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Dear Wild Wildeans,  

It is (incredibly) 10 years since I first started publishing Wild About Wilde back in 

1986. In this space of time the interest in Wilde as a literary figure has grown 

immensely. Since 1986 we have had the publication of the major work on Wilde, 

Richard Ellmann's biography (1987) which, however flawed it may have been, 

placed Wilde in the forefront of Irish literature among Yeats and Joyce, a position 

many of us felt he already had but had been denied to him. Societies dedicated to 

Wilde have sprung up in this time also. The Dublin Oscar Wilde society has been  

very active in having memorials established to Wilde and his family (see article on 

page 6) and the London Oscar Wilde Society is now starting a literary prize for 

work related to Wilde (details on page 11).  

In this issue we see how the performance of Wilde's work is becoming more 

important and much more commonplace than 10 years ago. What better way to 

celebrate 10 years of the publication than to concentrate on the live performance 

of Wilde's work? Leonora Obed sent in a fascinating follow-up to last October's 

interview with Steven Berkoff. She saw his Salomé while it was being performed 

in Edinburgh, Scotland, and has an interesting interpretation of his work on this 

Wilde play.  

There are some interesting new works on Wilde recently published: an audio 

performance of the trials (details on page 13) and a new book by Richard Pine on 
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how being Irish affected Wilde's response to living amongst the English (see page 

15).  

Moving along with technology, I would encourage anyone of you who wishes to get 

information on the publication, or to send in articles, to do so via my E-Mail address 

which I give on page 16.  

Thanks to all of you for making the 10 years possible by your support and 

enthusiasm for Oscar Wilde and his literary legacy.  

Best wishes,  

 

Carmel 
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Steven Berkoff's Salomé and the Antinomian Impulse 

 

Leonora Rita V. Obed  

 

Morality does not help me. I am a born antinomian. I am one of those who are  

made for exceptions, not for laws. But while I see that there is nothing wrong in  

what one does, I see that there is something wrong in what one becomes. It is  

well to have learned that.  

Wilde. De Profundis.  

Ernest: Ah! What an antinomian you are!  

Gilbert: The artistic critic, like the mystic, is an antinomian always. To be good,  

according to the vulgar standard of goodness, is obviously quite easy. It merely  

requires a certain amount of sordid terror, a certain lack of imaginative thought,  

and a certain low passion for middle-class respectability. Aesthetics are higher  

than ethics. They belong to a more spiritual sphere.  

 

Wilde. The Critic as Artist - Part II.  

         In the life and art of Oscar Wilde, the antinomian impulse is a recurring 

leitmotif. In De Profundis, Wilde seized the antinomian stance to defend his 

inimitable style and personality, which could not be defined within the boundaries 

of Victorianism. This iconoclasm is echoed by Gilbert, who likens the critical sphere 

to the mystical one. Like Wilde, Gilbert recognizes the value of exceptions: the 

ability to recognize the unlikely in the likely; hence, the spirit that unites the artist, 

the critic, and the mystic. In an article on the Oxonian milieu of Pater, Hopkins, 

and Wilde, Denis Donoghue notes the aesthetic roots of antinomianism:  

"Antinomian" is Pater's word: in Studies in the History of the Renaissance he uses 

it to mean not opposition to orthodoxy but a quiet declaration of independence, a 

determination to stand apart from official values. Antinomian is not  

synonymous with antithetical. Antithetical means engaging in a conflict with 

official values; antinomian writers choose to sequester themselves rather than 

accept those values or even challenge them.1  

      On the fourteenth of November 1995 - on a windy evening typical of Edinburgh 

- I was able to witness a theatrical realization of Paterian antinomianism. In 

Stephen Berkoff's decadent interpretation of Salomé -  which also appeared in New 

1. Denis Donoghue, "The Oxford of Pater, Hopkins, and Wilde," Rediscovering Oscar Wilde. 

ed. C. George Sandulescu (Gerrards Cross: Colin Smythe, 1994) 94-117.  
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York, London and Glasgow - the characters were beautifully clothed in black and 

white, yet their pale faces revealed a sense of weariness, of pleasure and decadence 

pushed to hackneyed limits. In contrast with the royalty and its followers was 

Jokanaan. Ragged and primitive, he was often bathed in a warm, golden light that  

further emphasized the pallor of the others. Kneeling, he created his own space; 

his stillness and stasis seemed a silent rebellion against the fragile tiptoeing of the 

decedents. His strong, operatic timbre further underscored his aura of prophecy 

and moral vigilance, when juxtaposed with Berkoff - Herod's stammering and 

elongation of vowels, and with the crowd's (Jews, Nazarenes, slaves) hysterical 

laughter, delicate gait and tragic chorus.  

      I argue that the beauty and formidability of Berkoff's rendition is rooted in its 

preservation of the characters antinomian positions. Wilde, in his own way, was 

more antinomian than antithetical. True to Pater, his Oxford tutor, he quietly, 

though flamboyantly, declared his independence from Victorian values, even to the 

point of martyrdom. This is particularly evident in his confrontation with the 

Marquess of Queensbury; although friends warned him of the perils of challenging 

Bosie's father, Wilde, in the words of Ellmann, lived the second half of his life in 

top speed, taking on the mask of the scapegoat. If ever Berkoff's production inspires 

in one the beauty and delicacy of Wilde and his fin-de-siècle world, it is because the  

Paterian sense of antinomian is prevalent. Every aspect of the production respects 

silence; that is, a quiet declaration of independence. From the deliberated, dance-

like steps of the entourage, to Salomé's surprisingly chaste dance, to Berkoff's oral 

gymnastics, the sense of sequestered spaces and quiet rebellion is preserved. While 

Salomé, in her stark-white simplicity and singularity of vision (to kiss the head of 

Jokanaan) blends in with her decaying milieu, she increasingly becomes 

antinomian as she discovers her obsessive love for Jokanaan. Both Herod and 

Herodias mistake Salomé's wish for the prophet's head as respectively, her wish to 

obey her unhappy mother, and her wish to destroy her stepfather, but this  

is not the case. Salomé's necrophiliac love stems not from rebellion, but from the 

creation of her own sequestered world - the compact space of Jokanaan's prison 

cell.  

        Salomé, unlike the static Jokanaan, depends upon mobility. Her martyrdom 

at the hands of the jealous Herod may also be seen as the destruction of motion, 

towards the stasis of enclosure; in her love for the prophet, she in turn imitates 

him. Jokanaan's kneeling position, outstretched arms and eloquent voice all signify 

the creation of independent spaces, from the physical to the aural. Salomé's 

tendency to wander and search for space makes her vulnerable to the charm of the 

prophet; unlike the 'tragic choir' whose nervous, peripatetic collectivity prevent 

them from creating individual voices and private spaces. The simplicity of the sets, 

and the marked differences between each character's method of motion and 

elocution emphasize the evolution of enclosure - the fact that certain characters 

become increasingly isolated as they seek solace in sequestered worlds.  
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      If anything, the Berkoff interpretation, by its inspired isolation - and thus 

emphasis - of Jokanaan, reveals two dominant strains of influence in Wilde's life: 

the decadent/aesthetic, and the religious/spiritual. In between the prophet and the 

decadent is Salomé, the figure of the human potential for good. Throughout the 

play, Jokanaan's existence carries compelling moral weight. When he speaks, he 

alone can inspire compassion; hence, Salomé's fascination, Herod's fear, and 

Herodias's mockery. His voice anticipates the modernist Other. As Edith  

Wyschogrod emphasizes in her book, Saints and Postmodernism:  Revisioning 

Moral Philosophy, the burden of moral weight is one characteristic of the Other's 

effect on oneself; because the Other is different and is not oneself, then oneself can 

objectively view the Other's ethical example.  Salomé's realization of the banal 

state of her life is at the same time the abandonment of her will to the voice of the 

Other, or Jokanaan. Her subsequent martyrdom is an extension of antinomianism, 

a trait shared by saints and by Wilde, who experienced his own  

martyrdom for sexual, artistic and Hibernian liberation. The notion of 

abandonment to the voice of the Other is represented by the piano  

accompaniment in the Berkoff production: its Satie-like spell reminds audiences of 

the importance of aural hypnosis, the fact that the antinomian impulse is realized 

not only in sequestered spaces, guttural intervals and variance of light, but in the 

enigmatic sphere of music. As Gilbert notes in The Critic as Artist Part I, "This is 

the reason why music is the perfect type of art. Music can never reveal its ultimate 

secret."  

The spell of other voices, the secrecy of enclosed spaces, such is the fascination that 

Salomé has for Jokanaan and his strangeness. By emphasizing the uniqueness of 

each and every type of space, the oral, the aural, the visual, the peripatetic, Berkoff 

thus activates the antinomian impulse that unites Salomé with the spirit of its 

author, Oscar Wilde.  

Leonora Rita V. Obed lives in Edinburgh, Scotland. She is a doctoral candidate at 

the University of Edinburgh. Her thesis is on Oscar Wilde.  

For an interview with Steven Berkoff see Oct. 1995, # 19 issue  of WAWN.  
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A Wilde Day in Dublin as Speranza is Honoured 

J.D. Murphy  

 

          On Monday February 3rd 1896, Jane Francesca, Lady Wilde died. Her death 

certificate records the cause of death as sub-acute bronchitis. One hundred years 

later we turned out in large numbers at the Wilde family vault in Mount Jerome 

Cemetery, Dublin, Ireland to honour the memory of this remarkable woman.   

           Merlin Holland privately financed a window pane in Poets' Corner, 

Westminster Abbey, in memory of his grandfather, Oscar Wilde. Others wishing to 

be associated with this commemoration sent subscriptions to help fund the 

installation. The cost of the window was comfortably exceeded, and Merlin decided 

to use the surplus to pay for a plaque to Speranza in Dublin. The American College, 

Dublin, which occupies the former Wilde residence at 1 Merrion Square, joined in 

the initiative. Mrs. Mary O'Rourke, deputy leader of Fianna Fail, unveiled the 

white marble plaque, and spoke of the fiery nationalist poetry of Speranza and her 

colourful life in Dublin. Merlin Holland spoke of his great-grandmother and his 

grandmother, Constance, and reminded us that circumstances had prevented both 

from being interred in native soil. Merlin was accompanied by his charming wife, 

Sarah and his son, Lucian.  

          Ulick O'Connor recited Oscar's sonnet "Helas!'. The attendance included 

Marie Gavan Duffy, granddaughter of Sir Charles Gavan Duffy of The Nation. 

Lady Wilde once stood up in court and claimed authorship of patriotic writings for 

which Duffy was being prosecuted. Three ambassadors were there: Mrs. Jean 

Kennedy-Smith (U.S.A.), Mrs. Veronica Sutherland (UK) and Mr. Barry 

Mawhinney (Canada). Others taking part included Joy Melville biographer of 

Speranza, Noreen Doody, P.J. Lynch and Mary Norris of the Dublin Oscar Wilde 

Society. Julia Rosenthal and Jeremy Mason represented the London Oscar Wilde 

Society. Professor Davis Coakley, whose book The Importance of Being Irish, 

merited the 1995 Oscar Wilde Literary Award (Dublin Society) renewed old 

acquaintanceships. It was a nice, crisp, dry day so it was quite pleasant to linger 

in the sunshine and swap anecdotes and reminiscences, but the next item on the 

programme beckoned.  

          Next stop was number one Merrion Square for lunch, wine and  

                                                                                                             (cont. on page 8)  
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Dympna Murphy, Sarah Holland, J.D. Murphy, Merlin Holland and 

Lucian Holland in Speranza's room at No.1 Merrion Square, Dublin, 

3rd February 1996. 
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(cont. from page 6)  

conversation as colourful as the light pouring in through "The Happy Prince" 

stained glass window recently installed by Braemor-Fiat. Merlin Holland 

presented a portrait of Lady Wilde to the American College. This is now 

appropriately dominating the room which once housed Speranza's famous salon. 

When he spoke of the responsibilities of the descendants of Wilde and the future 

generations, Lucian coughed nervously.  

When the harpist ceased to pluck and vacated the minstrels' gallery it seemed like 

a good time to move on. Maybe we missed the harp or maybe it was post-minstrel 

depression, but some of us sought solace in glasses emblazoned with the aforesaid 

musical instrument, containing a black liquid served up by Tony Collie in the Mont 

Clare licensed premises. This fortified us sufficiently to venture into Merrion  

Square where Joan de Freyne's efforts at the reforestation of Ireland were once 

again being exercised. The Oscar Wilde Society planted a tree in memory of 

Speranza. The canine population of Dublin wagged its collective tail in gratitude.  

A short walk then to the National Art Gallery where the 1996 Oscar Wilde Literary 

Award presentation was taking place. The 1996 recipient was Joy Melville for her 

outstanding biography, Mother of Oscar - the life of Jane Francesca Wilde, 

published in 1994. The presentation as made in front of John Hughes' (1865 - 1941) 

portrait of Lady Wilde. This is the crayon drawing that features on the cover of Joy 

Melville's book.  

Where next but back to the Attitude Adjustment Centre where we had "nothing to 

declare but our Guinness". When the final glass had been drained, the final address 

exchanged, the final exhortation to keep in touch uttered, we agreed the day had 

been a joyful celebration of an extraordinary soul who touched all of us. Speranza 

once asked a friend, "How can people weep at Death? To me it is the only happy 

moment of our miserable, incomprehensible existence".  

 

 

J.D. Murphy lives in Dublin, Ireland and is active in Wildean affairs there.  
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An Ideal Husband in New York 

Vito A. Lanza  

The Broadway season ended with a splash as Bill Kenwright imported Sir Peter 

Hall's much acclaimed English production of OW's An Ideal Husband to rapturous 

reviews from media and ecstatic audiences. Even with, today's jaded sensibilities, 

the fact that this century-old social drama finds such large, record-breaking crowds 

 

Anna Carteret and David Yelland in a scene from An Ideal Husband  



10 

 

on both sides of the Atlantic, testifies to OWs continuing ability to enthrall the 

public.  

          Actually, Wilde did nothing to reassure his audiences' likes and dislikes. He 

really stood up to the false morality of Victorian England with style, wit, elegance 

and graciousness. Employing the conventions of Victorian drama - now called the 

much maligned "well-made play" - the convolutions of the plot now look like satire.  

          The four act play, performed with one intermission after Act II, occurs in 

familiar Wilde territory - elegant rooms populated with dowagers and dandies. But 

there is a problem: Sir Robert Chiltern (David Yelland) is being blackmailed by 

Mrs. Chevely (Anna Carteret) for what is now called "insider trading." His wife 

(Penny Downie) will never understand. Enter Lord Goring (Martin Shaw attired 

to resemble OW) to help solve the problems. Once the epigrams started flowing like 

lava early in the first act, the audience was hooked. Laughter abounded and cheers 

greeted the curtain calls.  

           This is no tacky-looking touring production. Carl Toms's three massive sets 

and gorgeous costumes are at once lavish and opulent. Sir Peter's direction is 

perfect, and the imported members of the large cast form a seamless ensemble with 

their American counterparts. (One footman was eliminated from the script, but 

nobody noticed.)  

           It was a glorious evening at the Ethel Barrymore Theatre. For tickets call 

Telecharge at (212) 239-6200 or outside metro NY toll-free BOO 432 7250. They 

range from $30 to $55 and are well worth the price. No limit has been put on the 

run so, with enough public interest, it may be on for some time. One hopes that 

this production signals a professional revival of interest in Oscar Wilde.  

 

Vito Lanza lives in New York and contributes theatre reviews to this publication.  
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OSCAR WILDE MEMORIAL AWARD APPEAL 

News from the Oscar Wilde Society in Britain.  

 

A new Literary Award (probably in the form of £1,000 [Sterling], along with some 

suitably inscribed memento), is to be given by the Oscar Wilde Society of the UK. 

It will probably be for a work, published in the last year, submitted by publisher 

or agent, and selected by an independent panel of judges. The memento would 

remain with the winner for a period of one year, it would then pass to subsequent 

winners in following years.  

The Society has commenced a fund-raising campaign, the total of which would fund 

both the Award and its administration. It is hoped the first of these such Awards 

would be ready for entry in 1997 - the anniversary of Wilde's release from Reading 

Gaol. So far there have been pledges of up to £1,000 from various Members within 

the British Isles, and a projected target of £30,000 has been set up by the Japanese 

Oscar Wilde Society.  

Other offers are invited from anyone, in the USA (or anywhere else), who wishes 

to be involved in this enterprise.  

Details of the Administration of the Award and its Literary Objectives, can be 

obtained from:-  

Andrew McDonnell, Press & Publicity Officer, The Oscar Wilde Society, 14B, 

Kingston Road, Oxford, OX2 6RO. England.  

Tel/Fax 00 44 865 56788.  

e-mail: Oscar.Wilde@dailyinf.demon.co.uk  

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:Wilde@dailyinf.demon.co.uk
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Another Dorian Gray 

Vito A. Lanza  

 

          Of the three remaining New York based groups dealing primarily with the 

classics, only the 26 year old West Side Repertory Theatre consistently maintains 

a strong relationship with OW. This Off Off Broadway company performed all of 

his plays except Vera and A Florentine Tragedy at least twice to full houses.  

          Its latest effort, Bill Connington's streamlined new adaptation of Oscar 

Wilde's novel, The Picture of Dorian Gray, played to good business - usually with a 

waiting list - from November 8 through December 3 1995 at the group's 37 -seat 

home at 252 West 81 st Street in Manhattan.  

          Connington also directed and he transplanted the action to New York City 

several years before and after the turn of the century. He located the events at 

homes in Gramercy Park, Astor Place, Washington Square and on 57th Street 

among others.  

          Aided immensely by Deirdre Broderick's haunting original music, 

Annamarie Duggan's evocative lighting and David Zyla's reasonable, 

Beardlesesque single set, the 75 minute play (with no intermission) remained true 

to the spirit of OW's only novel, but not to his facts.  

          In a series of sleek, documentary-style blackouts, a young, vibrant cast of 

eight performed almost flawlessly. Tom Kulesa had the requisite good looks to play 

Dorian, and he used them to great effect. Timothy Jeffryes as Henry Wotton was 

garbed to resemble OW and spouted a severely cut edition of his epigrams. Tom 

Murdock made a sturdy Basil Hallward. As Henry's wife Agatha, who has a sordid 

affair with Dorian in this version, Seana Lee Wyman dominated her scenes. With 

Katherine Boeck as Victoria Wotton, Henry's sister, she narrated a special scene  

concocted to chronicle Dorian's dissolution. The subplot with Sybil Vane 

(underplayed calmly by a bosomy Lori Babson) was handled much the way OW did 

but with the addition of her mother played by Rayna Baker. In an opium den in 

the Bowery, she finally confronts a shaken Dorian after secretly pursuing him 

throughout his debauchery.  

          The situation with Alan Campbell (Frank Bradley) was also altered to have 

Dorian blackmail him into a liaison with Henry's wife after Dorian casts her off. 

Connington makes the veiled gay theme in this relationship more literal. Henry's 

wife eventually leaves him and denies him access to his children.  
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          The picture itself, which is supposed to depict Dorian's age and depravity, 

while he stays young and attractive, was a life-size gold frame containing a blank, 

transparent scrim onto which abstract projections stood in for a literal 

representation.  

Harper Collins is Connington's publisher and they may eventually get around to 

publishing this one.  

The West Side Rep Theatre can be reached in New York at 212 8747290  

 

*************************************************************************** 

 

Listen to The Trials!  

An audio performance of the Trials of Oscar Wilde has been produced by Tangled 

Web Audio of Canada. A joint production of CSA Telltapes Ltd. (Britain) and 

Tangled Web, the dual cassette audio plays for two and a half hours. It is read and 

performed by Martin Jarvis who is the first-ever winner of the UK Talkies Reader 

of the Year Award. Jarvis is an accomplished actor who has appeared in such 

diverse BBC productions as The Forsyth Saga to Dr. Who. The audio is engaging 

and crisp as Jarvis portrays all the male participants in the trials. Both Wilde's wit 

and tragedy are well delineated in this production.  

An excellent companion for a long drive or a quiet evening at home with  

fellow Wildeans.  

For a copy of this recording you may send a cheque to:  

Tangled Web Audio  

3380 Sheridan Drive, Suite 167 Amherst, NY 14226  

Price: $16.99 + $3.50 shipping for first copy, .50 for second or more.  

 

In U.K.:  

CSA Telltapes Ltd.,  

101 Chamberlayne Rd., London NW10 3ND  

Tel: 0181 960 8466  

Price: £7.99 sterling  
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To Read or Not to Read 

Oscar Wilde  

An article written by Wilde for the Pall Mall Gazette and published  

February 8, 1886. It is here reproduced in full.  

 

Books, I fancy, may be conveniently divided into three classes:  

1. Books to read such as Cicero's Letters, Suetonius, Vasari's Lives of the Painters, 

the Autobiography of Benvenuto Cellini, Sir John Mandeville, Marco Polo, St. 

Simon's Memoirs, Mommsen, and (till we get a better one) Grote's History of Greece.  

2. Books to re-read, such as Plato and Keats: in the sphere of poetry, the masters 

not the minstrels; in the sphere of philosophy, the seers not the savants.  

3. Books not to read at all, such as Thomson's Seasons, Roger's Italy, Paley's 

Evidences, all the fathers except St. Augustine, all John Stuart Mill except the 

essay on Liberty, all Voltaire's plays without any exception, Butler's Analogy, 

Grant's Aristotle, Hume's England, Lewes's History of Philosophy, all argumentive 

books, and all books that try to prove anything.  

The third class is by far the most important. To tell people what to read is, as a 

rule, either useless or harmful; for the appreciation of literature is a question of 

temperament not of teaching; to Parnansus there is no primer and nothing that 

one can learn is ever worth learning. But to tell people what not to read is a very 

different matter, and I venture to recommend it as a mission to the University 

Extension Scheme.  

Indeed, it is one that is eminently needed in this age of ours, an age that reads so 

much that it has no time to admire, and writes so much that it has no time to think. 

Whoever will select out of the chaos of our modern curricula "The Worst Hundred 

Books," and publish a list of them, will confer on the rising generation a real and 

lasting benefit.  

After expressing these views I suppose I should not offer any suggestions at all 

with regard to "The Best Hundred Books," but I hope you will allow me the pleasure 

of being inconsistent, as I am anxious to put in a claim for a book that has been 

strangely omitted by most of the excellent judges who have contributed to your 

columns. I mean the Greek Anthology. The beautiful poems contained in this 

collection seem to me to hold the same position with regard to Greek dramatic 

literature as do the delicate little figurines of Tanagra to the Phidian marbles, and 

to be quite as necessary for the complete understanding of the Greek spirit.  
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I am also amazed to find that Edgar Allen Poe has been passed over. Surely this 

marvellous lord of rhythmic expression deserves a place? If, in order to make room 

for him, it be necessary to elbow out someone else, I should elbow out Southey, and 

I think that Baudelaire might be most advantageously substituted for Keble.  

No doubt, both in the Curse of Kehama and in the Christian Year there are poetic 

qualities of a certain kind, but absolute catholicity of taste is not without its 

dangers. It is only an auctioneer who should admire all schools of art.  

 

 

 

*************************************************************************** 

 

Recently Published:  

The Thief of Reason:  

Oscar Wilde & Modern Ireland  

Richard Pine  

 

St. Martin's Press ISBN: 0-312-15813-0  

This new study of Wilde lays stress on his Irish background.  

While many studies of Wilde emphasize his London background, Richard  

Pine is interested in Wilde the outsider. Wilde was an outsider in England  

not only because of his homosexuality but because of his Irish  

background. Pine details this Irish formation, as well as the paradox of  

growing up Protestant in a country (Ireland) which was turning increasingly  

Roman Catholic.  

Richard Pine is a writer and critic who lives in Ireland and has previously 

published (in 1983) a biography of Wilde. This new analysis promises to establish 

itself as an important interpretation of Wilde and his life.  
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Hours ago, Ernest, you asked me the use of Criticism. You might just as well have 

asked me the use of thought. It is Criticism, as Arnold points out, that creates the 

intellectual atmosphere of the age. It is Criticism, as I hope to point out myself 

someday, that makes the mind a fine instrument. We, in our educational system, 

have burdened the memory with a load of unconnected facts, and laboriously striven 

to impart our laboriously-acquired knowledge. We teach people how to remember, 

we never teach them how to grow. It has never occurred to us to try and develop in 

the mind a more subtle quality of appreciation and discernment.  

Oscar Wilde. The Critic as Artist .  
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