amount of intellectual
pride was also at stake. By 1893 Florence Farr had begun meeting Yeats regularly at

occultist gatherings. Shaw who had been instructing and influencing Farr’s acting

career in an Ibsenite direction now resented her wasting her time and energy at

199 References to Shaw’'s 1885-97 shorthand diaries are from the Stanley Rypins transcript in the

collection of Stanley Weintraub.
200 Allan Wade (ed.), The Letters of W.B. Yeats (Macmillan, 1954), [L 59].
1 Ironically Jenny Patterson would play the character Grace Tranfield to Florence Farr’s Julia Craven

in Shaw’s autobiographical The Philanderer in 1893.
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sessions of the occultist “Golden Dawn”. Shaw feared that Farr was restricting her
full theatrical promise with her excursions into theosophy and Egyptology; and her
recurrent occultist activities in the company of Yeats was also limiting the frequency
of occasions when Shaw could consort outside of work with her. Farr was generally

careless in keeping her emotional and intellectual interests focused, something Shaw

obviously realised all too well:

She set no bounds to her relations with men whom she liked, and already had a sort of

Leporello list of a dozen adventures...she was in violent reaction against Victorian

morals, especially sexual and domestic morals.*”

Shaw was concerned that Farr might decide to initiate the still-virginal Yeats sexually.
His diary refers to an occasion where he felt it necessary to outstay Yeats at Farr’s
Brook Green flat. Ironically in a scene of art imitating life, just a year after the 13
July 1893 reference to an evening at Florence’s in Dalling Road where “Willy Yeats
came in about 21 [9:00 p.m.] and stayed a long time chatting”, Shaw’s Candida would

mirror Florence Farr and threaten to initiate sexually Eugene Marchbanks, the play’s

inexperienced Yeats-like character. Similarly Farr exhibited some of the “wilful,

violent” virtues of Blanche Sartorious who introduces her diffident admirer, Harry
Trench, to some facts of carnal knowledge and Shaw would later identify Farr as “the

heroine in my first play [Widowers’ Houses] in 1892”.%%

Yeats was not above poking fun and satirising his older and domineering compatrot
and rival as Stanley Weintraub pointed out: “In an essay on Wilde, he referred
waspishly to a certain notorious and clever, but cold-blooded ‘Socialist’”.** In
March 1894 Florence Farr, with the financial backing of Miss Annie Horniman,

rented the Avenue Theatre in London for the purpose of producing a season of drama.
She had requested Yeats rather than Shaw to write an opening play and on the 29
March 1894 Yeats’s The Land of Heart’s Desire opened a double bill of Irish drama

02 Stanley Weintraub, op cit., p.165.

03 Shaw, “An Explanatory Word,” in Florence Farr/Bernard Shaw/ W.B. Yeats: Letters, ed. Clifford
Bax (London: Hone and Van Thal, 1946), p.ix.

¥4 Stanley Weintraub, “Uneasy Friendship: Shaw and Yeats” (1983), p.127, The British Library
Document Supply Centre, source of reference 9418.036000.
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with John Todhunter’s A Comedy of Sighs. Yeats’s short play obtained a certain

modest success, “an exquisite curtain raiser,” Shaw rt.ecalled,,205 but i1t was
overshadowed by the failure of Todhunter’s play. Shaw then came to Florence’s

assistance; he hurriedly completed his Arms and the Man, all performances were
suspended for a week as the new play was rehearsed with Florence as the seductive,
feisty maid Louka; such a natural role for her to play and probably written with her in
mind. The substitution of Arms and the Man for A Comedy of Sighs stole all the

headlines and Yeats’s play would be eclipsed as a result.

Far from being disillusioned, Yeats was pragmatic about his first collaboration with
Shaw and concluded that if Shaw’s play was as successful as the critics expected it to
be, Shaw’s success could provide him with the opportunity to produce a more
ambitious Yeatsian play. What I find interesting about their early personal relations
and professional associations is that they offer a valuable insight into their respective
opinions of the other, all very informative when examining John Bull’s Other Island.
Yeats offers many interesting observations on their early relationship in his

Autobiographies. Later, in The Trembling of the Veil, Yeats captured how the

opening of the play, which Shaw had planned for Arms and the Man *“to confound his

enemies”, worked precisely as 1ts creator had intended:

For the first few minutes Arms and the Man is crude melodrama and then just when

the audience are thinking how crude it is, it turns into excellent farce...On the first
night the whole pit and gallery, except certain members of the Fabian Society, started
to laugh at the author and then, discovering that they themselves were being laughed
at, sat there not converted - their hatred was too bitter for that - but dumbfounded,
while the rest of the house cheered and laughed. In the silence that greeted the author

after a cry for a speech one man did indeed get his courage and boo loudly. “I assure

the gentleman 1n the gallery,” was Shaw’s answer, “that he and I are of exactly the

same opinton, but what can we do against a whole house who are of the contrary

opinion?” And from that moment Bernard Shaw became the most formidable man in

modern letters, and even the most drunken of medical students knew it.2*

> Shaw, “An Explanatory Word”, op cit., p.ix.
*® W.B. Yeats, Autobiographies, (London, Macmillan, 1926), pp. 281-282.
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What 1s most revealing about this extract is what Yeats observed and remembered of
the pit and gallery’s reaction to the play; they “started to laugh at the author and then,
discovering that they themselves were being laughed at, sat there not converted - their

hatred was too bitter for that - but dumbfounded.” Yeats may very well have

remembered the audience’s reaction to Arms and the Man when later he was

considering John Bull’s Other Island for the Irish literary revival. The controversy 2’

surrounding Arms and the Man perhaps exacerbated Yeats’s concern about the

possible reaction of an Irish audience to John Bull’s Other Island. This worry,

coupled with the more obvious financial and logistical problems associated with the

stage direction of the play, if the fledgling Irish National Theatre Society were to
undertake the project at all, probably dampened Yeats’s initial enthusiasm. In 1907

J.M. Synge’s The Playboy of the Western World would incite even more extreme
reactions from theatrical audiences reminiscent of what happened with Arms and the
Man. Ironically, in the Prospectus of the Irish Literary Theatre (1899) Yeats
proposed an objective and function of the new national theatre as follows: “We hope
to find, in Ireland, an uncorrupted and imaginative audience, trained to listen by its

passion for oratory - we will show that Ireland is not the home of buffoonery and ot

sentiment, as it has been represented, but the home of ancient idealism.” Although his

concern regarding the subject matter and audience reaction was probably justified,
and even Shaw had these concerns, Yeats had also misgivings about Shaw’s artistic

and philosophical ideology that was so contrary to his own. With Arms and the Man

Yeats admitted that he was confused and bewildered listening to the play:

With admiration and hatred. It seemed to me inorganic, logical straightness and not

the crooked road of life, yet I stood aghast before its energy as to-day before that of
the Stone Drill by Mr. Epstein or of some design by Mr. Wyndham Lewis...Presently

[ had a nightmare that I was haunted by a sewing-machine, that clicked and shone,
but the incredible thing was that the machine smiled, smiled perpetually. Yet I

delighted in Shaw, the formidable man. He could hit my enemies and the enemies of

207 Yeats wrote to his friend John O’Leary on the 15 April informing him that the play would be
controversial since ‘“‘chuckers out” - bouncers - had been hired for the opening night: “They are to be
distributed over the theatre and are to put out all people who make a row. The whole venture will be
history anyway for it is the first contest between the old commercial school of theatrical folk and the

new artistic school.”, See Allan Wade (ed.), The Letters of W.B. Yeats (Macmillan, 1954), 231.
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all I loved, as I could never hit, as no living author that was dear to me could ever

hit 208

Yeats was not alone in finding the play peculiar; he recalls one evening the Prince of
Wales and the Duke of Edinburgh arrived for a performance much to the delight of

the theatre manager - until the Duke began muttering his displeasure at Shaw loudly

enough to be heard in the stalls. “The man is mad,” he kept repeating, until the future

Edward VII ushered him away.*"”

In any event, Shaw’s experiences of working with Yeats and their triumvirate
relationship with Florence Farr would contribute to Shaw’s next play Candida. As
previously mentioned one could infer that Shaw constructed at least part of the play’s
emotional young poet, Eugene Marchbanks to parody Yeats’s poetic affections.”’’ In
all likelihood Yeats probably never knew that he was Marchbank’s model, but ten
years later Yeats would confide to his friend AE (George Russell) that in The Land of
Heart’s Desire and some of his lyric verse of that time “there i1s an exaggeration of

sentiment and sentimental beauty which I have come to think unmanly”.*!' In 1896
the Farr-Shaw love affair was beginning to dissolve; Shaw had failed to win Florence

over to Ibsenist drama. She had remained close to Yeats through their mutual

occultist activities while Shaw had developed other interests, one of which would lead

to marriage in 1898.

Around this time Shaw turned “his Pygmalion energy toward others, never losing his

impatience with Yeats, although retaining respect for Yeats’s abilities and vision”.*"”

By 1899 Yeats and Lady Gregory had formed the experimental Irish Literary Theatre

8 W.B. Yeats, Autobiographies, op cit., p.283.

% Ibid, p.283.

210 See Richard Ellmann, The Identity of Yeats, 2d ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1964),
p.130, Richard Ellmann notes that Yeats would, by the end of the 1890s, begin “to generate more
activity in his verbs, throwing out most of those which, like ‘sighing,” ‘waning,” ‘brooding,’ ‘weeping,’
were liable to Shaw’s criticism that while he had worked to alleviate human distress his Irish

contemporaries had sung sad songs about it.”
?'! The Letters of W.B. Yeats, Allan Wade (ed.) (Macmillan, 1954), [L 434].
212 Stanley Weintraub, “Uneasy Friendship: Shaw and Yeats”, op cit., p.131.
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and Shaw graciously promised them a play. Early in 1900 Yeats wrote to Lady

Gregory and informed her:

I saw Shaw today. He talks of a play on the contrast between English and Irish
character which sounds amusing. He came to the ‘Three kings’ on Saturday. I
replied to a speech of his...by proving that Shaw’s point of view belonged to a
bygone generation - to the scientific epoch - and was now ‘reactionary.” He had

never been called reactionary before. I think I beat him. He was not in very good

form however,?'

In Yeats’s eyes, Shaw always represented a sort of rival. In October 1901, in a bid to
persuade or influence Shaw to write a play appropriate for an Insh
production/audience, Yeats wrote encouraging him to “come over and see our
Theatre”.'* By late 1902 Shaw had completed Man and Superman, which would be
his next big work, and the subject of an Irish play emerged once more. “Bernard
Shaw talks again of writing a play for us,” Yeats wrote to Lady Gregory. “Certainly it
would be a great thing for our company if he will do us an Irish play.”*"” In 1903
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