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CHAPTER I 

ART AND NATURE AS OBSERVED BY OSCAR WILDE 

AND BY GORDON CRAIG 

Oscar Wilde's Theories on Art 

In "The Decay of Lying" Oscar Wilde defined art as 

" . . . purely imaginative and pleasurable work dealing 

with what is unreal and nonexistent." What he meant by 

"nonexistent" was "not being in time and space." In other 

words, according to Wilde, art could not be subjected to 

any external limitations. 

Art finds her own perfection within, and not outside 
of, herself. She is not to be judged by any exter
nal standard of resemblance. She is a veil, rather 
than a mirror. . . . She makes and unmakes many 
worlds, and can draw the moon from heaven with a 
scarlet thread. Hers are the "forms more real than 
living man," and hers the great archetypes of which 
things that have existence are but unfinished 
copies. Nature has, in her [art's] eyes, no laws, 
no uniformity. She can work miracles at her will, 
and when she calls monsters from the deep they 
come. She can bid the almond tree blossom in win
ter, and send the snow upon the ripe cornfield. . . . 
She has hawk-faced gods that worship her, and the 
centaurs gallop at her side.^ 

In his essay, "Aesthetics and Literary Criticism," 

Epifanio San Juan, Jr., pointed out that for Wilde "Art" 

-̂ Oscar Wilde, "The Decay of Lying, " The Prose of 
Oscar Wilde (New York: Cosmopolitan Book Corporation, 
1916), p. 23. 

^Ibid., pp. 31-32. 



was "mind expressing itself under the conditions of mat-
3 

ter." Oscar Wilde regarded art as a creative work which 

gave personal pleasure to the person who accomplished crea

tivity. Achieving pleasure was important in creating a 

work of art, because " . . . it is for the sake of this 

pleasure that one creates. The artist works with his eye 

on the object. Nothing else interests him. . . . He is 

fascinated by what he has in hand. He is indifferent to 
4 

others." 

From Wilde's point of view, art presented various 

imaginative forms, and through these forms it (art) influ

enced "Life." 

Then Life becomes fascinated with this new wonder 
and asks to be admitted into the charmed circle. 
Art takes life as part of her rough material, re
creates it, and refashions it in fresh forms, is 
absolutely indifferent to fact, invents, imagines, 
dreams and keeps between herself and reality the 
impenetrable barrier of beautiful style, of decora
tive or ideal treatment.^ 

In "The Decay of Lying," Wilde observed that an artist 

creates a form, and "life" aims at reproducing that form. 

"Greeks . . . knew that Life gains from Art not merely 

Epifanio San Juan, Jr., The Art of Oscar Wilde 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1967), p. 86. 

4 
Oscar Wilde, "Letters on Dorian Gray," Miscellanies, 

Vol. X of Complete Works of Oscar Wilde, ed. by Robert Ross 
(Massachusetts: The Wyman-Fogg Company, 1908), pp. 148-49, 

5 
Oscar Wilde, "The Decay of Lying," p. 24. 



spirituality, depth of thought and feeling, soul-turmoil 

or soul-peace, but that she can form herself on the very 

lines and colours of art, and can reproduce the dignity of 

Pheidias as well as the grace of Praxiteles." Again, re

ferring to the Greek ideal, in his letter-essay De Profundis, 

written to Lord A. Douglas in 1897, Wilde criticized in 

modern people their inability to sense and feel. 

It seems to me that we all look at Nature too much. 
. . . I discern great sanity in the Greek attitude. 
They never chattered about sunsets, or discussed 
whether the shadov/s on the grass were really mauve 
or not. . . . They loved the trees for the shadow 
that they cast, and the forest for its silence at 
noon. . . . I am conscious now that behind all this 
Beauty . . . there is some Spirit hidden of which 
the painted forms and shapes are but modes of mani
festation, and it is with this Spirit that I de
sire to become in harmony. . . . The Mystical in 
Art, the Mystical in Life, the Mystical in Nature— 
this is what I am looking for, and in the great 
symphonies of Music, in the initiation of Sorrow, 
in the depths of the Sea I may find it.^ 

The "hidden spirit" or the "mystical" Wilde referred to in 

the above-mentioned statement verified the fact that nature 
p 

(life), according to him, was dependent on art. "People 

only discover in her [nature] what they bring to her. She 

9 
has no suggestions of her own." Art, from Wilde's point 

^Oscar Wilde, "The Decay of Lying," pp. 32-33. 

"̂ Oscar Wilde, "To Lord Alfred Douglas," The Letters 
of Oscar Wilde, ed. by Rupert Hart-Davis (London: Rupert 
Hart-Davis, Ltd., 1962), p. 509. 

p 
In "The Decay of Lying" Oscar Wilde used the terms 

"nature" and "life" in the same sense: "Nature is no great 
mother who has borne us. She is our creation. It is in our 
brain that she quickens to life." See p. 40 of the essay. 

9 
Oscar Wilde, "The Decay of Lying," p. 23. 



of view, as mentioned above, offered to life beautiful forms 

of expression, but life lacked artistic temperament. 

Things are because we see them, and what we see, and 
how we see it, depends on the Arts that have influ
enced us. To look at a thing is very different from 
seeing a thing. One does not see anything until one 
sees its beauty. Then, and then only, does it come 
into existence. At present, people see fogs, not be
cause there are fogs, but because poets and painters 
have taught them the mysterious loveliness of such 
effects. There may have been fogs for centuries in 
London. . . . But no one saw them, and so we do not 
know anything about them. They did not exist till 
Art had invented them. . . . Art creates an incom
parable and unique effect, and, having done so, 
passes on to other things. Nature, upon the other 
hand, forgetting that imitation can be made the 
sincerest form of insult, keeps on repeating this 
effect until we all become absolutely wearied of 
it.10 

Since beauty and imaginative power were the basic require

ments of art, it was mandatory from Wilde's point of view 

that life, when used as the "rough material" of the artist, 

11 . 
should be freed from its "monstrous worship of facts" m 

order to prevent art from becoming impotent. 

Pure modernity of form is always somewhat vulgarising. 
It cannot help being so. The public imagine that, 
because they are interested in their immediate sur
roundings. Art should be interested in them also, 
and should take them as her subject-matter. But the 
mere fact that they are interested in these things 
makes them unsuitable for Art. The only beautiful 
things, as somebody once said, are the things that 
do not concern us.^^ 

Oscar Wilde frequently reminded the reader that " . . . we 

•^^Oscar Wilde, "The Decay of Lying," pp. 40-41 

-'•-̂ Ibid., p. 13. 

^^Ibid., pp. 20-21. 



see not with our eyes alone but with our whole faculties. 

13 
Feeling and thought are part of sight." Thus, he stated 

that art must avoid reflecting the facts of life while using 

it. "Art, in one word, must not content itself simply with 

holding the mirror up to nature, for it is a re-creation, 

14 
. . . and not a repetition but rather a new song." 

The development of the above-mentioned points gave 

way to the establishment of the issue that "Life imitates 

art," or it "holds the mirror up to art." 

We have all seen in our own day in England how a 
certain curious and fascinating type of beauty, 
invented and emphasised by two imaginative painters, 
has so influenced Life that whenever one goes to a 
private view or to an artistic salon one sees, here 
the mystic eyes of Rossetti's dream, the long ivory 
throat, the strange square-cut jaw, the loosened 
shadov/y hair that he so ardently loved[.]1^ 

In "The Decay of Lying" Wilde summarized his observations 

on the relationshp of art to nature by saying. 

The more we study Art, the less we care for Nature. 
What Art really reveals to us is Nature's lack of 
design, her curious crudities, her extraordinary 
monotony, her absolutely unfinished condition. 
Nature has good intentions, of course, but, as 
Aristotle once said, she cannot carry them out. 
When I look at a landscape I cannot help seeing 
all its defects. It is fortunate for us, how
ever, that Nature is so imperfect, as otherwise 
we should have had no art at all. Art is our 
spirited protest, our gallant attempt to teach 
Nature her proper place.1" 

•̂ •̂ Oscar Wilde, "The Close of the Arts and Crafts," 
Miscellanies, p. 107. 

Oscar Wilde, "Art at Willis's Rooms," Miscellanies, 
p. 91. 

15 
Oscar Wilde, "The Decay of Lying," p. 33. 

16 
Ibid., pp. 7-8. 
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Wilde did not see realism and art as ever coming together. 

Realism to him was a sign of decay. Oscar Wilde was of 

the opinion that an artist's vision of an object was sub

jective. In other words, the appearance of a certain ob

ject depended upon the personal interpretation of the 

artist, or upon his style—manner of expression. 

Holbein's drawings of the men and women of his time 
impress us. . . . But this is because Holbein com
pelled life to accept his conditions, to restrain 
itself within his limitations, to reproduce his 
type, and to appear as he wished it to appear. It 
is style that makes us believe in a thing—nothing 
but style.1^ 

In "The Critic as Artist," Gilbert, the hypotheti

cal critic presented by Wilde, after qualifying art as a 

"passion," elaborated his ideas further: 

There are two ways of disliking art, Ernest. One 
is to dislike it. The other, to like it rationally. 
For Art, as Plato saw, and not without regret, 
creates in listener and spectator a form of divine 
madness. . . . Reason is not the faculty to which 
it appeals. If one loves Art at all, one must love 
it beyond all other things in the world, and against 
such love, the reason, if one listened to it, would 
cry out.l^ 

The main objective of the artist was to create not accord

ing to any set standards, but according to his own temper

ament. Since, from Wilde's angle, "the function of the 
19 

artist is to invent the beautiful," then the real and 

l^Oscar Wilde, "The Decay of Lying," p. 47. 

18 
Oscar Wilde, The Prose of Oscar Wilde, p. 176. 

19 
Oscar Wilde, "Letters on Dorian Gray," Miscel

lanies, p. 139. 



the rational were the destructive forces against art. In 

that case, an artist, according to the writer, in order 

to achieve artistic beauty had the right to lie, because 

" . . . the aim of the liar was simply to charm, to delight, 

20 
to give pleasure." Wilde denoted lying in art for the 

sake of beauty as the highest form of lying. 

Art, breaking from the prison-house of realism, will 
run to greet him [the liar] , and will kiss his false 
beautiful lips, knowing that he alone is in posses
sion of the great secret of all her manifestations, 
the secret that Truth is entirely and absolutely a 
matter of style; while Life—poor, probable, unin
teresting human life—tired of repeating herself 
for the benefit of . . . scientific historians, and 
the compilers of statistics in general, will follow 
meekly after him, and try to reproduce in her own 
simple and untutored way, some of the marvels of 
which he talks.21 

Another point made by Wilde in connection with lying as 

artistic temperament was directed toward the relationship 

between the artist and society's system of moral values. 

The writer stated that an artist was concerned not with 

the principles of moral obligations, but with aesthetic 

influences. 

An artist . . . has no ethical sympathies at all. 
Virtue and wickedness are to him simply what the 
colours on his palette are to the painter. . . . 
He sees that by their means a certain artistic 
effect can be produced and he produces it.^^ 

20 
Oscar Wilde, "The Decay of Lying," p. 30. 

Ibid. 

22 
Oscar Wilde, "Letters on Dorian Gray," Miscellanies, p. 149. 
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In conclusion, Oscar Wilde expounded his theories 

on art in terms of four basic principles. 

1. Art never expresses anything but itself. It 
has an independent life, just as Thought has, and 
develops purely on its own lines. 

2. All bad art comes from returning to Life and 
Nature, and elevating them into ideals. Life and 
Nature may sometimes be used as part of Art's rough 
material, but before they are of any real service 
to art they must be translated into artistic con
ventions. The moment Art surrenders its imagina
tive medium it surrenders everything. 

3. . . . Life imitates Art far more than Art imi
tates Life. This results not merely from Life's 
imitative instinct, but from the fact that the self-
conscious aim of Life is to find expression, and 
that Art offers it certain beautiful forms through 
which it may realise that energy. 

4. . . . Lying, the telling of beautiful untrue 
things, is the proper aim of Art.23 

Decadence of the Art of the Theatre— 
Oscar Wilde 

One of the above-mentioned aesthetic principles 

was "Life imitates Art far more than Art imitates Life." 

It has already been shown that this doctrine embodies the 

moulding of life by Art. According to Wilde art could not 

reach perfection by being true to life, because art's aim 

was not verisimilitude. From Wilde's point of view, in the 

theatre of his day the problem confronting the art was its 

imitation by life. 

23 
Oscar Wilde, "The Decay of Lying," pp. 52-53 



As a method Realism is a complete failure, and the 
two things that every artist should avoid are 
modernity of form and modernity of subject-matter. 
To us, who live in the nineteenth century, any 
century is a suitable subject for art except our 
own. The only beautiful things are the things 
that do not concern us.^^ 

As Wilde put it, at its birth drama was purely symbolic, 

and the dramatic art of symbolism had a beauty of its own. 

Subsequently, the dramatic art took life as a part of her 

rough material and gave birth to classical tragedy by creat

ing " . . . an entirely new race of beings, whose sorrows 

were more terrible than any sorrow man has ever felt, . . . 

who had the rage of the Titans and the calm of the gods. 

25 

. . ." Later, symbolism, mythology, and legend united 

within the context of historic plays. But in those plays 

which dealt with Caesar or Cleopatra, "history was entirely 

rewritten, and there was hardly one of the dramatists who 

did not recognise that the object of Art is . . . complex 
26 

beauty." Yet the decay of the dramatic art started even 
in the Shakespearean era. 

But Life soon shattered the perfection of the form. 
Even in Shakespeare we can see the beginning of the 
end. It shows itself by the gradual breaking-up 
of blank-verse in the later plays, by the predomin
ance given to prose, and by the over-importance 
assigned to characterisation. The passages in 
Shakespeare—and they are many—where the language 
is uncouth, vulgar, exaggerated, fantastic, obscene 

^^Oscar Wilde, "The Decay of Lying," p. 52. 

Ibid. 

26 
Ibid., p. 25. 
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even, are entirely due to Life calling for an echo 
of her own voice, and rejecting the intervention 
of beautiful style through which alone should life 
be suffered to find expression.27 

The absolute surrender of creativity, according to Wilde, 

came about with modern English melodrama. 

The characters in these plays talk on the stage 
exactly as they would talk off it; they have 
neither aspirations nor aspirates; they are taken 
directly from life and reproduce its vulgarity 
down to the smallest detail; they present the gait, 
manner, costume and accent of real people; they 
would pass unnoticed in a third-class railway car
riage.^° 

For Oscar Wilde, practicing realism in drama as well as in 

other art forms constituted a complete deterioration of 

art. 

Gordon Craig's Theories on Art 

In none of his works listed in the bibliography of 

this thesis did Gordon Craig discuss theories on Art per 

se; he concentrated mainly on the theories related to the 

art of the theatre. Yet, a few direct references which he 

made, on certain occasions, to art and to nature were 

strongly supported and broadened, and serve to give the 

reader at least some information on his views in these areas 

In On the Art of the Theatre, Craig defined art as 

" . . . the exact antithesis of pandemonium," and he con

tinued. 

27 
Oscar Wilde, "The Decay of Lying," p. 25 

^^Ibid., p. 26. 
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Pandemonium is created by the tumbling together 
of many accidents. Art arrives only by design. 
Therefore in order to make any work of art it is 
clear we may only work in those materials with 
which we can calculate.29 

Since art, according to Craig, did not allow any accidents, 

it was restricted. Yet for Craig "restriction" in no sense 

meant "restraint" or "limitation." The term was used in 

opposition to one describing emotional outbursts of man 

which resulted in pandemonium. Gordon Craig was of the 

opinion that art had a soul, and should express herself 

only by means of a united body and soul. "Hold close to 

the Body . . . thinking to reveal the Soul through the 

holding[.] . . . Do not cease from this frantic and pur-

30 poseless parody of Time and Space." The art forms of 

ancient civilizations which were the means of expression 

of the creative minds were restricted. They had to abide 

by certain rules, but as Craig stated, they were not limited 

by time and space, and they outlived several centuries. 

Did they reveal 

. . . gush, emotion, swaggering personality of the 
artist?—not one single breath of it. Fierce 
doubts of hope?—not one hint of such a thing. . . . 
Nor pride, nor fear, nor the comic, nor any indi
cation that the artist's mind or hands was for the 
thousandth part of a moment out of the command of 

29 •• 
Edward Gordon Craig, "The Actor and the Uber-

Marionette," On the Art of the Theatre, 5th ed. (London: 
William Heinemann, Ltd., 1957), pp. 55-56. 

30 
Gordon Craig, "European Depression," The Mask, 

VI (1913-1914), 56. 
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the laws which ruled him. How superbl 

The mind of the artist was more powerful than his emotions, 

and so the mind was able to express itself and create vari

ous forms from imagination. 

The wise, the moderate masters, strong because of 
the laws to which they swore to remain ever faith
ful—their nai\ies unknown for the most part— . . . 
the creators of the great and tiny gods of the 
East and the West[,] . . . these all bent their 
thoughts forward towards the unknown, searching 
for sights and sounds in that peaceful and joyous 
country, that they might raise a figure of stone 
or sing a verse, investing it with that same peace 
and joy seen from afar, so as to balance all the 
grief and turmoil here.-^2 

Searching for sights and sounds, in other words, 

searching for the images of a creative mind, was both beau

tiful and mysterious. The concept of art of the ancients, 

based on expressive forms, on invisible shapes, was far 

from imitating nature or bringing life to images. 

"The artist," says Flaubert, "should be in his work 
like God in creation, invisible and all-powerful; 
he should be felt everywhere and seen nowhere. Art 
should be raised above personal affection and ner
vous susceptibility. . . . I have always tried not 
to belittle Art for the satisfaction of an isolated 
personality. "-̂ ^ 

Yet, according to Craig, instead of keeping art above with 

the fair spirits, " . . . for it was the spirit which first 

34 
chose the artist to chronicle its beauty," the artists 

31 " 
Edward Gordon Craig, "The Actor and the Uber-

Marionette," On the Art of the Theatre, p. 87. 

•^^Ibid., pp. 85-86. 

^-^Ibid., p. 77. 
^^Ibid., p. 89. 
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turned to " . . . realism, the blunt statement of life, 

something everybody misunderstands while recognizing." 

For Craig, realism was not art, and the realist 

painter, or architect, or musician was not truly an artist, 

Craig refused to accept realism, and aimed at bringing 

back the old forms. 

My pleasure shall not be to compete with the strenu
ous photographer, and I shall ever aim to get some
thing entirely opposed to life as we see it. This 
flesh-and-blood life, lovely as it is to us all, is 
for me a thing made to search into, or to give out 
again to the world, even conventionalized. I think 
my aim shall rather be to catch some far-off 
glimpse of that spirit which we call Death—to re
call beautiful things from the imaginary world. ^^ 

From Craig's point of view, only the spiritual, the sym

bolic, form of art could bring back to the artist his 

creativity and inspiration. The reproduction of nature, 

37 which he qualified as "photographic and weak actuality,' 

was the ultimate destruction of all arts. 

Decadence of the Art of the Theatre— 
Gordon Craig 

In the beginning the human body was not used as 
material in the Art of the Theatre. In the be
ginning the emotions of men and women were not 
considered as a fit exhibition for the multitude. 
An elephant and a tiger in an arena suited the 
taste better, when the desire was to excite. 
. . . Such an exhibition is not more brutal. 

35 " 
Edward Gordon Craig, "The Actor and the Uber-

Marionette," On the Art of the Theatre, p. 89. 

Ibid., pp. 73-74. 

37 
Ibid., p. 81. 
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it is more delicate, it is more humane; for there 
is nothing more outrageous than that men and 
women should be let loose on a platform.-^^ 

Gordon Craig believed that the stage was not the place to 

show the gory aspects of life, because art was not meant 

for reflecting "flesh-and-blood life," or for reflecting 

life of a low order. "In life there is much that is un-

39 worthy which in art should be omitted." Craig insisted 

upon the fact that a change was necessary in order to re

store the theatre to its former dignity. 

. . . I should be more truly described, in relation 
to the theatre, as one who would put things in order. 
I do not know if it is yet widely enough realized 
that "putting in order" is the peculiar task of the 
artist . . . and that this putting in order, with 
the consequent elimination of what is valueless, is 
the artist's essential work.^^ 

In "putting the theatre in order," Craig's main point was 

to deal with the theatre as an institution. From actors 

to carpenters, all those involved in the theatre had to 

aim to raise the status of their work. 

38 " 
Edward Gordon Craig, "The Actor and the Uber-

Marionette," On the Art of the Theatre, p. 58. 
"^^Ibid., p. 80. 

40 
Denis Bablet, Edward Gordon Craig, trans, by 

Daphne Woodward (New York: Theatre Arts Books, 1966), 
p. 196. 



CHAPTER II 

ASPECTS OF PERFORMANCE AND DIRECTION 

The Art of Acting 

In "The Portrait of Mr. W. H.," which Oscar Wilde 

wrote in 1889, he discussed the qualities of a good actor 

by using the sonnets of Shakespeare as his references. 

Wilde said that for Shakespeare one of the basic require

ments of a perfect actor was to have " . . . the strange 

and rare temperament . . . " of Willie Hughes. Oscar 

Wilde described Hughes as a versatile player who was equally 

successful both in comic and in tragic parts. He could use 

various dialects and display different emotions easily. In 

that essay, Wilde referred to Willie Hughes as the favorite 
2 

actor of Shakespeare. According to Oscar Wilde, Shakespeare 

Oscar Wilde, "The Portrait of Mr. W. H.," The Writ
ings of Oscar Wilde, Vol. IV, ed. by William H. Wise (New 
York: William H. Wise and Company, 1931), p. 213. 

2 
Oscar Wilde gives some interesting infonnation 

about Willie Hughes in his article "The Portrait of Mr. W. H." 
Wilde starts his essay with a conversation between Erskine, 
whom he addresses as a close friend, and himself, the subject 
of the conversation being forgery. Erskine gives the account 
of how Cyril Graham had committed forgery in order to prove 
his theory that Shakespeare's sonnets were actually addressed 
not to Lord Pembroke but to a very beautiful boy-actor of his 
company, Willie Hughes. It is important to note that, as 
Erskine pointed out, too, Cyril Graham believed in the valid
ity of his theory, but committed forgery in order to present 
"some independent evidence about the existence of this young 
actor." When Erskine learned about the forgery, Graham shot 
himself. In the letter he left behind for Erskine, Graham 
said that he had sacrificed his life in order to prove "how 

15 
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addressed Hughes in most of his sonnets because he valued 

the latter's superiority to the other actors of his com

pany. In the following verse, according to Wilde, Shake

speare showed his admiration of the young actor. 

"What is your substance, whereof are you made. 
That millions of strange shadows on you tend? 
Since every one hath, every one, one shade. 
And you, but one, can every shadow lend—"^ 

Oscar Wilde related the term "shadow" to the actor's capa

bility of presenting any one of many personalities on stage 

"How is it," says Shakespeare to Willie Hughes, 
"that you have so many personalities?" and then 
he goes on to point out that his beauty is such 

firm and flawless his faith in the whole thing was." Cyril 
Graham, in the same letter, asked Erskine to present the 
Willie Hughes theory to the world, but the latter did not 
believe in the validity of the theory. Oscar Wilde was im
pressed by Graham's theory, so, as he stated in the same 
essay, Wilde decided to start from where Cyril Graham had 
left off, and prove that Cyril Graham was right. 

Other information concerning Willie Hughes is pre
sented in The Letters of Oscar Wilde (London: Rupert Hart-
Davis, Ltd., 1962), pp. 245-47. In April of 1889, Wilde 
wrote a letter to the publisher and editor Mr. William 
Blackwood requesting the publication of his new essay, "The 
Portrait of Mr. W. H.," which, as Wilde stated, " . . . con
tains an entirely new view on the subject of the identity of 
the young man to whom the sonnets are addressed." The essay 
was published in Blackwood's Magazine. After its publica
tion (July, 1889) Wilde sent a letter to Robert Ross, saying, 
"Write me a letter. Now that Willie Hughes has been re
vealed to the world, we must have another secret. . . . " 

According to William Blackwood's letter (July 9, 
1889), the article aroused interest among the critics, but 
there were no documents concerning the sources used by 
Oscar Wilde and by Robert Ross (Wilde's intimate friend, 
and the collector and editor of his writings), nor were 
there sufficient identifications of either Mr. Erskine or 
Graham that would defend the validity of the theory. 

Oscar Wilde, "The Portrait of Mr. W. H.," p. 213. 



17 

that it seems to realise every form and phase of 
fancy, to embody each dream of the creative imagina
tion.'^ 

Oscar Wilde's interpretation of Shakespeare's sonnets on 

Willie Hughes led Wilde to reach the conclusion that veri

similitude of acting brought life to the beauty of poetry, 

and at the same time it added current flavor to its arche

typal form. 

Wilde defined acting as an effort of the actor to 

convert his own disposition on an imaginative level which 

was beyond the reach of the hampering elements and demands 

of real life. In other words, the actor was a person 

" . . . who gave form and substance to a poet's fancy, and 
5 

brought into Drama the elements of a noble realism." This 

so-called "noble realism" did not contain the gory aspects 

of life. His concept of realism was related to that of 

beauty. In order to support his viewpoint, Wilde turned 

to Shakespeare's sonnet No. LXVII: 

"Ah, wherefore with infection should he live. 
And with his presence grace impiety. 
That sin by him advantage should receive. 
And lace itself with his society? 

Why should poor beauty indirectly seek ^ 
Roses of shadow, since his rose is true?" 

Wilde stated that Shakespeare, in the above-mentioned sonnet. 

^Oscar Wilde, "The Portrait of Mr. W. H.," pp. 213-14, 

^Ibid., p. 229. 

^Ibid., p. 214. 
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asked Hughes to leave the stage if it were standing apart 

from the "noble truth" and were dealing with "plain" real

ities. A year later, on July 2, 1890, Wilde's article on 

The Portrait of Dorian Grey, in the Daily Chronicle, re-

emphasized that for him "plain realism" was ugly. 

Indirectly, Wilde's views were later given special 

emphasis by Edward Gordon Craig. Gordon Craig, born in 

1872, when Oscar Wilde was a student at Trinity College, 

is one of those figures who contributed significantly to 

the development of the modern theatre. Along with other 

views held by Wilde, Craig shared the same approach with 

Wilde toward "realism" and "truth." In the essay "Realism 

and the Actor," Craig set a border line between "the actual" 

and the "presentation of the actual." 

Truth versus Realism 

Craig, with Oscar Wilde, was against the concept 

that "realism is beauty." "Realism," he maintained, "is 

a vulgar means of expression bestowed upon the blind. Thus 

we have the clear-sighted singing: 'Beauty is Truth, Truth 

7 
Beauty—that is all ye . . . need to know.'" For Craig 

it was senseless to present real life on stage, because the 

real was both crude and unpleasant. As Oscar Wilde had 

referred to "shadow" in relation to the actor on stage, so 

"^Edward Gordon Craig, "Realism and the Actor, " On 
the Art of the Theatre, 5th ed. (London: William Heinemann, 
Ltd., 1957), p. 287. 



19 

also did Gordon Craig. In "The Actor and the Ubermario

nette, " he said that "shadows" were more beautiful and vivid 
P 

than the men and women one sees in actual life. 

Both Wilde and Craig had some uniform ideas in con

nection with the presentation of drama and the responsi

bilities of an actor on stage. Almost all the concepts 

expressed by Wilde in dealing with these subjects reappeared 

years later in an expanded form in Craig's theories. 

In "The Portrait of Mr. W. H.," Oscar Wilde made a 

comparison between the artist of the theatre and other ar

tists, such as sculptors and painters. From his point of 

view, the main responsibility of the sculptor was to con

trol the color and of the painter was to control the form 

[sic]. Dealing with the theatre artist, Wilde said. 

It is the drama only that, to quote the fine saying 
of Gervinus, uses all means at once, and appealing 
both to eye and ear, has at its disposal, and in 
its service, form and colour, tone, look and word, 
the swiftness of motion. . . .^ 

II 

Gordon Craig, too, in "The Actor and the Ubermario

nette, " made the comparison between the basic aims of a 

painter and of an actor. The painter's aim was to reflect 

the temporal and sacred values of his environment. The actor's 

aim was to express the beautiful, which was not temporal. 

For Craig, the art of the theatre consisted of words, action. 

p 
Edward Gordon Craig, On the Art of the Theatre, p. 

74. 
9 Oscar Wilde, "The Portrait of Mr. W. H.," p. 234 
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color, and rhythm. 

Henry Irving as the Ideal Actor 

Oscar Wilde, in his criticism of Hamlet as performed 

by Irving at the Lyceum (1885), recognized Irving as a 

"great actor." From Wilde's point of view, the greatness 

of Henry Irving rested on the fact that on stage his per

formances were not overruled by his personal emotions, and 

he conformed to the characteristic attributes of the person 

whom he had to represent. In other words, Henry Irving 

was in control of his personal feelings. Still, he did 

not tame do\\ni the emotions of the dramatic character. 

For delightful as good elocution is, few things are 
so depressing as to hear a passionate passage re
cited instead of being acted. . . . So it does not 
seem to me that in all parts of a play perfect pro
nunciation is necessarily dramatic. When the words 
are "wild and whirling," the expression of them must 
be wild and whirling also.-^^ 

For Oscar Wilde, one of the basic qualities of an ideal 

actor was his proficiency in using his voice with flexi

bility. Henry Irving, as Wilde put it, was extremely 

accurate in giving a word the meaning it had to have. His 

speech was not based upon the art of elocution; when he had 

to deliver an emotional passage, he put the necessary emo

tions into it, rather than using the declamatory style of 

speech. Wilde appreciated that aspect of Irving, because 

Oscar Wilde, "Hamlet," in The Prose of Oscar 
Wilde (New York: Cosmopolitan Book Corporation, 1916), p 
245. 
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he was of the opinion that the words in a play did not ap

peal only to the intellect, but to emotions as well. There

fore, perfect pronunciation throughout the play did not 

necessarily make it dramatic. The ideal actor, from Wilde's 

point of view, could express his state of mind through the 

intonations of his voice. Wilde's letter to Henry Irving, 

dated in February of 1891, showed his appreciation of the 

latter's vocal communication: 

You have created in the theatre—going public both 
taste and temperament, so that there is an audience 
for a poet inside a theatre, though there is none 
or but a small audience for a poet outside the 
theatre. The public as a class don't read poetry, 
but you have made them listen to it.-*-! 

Oscar Wilde gave significance to the sense of rhythm in 

delivering the lines. He said that an actor had to be aware 

of the melodic construction of the play, and to unite it 

with the dramatic action. During the criticism of Hamlet, 

Oscar Wilde also mentioned the perfect sense of rhythm in 

the speeches of Ellen Terry (mother of Gordon Craig) as 

Ophelia, and especially emphasized how her rhythmic lan

guage was fused into the dramatic situation. While criti

cizing Helena in Troas, Oscar Wilde remarked that, more 

than volume, tone and emphasis were the important elements 

of oral communication. 

Oscar Wilde, "To Henry Irving," The Letters of 
Oscar Wilde, p. 286. 
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As Hamlet, Irving reflected the agonies and the 

passions of the Danish Prince with an inborn elegance. 

His movements were in relation to the demands of the dra

matic action. In his criticism of Helena in Troas, Wilde 

regarded the Greek classical drama as an imaginative form 

of art which required a highly developed style of inter

pretation. In ancient Greece, acting was considered of 

utmost importance. The actors had to have elegant gestures 

and musical voices. In order to achieve those qualities, 

according to Wilde, they had to go through a special kind 

of physical training. In his opinion, the importance of 

body training as well as the intellectual training of the 

actors had been accepted by the Greeks centuries ago. 

Wilde's praise of circus performers relates to his appre

ciation of the ancient Greek drama: 

Acrobats and gymnasts . . . bring into the art an 
element of swiftness of motion and of constant 
change. . . . What is interesting in these "slaves 
of the ring" is that with them Beauty is an uncon
scious result, not a conscious aim, the result in 
fact of the mathematical calculation of curves and 
distances, of absolute precision of eye, of the 
scientific knowledge of the equilibrium of forces, 
and of perfect physical training. A good acrobat 
is always graceful . . . because he does what he 
has to do in the best way in which it can be done. 
. . , The mere fact that he never speaks to the 
audience shows how well he appreciates the great 
truth that the aim of art is not to reveal person
ality but to please.12 

In Tom Taylor's An Unequal Match (November 7, 1882), Wilde, 

12 
Oscar Wilde, "London Models," Miscellanies, Vol. 

X of Complete Works of Oscar Wilde, ed. by Robert Ross 
(Massachusetts: The Wyman-Fogg Company, 1908), p. 127. 
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more than anything else, emphasized the graceful movements 

of Mrs. Langtry, as Hester Grazebrook, on stage; he likened 

her to a Greek statue in his criticism. 

In 1930, nearly thirty years after Wilde, Gordon 

Craig took the same approach as Wilde in his analysis of 

Henry Irving's acting. He said that Irving always wore a 

mask over his face in order not to give away the weaknesses 

of his nature. While moving on stage, he managed to keep 

the same face. The movements were under the control of his 

mind. Even the movements of his lips and eyes were con

trolled by his brain. Craig remarked upon the fact that 

•Henry Irving's face was similar to the masks which he 

thought were to take over the human faces on stage in the 

near future. According to Gordon Craig, Irving used his 

voice very effectively while he was on stage. 

. . . His tendency was to enrich the sounds of words— 
to make them expressive rather than refined. . . . 
Ever since I can remember, theorists have said that 
Irving mutilated the rhythm whenever he came to 
speak verse. When asked how Irving might have im
proved, the theorists would . . . begin to caterwaul 
unctuously . . . or they would mutter as paterfami
lias does at evening prayers. . . . They were unable 
to utter six words beautifully, yet would be in- ^^ 
structing one of the best verse speakers of the age. 

Both Wilde and Craig, within an interval of time, 

used the same adjective, "great," to define Irving as an 

actor. He was great because his verse was not monotonous 

13 
Edward Gordon Craig, Henry Irving (London: J. M. 

Dent and Sons, Ltd., 1930), pp. 63-67. 
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and because he moved gracefully on stage. Above all, 

Irving did not try to be realistic in his emotional out

bursts, and therefore his vocal emphases were never false 

or out of place. 

Another important point which both Wilde and Craig 

stressed about Irving was his approach to a part. Both 

could sense the presence of thought under Irving's actions, 

as might be expected of a great actor. This was a reflec

tion of his powerful personality, which led him towards a 

"perfect" interpretation of the part. Wilde briefly ex

plained what he expected from a "great actor" in his essay 

"L'Envoi," an introduction written in 1882 to Rannell 

Rodd's Rose Leaf and Apple Leaf. Wilde concentrated on the 

fact that 

It is not enough that a work of art should conform 
to the aesthetic demands of the age: there should 
be also about it, if it is to us any permanent de
light, the impress of a distinct individuality. 
Whatever work we have in the nineteenth century 
must rest on the two poles of personality and per
fection.!^ 

In 1886 Oxford University produced Shakespeare's 

Twelfth Night. While analyzing the performance in the 

Dramatic Review, Oscar Wilde made another important comment 

in relation to a "great actor." Wilde was of the opinion 

Oscar Wilde, "L'Envoi," in Miscellanies, p. 35. 

(Miss Ellen Terry, too, in Wilde's thinking, was 
one of those players who never forced her personality onto 
the part she played, yet she used that personality as a 
powerful stimulus to get into the character. For her per
formances both in Olivia and in Hamlet Miss Terry was highly 
praised by Wilde for this particular quality.) 



25 

that an apprentice could study the technique of a great 

actor, but he could not study or attempt to imitate the 

manner of acting, because while "[t]he manner of an artist 

is essentially individual, the method of an artist is ab

solutely universal. The first is personality which no one 

should copy; the second is perfection which all should aim 
15 

at." In "Stage Memoirs" Wilde defined acting as "the 

translation of literature back again into life." The per

son who turned only to nature for that purpose was not a 

great actor, because an actor had to present thought along 

with action. From his point of view there was a difference 

between looking at an object and seeing that particular 

object. To see an object was to see the beauty in it. 

"Only have the courage," Goethe said, "to give your
selves up to your impressions, allow yourselves to 
be delighted, moved, elevated, nay instructed, in
spired for something great." The courage to give 
yourselves up to your impressions: yes, that is the 
secret of the artistic life.17 

Every actor had to have his own telling of the beautiful, 

or his own interpretation of what he saw around him. In 

other words, the relationship which the actor set between 

nature and his perception of it was subjective, personal. 

15 
Oscar Wilde, "Twelfth Night," The Prose of Oscar 

Wilde, pp. 266-67. 
Oscar Wilde, "Stage Memoirs," The Prose of Oscar 

Wilde, p. 295. 

17 
Oscar Wilde, "The English Renaissance," Miscel

lanies, p. 272. 
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Wilde called this interaction the "pleasure-giving power," 

and he said that when an actor dies, his personality does 

not exist any more. With the personality of the actor 

" . . . that pleasure-giving power of virtue of which the 

18 art exists, . . . " passes away too. Again, according to 

Wilde, the actor's art becaime universal when he detached 

himself from pictorial representation of what he saw. Thus, 

Wilde thought, the above-mentioned "pleasure-giving power" 

could live forever and become a school because it contained 

the intellectual as well as the imaginative. 

Gordon Craig's approach to personality was on the 

same line with that of Oscar Wilde. On the Art of the 

Theatre, which Craig wrote in 1911, presented Henry Irving 

as the ideal actor whose intellect was in control of his 

nature. For Craig, Irving was an actor who had studied 

nature closely in order to express his thoughts by means 

of the symbols which he found in nature, yet he always used 

the intellect and the imagination to make a united whole. 

What Gordon Craig chiefly admired in Henry Irving was his 

intellect. Not only did Irving have a rich imagination, 

which stimulated him to produce the necessary emotions on 

stage, but he also studied the essence of these emotions 

before presenting them to the audience. It would be logi

cal to say that Craig viewed the characteristic aspects of 

18 
Oscar Wilde, "Stage Memoirs," The Prose of Oscar Wilde, p. 294. 
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the "ideal actor" within three categories. 

1. The ideal actor had to have a "rich nature" 

and a "powerful brain." 

2. The brain could not completely dominate the 

emotions, because emotions accompanied the 

intellect during the performance of the ideal 

actor. Yet, the former had to exert some con

trol over the latter in order to achieve the 

best results. 

3. The intellect was responsible for generating 

a rational environment, which did not allow 

desultory action. 

In Henry Irving, Craig devoted a chapter to The Bells, which 

he had seen several times at the Lyceum Theatre in London 

between 1889 and 1900. Craig classified that play as "the 

masterpiece" of Henry Irving's acting. While discussing 

the final scene of The Bells, Craig followed a route in 

relation with the above-mentioned three points, and analyzed 

the sense of balance created by Henry Irving. 

He does not appeal to any silly sentimentality in 
you—he merely states the case by showing you that 
quite obviously here is a strong human being who, 
through a moment of weakness, falls into error and 
becomes for two hours a criminal—does what he knows 
he is doing—acts deliberately—but (and here is 
Irving) acts automatically, as though impelled by 

•'•̂ Edward Gordon Craig, "On the Actor," On the Art 
of the Theatre, pp. 8-13. 
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an immense force, against which no resistance is 
possible.*^ 

As mentioned before, Craig gave foremost importance to 

movement. He found Irving's bodily expression fascinating 

Even the simplest movement of the actor, according to 

Craig, had a spellbinding quality of its own. Irving was 

different from his contemporaries because when he was on 

stage it was impossible not to watch even the smallest de

tails of his actions. Craig compared Irving's gestures 

and the use of his body to well-written prose, which in

volved the reader increasingly with each successive word. 

For Craig, every single movement Irving made on stage was 

an example of an artisan's work. 

The theories of Oscar Wilde and of Gordon Craig, 

then, agreed closely on the "ideal actors" as perceived by 

the two through studying their achievements on stage. But 

these two commentators on the art of the theatre had more 

than their view of the actor and his qualities in common. 

They agreed also in their emphasis on the importance of 

the effect of ancient civilizations on the development of 

modern theatre. 

Archeology and Its Relation to Acting 

Oscar Wilde attached a great deal of importance to 

archeology, the remains of the culture of a people. For 

90 
''^Edward Gordon Craig, Henry Irving, p. 58. 
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him, archeology was literature. Wilde believed that drama 

depended not solely upon the actor, but also upon the ac

tor's recognition of and response to certain unchanging 

elements of man's environment. The details of the physical 

world had to be in harmony with the artistic aspects of 

the performance. Although he recognized their subordina

tion to the motivational units of a play, he still stressed 

the necessity of using details to create a better illusion 

of environmental truth. Wilde was of the opinion that the 

world remained unchanged throughout the centuries, and 

that people just saw different views of that unchanged 

universe: "For what, as Goethe said, is the study of the 

21 

Ancients but a return to the real world. . . . " There

fore, in art, as well as in life, an artist had to see and 

sense the existence of the unchanging elements in his en

vironment. In other words, the artist had to be an imagina

tive observer of life. He had to treat the actual with a 

feeling of poetic vision and come up with a new presenta

tion of what was already there. "The artist is indeed the 

child of his own age, but the present will not be to him 

a whit more real than the past; for . . . the poet is the 

spectator of all time and of all existence. For him no 

22 
form, is obsolete, no subject out of date." Wilde pointed 

•̂'•Oscar Wilde, "The English Renaissance," Miscel
lanies, p. 244. 

^^Ibid., p. 256. 
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out that the ancient plays united human emotions with 

archeological graphics. This same unity between the spir

itual and the physical, he felt, was essential to the 

theatre of his own day. 

Concepts of the Regisseur 

Still, Wilde thought that the interaction of these 

elements was not sufficient to create an artistic whole. 

The axis of artistic perfection was 

. . . the absolute unity and harmony of the entire 
presentation, the presence of one mind controlling 
the most minute details, and revealing itself only 
in that true perfection which hides personality.2^ 

In this observation, Oscar Wilde conveyed the importance 

of "one mind" which exercised its authority on stage by 

standing behind the curtains. In his criticism of Henry 

the Fourth he discussed the significance of ultimate con

trol over a production by substituting the term "stage 

manager" in place of "one mind." "But though I have men

tioned particular actors, the real value of the whole rep

resentation was to be found in its absolute unity, in its 

delicate sense of proportion. . . . I have rarely seen a 

24 production better stage-managed." In "The Truth of 

23 
Oscar Wilde, "Helena in Troas," The Prose of 

Oscar Wilde, p. 276. 
24 
Oscar Wilde, "Henry the Fourth at Oxford," Liter

ary Criticism of Oscar Wilde, ed. by Stanley Weintraub 
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1968), p. 126. 
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Masks," Wilde gave a more explicit definition of his con

cept of the stage manager, or director. He made the state

ment that the "one mind" had to be an educated, learned 

ruler with absolute authority. 

This, of course, can only be done when there is one 
single mind directing the whole production. . . . 
The essence of artistic effect is unity. Monarchy, 
Anarchy and Republicanism may contend for the gov
ernment of nations; but a theatre should be in the 
power of a cultured despot. There may be division 
of labour, but there must be no division of mind.25 

From Wilde's point of view, the "single mind" (one mind) 

whom he addresses as the manager, the director, the cul

tural despot, and the master, had to be responsible for 

handling every detail of a production. In a limited sense 

his objective was on the same lines with the setup which 

the modern theatre has today. Wilde wanted to establish a 

triangle between the director, the actors, and the design

ers of the theatre. Both the actors and the designers 

would have the freedom to use their own initiatives within 

the limits set by the director. 

In fact, in art there is no specialism, and a really 
artistic production should bear the impress of one 
master, . . . who not merely should design and ar
range everything, but should have a complete control 
over the way in which each dress is to be worn.2" 

25 
The Artist as Critic: Critical Writings of Oscar 

Wilde, ed. by Richard Ellmann (New York: Random House, 
1968), p. 430. 

^^Ibid., pp. 430-31. 
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Gordon Craig, when he wrote Index to the Story of 

My Days in 1957, accused the modern theatre of artificiality 

and of the distortion of truth and beauty. His On the Art 

of the Theatre, written forty-six years earlier, had been 

based on the same criticism. That book contained the 

changes which were mandatory from Craig's point of view 

for the establishment of the ideal theatre. Like Oscar 

Wilde, Gordon Craig treated theatre as an independent form 

of art. 

. . . The Art of the Theatre is neither acting nor 
the play, it is not scene nor dance, but it con
sists of all the elements of which these things are 
composed; action, which is the very spirit of the 
play; words, which are the body of the play; line 
and colour, which are the very heart of the scene; 
rhythm, which is the very essence of dance. ̂"̂  

Craig's admiration of the ancient civilizations 

developed from the same roots as did Wilde's. The state

ment concerning the relationship of man to his environ

ment determines Craig's basic approach to the idea of the 

theatre. He said, "Man is always . . . greater or smaller; 

things don't change, but let man change even as he changes 

28 
in the real world." Gordon Craig, with this idea in 

mind, considered that in the ancient civilizations lay an 

art form which was to exist forever. During his trip to 

27 
Edward Gordon Craig, "The Art of the Theatre: 

The First Dialogue," On the Art of the Theatre, p. 138. 
28 
Gordon Craig, "The Game of Marionettes," The 

Mask, V (1912-1913), 149. 
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Italy one of his letters, written to a friend after watch

ing an ancient play (the n?ime of the play was not given) 

in an ancient amphitheatre, in the city of Pompeii, con

tained these lines: 

Is it possible I emi in a Dead City? No, that was 
only an idea which rose up after some distant 
peak of thunder had rolled away. . . . The Drama 
has ended. . . . I . . . feel this sense of in
finite time. . . . I feel that this is the great 
blessing brought to us by the poet, . . , the 
value of the moments.2^ 

The Marionette and the Ubermarionette 

Craig's main objective was to rebuild the theatre 

on old traditions. His concept of a "new" theatre sprang 

from two sources which were closely related: the ancient 

civilizations (mentioned above) and the marionettes. In 

On the Art of the Theatre he talked of "symbolism" as the 

basis of drama. According to Craig, ancient people created 

the art of drama by means of symbols: 

And during this ceremony [festivities to celebrate 
the Creation] there appeared before the eyes of the 
brown [Asiatic people] worshippers the symbols of 
all things on earth. . . . The symbol of the beau
tiful tree, . . . the symbol of the cloud, . . . 
and of all swift moving things; the symbol of the 
quickest of moving things, of thought, of remem
brance. . . .30 

Symbols, as Craig put it, were the essence of everyday life 

^^Gordon Craig, "The Theatre in Italy: Naples and 
Pompeii," The Mask, VI (1913-1914), 361-62. 

"^^Edward Gordon Craig, "The Fall," On the Art of 
the Theatre, p. 293. 
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From the letters of the alphabet to the crowns of the 

kings, everything was a symbol. People of the modern 

world refused to accept the fact that they used symbols, 

whereas the ancients had taken a different attitude and 

valued them. They gave life to the nonliving by using 

symbols. They used their bodies, hands, and fingers to 

symbolize the elements of nature. Craig said that the 

artists of the ancient times did not search for "realism" 

to express themselves, but they constantly searched for 

the "beautiful," because they were not concerned with ac

tualities, but with what was spiritual and imaginative. 

Gordon Craig attacked "realism" as the sole enemy of art. 

We gaze long at a face. We see it is not beautiful, 
that it is not strong, . . . that it is everything 
which art detests. We look closely at a tree. We 
see it is in decay. . . . And so we find that to 
look closely at reality is to be terrified by what 
we see; and if not terrified, saddened. How unrea
sonable it is to say that the artist exists to copy 
the defects and blemishes of Nature! 

According to Gordon Craig, the sixteenth-century 

Commedia dell'Arte represented the highest form of sym

bolic acting, thus " . . . lift[ed] them [theatre arts] 

3 9 

from interpretative into creative realms. . . ,"~>^ in 

"The Commedia Dell'Arte Ascending" Craig stated that the 

sixteenth-century Commedia dell'Arte, which was based on 

31 
Edward Gordon Craig, "Realism and the Actor," 

On the Art of the Theatre, pp. 108-109. 
32 
Gordon Craig, "The Commedia Dell' Arte Ascending, " 

The Mask, V (1912-1913), 106. 
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improvisa t ion , was the b a s i s of h i s "new" t h e a t r e . Craig 

be l i eved t h a t "mimo-drama" (pantomime) was the essence of 

dramatic a r t : 

An improvised drama can be as sincere and as pro
found as a play written by a master of letters. 
. . . Character is not drawn only by writers in 
ink. , . . The temperament of these Italian come
dians and the conditions under which they worked 
influenced them when they chose character . . . 
as their medium. •̂•̂  

Since true drama could revive only through improvisation, 

"all other dramas were . . . patchworks, . . . not good 

34 
woven stuffs." In the above-mentioned article, Gordon 

Craig, by quoting Professor Brander Matthews, who had 

written an essay on the art of the Commedia actors in 1910, 

gave an account of the degree to which the members of the 

company were limited on their improvisations on stage. 

The unchanging and highly colored type . . . has 
an obvious likeness to the bishop or knight . . . 
whose rights and privileges are strictly limited 
and absolutely invariable, but who can be set in 
motion in varied and limitless relations with 
the other pieces.35 

The masters of improvisation were highly disciplined: 

Did they feel that their face still showed too much 
the traces of desire to use it in the service of 
passion they could veil these traces under a mask: 
did they tremble for the betraying weakness of 

^•^Gordon Craig, "The Commedia Dell' Arte Ascending, " 
The Mask, V, 107. 

^Gordon Craig, "The Theatre in Italy: Naples and 
Pompei," The Mask, VI (1913-1914), 357. 

^^Gordon Craig, "The Commedia Dell' Arte Ascending," 
The Mask, V (1912-1913), pp. 104-106. 
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their movements they could remedy such failings 
by imprisoning their feet in raised and heavy 
shoes; . . . thus disciplined they no longer 
need feel fear that their unworthiness would 
impede the delivery of their message.-^^ 

The trained actors of the sixteenth-century Commedia 

dell'Arte gave birth to the marionette, and from it descended 

the Ubermarionette. Craig's description of the marionette 

is noteworthy: 

You have come across him in some deserted cathedral 
in Italy. . . . There you will have seen him hang
ing upon the Cross. . . . He is interpreting the 
Dreima of both poet-man and god. Or you have caught 
a glimpse of him in some temple in the Far East en
acting a more serene draima . . . seated before in
cense, . . . hands folded . . . very calm.-^^ 

In the deserted cathedral of Italy, the marionette was the 

Christ. He was presenting the drama of religious turmoil 

as the symbol of the Savior. On the other hand, in the 

temple of an Eastern land, the marionette was the flesh-

and-blood symbol of a religious belief or ideology. The 

important factor was the flexibility of the marionette to 

adjust to any given situation. As Craig emphasized, the 

reason the marionette gave the desired effect without arti

ficiality was his ability to take orders and to execute 

them without change or objection. The marionette did not 

object, because he was unable to speak. His subjection to 

"3 r_ 

Gordon Craig, "The Commedia Dell' Arte Ascending, " 
The Mask, V (1912-1913), 108. 

37 
Gordon Craig, "Gentlemen, the Marionette, " The 

Mask, V (1912-1913), 96. 
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manipulation and his inability to alter what was designed 

for him were his most valuable qualities. As the presi

dent of the "Society of the Marionette" in Florence, Craig 

had written various people who were interested in his 

project. One of the letters said, "Remember they are a 

Race, an immortal Race, so try and hear what they are tell-

38 ing you; open your eyes [sic] and you'll hear." The 

roots of that race which had given birth to the tlber-

marionette went back to ancient times. They originated 

in the religious festivals of the Asiatic people. Thus 

the worship of a certain symbol represented the idea of 

the marionette in its unpolished state. According to Craig, 

marionettes could not be put into the same category with 

the puppets, because the latter lacked grandeur. On the 

other hand, the Ubermarionette had a quality which neither 

the marionette nor the puppet possessed: human life. 

The tlbermarionette will not compete with life— 
rather will it go beyond it. Its ideal will not 
be the flesh and blood but rather the body in 
trance—it will aim to clothe itself with a^death-
like beauty while exhaling a living spirit.-^^ 

Since the Ubermarionette was the descendant of ancient civi

lizations, it had a certain kind of dignity of its own. As 

Harvey Grossman, one of the commentators on Gordon Craig's 

38 
Gordon Craig, "The Game of Marionettes," The 

Mask, V (1912-1913), 149. 
39 " 
Edward Gordon Craig, "The Actor and the Uber-

Marionette," On the Art of the Theatre, pp. 84-85. 
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contributions to the modern theatre, said in his article 

"Gordon Craig and the Actor, " the tlbermarionette was the 

ideal actor, so skilled that he no longer exhibited his 

inner self on stage. He wore a mask. His body was trained 

to answer the calls of his imagination, and to suppressun-

40 necessary emotions. In the biography of Henry Irving, 

Craig drew a parallel between Irving and the tlbermarionette 

(this relationship clarifies Craig's above-mentioned state

ment concerning the human element in the fibermarionette) . 

For several years, Irving as a young actor had had to go 

through many difficulties. Many times he had been dis

appointed and insulted by his audiences. Yet, years later, 

when he became a famous player, those spectators did not 

hesitate to applaud the same man, Irving, whom once they I 

had insulted. Henry Irving was indifferent both to the 

insults and to the ovations. Craig highly appreciated the 

indifference of the actor, but at the same time, he could 

not see how Irving managed to remain neutral. From his 

view, a person was liable to show some kind of a reaction. 

Henry Irving, by what he did, had proven to be above the 

average human being. Nevertheless, it was the indifference 

Irving had maintained as a part of his whole being that had 

raised him to the level of the "ideal actor." The Uber

marionette was the ideal actor of Gordon Craig. 

40 Harvey Grossman, Chrysalis, VI, 7-8 (1953), 11. 
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I announced the return of the tlbermarionette or 
Idol, and exodus of the actor from the Theatre. 
. . . The tlbermarionette is inevitable. The 
actor of sense will understand me. . . .No par
ticular of my programme excludes him, even if it 
reorganizes many of his present duties and pro
vides for all accidents waiting to scare him. 
When the time comes his place is secure.'^l 

In Books and Theatres Craig accused the actors of his day 

of not working hard, and of not using their imaginations. 

From Craig's point of view, the ordinary actors who filled 

the stages lacked the capability to understand life. Be

sides, they did not have imaginative minds. 

The ordinary actor on rising late looks at himself 
in the mirror; then he begins to make a few faces— 
he always does this; and, strange as it may sound, 
these faces are really not worth making. They are 
the stereotyped faces. The eyebrows go up, . . . 
then a frown; . . . a friendly nod; a smile; and 
the actor passes away from his mirror and proceeds 
to use the said faces over his coffee and his 
newspaper.42 

Apparently, Gordon Craig, in contrast to Oscar 

Wilde, dwelt on this subject in a broad sense. Neverthe

less, before Craig started writing on the tlbermarionette, 

Wilde had already written a few essays, and even a short 

story, favoring puppets and marionettes. Although his 

opinions on this particular subject were not as deep as 

those of Craig, he could be credited for thinking along 

•̂'"Gordon Craig, "Futurismo and the Theatre, " The 
Mask, VI (1913-1914), 199. 

Edward Gordon Craig, "Books and Actors," Books 
and Theatres, 2nd ed. (New York: Books for Libraries 
Press, Inc., 1967), p. 172. 
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these same lines as Craig before the latter's tlber

marionette had even been born. 

Wilde's short story "The Actress" bears a didactic 

quality in the sense that it narrates how a famous actress 

ruined her private life by refusing to go on stage, be

cause she believed acting was "that false art which turned 

those who practiced it into puppets, helpless puppets 

moved by strings which were in the hands of the stage-

43 managers and the author." Yet the heroine of one play 

she was offered to read reminded her of herself, so she 

decided to play the part. During the performance "she 

had given . . . her best, had poured the wonder of her 

soul at their [the audience's] feet. All that was left to 

44 her now was a sense of powerlessness and weakness. . . . " J 

For that actress, that particular play was nothing more 

than her autobiography. Oscar Wilde criticized the sub

jective approach of an actor to a part. For him, an 

artist's goal had to be creativity, the ability to create 

the beautiful. Wilde showed his disappointment in the 

modern actor by saying, "We live in an age when men treat 

45 
art as if it were to be a form of autobiography. . . . " 

4^In the preface to the story it is noted that "The 
Actress" was told by Wilde to Miss Aimee Lowther when she 
was a child. Later it was written by her, and published 
in The Mask. 

Oscar Wilde, "The Actress: An Unpublished Story 
by Oscar Wilde," The Mask, V (1912-1913), 17. 

44ibid., 19. 

^^"Two Sayings by Oscar Wilde," The Mask, V (1912-
1913), 19. 
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Wilde's article "Puppets and Actors," dated February 20, 

1892, and addressed to the editor of the Daily Telegraph, 

brought into the open his concept of a good actor. Oscar 

Wilde in that article briefly explained why he likened 

the actors to puppets: 

. . . The personality of an actor is often a source 
of danger in the perfect presentation of a work 
of art. . . . It may be a discord in the tone or 
symphony. For anybody can act. . . . To act a par
ticular part, however, is a very different thing, 
and a very difficult thing as well. The actor's 
aim is . . . to convert his own accidental per
sonality into the . . . essential personality of 
the character he is called upon to personate. . . . 
Let me . . . pass to my puppets. . . . They have 
no crude views about art. They have no private 
lives. We are never bothered by accounts of their 
virtues, or bored by recitals of their vices.^^ 

In "The Portrait of Mr. W. H. , " Oscar Wilde's analysis of 

Shakespeare's sonnets is significant because of his attempt 

to place the actor at a higher level than that of the pup

pet. " . . . [I]n Sonnets CX and CXI Shakespeare shows us 

47 
that he too was wearied of the world of puppets." At 

first, these lines might strike the reader as an attempt 

on Shakespeare's side, as interpreted by Wilde, to urge 

Willie Hughes to stop being a puppet on stage. However, 

Wilde's following statement shows that the aim of the poet 

(Shakespeare) was to marry the talented boy-actor, Willie 

Hughes, to his (Shakespeare's) Muse, and "bring forth 

46 
Oscar Wilde, Complete Works of Oscar Wilde, p. 166 

47 
Oscar Wilde, The Artist as Critic, pp. 170-71. 
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eternal numbers to outlive long date."^^ Thus, Wilde con

cluded. 

The children he [Shakespeare] begs him to beget 
are no children of flesh and blood, but more im
mortal children of undying fame. . . . It is 
necessary that "some child of yours," some artis
tic creation that embodies you, and to which your 
imagination gives life, shall present you to the 
world's wondering eyes. . . . ^ 

"The children" were superior to the puppets. They were to 

gain immortality through the sense of imagination of Willie 

Hughes. The mutual aspects between Wilde's "artistic crea

tions" and Craig's tlbermarionettes are basically set forth 

by means of the logical pattern followed by the former 

writer in explaining the reason for Shakespeare's desire 

to marry Willie Hughes to his Muse. 

In relation to stage management, like Wilde, Gordon 

Craig considered unity as being of the utmost importance, 

but his concept of unity was broader than Wilde's. In 

Index to the Story of My Days, Gordon Craig talked of his 

interest in working as a "regisseur," in relation to four 

factors: 

1. His admiration for Henry Irving 

2. His admiration for ancient architecture and 

paintings 

48 Oscar Wilde, The Artist as Critic, p. 172. 

"^^Ibid. , pp. 172-74. 
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3. His admiration for the works of some of the 

modern writers (Oscar Wilde is included) 

4. His admiration for Isadora Duncan's style of 

dancing. 

Craig, as he stated in the same book, started stage-

managing in 1900. He used the terms "stage manager," 

metteur-en-scene, and "regisseur" in the same sense. For 

Gordon Craig, a production required artistic skill on the 

part of the regisseur. In reference to this matter, he 

said, " . . . A craft more than any other thing demands 

that man who attempts it shall have become familiar with 

50 

its instruments and materials. . . . " According to Craig, 

it was especially mandatory for a stage manager or metteur-

en-scene to have the experience of acting. He defended 

that opinion in the biography of Henry Irving. The pattern 

of an actor-stage manager was summed up as follows: 
He reads a play: he comes to know the play well; 
and then the idea of the play as a theatre piece 
strikes him, with himself and his limitations 
and powers well in his mind's eye—well centered. 
. . . It is this impression that he decides to put 
over the foot lights, so that it shall strike the 
spectators in the same way and amaze their very 
faculties of eyes and ears.^1 

Besides being an actor, it was expected of the stage mana

ger that he be a designer as well, in order to get the 

50 
Gordon Craig, "Is 'Poetic Drama Born Again?'" 

The Mask, V (1912-1913), 289-90. 
51 
Edward Gordon Craig, Henry Irving, p. 92. 
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sense of "theatrical vision." Like Oscar Wilde, Gordon 

Craig saw the director as the person who " . . . interpreted 

the plays of the dramatists by means of his actors, his 

scene-painters, and his other craftsmen," becoming what 

Craig regarded as a "master craftsman."^^ As the inter

preter of the dramatist's work, the director had as his 

main obligation that of reflecting the beauty of the writ

ten composition through the action on stage. A competent 

stage manager had to visualize the written matter in terms 

of movement, rhythm, and color. It had been mentioned 

previously that Craig's main goal in directing was to at

tain unity. He believed that " . . . if unity, the one 

thing vital to a work of art, was to be obtained, . . . the 

regisseur had to . . . be able to guide the skilled crafts-

53 

men in their different departments." The skilled crafts

men to whom Craig referred were the scene designers, scene 

painters, light designers, and costumers. 

Another similarity between Wilde's and Gordon 

Craig's concepts of a director lay in their emphasis upon 

the matter of sole authority. It will be remembered that 

Wilde had drawn a parallel between the "cultured dictator" 

and the "cultured director." Craig, by using a more 

C O 

Edward Gordon Craig, "The Art of the Theatre: 
The First Dialogue," On the Art of the Theatre, pp. 147-
48. 

53 
Ibid., pp. 155-59. 



45 

moderate simile, supported the same theory as did Wilde. 

He likened the director of a theatre to the captain of a 

ship. Through this relationship he wanted to show " . . . 

that until discipline is understood in a theatre to be 

willing and reliant obedience to the manager or captain 

no supreme achievement can be accomplished. . . ."^^ In 

the same essay Gordon Craig stated that in order to achieve 

a high calibre of production, those who were involved in 

the theatre had to abide by the values of the director. 

Again, referring to Henry Irving as a successful stage 

manager who had the necessary authority over his actors 

and other craftsmen, Craig gave an account of Irving's 

working style: 

He rehearsed these actors unceasingly, and tried I 
to make good marionettes of them: yes, for he en- • 
joyed rehearsing. . . . To work for hours upon 
his stage v/ith his actors, scene-painters, carpen
ters, musicians, and lime-light men, was a joy 
to him. . . . At rehearsals he wasted no time— 
but we often wasted it for him. . . . How patient 
Irving was—how concerned about a trifle—how 
passionately fond of rhythm— . . .^^ 

It has been pointed out that in Index to the Story of My 

Days Craig had mentioned Henry Irving and Oscar Wilde (he 

did not say in what v/ay Wilde had affected his thinking, 

but only mentioned the name) as two figures who had 

^^Edward Gordon Craig, "The Art of the Theatre: 
The First Dialogue," On the Art of the Theatre, pp. 171-72 

Edward Gordon Craig, Henry Irving, pp. 111-13. 
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influenced him in his approach to the responsibilities of 

a director. The effects of these two men can be traced, 

however, in his attempt at rebuilding the "theatre." 

My plan is this . . . to make a sufficient number 
of very serious men in my school familiar with 
the material and the instruments of their craft. 
Then we shall have the machine. Then all that 
is needed is the man of genius and that he shall 
be familiar with the machine. You can then ex
pect a renaissance. 

Function of Movement in the Area 
of Directing 

During the discussion of the qualities of an "ideal 

actor," Gordon Craig had emphasized graceful movement as 

one of the significant requirements. Movement, as has 

been shown above, was also a factor worthy of study in the 

area of directing. Craig, in the biography of Irving, de

voted two pages to the description of a rehearsal period 

which he had witnessed between Henry Irving, the regisseur, 

and an actor. The former had spent an hour in teaching 

the actor "brushing the ground with his right foot . . . 

57 
on the first syllable of the word 'neither.'" Craig 

saw the art of the theatre largely in terms of movement. 

(It is worth recalling here Wilde's admiration for circus 

players and acrobats because of their ability to communi

cate with the audience solely by means of their rhythmic 

^^Gordon Craig, "Is 'Poetic Drama Born Again?'" 
The Mask, V (1912-1913), 237. 

57 
Edward Gordon Craig, Henry Irving, p. 112. 
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body movements.) Craig, too, was of the opinion that 

rhythmic movement could appeal to the emotions of the 

audience without the use of words. It has been mentioned 

earlier in this chapter that both Wilde and Craig treated 

the terms "action" and "movement" as one. Although Craig 

started out from the same point where Wilde had started 

approximately twenty-two years earlier, the former (Craig) 

furthered his studies in this area, and set important 

theories in terms of movement and light. "(These theories 

will be discussed in Chapter III.) At the outset, Craig 

divided action into two categories: "poetic action" and 

"prose action." "Poetic action" was dance. "Prose action" 

was gesture. The former had been used by the Greeks, and 

the latter by the Commedia dell'Arte. According to Gordon 

Craig, 

the father of the dramatist was the dancer. . . . 
The first dramatists were children of the theatre. 
The first dramatist . . . knew that the eye is 
more swiftly and powerfully appealed to than any 
other sense; that it is without question the 
keenest sense of the body of man.^^ 

By dividing action into "poetic" and "prose," Gordon Craig 

envisioned movement in terms of literature. Though he saw 

action as closely interrelated with literature, he did not 

visualize it entirely as a function of the poet's verse. 

It is interesting to note that in July of 1890 Oscar Wilde, 

C O 

Edward Gordon Craig, "The Art of the Theatre: 
The First Dialogue," On the Art of the Theatre, pp. 140-
41. 
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in writing the first part of his essay "The Critic as 

Artist," defined "action" from an imaginary critic's 

(Gilbert's) point of view as " . . . a base concession to 
59 

fact." According to Gilbert, "Movement, that problem 

of the visible arts, can be truly realized by Literature 

alone. It is Literature that shows us the body in its 

swiftness. . . . " Craig's and Gilbert's opinions are 

similar in the sense that both relate "action" to litera

ture. It should be observed that Wilde's remarks of 1890 

were not aimed at undermining his former theories embody

ing the importance of the human body in the art of move

ment, because in this essay Wilde claimed that "to the 

critic the work of art is simply a suggestion for a new 

work of his own that need not necessarily bear any obvious 

61 

resemblance to the thing it criticises." This explana

tion puts Wilde in such a safe position that he can hardly 

be accused of contradicting himself. In the second part 

of the same essay Gilbert stated that movement is limited, 

but that "unlimited and absolute is the vision of him who 

6") 
sits . . . and watches, who walks . . . and dreams." In 

other words, he related movement to the interpretative 

^^Oscar Wilde, "The Critic as Artist," The Artist 
as Critic, p. 362. 

60 
Ibid., p. 363. 

^^Ibid., p. 369. 

62 
Ibid., p. 381. 
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ability of the human being. "The world through which the 

Academic philosopher becomes 'the spectator of all time 

and of all existence' is . . . a world of abstract ideas." 

Later in the chapter it will be noted that one of 

Craig's main arguments in relation to movement was that 

movement of three-dimensional forms could interpret ideas 

in time and space. As an interesting parallel to that 

point of view one can study Gilbert's discussion referring 

to the interpretation of "sense of form." "The real artist 

is he who proceeds, not from feeling to form, but from 

form to thought. . . . He does not first conceive an idea. 

. . . The mere form suggests what is to fill it and make 

it intellectually and emotionally complete. . . . He gains 

64 
his inspiration from form." Although the interrelation 

of "form" to "interpretation of ideas in time and space" 

is not explicitly presented in Wilde's essay, the starting 

point of the whole concept can be traced down. 

In every sphere of life Form is the beginning of 
things. The rhythmic harmonious gestures of 
dancing convey . . . both rhythm and harmony into 
the mind. . . . Yes: form is every thing. It is 
the secret of life. Find expression for a sorrow, 
and it will become dear to you. Find expression 
for a joy and you intensify its ecstasy. . . . 
Start with the worship of form, and there is no^^ 
secret in art that will not be revealed to you. 

^•^Oscar Wilde, "The Critic as Artist," The Artist 
as Critic, p. 381. 

64 
Ibid., p. 399. 

65 . 
Ibid. 
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Perhaps the clearest reflection of Craig's emphasis 

on the importance of "movement" can be seen in his evalua

tion of Isadora Duncan's performance in this area. He 

first saw a performance by Duncan in 1904 in Berlin. She 

was using dance as a means of expressing her imagination, 

and Craig felt the sense of power beneath her movements. 

Every step, every pause, had a meaning. 

All she did was done with great ease—or so it 
seemed—this it was which gave her an appearance 
of power. . . . You might have counted five or 
eight, and then there sounded the voice of Chopin; 
. . . she had not moved at all. Then one step 
back or sidev/ays, . . . only just moving— . . . 
She was speaking in her own language, not echoing 
any ballet master, and so she came to move as no 
one had ever seen anyone move before. . . . How 
is it that we know she is speaking her own lan
guage? We know it, for we see her head, her hands, 
gently active, as are her feet, her whole person."^ 

In Duncan's movements, Gordon Craig found the basic prin

ciple of expression of imagination by means of visible 

forms. "First the thought—then the head—then the hands 

and feet a little—just move, and look around, watch all 

67 

which moves." Duncan let herself be led by her imagina

tion. For her, as it was for Oscar Wilde, form was "the 

beginning of things." On stage she created various visual 

forms through her movements, and she transformed the ab

stract into the visible. 

^^Edward Gordon Craig, Index to the Story of My 
Days, pp. 261-62. 

^^ibid., p. 264. 
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You are alone—you enter and fill the stage with 
any figure you choose. . . . Your imagination 
peoples the place. . . . Your great power . . . 
enables you to move your hand and we seem to see 
lilies or roses . . . growing. . . . You turn 
towards the right and by the force of your imagin
ation you project for us a group of three who 
seem to advance towards you: you turn from us a 
little and the dark comes on; you turn a little 
more, evening; a little more and it is night.^^ 

Craig, inspired by Duncan, was working on the media which 

would make the play appealing to the eye as well as to 

the ear. Oscar Wilde also was of the opinion that an 

artist had to combine form and feeling; he had to render 

"the correspondence between material . . . and the imagin-

ative faculty seeking to find expression." 

Even though Isadora Duncan inspired Craig to recog

nize the expressiveness of abstract movement, the two dis

agreed on one basic point in their approach to the essence 

of movement. Duncan gave priority to the living being. 

She said, " . . . The soul radiates everything. First 

. . . the radiant human being moving in perfect beauty; 

70 
then . . . the perfect setting for this being." On the 

other hand, Craig's concept of movement like Wilde's of

fered a greater degree of insight than that of Duncan. 

^^Enid Rose, Gordon Craig and the Theatre: A 
Record and an Interpretation (London: Sampson Low, Marston 
and Co., Ltd. [n.d.]), p. 63. 

69 
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Miscellanies, p. 98. 
70 
Enid Rose, Gordon Craig and the Theatre, p. 65. 
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Both men valued movement as a new art, "the Art of Move

ment. " According to Wilde and Craig, the human body was 

not the only instrument to be used to express "movement." 

"In the creating of some things it is certain that the 

Soul must be subservient to the Body; in the creation of 

others the Body must as certainly be subservient to the 

71 
Soul." In other words, both Wilde and Craig were of 

the opinion that one could create through movement not 

only the sense of the visible things, but also the sense 

of the invisible things. "There is no passion that we can

not feel, no pleasure that we may not gratify, and we can 

' choose the time of our initiation and the time of our 

72 
freedom also." 

Conclusion 

Both Oscar Wilde and Gordon Craig were against the 

concept of realism on stage. For them it was senseless to 

present real life on stage, because the real was unpleasant 

Both aestheticians referred to "shadow" in relation to the 

actor on stage. Shadows, for them, were beautiful because 

they were not real. The actor's aim, according to Wilde 

and Craig, was to express the beautiful. 

^•^Gordon Craig, "The Russian Ballet," The Mask, 
VI (1913-1914), 6. 

"^^Oscar Wilde, "The Critic as Artist," The Artist 
as Critic, p. 379. 
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Oscar Wilde and Gordon Craig addressed Henry Irving 

as a "great actor," because he moved with grace on stage, 

and used his voice with flexibility. An ideal actor, 

from Wilde's, as well as from Craig's, point of view, could 

express his state of mind through his voice. For both of 

these commentators an ideal actor never enforced his per

sonality onto the part he played, but used that personality 

as a stimulant to get into the character. 

From Wilde's point of view the director or the 

"single mind" had to be responsible for handling every de

tail of a production. Craig used the terms metteur-en-

scene, stage manager, and regisseur in the same sense. 

Craig's main goal in directing was to attain unity. Both 

Wilde's and Craig's concepts of a director lay in their 

emphasis upon the matter of sole authority. 

Oscar Wilde and Gordon Craig emphasized "movement" 

as a factor worthy of study in the area of directing. For 

both Wilde and Craig it was a new art, "the Art of Move

ment." They were of the opinion that on stage one could 

create through movement not only the sense of the visible 

things, but also the sense of the invisible things. 



CHAPTER III 

ASPECTS OF THE MISE-EN-SCENE 

Stage Scenery 

It has been previously mentioned that for Oscar 

Wilde, drama depended not solely upon the actor, but also 

upon the environment. In his approach to the art of the 

theatre, scenery—the physical milieu—was of utmost im

portance. In one of the articles related to this subject 

Wilde commented on the audiences being " . . . far more 

impressed by what they look at than by what they listen 

to.""*" 

A noble play, nobly mounted, gives us double artis
tic pleasure. The eye as well as the ear is grati
fied, and the whole nature is made exquisitely 
receptive of the influence of imaginative work. And 
as regards a bad play, have we not all seen large 
audiences lured by the loveliness of scenic effect 
into listening to rhetoric posing as poetry, and 
to vulgarity doing duty for realism?2 

In "Shakespeare on Scenery," which Oscar Wilde wrote in 

1885, he made a comparison between the modern stage and 

that of the Elizabethan era. Wilde's aim was to emphasize 

the artistic contribution of the scenery to the playwright's 

work. According to Wilde, Shakespeare was not satisfied 

with the stages he had to work with, both because of their 

loscar Wilde, "Stage Scenery," The Prose of Oscar 
Wilde (New York: Cosmopolitan Book Corporation, 1916), 
p. 287. 

2 
Ibid., p. 288. 

54 
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limited size and because of the lack of scenic units. The 

production of plays suffered especially as a consequence 

of the shortage of these units. In the same essay the com

mentator pointed out that Shakespeare through the Chorus 

in the prologue of Henry V listed the disadvantages in the 

stages of his time. 

. . . Can this cockpit hold 
The vast fields of France? or may we cram 
Within this wooden O the very casques 
That did affright the air at Agincourt? 
O, pardon I since a crooked figure may 
Attest in little place a million;-^ 

Many picturesque effects which required different scenery 

units had to be omitted. As Wilde puts it, Shakespeare 

had three substitutes for scenery, and none of them satis

fied the great dramatist. In using the first one, he had 

to interrupt the play with every scene change and send on 

stage someone to explain to the audience that the follow

ing scene was to represent a particular location. The 

4 

second device was "the hanging out of a placard" to indi

cate the change of locale, but such placards destroyed the 

picturesqueness of the stage, and "certainly did not satisfy 
5 

the dramatic critic of his day." Oscar Wilde listed the 

William Shakespeare, King Henry V, ed. by John 
Dover Wilson (Cambridge: University Press, [n.d.l , p. 3. 

4 
Oscar Wilde, "Shakespeare on Scenery," Literary 

Criticism of Oscar Wilde, ed. by Stanley Weintraub (Lincoln 
University of Nebraska Press, 1968), p. 116. 

^Ibid. 
No other source states the use of placards on the 

Shakespearean stage. These devices have since been dis
credited. 
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use of descriptive passages as the third alternative of 

the playwright. Even though Shakespeare's descriptions 

were beautiful, they were, according to Wilde, still un-

dramatic, because " . . . the quality of drama is action. 

6 

It is always dangerous to pause for picturesqueness." 

Besides, such descriptions were impractical if they con

cerned items of scenery which were exceedingly complex. 

After restating the fact that Shakespeare had criticized 

the Elizabethan stage mainly because it did not give the 

playwright the opportunity to use picturesque sets, Oscar 

Wilde attacked the drama critics of his own time. "Let 

those critics who hold up for our admiration the simplicity 

of the Elizabethan Stage, remember that they are lauding a 

condition of things against which Shakespeare himself, in 
7 

the spirit of a true artist, always strongly protested." 

Wilde was of the opinion that Shakespeare's produc

tions suffered from the want of scenery, yet it was during 

Shakespeare's era that dramatists took the first step toward 

developing an interest in archeology for whatever contribu

tion the study of ancient civilizations might make to the 

improvement of accuracy in their dramatic productions. 

Due to their inability to achieve improvements in stage 

scenery, they centered their interest in these ancient 

^Oscar Wilde, "Shakespeare on Scenery," p. 117. 

"^Ibid. , p. 118. 
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civilizations mainly on costumes and ornaments. For Wilde, 

archeology had an important stage function, because " . . . 

it, and it alone can give us the architecture and apparel 

suitable to the time in which the action of the play 
p 

passes." As Wilde pointed out in "Ihe Truth of Masks," 

the architectural forms of ancient civilizations were re

vitalized during the Renaissance. "Archaeology to them 

was not a mere science for the antiquarian; it was a means 

by which they could touch the dry dust of antiquity into 

the very breath and beauty of life, and fill with the new 

wine of romanticism form that else had been old and out-
9 

worn." In his essay on "The English Renaissance of Art" 

(delivered as a lecture in New York on January 9, 1882), 

Wilde used the term "romantic": "In the work produced 

under the modern romantic spirit it is no longer the momen

tary situation of the one, the momentary aspect of the 

other that art seeks to render." From Wilde's point of 

view, being inspired by the antiquarian world and trying 

to apply the early archeological forms to the modern stage 

resulted both in achieving beauty and in bringing the old 

art back to life. According to Wilde, archeology could 

p 
Oscar Wilde, "The Truth of Masks," The Artist as 

Critic: Critical Writings of Oscar Wilde, ed. by Richard 
Ellmann(New York: Random House, 1968), p. 420. 

9 
Ibid., p. 430. 

1 Miscellanies, Vol. X of Complete Works of Oscar 
Wilde, ed. by Robert Ross (Massachusetts: The Wyman-Fogg 
Company, 1908), p. 244. 
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please its spectators only if it were embodied in an art 

form. 

Archeology and Scenery 

Oscar Wilde's interest in ancient civilizations, 

which started and developed during the three years he spent 

at Trinity College (1871-1874) as a student, became mani

fest during his first visit to Italy (1875). He was highly 

impressed by the ancient tomb from Arezzo at the Etruscan 

Museum in Florence because of its " . . . doorway with 

sloping jambs and oblong lintel, roof slightly conical, 

walls covered with wonderfully beautiful frescoes. . . . " 

He referred to Venice as a city v/hich " . . . in beauty of 

12 architecture . . . is beyond description." Yet not every 

archeological form or design had impressed Wilde: "There 

is also a museum of Egyptian antiquities, but their de

vices . . . appeared to me grotesque and uncouth after the 

13 
purity and sentiment of the Etruscan." To Wilde the 

Cathedral of Milan was also an example of outlandish archi

tecture because of the lack of unity between the ancient 

"'"̂ Oscar Wilde, "To Sir William Wilde, " The Letters 
of Oscar Wilde, ed. by Rupert Hart-Davis (London: Rupert 
Hart-Davis, Ltd., 1962), p. 4. 

1 2 
Oscar Wilde, "To Lady Wilde," The Letters of 

Oscar Wilde, p. 8. 
^•^Oscar Wilde, "To Sir William Wilde," The Letters 

of Oscar Wilde, p. 6. 
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and the modern forms of structure and design. The Cathe

dral could well serve as evidence for Wilde's statement in 

the preceding paragraph concerning "the dry dust of antiq

uity" and "the new wine of romanticism," which indicates 

that beauty is reached through the harmonious accommodation 

of the ancient in the modern. Wilde was of the opinion 

that harmony could be attained by one's being receptive to 

the sensuous and aesthetic elements of art, rather than by 

one's trying to approach only from an intellectually 

oriented standpoint characteristic of modern times. 

Though Wilde realized that archeology was obviously 

15 

a fact, he defended his stand against a purely intellec

tual approach, which ruined artistic harmony, by stating 

that "its value depends entirely on how it is used, and 

only an artist can use it. We look to the archeologists 

1 6 

for the material, to the artist for the method." Apply

ing this statement to the stage, Wilde ranked the true 

artist as the person who was capable of transforming facts 

into dramatic and aesthetic effects. 
Art, and art only, can make archeology beautiful; 
and the theatric art can use it most directly and 
most vividly, for it can combine in one exquisite 
presentation the illusion of actual life with the 
wonder of the unreal world.1' 

•^^Oscar Wilde, "To Lady Wilde, " The Letters of Oscar 
Wilde, p. 6. 

•'•̂ Oscar Wilde, "The Truth of Masks," The Artist as Critic 
p. 420. T^ — 

-^^Ibid. , pp. 420-21. 
^"^Ibid., p. 419. 
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The stage use of archeology was very important for Wilde, 

because it created for the audience the architectural im

pression of the period the play was dealing with. On the 

other hand, Wilde emphasized the fact that archeological 

details, even though they were necessary, should not be 

overused and should not be allowed to appropriate the basic 

construction. "They must be subordinate . . . to the gen

eral motive of the play. But subordination in art does not 

mean disregard of truth; it means conversion of fact into 

effect, and assigning to each detail its proper relative 

18 

value." Wilde was influenced especially by Greek arche

ology. His review of The Odyssey of Homer as translated into 

English by William Morris, which appeared in the Pall Mall 

Gazette on April 26, 1887, contained in its opening para

graph references to the picturesque Greek forms. 

[Morris] has all the Greek's joy in the visible as
pect of things, all the Greek's sense of delicate 
and delightful detail, all the Greek's pleasure in 
beautiful textures and exquisite materials and 
imaginative designs; nor can any one have a keener 
sympathy with the Homeric admiration for the workers 
and the craftsmen in the various arts. . . . And to 
all this is added the true temper of high romance, 
the power to make the past as real to us as the 
present, the subtle instinct to discern passion, the 
swift impulse to portray life.l^ 

In the criticism of Helena in Troas, Wilde gave special 

^^Oscar Wilde, "The Truth of Masks,"The Artist as Critic, 
P- 425. — 

Oscar Wilde, "Mr. Morris's Odyssey," Literary 
Criticism of Oscar Wilde, ed. by Stanley Weintraub (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 1963), p. 45. 
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praise to Craig's father, Edward Willicmi Godwin, a famous 

architect and an expert designer of scenery and costumes, 

for bringing into life the beauty of ancient Greece. Ac

cording to Wilde, Mr. Godwin's scenery had captured the 

Greek ideal of achieving beauty through construction. 

Denis Bablet, in his biography of Gordon Craig, gave a de

tailed account of Godwin's set design for that particular 

play: 

. . . Godwin's importance . . . was best revealed 
in his production of Helena in Troas . . . (1886)[.] 
. . . Godwin transformed Hengler's Circus, in London, 
into a theatre with the architectural features of a 
Greek amphitheatre. . . . [I]n the centre he placed 
the altar of Dionysus, and . . . a narrow stage 
from which the portal of Paris's house leads off. 
This was a piece of archaeological reconstruction, 
but it was also an important contribution to the 
search for form of theatrical architecture. . . . 

Godv/in' s set design had brought history up to date, and the 

audience enjoyed seeing history move before their eyes. 

In his scenery, Mr. Godwin " . . . has converted an anti-

21 quarian motive into a theme of melodies of line." Wilde 

was impressed by Godwin's ability to increase a play's 

picturesque quality without subordinating the actors to the 

scenery. In "The Architecture and Costume of Shakespeare's 

Plays" Godwin said, " . . . In the revival of old plays 

when fairly genuine . . . scenery approaching reality [is] 

20 
Denis Bablet, Edward Gordon Craig, trans, by Daphne 

Woodward (New York: Theatre Arts Books, 1966), pp. 5-6. 
21 
Oscar Wilde, "The Truth of Masks," The Artist as 

Critic, p. 418. 
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produced, the mass of actors and actresses simply look 

imbecile. . . . Scenery . . . we want to see progress until 

0 0 

[it] shall be so natural as to be unobtrusive." 

Wilde increased the importance of scenery. Even 

though the success of a performance did not depend solely 

on the acting skills of the players, but on the mise-en-

scene, as well, in the criticism of Tyler's play. An Unequal 

Match (performed in New York in 1882) , Wilde emphasized the 
subordination of scenery to the actor. 

A scene is primarily a decorative background for 
the actors, and should always be kept subordinate, 
first to the players, their dress, gesture, and 
action; and secondly, to the fundamental prin
ciple of decorative art, which is not to imitate 
but to suggest nature. If the landscape is given 
its full realistic value, the value of the fig
ures to which it serves as a background is im
paired and often lost.23 

Even though Wilde viewed scenery, whether it be a landscape 

or an interior, as subordinate to the actor, he looked for 

the presence of picturesqueness and harmony within the 

scene. His negative criticism in reference to Tyler's play 

dealt with the lack of picturesque effects in the manner in 

which the roses were grouped, as well as with the lack of 

harmony among the set units of an interior scene. "As for 

the drawing-room scene, I cannot regard it as in any way a 

22 
E. W. Godv/in, "The Architecture and Costume of 

Shakespeare's Plays," The Mask, V (1912-1913), 166. 
23 
Oscar Wilde, "Mrs. Langtry as Hester Grazebrook," 

Miscellanies, p. 44. 



63 

success. The heavy ebony doors are entirely out of keep

ing with the . . . panels; the . . . festoons . . . are 

quite meaningless in their position and consequently quite 

24 
ugly[.] . . . " Wilde on several occasions points out 

the fact that the aesthetic value of a play depends on 

"Truth," and he says, "Truth is independent of facts, . . . 

inventing or selecting them at pleasure."^^ The important 

thing was to be able to transform archeological facts into 

dramatic and beautiful effects. "A great work of dramatic 

art should not merely be made expressive of modern passion 

by means of the actor, but should be presented to us in 
o ̂  

the form most suitable to the modern spirit." 

Gordon Craig too was a serious admirer of ancient 

civilizations, and he considered archeology worthy of high 
27 

regard. In the first part of his essay "John Evelyn and 

the Theatre in England, France and Italy," Gordon Craig in 

reference to Evelyn's diary said, "I value so highly all 

that he writes of them as he writes of Cardinals or of 

ruins. . . . To him they all live, and each lives with its 
28 

own life." In On the Art of the Theatre, Craig, by 

p. 44. 
^^Oscar Wilde, "Mrs. Langtry as Hester Grazebrook," 

Oscar Wilde, "The Truth of Masks," p. 423. 

^^Ibid., p. 425. 

^"^John Evelyn, according to Craig, traveled through 
Italy, France, and England between 1643 and 1684. He wrote 
a diary which Craig found to be more valuable than Pepys'. 

^^Edward Gordon Craig, Books and Theatres, 2nd ed. 
(New York: Books for Libraries Press, Inc., 1967), p. 5. 
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quoting a Greek traveler of 800 B.C., referred to the 

theatre in Thebes as the "House of Visions" which had a 

29 
"noble artificiality." The old temples of Asia and the 

carved figures of Egypt were the essence of civilization. 

Both of those forms, according to Craig, had "permeated 

every thought, every mark, in their work with this sense 

of calm motion resembling death—glorifying and greeting 

30 
it." He, too, like Oscar Wilde, was of the opinion that 

a work of art had to appeal to the spectators' eyes. 

They [audiences] go to see something; they should be 
shown it. Only by showing them will they be satis
fied. Therefore I hold that properly to satisfy 
their eye, and through that their being, we should 
not confuse them or confuse their sense of sight, 
which is most delicate.^1 

Still, by making such a statement, Gordon Craig did not 

mean that there must be realism on stage. As did Wilde, 

Craig refused to relate any form of art to realism. For 

him, realism sprang from ignorance. 

And so it came about that when this ignorance had 
driven off the fair spirit which once controlled 
the mind and hand of the artist, a dark spirit 
took its place. . . . All the time the painters, 
musicians, sculptors, architects, vied one with 
the other to supply the demand—that all these 
things should be so made that all people could 
recognize them as having something to do with 
themselves. . . . Form breaks into panic; the calm 
and cool whisper of life in trance which once had 

29 
Edward Gordon Craig, On the Art of the Theatre, 

5th ed. (London: William Heinemann, Ltd., 1957), p. 83. 
Ibid., p. 86. 

31 
Ibid., p. 116. 
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breathed out such an ineffable hope is heated, 
fired into a blaze and destroyed, and in its 
piace--realism, the blunt statement of life, some
thing everybody misunderstands while recognizing. 
And all far from the purpose of art: for its 
purpose is not to reflect the actual facts of this 
life, because it is not the custom of the artist 
to walk behind things, having won it as his privi
lege to walk in front of them.32 

Craig criticized the theatre of his own time as favoring 

that which was simple and easy. The idea of imitation had 

no artistic values whatsoever for a scene designer or for 

a stage manager who gave consideration only to staying 

away from the difficult and the risky work of creating an 

"impression" on stage. According to Craig, in order to 

yield that "impression," the artist had to concentrate 

mainly on scenery and movement (movement of forms). 

First and foremost comes the scene. . . . The 
question here is . . . how to create a place 
which harmonizes with the thoughts of the poet. 
. . . In what kind of place is [the] play laid? 
How does it look, first of all to our mind's 
eye, secondly to our eye?-̂ 3 

In connection with his scene designs Craig said 

that they " . . . grow out of not merely the play, but 

from broad sweeps of thought which the play has conjured 

up in me, or even other plays by the same author have con

jured up." Thinking along the same lines as Oscar Wilde, 

^^Edward Gordon Craig, On the Art of the Theatre, 
pp. 88-89. 

^^Ibid., p. 22. 

34 
Ibid., p. 29. 
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he aimed at the creation of beauty; in so doing, both 

aestheticians gave considerable attention to the idea of 

suggestion through architectural construction. Craig re

lated the achievements of beauty in a performance to the 

harmony among "the Arts of Architecture, Music and Motion. 

. . . The First brings the Place The Second 

the Voice The Third reveals the Event . . . . 

Without Architecture we should have no Divine Place in 

35 which to praise." Architecture, music, and motion were, 

according to Craig, the divine arts which, as a united 

whole, formed a bond between the past, the present, and 

the future. One can recall that Oscar Wilde's opinions on 

achievement of beauty were related to the harmony of imagi

nary forms and movement. 

Although in various aspects of scenery both Wilde 

and Craig stressed the importance of those ideas and facts 

which in essence stemmed from the same origins, the latter 

in his analysis of Shakespearean scenery followed a some

what different path than that of Wilde. Craig was of the 

opinion that Shakespeare's plays were not written for the 

stage, whereas Wilde, as mentioned previously, said that 

Shakespeare had written " . . . the plays to be acted, and 

we have no right to alter the form which he himself 

^^Gordon Craig, "Motion: Being the Preface to the 
Portfolio of Etchings," The Mask, I (1908-1909), 186. 
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selected for the full expression of his work.""^^ Craig's 

main argument in relation to the above-mentioned fact that 

the plays of Shakespeare were not for acting relied upon 

the impracticability of descriptive passages of scenery. 

Here, as did Wilde, Gordon Craig criticized unnecessary 

scenic details. "It is quite possible to perform a play 

of Shakespeare in its entirety in an evening provided the 

appliance for shifting the scenery is not so absurdly 

elaborate that it takes twenty minutes to change each act. 

37 
. . . " Even after producing Hamlet at the Moscow Art 

Theatre in 1911, Craig had not changed his mind on this 

matter. "I am more thoroughly convinced than ever that the 

plays of Shakespeare are unactable— . . . but also that 

the crowd loves nothing so well as a good confusion of prin

ciples in a theatre as they do in architecture. . . ."-̂ ^ 

As he noted in "Stage Scenery," Craig, like Oscar Wilde, 

stressed the importance of using simple scenery. "If 

scenery must be used . . . it is better to employ a simple 

background rather than an elaborate one. . . . The manager 

reveals his estimate of the value of Shakespeare by the 

39 
elaboration or simplicity of his background." Craig 

^^Oscar Wilde, "Henry IV," The Prose of Oscar Wilde, 
p. 251. 

37 
Edward Gordon Craig, "Shakespeare's Plays," On 

the Art of the Theatre, p. 284. 
38 . 

Ibid., p. 285. 
-^^Gordon Craig, The Mask, III (1910-1911) , 14. 
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applied this principle to all stage productions. "Scenery 

has to speak as well as the actors, but it is better when 

it says only that which is necessary." 

Scene Painting 

Oscar Wilde's ideas preceded Craig's not only in 

the area of scene design but also in other areas of mise-

en-scene. Wilde, in one of his essays published in the 

Pall Mall Gazette in 1885, made an important statement con

cerning the painter. For him, " . . . the power of the 

painter [was] to be found in his power of vision, not in 

41 
his cleverness of hand." Painting, according to Wilde, 

was a work of art which had united nature with creative 

imagination. 

Painting has something more to give us than the 
mere visible aspect of things. The lofty spiri
tual visions of William Blake, and the marvellous 
romance of Dante Gabriel Rossetti can find their 
perfect expression in painting; every mood has 
its colour and every dream has its form.42 

Oscar Wilde was of the opinion that as a result of the 

development of modern scene design techniques, scene paint

ers were being replaced by scene carpenters. In other words, 

the use of stage properties had gained priority over the 

^^Gordon Craig, The Mask, III (1910-1911), 14. 

41 
Oscar Wilde, "The Relation of Dress to Art, 

Miscellanies, p. 71. 
42 

Oscar Wilde, "The Unity of the Arts," Miscellanies, 
pp. 87-88. 



69 

use of scene paintings. Wilde was not enthusiastic about 

this development, because he believed that 

properties kill perspective. A painted door is 
more like a real door than a real door is itself, 
for the proper conditions of light and shade can 
be given to it; and the excessive use of built-up 
structures always makes the stage too glaring, 
for as they have to be lit from behind, as well 
as from the front, the gas-jets become the abso
lute light of the scene instead of the means 
merely by which we perceive the conditions of 
light and shadow which the painter has desired to 
show us. 

For Wilde, painted scenery added to the graceful appearance 

of the actor, but overcrowding the stage with various sizes 

and shapes of properties affected the quality of the per

formance. Oscar Wilde considered perspective as one of 

the "distinct dramatic advantages" which could be gained 

44 
by the mise-en-scene. In his criticism of As You Like It, 

published in the Dramatic Review (June 6, 1885), Wilde once 

again stressed the importance of perspective and of scene 

painting as related to it. 

The abrupt exits and entrances, which are necessi
tated on the real stage by the inevitable limita
tions of space, were in many cases done away with, 
and we saw the characters coming gradually towards 
us through brake and underwood, or passing away 
down the slope till they were lost in some deep 
recess of the forest; the effect of the distance 
thus gained being largely increased by the faint 
wreaths of blue mist that floated at times across 
the background. 

^^Oscar Wilde, "Shakespeare on Scenery," Literary 
Criticism of Oscar Wilde, pp. 117-18. 

^^Oscar Wilde, "As You Like It: As Played by the 
Pastoral Players," The Prose of Oscar Wilde, p. 262. 

45ibid. 
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Oscar Wilde's lecture delivered to the students of the 

Royal Academy in London, in 1883, had important statements 

dealing with the function of the painter. From his point 

of view, a painter was not expected to reflect the truth, 

the existence of that object as he saw it. 

Appearance is, in fact, a matter of effect merely, 
and it is with the effects of nature that you have 
to deal, not with the real condition of the object. 
What you, as painters, have to paint is not things 
as they are but things as they seem to be, not 
things as they are but things as they are not. No 
object is so ugly that, under certain conditions 
of light and shade, or proximity to other things, 
it will not look beautiful; no object is so beau
tiful that, under certain conditions, it will not 
look ugly.46 

According to Wilde, the painter's main function was to 

create beauty in his work of art, rather than to copy the 

beautiful. For him, the appearance of an object depended, 

among other things, on the use of light and shade. "Do 

not wait for life to be picturesque, but try and see life 

under picturesque conditions. These conditions you can 

create for yourself . . . for they are merely conditions 

of light. . . . You must wait for them, watch for them, 

47 choose them." In other words, a painter was to paint 

what he himself thought was worth painting. Wilde's em

phasis on the use of painted scenery as opposed to the use 

of properties built by the stage carpenter was centered 

Oscar Wilde, "Lecture to Art Students," Miscel
lanies, pp. 318-19. 

47. 
Ibid., p. 319. 
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upon two points of view. The first was related to per

spective, or the spatial relation of objects on stage as 

they would appear to the eye in respect to their relative 

distance and positions. The second was related to the 

comparison between a painter's work and the work of a stage 

carpenter. A stage carpenter, for Wilde, was a handicrafts

man, but a painter was an artist. 

A painting is finished when all traces of work, and 
of the means employed to bring about the result, 
have disappeared. In the case of handicraftsmen— 
. . . on their work are traces of their hand. But 
it is not so with the painter[.] . . , Art should 
have no sentiment about it but its beauty, no tech
nique except what you cannot observe. One should 
be able to say . . . not that it is "well painted" 
but that it is "not painted."48 

Oscar Wilde compared painting to poetry because the 

artistic pleasure in poetry, according to him, came from 

"what Keats called the 'sensuous life of verse,' . . . 

made so pleasurable to us by that wonder of motion which 

49 often has its origin in mere musical impulse. . . . " 

In the same manner, the artistic pleasure in painting came 

from " . . . the scheme and symphony of the colour, the 

satisfying beauty of the design." Thus, from Wilde's 

point of view, both in poetry and in painting the impres

sions originated in musical forms were the starting point 

of the artists. 

48oscar Wilde, "Lecture to Art Students," Miscellanies. 
p. 321. ^g 

Oscar Wilde, "L'envoi," Miscellanies, p. 30. 
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The quality of . . . exquisite painting comes from 
the mere inventive and creative handling of line 
and colour, from a certain form and choice of beau-
tifvil workmanship, which . . . is, as the Greeks 
would say, an end in itself; the effect of the 
painting being like the effect given to us by 
music; for music is the art in which form and mat
ter are always one—the art whose subject cannot 
be separated from the method of its expression. ̂•'• 

In the same essay, written in 1882, Oscar Wilde stressed 

his point of view further by saying that both in poetry 

and in painting the artist aims at reflecting the transient 

aspects of life and nature by means of his impressions. 

The channels by which all noble imaginative work in 
painting should touch, and do touch the soul are 
not those of the truths of life, nor metaphysical 
truths. But that pictorial charm which does not 
depend on any literary reminiscence for its effect 
on the one hand, nor is yet a mere result of com
municable technical skill on the other, comes of 
a certain inventive and creative handling of 
colour.^2 

Oscar Wilde valued color as the creative means of 

the painter. "Mere colour . . . can speak to the soul in 

a thousand different ways. The harmony that resides in 

the delicate proportions of lines and masses becomes mir-

53 rored in the mind." As Wilde puts it, a beautifully 

colored surface influences its spectators by its artistic 

entity. 

-̂'-Oscar Wilde, "L'envoi," Miscellanies, p. 31. 

52 
Oscar Wilde, "The English Renaissance," Miscel

lanies, p. 261. 
^^Oscar Wilde, "The Critic as an Artist," The Prose 

of Oscar Wilde, p. 185. 
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. . . by that . . . relation of values which is 
the draughtsmanship of painting, by the . . . 
arabesque of the design, the splendour of the 
colour, for these things are enough to stir the 
most divine and remote of the chords which make 
music in our soul, and colour indeed, is of 
itself a mystical presence on things, and tone 
a kind of sentiment.^4 

Here, besides emphasizing the essence of color in terms of 

its imaginative power, Oscar Wilde brought to the fore an 

important element: tone, lighter or darker shades of a 

color. For him, "colour without tone [was] like music 

55 

without harmony, mere discord." Oscar Wilde, after di

viding color into two categories—"graduated colours" and 

"glaring colours"—said, "All beautiful colours are gradu

ated . . . the colours that seem about to pass into one 

another's realm—. . . All . . . glaring colours [are] the 

56 essence of vulgarity." The priority of the glaring colors 

was due to their resemblance to the notes of a symphony. 

Wilde visualized the graduation of color in terms of one 

tone communicating with the other like the notes of a sym

phony. Both on and off-stage the most important require

ment for the artist, according to Wilde, was to work with 

a definite color scheme in mind. "The true designer is not 

he who makes the design and then colours it, but he who 

^"^Oscar Wilde, "L'Envoi," Miscellanies, p. 33. 

Oscar Wilde, "Art and the Handicraftsman," Mis
cellanies, p. 295. 

56 Ibid., pp. 295-96. 
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designs in colour, creates in colour, thinks in colour 

57 

too." In his letter to Mr. W. A. S. Benson (an archi

tect and designer in metal), written on May 16, 1885, 

Oscar Wilde made some remarks about "pure colour." 

I hope, and in my lectures always try and bring it 
about, that people will study the value of pure 
colour. . . . Anybody with a real artistic sense 
must see the value and repose of pure colour. 

• • • 

In what he was referring to as "pure colour," or white, in 

his article "Art and the Handicraftsman," lay the means of 

creating harmony among the beautiful variety of natural 

colors. 
The true colours of architecture are those of 
natural stone, and I would fain see them taken 
advantage of to the full. Every variety is here, 
from pale yellow to purple passing through orange, 
red and brovm, entirely at your command; nearly 
every kind of green and grey also is attainable, 
and with these and with pure white what harmony 
might you not achieve.^^ 

Besides those colors mentioned above, blue was also highly 

appreciated by Wilde as a stimulant of creative vision. 

From Wilde's point of view there had to be harmony 

of color on the stage as a whole, and each scene had to 

have a color scheme to determine the mixture of the colors, 

the textures of decorative elements on stage. " . . . As 

^'^Oscar Wilde, "Art and the Handicraftsman," Miscellanies 
p. 296. 

^^Oscar Wilde, "To W. A. S. Benson," Letters of 
Oscar Wilde, p. 175. 

^^Oscar Wilde, "Art and the Handicraftsman," Mis
cellanies/ pp. 302-303. 
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long as the background is painted by one artist, and the 

foreground figures independently designed by another, 

there is the danger of a want of harmony in the scene as 

a picture." As Oscar Wilde pointed out, excessive use 

of hot colors, such as red, on stage created a glary at

mosphere. Use of the faded colors was of artistic value 

on stage. Blue was considered to be both a "modern" and 

a "sad" color by Wilde, and it was frequently used on 

stage even though finding the right tone was difficult. 

In his letter to Lord Alfred Douglas (1879), written from 

France, Wilde refers to a short poem of D. G. Rossetti's: 

"He says that 'the sea ends in a sad blueness beyond rhyrne. ' 

. . . Voila 1'influence du blue dans les arts. . . .""-̂  

Black, on the other hand, was a beautiful color, and it 

had the same decorative virtue as had white and yellow, 

the quality of separating and harmonizing colors. Yet 

Wilde thought that black would not be effective if used 

as a background color on stage. For a play which required 

contemporary costumes, according to Wilde, dark grey and 

cream-white were the best background colors. " . . . The 

background should always be kept as a background, and 

62 
colour subordinated to effect." 

60 Oscar Wilde, "The Truth of Masks," p. 429 

-̂'"Oscar Wilde, "To A. Douglas," Letters of Oscar 
Wilde, p. 600. 

^^Ibid., p. 430. 
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Oscar Wilde, besides favoring reduction of the 

number of scenery units, was of the opinion that the back

ground painting should consist of faded colors in order 

not to reduce the importance of the actor. Those colors 

which were low in intensity still could be made effective, 

he felt, by the use of artificial lights directed on them. 

The "Parting of Ophelia and Laertes," . . . is a 
very splendid example of the power of subdued and 
reserved colour, the perfect harmony of tone being 
made still more subtle by the fitful play of re
flected light on the polished armour.^-^ 

The importance of using artificial lights on painted sur

faces was related by Wilde to the Greek concept of achiev

ing plastic beauty. For Wilde, a work which lacked plastic 

perfection had no artistic values. After seeing Helena in 

Troas, which was designed and directed by Mr. Godwin, Oscar 

Wilde directed his only negative criticism to the lack of 

plasticity. 

On more than one occasion it seemed to me that the 
stage was kept a little too dark, and that a 
purely picturesque effect of light and shade was 
substituted for the plastic clearness of outline 
that the Greeks so desired.^4 

According to Wilde,.the term "plastic" meant "pure melody 

6 S 
of colour" on a painted surface, and the talent of the 

°^Oscar Wilde, "The Grosvenor Gallery," Miscellanies, 
p. 29. 

64 
Oscar Wilde, "Helena in Troas," The Prose of 

Oscar Wilde, p. 276. 
65 

Oscar Wilde, "Mrs. Langtry as Hester Grazebrook," 
Miscellanies, p. 44. 
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painter to achieve this quality was "to be found in his 

power of vision." Plasticity created a delightful emo

tion in the audience toward that which was already beauti

ful. "It is worth while to notice how Shakespeare appre

ciated that side of the question in the production of his 

tragedies, acting them always by artificial light. . . ." 

As has been mentioned before, Gordon Craig followed 

Wilde's principles in reducing the number of scenery units 

and properties. 

If scenery must be used when performing plays it is 
better to employ a simple background rather than an 
elaborate one, and to create this you do better to 
employ a few lines than many broken ones. Thus the 
simplest background is the unclouded sky and a plain 
wall is almost as simple. For a perfect drama . . . 
the sky must be used as the only worthy background. 
. . . The above design, (a wood engraving of the 16th 
century), is an example of a simple background. 
The lines are but little broken. In no way do they 
frustrate the dramatic intention.^° 

According to Craig, it was important to establish a sense 

of harmony between the actors and the scene against which 

they performed. For him "it is the large and sweeping im

pression produced by means of scene and movement of figures, 

which is undoubtedly the most valuable means at your 

^^Oscar Wilde, "The Relation of Dress to Art," 
Miscellanies, p. 71. 

^"^Oscar Wilde, "The Truth of Masks," p. 431. 
Oscar Wilde did not give any sources to support 

his point that Shakespeare had always used artificial light 
in the production of his tragedies. Thus, the validity 
of Wilde's statement is debatable. 

^^Gordon Craig, "Stage Scenery," The Mask, III 
(1910-1911), 14. 
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disposal." In other words, Craig, like Oscar Wilde, was 

of the opinion that the scene as well as the performance 

itself required emphasis. Craig's point of view was based 

upon the fact that (as was mentioned in Chapter II) the 

background for human life is nature, and nature is not 

dead, so the background of the actor, which is the scene, 

cannot be dead. Enid Rose in her study of Gordon Craig 
said, 

Gordon Craig's dream is of a LIVING THEATRE—a 
theatre alive with expression in all its parts, 
with a range of expression not less than that of 
the natural world: expression seen through the 
mind of the dramatic artist. "̂ 0 

Like Oscar Wilde, Gordon Craig gave life to the scenery 

which was once dead. As Wilde had mentioned in relation 

to the scene designs of As You Like It and An Unequal 

Match, the concept of perspective and of having movement 

within the scene created a correlation between the ex

pressive qualities of the actor and of the scene. 

Screens 

It should be noticed that even though Oscar Wilde 

did not make a certain distinction between "scene" and 

69 
Edward Gordon Craig, "The Artists of the Theatre 

of the Future," On the Art of the Theatre, p. 21. 
70 
Enid Rose, Gordon Craig and the Theatre: A 

Record and an Interpretation (London: Sampson Low, Marston 
and CO., Ltd., [n.d.], p. 74. 
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"scenery," Gordon Craig distinguished the two by giving 

priority to the former. "̂•'" 

I hate myself whenever I have said anything to the 
detriment of my people of the Theatre, of whom I 
am one. But I include myself in that stricture. 
I am worthless if I go on turning out some in
ferior bits of scenery, calling them "Street in 
Verona" or "Palace in Mantua." And when I 
realize that after the stage lights are out and a 
bit of a street and the gate of a palace are hud
dled together like a child's toy made of card
board and colour, then I tell myself it is ridic
ulous to treat them as seriously as people do.^2 

Craig worked on the idea of creating "one scene with a 

73 
changeable face." In doing this, his starting point was 

to unite the architectural constructions of antiquity with 

the scenic variety demanded by the Shakespearean drama. 

Come now, we take Macbeth. . . . I see two things. 
I see a lofty and steep rock, and I see the moist 
cloud which envelops the head of this rock. . . . 
Now then, you are quick in your question as to 
what actually to create for the eye. I answer as 
swiftly—place there a rock! Let it mount up high. 
Swiftly I tell you, convey the idea of a mist 
which hugs the head of this rock. . . . But you 
ask me what form this rock shall take . . . ? 
What are the lines which are the lofty lines, and 
which are to be seen in any lofty cliff? Go to 
them, glance but a moment at them; now . . . set 
them down on your paper; the lines and their 
direction[.]... Do not be afraid to let them go 
high; . . . on a sheet of paper which is but two 
inches square you can make a line which seems to 

71 
Edward Craig, Gordon Craig: The Story of His 

Life (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., 1968), pp. 235-240 
72 
Edward Gordon Craig, Index to the Story of My 

Days, p. 294. 
73 
Enid Rose, Gordon Craig and the Theatre: A 

Record and an Interpretation, p. 75. 
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tower miles in the air, and you can do the same 
on . . . stage, for it is all a matter of pro
portion and nothing to do with actuality. "74 

In other words, Gordon Craig found "actuality" useless 

upon the stage, and viewed "the place on which the actor 
75 

walks" as that section of the stage which needed the 

most attention, because according to him "The floor of the 

76 
Theatre was the Earth." While working on a scene Craig 

did not waste his time on various details. Both Wilde and 

he were thinking along the same lines in regard to the un

necessary details crowding the stage and thus killing the 

perspective. 

Oscar Wilde had directed most of his efforts in 

achieving the impression of a simple background and per

spective to the usage of especially painted scenery units, 

and to the usage of backcloths (he did not develop that 

issue thoroughly). It should be noted, however, that 

Oscar Wilde suggested using black background without any 

painting on it. Gordon Craig in his production of the 

music-drama Dido and Aeneas, together with Martin Shaw, 

in 1900, used a backcloth which was purple-blue. "Nothing 

at all extra-ordinary, but at that time quite unusual. . . 

74 
Edward Gordon Craig, On the Art of the Theatre, 

pp. 22-23. 
75 

Ibid., p. 26. 
76 
Gordon Craig, "The Painter in the Theatre," The 

Mask, V (1912-1913), 38. 
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In all four scenes my great sky-clothes, blue or grey, 

went far out of sight, so that one felt (people said 'for 

77 
the first time') a sense of space on a stage." One 

wonders whether to accept or to reject the validity of 

Craig's statement "people said 'for the first time'" when 

the reader has already read Oscar Wilde's opinions on the 

same subject wliich were presented in public, on various 

occasions, more or less fifteen years prior to Craig's 

production. Since the main objective in this chapter is 

to present a comparative analysis of the views of those 

artists on the technical aspects of the art of the theatre, 

however, this issue may be resolved with a defensible ob

servation: Both Oscar Wilde and Gordon Craig used the 

same starting points for the development of the mise-en-

scene 

Obviously, Gordon Craig in his development of the 

scene originated certain technical devices which in many 

ways established the roots of today's stage and of its 

interaction with both the actor and the audience. 

Craig's great service to the stage lay not so much 
in his introduction of a . . . new type of scenery, 
reduced to a few essential elements and funda
mental colours, as in his completely original man
ner of presentation, by which the expressive har
mony of the stage picture, composed of colour, line,̂  
movement and light, was uninterruptedly maintained. 

77 
Edward Gordon Craig, Index to the Story of My 

Days, p. 229. 
'°Denis Bablet, Edward Gordon Craig, trans, by 

Daphne Woodward (New York: Theatre Arts Books, 1966), p 
41. 
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Although those four elements had been of utmost importance 

to Oscar Wilde, as well as to Gordon Craig, the latter by 

creating his "screens" contributed significantly to the 

achievements of the modern stage. (One can find parallels 

between Oscar Wilde's concept of the "movement of the forms" 

and Gordon Craig's concept of the "screens.") In the crea

tion of Craig's "screens" the Italian architect Serlio's 

role was important. In 1907, in reference to Serlio's book, 

Craig wrote, 

. . . The squares on pages 19 and 20, Book 2, gave 
me the idea of a floor which, divided into squares, 
might be movable—thereby obtaining at any time as 
many variations of the form of the floor. . . . So 
m̂ uch for a floor—pliable yet firm, complicated 
yet simple in construction and effect—But a pli
able floor was not all I desired—I wanted a "scene" 
so mobile, which (within rules) might move in all 
directions—tempos—in all things under the control 
of the one who could dream how to move its parts 
to produce "movements." And . . . I found in the 
3 and the 4 leaved screen (each leaf the width of 
each side of the floor squares) the solution of my 
question. . . . To these I added a roof composed of 
the same shapes as the floor--suspended cubes, each 
cube exactly covering (and meeting when lowered) 
each square on the floor.^^ 

Craig, in the above-mentioned paragraph, showed his complete 

departure from the old-fashioned scene painting. Even 

though Wilde did not show a departure as strong as that of 

Craig, he continuously remarked that the color should be sub

dued to the effect, and for background painting he preferred 

to use faded colors such as grey and cream, which would not 

79 
Edward Craig, Gordon Craig: The Story of His Life, p. 235. 
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strike the audience as strongly as would the hot colors. 

Gordon Craig in relation to the movement of his 

three-dimensional figures created by means of the screens, 

emphasized the element of plasticity. Craig noted that 

the actor was a "three-dimensional being, plastic like a 

sculpture, and yet he was forced to play against a scene 

80 
which was two-dimensional." To have the actor perform 

in front of two-dimensional scenery was Wilde's concept 

of plastic beauty. On the other hand, Craig was against 

the old-fashioned two-dimensional painted scenery. He be

lieved that with a two-dimensional background the actor 

did not play in the scene. During his trip to Italy, Craig 

realized that the environments of the sculptures were three-

dimensional as well. " . . . The very surroundings which 

their creators had placed them in, were as three-dimensional 

81 

as the sculpture." Craig, noting the priority of archi

tecture to painting in achieving three-dimensional effects, 

started to work on the "screens." The floor of the stage 

became variable with the use of the "screens." "Sometimes 

the opening of one large fold of a screen would reveal a 

whole street, at other times a flat wall would slowly de-
82 

velop an alcove." 

^^Harvey Grossman, "Gordon Craig and the Actor," 
Chrysalis, VI, 7-8 (1953), 6. 

Q^Ibid., p. 7. 

82Edward Craig, Gordon Craig: The Story of His 
Life, p. 239. 
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The scenes created by Craig were not mere pictures, 

but they were architectural forms in motion. Light was 

an important device to give plasticity to his scenes. It 

"coloured the screens and gradually changed their aspect."®"^ 

As Enid Rose pointed out, Craig's aim was to paint the 

scenes with light. He found painting "with colour from a 
••.ii84 

pail artless and out of date. On 12 January 1911, after 

the first performance of The Deliverer, at the Abbey Theatre 

(it was also the first appearance of the "screens" on any 

stage), Yeats wrote his impressions: 

•The primary value of Mr. Craig's invention is that 
it enables one to use light in a more natural and 
more beautiful way than ever before. We get rid 
of all the top hamper of the stage, all the hang
ing ropes and scenes which prevent the free play 
of light. It is now possible to substitute in the 
shading of one scene real light and shadow for 
painted light and shadow. . . .^5 

Conclusion 

Both for Oscar Wilde and for Gordon Craig the ac

tor* s locale was one of the important elements of the mise-

en-scene. Both of these aestheticians emphasized the ar

tistic influence of the scenery upon the playwright's work. 

Wilde realized the importance of archeology for 

the improvement of scenery, because archeology, for him. 
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Denis Bablet, Edward Gordon Craig, p. 126. 
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Enid Rose, Gordon Craig and the Theatre, p. 78 
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brought the old Hellenic art back to life and established 

unity between the ancient and the new forms of structure 

and design. Yet he was of the opinion that archeological 

details should not subordinate the actor to the scenery. 

Gordon Craig was also aware of the importance of 

archeology in regard to the scenery. He, like Wilde, be

lieved that a dremiatic work had to appeal to the spectator's 

eyes. Still, both Wilde and Craig refused to relate any 

form of art to realism. According to Craig, the theatre of 

his time lacked creativity. The scene designer or the 

stage manager did not aim at developing their creative 

powers. They stayed away from the risky v/ork of creating 

an "impression" on stage. Instead of favoring the detailed 

copies of life,Wilde and Craig turned toward simplicity, 

and they concentrated on achieving that "impression" on 

stage. 

Another important aspect of mise-en-scene was scene 

painting. For Wilde scene painting was an important element 

to be considered in relation to perspective. According to 

him/using stage properties killed the perspective, whereas 

painted scenery increased the perspective because of the 

effects of light and shade given to it. From Wilde's point 

of view the painter's main function was to create beauty, 

not to copy it. He valued color as the creative means of 

the painter in terms of its imaginative power and its tone. 

Wilde emphasized the importance of achieving plastic beauty 
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on painted surfaces. He applied the term "plastic" to 

two-dimensional painted scenery. 

Gordon Craig was against using painted scenery which 

was two-dimensional. In that aspect he opposed Wilde's 

ideas. Craig was of the opinion that the actor, a three-

dimensional being, had to perform within a three-dimensional 

surrounding. As a result of this concept he created his 

"screens," which were to reflect the movement of the earth 

and the movement of the three-dimensional figures. 

In conclusion, one can say that even though Oscar 

Wilde was limited, in comparison to Gordon Craig, in expand

ing his views on various aspects of mise-en-scene, both of 

these men developed their ideas from the same base. 
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