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I have not the slightest intention of seriously criticising Mr. O.Wilde’s new piece at the St. James’s: as well
might one sit down after dinner and attempt gravely to discuss the true inwardness of a soufflé. Nor,
fortunately, is it necessary to enter into details as to its wildly farcical plot: as well might one, after a
successful display of fireworks in the back garden, set to work laboriously to analsye the composition of a
Catherine wheel. At the same time I wish at once to admit, fairly and frankly, that The Importance of being
Earnest amused me very much. The author has told us that he himself regards it as ‘a delicate bubble of
fancy’; but there is rather too much in it about babies being left in hand-bags at the cloakrooms of London
termini for me to allow it is that. No, it is neither ‘delicate’ nor ‘bubbly’; but, I repeat, it is undoubtedly
amusing, and that is a quality which, in le monde où l’on s’ennuie,1 is certain to meet with warm approval.
Whether we should have heard as much as we have about it, had anybody else written it, is doubtful; but that
only shows the importance of being—Oscar.

To inquire why it is amusing is not, perhaps, a very edifying task, but it may not be a wholly uninteresting
one. Candid friends might urge that Mr. Wilde’s excellent memory has much to do with the result in
question. And, indeed, his new piece is as full of echoes as Prospero’s isle—echoes of Marivaux, echoes of
Meilhac, echoes of Maddison Morton, echoes of William Schwenk Gilbert and of George Bernard Shaw;
aye, echoes even of the ‘Facetiae’ columns on the back page of the Family Herald! But the very fact that
Mr. Wilde’s inspiration can be traced to so many sources proves that he can owe very little to any of them,
and I, for one, certainly do not intend to upbraid him for his eclectic taste. There are critics, too, who
attribute his success to the savour of well-bred insolence which he is able to send over the footlights; and
there is assuredly something not altogether displeasing to most of us in hearing other people insult one
another with more or less cynical impertinence. But I have no doubt in my own mind that the chief reason
why the St. James’s piece proves so amusing, is because it is so completely dominated by its author. That is
to say, there is no attempt in it at characterisation, but all the dramatis personæ, from the heroes down to
their butlers, talk pure and undiluted Wildese. Whether we ought to be amused by this is quite another
question; and whether we shall long continue to be amused by it is exceedingly doubtful; but, for the
present, all London will flock to the St. James’s; and Oscar will reap his reward. He would be wise, in my
opinion, to make his hay while the sun shines. The public taste for ‘Oscarisms’ is not likely to be a lasting
one. For once, the experiment of dressing up an old-fashioned screaming farce in the very latest and
smartest verbal fashion, and then calling it ‘a trival comedy’, has ‘caught on’, but it is not at all certain that
its repetition would be successful. According to Mr. Wilde, it is only mediocrities who improve. His own
plays, he has assured us, ‘are to each other

1 The world where one bores oneself.



as one white rose
On one green stalk is to another one.’

In fact ‘they form a perfect cycle, and in their delicate sphere complete both life and art.’ Is there not a
danger, then, that his future pieces may prove works of supererogation? The days of the ‘Paradox à la
Wilde’ may be numbered. It may pass, as the cult of the lily has passed, and the mode of the green carnation.
Indeed, I am not sure that Mr. Edison couldnot, if he gave his mind to it, design an apparatus for turning out
‘Oscarisms’ automatically. We might put our pennies in the slot, press a button, and draw out ‘Wilde’
paradoxes on tape by the yard. It would not require nearly such elaborate mechanism as the late Mr.
Babbage’s once famous Calculating Machine.

Surprise has been expressed that Mr. Wilde should have succeeded in catching the taste of the pit and
gallery, as well as the approval of the stalls and boxes, with his new piece; but I do not think there is
anything very strange in this. The people in the humbler parts of the house evidently keenly enjoyed the
graphic glimpses which the dramatist gave them of the inner life of those ‘higher ranks’, with which, as he
told an interviewer the other day, he was ‘best acquainted’. They were deeply interested to note that ladies of
title specially affect cucumber sandwiches at five o’clock teas, that to take sugar is now considered in smart
society quite unfashionable, and that a cake’ is never seen on the tea-tables of really stylish families. Most
thoroughly, too, did they enjoy the prolonged tussle over a plate of muffins, in which the two heroes of the
piece bring the second act to so aristocratic an end. Nay, there was even something in the striking modernity
of Mr. Allan Aynesworth’s cuffs and the effusive loveliness of Mr. George Alexander’s neckties, which
could scarcely fail to be attractive. It has just occurred to me that I have said nothing about the acting—
another proof of the way in which the author‘dominates his play…’
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