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Introduction
	A recurring type in the works of Oscar Wilde and perhaps the character most associated with the author himself, the dandy encapsulates the most prominent features of Wilde’s works. He is witty, bohemian, sophisticated, and placed somewhat outside and above society; commenting down upon the hypocrisies and characters he surveys. Due to Wilde’s reputation and history, studies of the dandy have often centered on the sexuality, gender identity, and gender performance of the character, with many interpreting the character as a clearly gay figure and a stand-in for Wilde’s own sexuality. 
However, in the following pages I endeavor to prove that such a reading, while true in some cases, is far too simplistic. By his very nature, the dandy eschews classifications and easy definitions. Rather than solely represent homosexuality, the dandy’s pose often suggests queerness without any further clarification or isolation. In the three works I selected for this study (An Ideal Husband, The Importance of Being Earnest, and The Picture of Dorian Gray), the characters who adopt the pose of dandy are far too diverse to fall under one restrictive label and the plays they inhabit too individual to allow for only one incarnation of the character. Despite these differences, the dandy in Wilde’s plays frequently stands in opposition to the accepted cultural norms and attitudes. The level of transgression may vary from work to work and from character to character, from subtle questioning to outright rejection, but all refuse to fully conform to the strictures of Victorian society. Ultimately, the diversity of these figures and their adaptations to the demands of conventionality promote a far more nuanced understanding of the dandy, one that does not necessarily fall under any one category of identity but rather is a highly adaptable figure of queerness and divergence.  


Part One: The Character of the Dandy
While his specific costume and aesthetic values have altered over time, the dandy provides an avatar of alternate masculinity. These men distilled their identity to their sartorial choices, allowing personal taste to signify the entirety of their character. Furthermore, the pose of dandy was one that proclaimed primacy, where excellence and individuality in attire equaled superiority over others. Originally, this position was staked at the very apex of society. The early dandies were men at the height of fashion and influence, lording over an aristocracy that imitated their sartorial appearance and affectations. At the beginning of his history then, the dandy was not necessarily a queer figure, but a man whose person was expressed through clothes. However, over time, the dandy transitioned from the top of the pyramid to a comfortable perch somewhat outside of it. By Oscar Wilde’s time, the theories of Baudelaire and Barbey d’Aurevilly had reshaped the dandy into a heroic figure, an artist of life who stood against a bourgeoisie society and illuminated its flaws. His superiority was now not only due to his sartorial perfection, but his rebellion against societal norms and embrace of bohemian values. It is here that the dandy becomes a figure of especially fraught significance. Throughout the years, as expectations of masculinity evolved, the dandies’ self-expression through clothing and separation from the gendered norm began to signify potential queerness, whether of identity or sexuality, as well as heterosexual promiscuity. 
Moers’ excellent history of the dandy points to Beau Brummell, a close friend of George IV who became the arbiter of men’s fashion in Regency England, as a modern starting point. Brummell’s simplicity of dress stood in direct opposition to the previous masculine ideal— George IV arrived at his first court ball “wearing a pink silk coat with white, cuffs, a waistcoat embroidered with coloured foil and myriad bits of French paste and a hat weighted down with five thousand steel beads”.[footnoteRef:-1] By contrast, Brummell’s appearance was one of reserve and simplicity. “He used only two colours: blue for the coat, buff for the waistcoat and buckskins, these set off by the whitest white of his linen and the blackest black of his boots”.[footnoteRef:0] Brummell elegantly withdrew from the constant rounds of one-upmanship that had characterized men’s fashion, preferring a more natural appearance.  [-1:  Moers, Ellen. The Dandy, Brummell to Beerbohm. New York: Viking, 1960. Print. 34.]  [0:  Moers 34. ] 

The implication was that Brummell did not require anything other than his own person, albeit a perfected projection of it, in order to be noticed. His ensemble “relied for its effect on the manner and bearing of its wearer”.[footnoteRef:1] One had to be comfortable without any superfluous adornment, had to trust in the power of one’s own magnetism to draw the eye. Clothing acted as a frame for the person, a complement to what already existed. However, this was not to say that it was a pose of complete naturalism. “The dandy’s achievement is simply to be himself. In his terms, however, this phrase does not mean to relax… it means to attain perfection in all the accessories of life… To the dandy the self is not an animal, but a gentleman. Instinctual reactions, passions and enthusiasms are animal, and thus abominable”.[footnoteRef:2] The ensemble may have been simple, but it was constructed with relentless attention to detail and out of the finest materials. What Brummell and the early dandies presented was not a truly unadorned self, but a self perfected. There was an element of control, a mastery of one’s self and thus one’s presentation to the world that was essential to the pose of dandyism and continued to be an integral part of the identity.  [1:  Moers 35. ]  [2:  Moers 18.] 

This self-regulation implied a power and a sufficiency that separated the dandy from other men. His external construction of himself, his distinction from other men, communicated his own internal triumph over the baser instincts that could cause a loss of control. In carrying on this aspect of the pose, Wilde’s dandies conformed to Victorian expectations of manhood. A key element of gentlemanly behavior was “control” and “self-regulation”,[footnoteRef:3] according to Sussman’s study of Victorian masculinity. The pruning of discordant elements and elimination of extreme emotion and unregulated passion, essential to the pose of dandyism, fit neatly into conventional expectations of masculinity. Brummell also communicated this supremacy verbally, “by the use of a wit which transcend[ed] verbal flourishes”.[footnoteRef:4] A tactic that the Wildean dandies heavily relied on years later, wit served as the rhetorical signification of the same superiority conveyed by the dandy’s ensemble. Not only was their clothing carefully executed for maximum effect and notice, but their language was as well. In this way, Wilde’s dandies prove that their mastery of self extends to their verbal expression, going beyond mere physical presentation and appearance. Every element that could be viewed and analyzed by the public was calculated and edited for impact. Furthermore, the wit so prominently on display implied that their own mental faculties, their interior person were just as controlled and dedicated to excellence as their exterior.  [3:  Sussman, Herbert. Victorian Masculinities: Manhood and Masculine Poetics in Early Victorian Literature and Art. Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, 1995. 11.  ]  [4:  Moers 19.] 

And while in the earliest years of his history, the dandy proclaimed this mastery from the top of fashionable, aristocratic society, he eventually moved to stance on the edges of it, providing a figure of alternative masculinity that existed within the upper-classes but had clear ties to the bohemian and the countercultural. In his influential essay “The Painter of Modern Life”, Baudelaire celebrates the painter Monsieur G., whom he characterizes as the pinnacle of modernity in regards to art as being “away from home and yet to feel oneself everywhere at home; to see the world, to e at the center of the world, and yet to remain hidden from the world”.[footnoteRef:5] Throughout his essay, Baudelaire draws parallels between Monsieur G and the dandy, celebrating both in their departure from bourgeoisie values. The aesthetic philosophies of the nineteenth century seized on the dandy as a symbol of freedom and beauty, seeing him as a figure whose pursuit of visual excellence rejected the demands of capitalist society. Barbey d’Aurevilly considered the pose of dandyism a spiritual achievement, an intellectual rebuttal to bourgeoisie values. It was a return to the values of the now declining aristocracy, in the face of a rising middle class that seemed to reject high art in favor of vulgarity and cheap sentiment.  [5:  Baudelaire, Charles. The Painter of Modern Life, and Other Essays. London: Phaidon, 1964.
Print. 9. ] 

Due to his normally upper-class origin, the dandy was seen as “independent of the values and pressures of a society in pursuit of money”.[footnoteRef:6] This position was at times quite hypocritical, given that the only reason that Wilde’s dandies could ignore the demands of capitalist society was their financial stability and independence. It was because of this however, the dandy could pursue and celebrate the things valued by upper class society, while still positioning himself as superior to and somewhat apart from it. The higher goal of bohemian aestheticism allowed the dandy’s material obsessions and acquisitions to be characterized as “no more than symbols of his aristocratic superiority of mind”.[footnoteRef:7] The dandy differed from others in that he did not pursue these things in order to conform to a materialistic society. He did not seek to be the most beautiful because it would grant him authority and power. He sought to be the most beautiful, because he valued beauty above all things. Thus, the dandy was adopted as the personification of the aesthetic movements, as he literally embodied their aim of art for art’s sake. His entire person was engulfed by art and the pursuit of beauty and, ideally, rejected any notion of capitalist conformity and consumption. It is for this reason that Baudelaire could declare “dandyism is the last spar of heroism amid decadence”.[footnoteRef:8] The decadence he referred to was not the extravagant clothing and behavior of the dandy, but the mindless accumulation and presentation of material goods that Baudelaire believed had poisoned mainstream society.  [6:  Moers 264.]  [7:  Baudelaire 27.]  [8:  Baudelaire 28.] 

However, the newly ideological dandyism was not seen by all in this forgiving of a light. In his semi-satirical work Sartor Resartus, Thomas Carlyle, defined the figure as “a Clothes-wearing Man, a Man whose trade, office and existence consists in the wearing of Clothes. Every faculty of his soul, spirit, purse, and person is heroically consecrated to this one object, the wearing of Clothes wisely and well: so that as others dress to live, he lives to dress”.[footnoteRef:9] While figures such as Baudelaire viewed the dandy’s presentation as rebellious, heroic even, others simply saw men obsessed with clothing on a fairly frivolous level. Carlyle’s final phrase indicts the dandy as a mannequin, rather than an actor in life. Where Baudelaire saw an artist to be respected, Carlyle saw what he satirically called “a Poet: is not his body the (stuffed) parchment-skin whereon he writes?”[footnoteRef:10] Denying the supposed philosophical significance of the figure, casting him as “stuffed” rather than substantial, Carlyle called attention to the frivolity of the dandy is one stripped him of his anti-bourgeoisie stance. Indeed, Carlyle stated that the dandy’s aim was solely “that you would recognize his existence… do but look at him, and he is contented”.[footnoteRef:11] From this perspective, the dandy, unlike the ideal Victorian man, was not defined by his activity or ability, but simply by his appearance. And given that his appearance was a flamboyant and divergent one, the dandy’s ensembles and his devotion to them coded him as worryingly effeminate figure. [9:  Carlyle, Thomas. Sartor Resartus. ElecBook. EBook. 313.]  [10:  Carlyle 313.]  [11:  Carlyle 314.] 

In previous eras, while men’s clothing had certainly been different than that of women, men had enjoyed the same freedom of hue and ornamentation. They could be just as ornate and just as opulent, without jeopardizing perceptions of their masculinity. Over time, new icons of masculinity, as exemplified by Brummell and others, greatly restricted men’s appearance. In the ensuing eras, conventional men more and more frequently had to eschew obvious finery to be fashionable. They could take pride in their appearance, but not as overtly as women. Sartorial excellence was now confined to tailoring, clever variations upon the established theme, and one’s own bearing. Thus while in previous, men and women would use the same colors and ornamentation, men of fashion in the Victorian era were sleek, dark lines amidst a sea of color and excess fabric. The ideal was a quiet, restrained excellence, an adherence to standards with subtle variation according to personality. This was very in keeping with current standards of masculinity. Houghton characterizes the contemporary male “ideal of strength [as] a combination of force and firmness”.[footnoteRef:12] The simple, striking silhouette of men’s fashion communicated this concept, simplifying the essence of the wearer and stripping them of unnecessary adornment, with the result being a unified and dark silhouette.   [12:  Houghton, Walter E. The Victorian Frame of Mind, 1830-1870. Yale University Press: New Haven, 1963. 198. ] 

Furthermore, the high contrast between men and women visually conveyed the strict separation of the sexes in terms of gender roles and expectations. As Sinfield explains, “from around 1700, is that male and female become polar opposites, rather than a matter, almost, of degree. This makes sliding between them inconceivable; each person is essentially one or the other”[footnoteRef:13] By the Victorian era, this binary was clearly enforced and functioned as one of the pillars of conventional society. “The ideal of the gentleman should be regarded as one of two myths basic to bourgeois ideology, the other being that of the Angel in the House, the ideal woman removed from the struggles of the workplace and sequestered at home”.[footnoteRef:14] The separation of the sexes into different spheres of society led to highly divergent gender expectations. “At a time when the world of men was governed by the idea of utility as the supreme value, the world of upper-class women made uselessness the test of almost any activity. Theirs were lives of elaborate idleness”.[footnoteRef:15] While Victorian men were judged according to their force and ability, as previously mentioned, women were valued for their ornamental features. The domestic realm they occupied was sentimentalized, removed from the supposed coarser elements of industry and politics. Men who valued what was deemed feminine, “‘men’ like Rousseau, Keats, Shelley- the highly sensitive, delicate, or introspective temperaments- are effeminate”,[footnoteRef:16] when placed up against this binary. Women were decorative figures, enmeshed in the superficial world of society and the simple arts of the home and men were active where they were passive, profound where they were sentimental. Their idleness, especially in the upper classes, afforded them the time and space to devote themselves to their appearance and the projection of it.  [13:  Sinfield, Alan. The Wilde Century: Effeminacy, Oscar Wilde, and the Queer Moment. Columbia University Press: New York, 1994. 45.]  [14:  Dellamora, Richard. Masculine Desire: The Sexual Politics of Victorian Aestheticism. University of North Carolina Press: Chapel Hill, 1990. 197. ]  [15:  Altick, Richard. Victorian People and Ideas: A Companion for the Modern Reader of Victorian Literature. W. W. Norton & Company: New York, 1973. 51.  ]  [16:  Houghton 201. ] 

In this social climate, men could not take such obvious pleasure in their appearance, for to do so would be to code themselves as idle, superficial, and feminine. The flamboyance of Wilde’s dandies, then, flew in the face of this expectation. As previously discussed, these dandies were obviously self-possessed and controlled, in a way that conformed to Victorian expectations of masculinity. But, they drew attention to themselves with the obvious design and pleasure that was supposed to be left to women. Judith Butler argues that “the possibilities of gender transformation are to be found in the arbitrary relation between such acts, in the possibility of a different sort of repeating, in either the breaking or subversive repetition of that style”.[footnoteRef:17]  In adopting feminine forms of identification and expression, the dandy was clearly breaking the established dichotomy between the sexes, in that they were presenting themselves in a highly feminine manner. Furthermore, the dandy’s obsession with clothing as the primary source of self-expression made them even more frivolous than women. As the supposed “Angel of the House”, women were still expected to uphold moral values and domestic standards. The dandy however, did not pursue either of those avenues of gendered expression, focusing predominantly on apparel and self-presentation.   [17:  Butler, Judith. “Performative Acts and Gender Construction.” 901. ] 

It is no surprise then, that by the Victorian era, the dandy was viewed with suspicion in regards to both his gender identity and sexuality. “In the nineteenth century, “effeminacy” as term of personal abuse often connotes male-male desires, a threat of deviance that seems to haunt gentlemen should they become too gentle, refined, or glamorous”.[footnoteRef:18] By so closely imitating aspects of female behavior, the dandies put themselves under the suspicion of being so feminine that they desired men. This possibility in regards to the dandy had been raised, as early as Brummell, who was simply regarded as “cold… and so self-committed as to avoid personal engagements of any kind”.[footnoteRef:19] It was several decades after Brummell’s heyday that the elements of dress now seen as feminine came to be associated with the dandy, and with these a potentially queer identity. This transition is perhaps best exemplified with the Count D’Orsay, a nobleman and amateur artist who presided over fashion in the mid-19th century. While he kept the simple, masculine garments that Brummell had promoted, the Count’s ensembles were vivid, ornate, and glamorous. Like Brummell, he diverged considerably form the existing template for men’s fashion. However, the changes D’Orsay made pushed the potentially queer elements of the dandy into prominence. His ensembles were dominated by “shimmering pastel colours, soft velvets and silks” and crowned by “D’Orsay’s bright auburn hair, worn in a mass of waves and ringlets”.[footnoteRef:20] As a result of this, society regarded him with fascination, but also with caution and anxiety. “Women generally did not take to D’Orsay… Men were powerfully drawn to D’Orsay or occasionally repelled… they all found his dandyism a daring blend of the masculine and the feminine graces”.[footnoteRef:21] At this point in time, several decades removed from the sort of exotic ensembles that Brummell reacted against, D’Orsay’s flamboyance was, if not truly transgressive, certainly suspect.  [18:  Dellamora 199. ]  [19:  Moers 36.]  [20:  Moers 153-154.]  [21:  Moers 161.] 

While the dandy had always posited an alternative masculinity, and in the case of D’Orsay, a potentially transgressive one, it was in the Victorian era that he came to represent sexualities and gender identities outside the heterosexual norm. In previous eras, dandies like the Count D’Orsay who had presented a more feminine appearance had been suspected of queerness. But the dandy’s self-induced removal from society, especially a society with such a strict gender binary, changed the perception of his sexuality. If he was radical in his abandonment of bourgeoisie values, and radical in his dress, in what other ways did he diverge from accepted society? The dandy was an artist of life, a figure who used clothing and appearance as his medium, and he belonged to a movement that rejected any overarching value as the message of art. It was an easy leap to assume that the dandy’s life would be similarly devoid of value. In previous eras, the question had been whether the dandy was sexually divergence. With the changes in his presentation and the society in which he lived, the question, by the Victorian era, was in what way he was sexually divergent.  
If the dandy’s feminine performance was indicative of homosexuality, then the figure was not only sexually transgressive, but potentially morally corrupt as well. In his analysis of male homosexual desire during this time period, Christopher Craft explores how sodomy was viewed as dangerously subversive because its “effect is to corrode identities even as it mobilizes or enflames contiguous pleasures”.[footnoteRef:22] Sodomy signified any number of divergent sexual identities and practices, any of which posed a threat to heterosexual norms. Furthermore, the practice or adoption of one facet of sodomy was seen as inevitably leading to another and then another until the individual or individuals completely abandoned the strictures of acceptable sexuality. Being a sodomite meant that one could reasonably be assumed to also reject monogamy and heteronormative gender roles. Craft points out that sodomy was viewed as an eroding force of the accepted virtues of masculinity— to be a sodomite meant that one failed to meet masculine expectations of strength and virtue. Thus, the suggestion of homosexual acts or identity that the dandy carried was indicative of a whole host of other transgressions against societal expectations.  [22:  Craft, Christopher. Another Kind of Love: Male Homosexual Desire in English Discourse, 1850-1920. University of California Press: Berkeley, 1994. 12. ] 

It was certainly possible that his divergence against the binary only extended so far as his physical appearance and that the dandy was actually heterosexual. If this was the case, then his sexual divergence took the form of a familiar promiscuity. Several of Wilde’s dandies proclaim themselves to be heterosexual and promiscuous; the reasoning being that these men were feminine not out of an identification with or orientation of women, but because their appetite for women was so pronounced. In a discussion of a dandy-aesthete in one of W. S. Gilbert’s productions, Denisoff notes that, “in the eyes of most of the public, [dandies] could ‘pass’ as ‘ladies’ men’”.[footnoteRef:23] It is possible then that the dandy is a man who presents himself as in a feminine manner, but remains heterosexual, even rampantly so. While not quite nearly as transgressive as a queer identity or orientation, this was still certainly against the accepted Victorian sexual mores. Furthermore, if the dandy is so very feminine, but still heterosexual in the extreme, his person still brings into question the gender dichotomy as a whole. The dandy refuses to abide by its expectations and demand, yet out performs those who do.  [23:  Denisoff, Dennis. “The Comic Promiscuity of W. S. Gilbert’s Dandy-Aesthete”, from  
Losey, Jay and Brewer, William D. Mapping Male Sexuality: Nineteenth-Century England. Associated University Presses: Cranbury, 2000. 236. ] 

However, even with this possibility being present, the dandy remained a frustratingly ambiguous figure. In his essay on the sexual politics of Wilde’s comedies, Alan Sinfield argues that “the scope of the idea of the dandy in that culture” results in “an indeterminacy” when it comes to sexual orientation.[footnoteRef:24] The androgynous appearance of the dandy, an already striking divergence, was a cover under which anything could lie. Homosexuality was certainly a prominent possibility, given the dandy’s enjoyment of feminine methods of expression. But that evidence could also point to bisexuality. It was also possible that the dandy’s blending of feminine and masculine aspects of clothing could be taken as a reflection of a biological state. He could be a hermaphrodite or transgender. All that could be gleaned with certainty from his appearance was that it did not conform to the established dichotomy. Thus, the dandy had the potential to be any number of things deemed unacceptable by Victorian society. The dilemma posed to Victorian society was that “while same-sex passion was not ruled in, neither was it ruled out”.[footnoteRef:25] This in itself was transgressive in that the dandy’s sexuality refused definition. If he had been clearly gay, or bisexual, it would have been unacceptable, but at least understandable. Instead, one was faced with a figure that hinted at any number of divergent identities and sexualities and perversely refused to confirm any of them. In matters of gender and sexuality, the dandy was fluid where Victorian society demanded compartmentalization.  [24:  Sinfield, Alan. “’Effeminacy and ‘Femininity’ Sexual Politics in Wilde’s Comedies.” Modern
Drama 37.1 (1994): 34-52. Project Muse. Web. 21 Oct. 2014. 37.]  [25:  Sinfield 39.] 

Wilde’s incarnation of the dandy then, incarnated an entire host of anxieties. He was an androgynous figure in appearance, flouting the established codes of gendered presentation by adopting an exaggeratedly feminine method of self-expression and identification. Aestheticism took him for a symbol, allying the dandy with bohemian movements and anti-bourgeoisie philosophies. He was removed from mainstream Victorian society, a fact that when combined with his appearance and affectations, suggested any number of transgressive orientations and identities. This figure, when played against other, more conventional men was the center of tension over homoerotic desire, gender identity, and various other rebellions against society.

Part Two: Triangulation and Homoeroticism in An Ideal Husband
	Lord Goring in Wilde’s An Ideal Husband is a traditional, if fairly romanticized Wildean dandy. While not the protagonist per se, he dominates the play, providing commentary on society while also attempting to protect his friend, the politician Lord Robert Chiltern, from a scandal. Mrs. Cheveley, who is later revealed to be Goring’s former lover, possesses proof that Lord Chiltern sold a political secret early in his career, an act to which he owes his current fortune and position. While she attempts to use this information to manipulate Lord Chiltern for her own political ends, he and Lord Goring attempt to both outmaneuver her and keep the knowledge of the potential scandal from Lord Chiltern’s wife Gertrude. Unlike the dandy Lord Goring, the Chilterns both adhere to their respective gender expectations fairly successfully. The incorporation of a figure that performs aspects of both genders into the Chilterns’ fairly traditional marriage results in a triangulation of sorts, but one that functions quite differently from the traditional model. Goring does not subvert his homoerotic desire via the pursuit of a woman, but instead channels it into the defense of a heterosexual marriage. While certain aspects of his performance, especially his relationship with Lord Chiltern, can be deemed transgressive, they are done in service of the accepted state of society, not in protest against it.  His pose as the dandy allows him to access attributes of both genders, which he utilizes to solidify his relationships with both Chilterns, but it is ultimately not so divergent as to prevent him from using heteronormative arguments in order to bolster his own position. Goring’s deep bond with Lord Chiltern is certainly homoerotic, and contains several queer elements and moments. But ultimately, Goring does not seek to upend the binary so much as he seeks to chip away at it enough that he may reside comfortably within it.   
	Lord Goring fulfills all the stereotypical requirements of the dandy- fashionable, somewhat effeminate, and always ready with a witticism. While critical of aspects of Victorian society, Goring is fairly well integrated into the aristocracy. To maintain his pose as dandy then, he highlights both the masculine and feminine facets of his nature, relentlessly outperforming both genders in their supposed attributes. By returning to Butler’s strategies of gender transformation: “a different sort of repeating, in either the breaking or subversive repetition of that style”, [footnoteRef:26] we see that Goring is engaged in transformation via excessive, exaggerated repetition. In the presence of the highly political, but still conventionally feminine Lady Gertrude Chiltern, Goring goes into rhapsodies over “one of the prettiest hats I ever saw” and is told that the sort of work she does involves “everything that [he] would find thoroughly uninteresting”.[footnoteRef:27] Later in the same scene he admits that in regard to practical life, “I know nothing by experience, though I know something by observation”.[footnoteRef:28] In only two pages, Goring establishes himself as both more interested in fashion and also more idle. He delights in her hat when she has just returned from a political meeting, rejecting her more masculine interests in favor of focusing on his own more feminine ones. He also establishes that he is not only uninterested in serious activity, but that he has absolutely no knowledge of it. Goring’s repetition of feminine traits is directly against a woman, with the result being that his person agrees more with her accepted role than she does.  [26:  Butler 901. ]  [27:  Wilde, Oscar. The Picture of Dorian Gray and Other Works. New York: Barnes & Noble2012. Print. 606.]  [28:  Wilde 607. ] 

The result of such a performance is that Goring is accepted into the feminine sphere of Victorian society. He is even able to present himself as a confidant to female characters. It is to him that Gertrude shares her concerns over the scandalous Mrs. Cheveley[footnoteRef:29] and Lady Basildon and Mrs. Marchmont complain about their husbands.[footnoteRef:30] Other than his father, Robert is the only male of the same station with whom Goring interacts for a significant amount of time. When he is in public at the party that takes up Act One, he spends the vast majority of his time gossiping and flirting with the female guests. In his paper on the sexual politics of the dandy, Alan Sinfield notes, “To live thus was regarded as feminine; and the dandy was effeminate because of his skills and pleasure in this women's arena”.[footnoteRef:31] Goring’s presentation is so successful that he is accepted not merely as a spectator, but as a participant in the feminine arena.  [29:  Wilde 607. ]  [30:  Wilde 586. ]  [31:  Sinfield 41. ] 

It is from this position, his unequalled access to those places generally reserved for women, that Goring is able to out-perform the male characters. He maintains his feminine affectations and interests, but uses them along with the accepted tropes of the dandy to pursue women in a far more direct manner than was generally acceptable. As Lady Basildon and Mrs. Marchmont complain about the faults of their husbands, chief of which is inattentiveness, Goring is listening raptly, providing an alternate portrait of sympathetic masculinity. He both supports and mocks the ladies, saying that they have “the most admirable husbands” but then affirming that their supposed poor treatment “should be more widely known”.[footnoteRef:32] Goring’s flirtation takes the form of toggling back and forth between gender alliances. By alternately siding with the ladies and then with their husbands, he is able to push and then pull the women towards him. His status as the dandy, as a person performing both the masculine and the feminine, allows him to do so without appearing false or facetious. Goring also uses epigrams, the rhetorical tool of the dandy, to allude to his various sexual experiences with women. “Women who have common sense are so curiously plain… I only speak from hearsay”[footnoteRef:33] he observes and earlier on he calls the play’s villain Mrs. Cheveley “a genius in the daytime and a beauty at night”.[footnoteRef:34] In fact, the accoutrements of the dandy allow for scandalous speech and flirtatious behavior. The hyperbolic nature of the character, as well as the reliance on absurdity, enable Goring to say all sorts of scandalous things without anyone ever being sure that he truly means them. He is able to get away with telling Mabel that she “should go to bed” with the excuse that his father gave him the same advice, and that he “always pass[es] on good advice… It is never of any use to one’s self”.[footnoteRef:35] The stereotypes of the dandy are here used as a front for a heterosexual invitation- Goring is able to plead innocence via insouciance. The sexual confusion produced by the dandy, when combined with the wit and irreverence they so often employed, gives Goring an incredible freedom in a sexually restricted society. He is able to not only refer to extra-marital or pre-marital sex, but he can actually proposition respectable women without consequence. [32:  Wilde 586. ]  [33:  Wilde 625. ]  [34:  Wilde 585. ]  [35:  Wilde 594. ] 

However, despite the implication of sexual deviance, in regards to both promiscuity and same-sex desire, Goring’s pose as dandy does not exclude him from involvement with traditional bonds of heterosexuality. His reputation does not at all prevent his friendship with Robert Chiltern and Chiltern’s wife Gertrude, who are both upstanding and respectable figures. Wilde pushes this further, having the potentially transgressive dandy serve as a counselor and defender of heterosexual marriage. Wilde, then, is taking a figure whose presentation could be interpreted as representative of all sorts of unacceptable behavior and having him serve instead as a champion of monogamous, heterosexual, gender-role abiding marriage. To drive the point home, it is precisely because Goring combines attributes of the masculine and feminine that he is able to position himself as such. Just as he draws on tropes concerning the dandy in order to pursue women, Goring utilizes the same characteristics in order to allow both Chilterns to confide in and be advised by him. 
By playing the dandy within the context of a male-male friendship, Goring is able to push against the traditional boundaries that restrict this bond— a change that increases the intimacy available between the two men. When Mrs. Cheveley blackmails Robert for accepting a bribe in the beginning of his career, it is Goring that he turns to. This in itself is notable, that Goring is viewed as a trustworthy confidant even given his scandalous behavior. Rather than function as a corrosive threat, the dandy is viewed as a trusted ally. This is due to the aspects of Wilde’s dandy, aspects that make him uniquely attractive in this role. Goring is both part of society and separate from it, providing the critique of an outsider while maintaining his position within the upper class. He is capable of understanding Robert’s dilemma but he does not adhere to the morality that would condemn him. It is with the dandy that Robert can argue, “At all costs one must have wealth”[footnoteRef:36] and confess that he never suffered any regret for what he did.[footnoteRef:37] Robert never gives voice to these justifications in the presence of his wife, or a member of conventional society. But to Goring, such rhetoric is permissible, even if Goring himself does not agree with Robert’s justifications. The dandy’s wit often takes hypocrisy and base motivations as its source- Goring cannot be shocked by Robert’s sins because such things are the fuel for his commentary. Thus, the dandy becomes the ideal confidant of the upstanding, conventional man— in that he is capable of understanding his baser motivations. Rather than exclude him from homosocial intimacy, the dandy’s characteristics allow him to take part in it.  [36:  Wilde 601.]  [37:  Wilde 603.] 

His pose as outsider and critic, however, do not prevent him from supporting the Chilterns’ marriage. Rather, Goring employs the ideals of the bohemian counterculture in order to advocating on traditional marriage’s behalf. Among his first words to Robert upon hearing of the other’s potential scandal is the admonishment— “You should have told your wife the whole thing”.[footnoteRef:38] And when Robert decides to fight Mrs. Cheveley’s blackmail attempt, Goring reminds him to “begin by telling your wife the whole story”.[footnoteRef:39] Instead of advocating that Gertrude be protected from the possible scandal, and kept in ignorance unless absolutely necessary, Goring advocates for Robert to allow his wife to know him fully, regardless of the outcome. This suggestion also implies a different, more open model of masculinity, especially in comparison to the Victorian ideal.  [38:  Wilde 599. ]  [39:  Wilde 604. ] 

Sussman’s study of Victorian masculinity highlights the idea that manhood necessitated “self-discipline” and “self-regulation”.[footnoteRef:40] The expectation of Lord Chiltern is that he keeps his scandal a secret from his wife at all costs, not allowing her to support him or even to be aware of the danger he is in. To do so would be to present himself as vulnerable and therefore weak, lacking in the essential control he must project in order to be masculine. In his advice, Goring presents an alternative model— one that mirrors his own combination of gendered traits. He suggests that Robert adopt a feminine behavior by turning to his spouse for support and allowing her to know about his struggles. In effect, he is promoting more feminine codes of behavior in order to strengthen traditional marriage, integrating bohemian ideas of more equal relations between the sexes into the context of Victorian heteronormativity. The dandy does corrode, in part, the ideals of heterosexual marriage and gendered behavior. But he does so in service to those institutions, suggesting small allowances so that the larger structures may survive.  [40:  Sussman 11.  
] 

This is extremely clear in his interactions with Gertrude, where Goring employs sexist, gendered rhetoric along with his bohemian ideals, instructing Gertrude on how to behave, all in the interests of maintaining the Chilterns’ marriage and his position within it. As with Robert, he promotes a more tolerant ideal of the marital relationship. However, while Goring’s advice to Robert centered on trusting his wife more fully, his advice to Gertrude is tailored towards forgiving her husband and accepting his faults. “It is love… that is the true explanation of this world” he declares and later that “Nobody is incapable of doing a wrong thing”.[footnoteRef:41] Goring is coaching Gertrude in how to view Robert in the way that Goring himself does, with however, the qualification that she abandon her own Victorian moral code in order to do so. Gertrude’s agency, then, is limited in order to give further scope to that of her husband’s and to prevent her from exerting enough authority to challenge the dandy. Goring advocates firmly against the attempt at such control, explaining to Gertrude, “Women are not meant to judge us, but to forgive us when we need forgiveness,” rhetorically erasing her ability to evaluate her husband’s actions. He goes on to say that “A man’s life… has larger issues, wider scope” but “A woman who can keep a man’s love… and love him… has done all the world wants of women”.[footnoteRef:42] While the dandy has previously encouraged Robert to move away from pre-existing gender expectations, Gertrude is exhorted to cling more closely to them. The dictates of heterosexuality and roles expected of both genders are not upended so much as they are eroded just enough to carve out a space for the dandy to exist comfortably within them. [41:  Wilde 608. ]  [42:  Wilde 648. ] 

Like Sedgwick’s traditional erotic triangle, the female figure here is used as a conduit by which a man can express desire for a man. But in An Ideal Husband, this function is much closer to a conscious, rather than a subconscious, effort. The bohemian ideal of relationships that Goring espouses is shown to be in service of the triangular relationship. It is good for Robert to push away from the demands of masculinity if that will benefit his marriage and it is likewise good for Gertrude to abdicate power if doing so will prevent destabilization. Gertrude’s role is to love her husband in the fashion that Goring prescribes; a fashion that hews closely to his own beliefs and behaviors and does not alter the existing order. And Goring and Robert are not rivals for Gertrude’s affections, which would cloak their homoeroticism and necessitate that it be expressed through hostility. Instead, there is a highly affectionate, emotionally intimate relationship between the two men. 
The of Gertrude’s person brings her into greater alignment with Goring’s own behavior towards Robert, which resembles nothing so much as the ideal wife. Goring’s interactions with Robert become charged with homoeroticism as a result. Within the homosocial space allowed to him, he slips from the position of trusted friend into surrogate spouse, encroaching upon the role that Gertrude is supposed to play and at times, playing it better. When Robert first reveals that he is being blackmailed, his and Goring’s conversation resembles nothing so much as the ideal wife’s reaction. Goring’s reaction centers on the harm Robert has done to himself, rather than the risks to his political career, or even his marriage. His initial concern is entirely for Robert’s person, and tells him that he has wronged “only [him]self” by his actions. [footnoteRef:43] Furthermore, Goring proves to be more affectionate, supportive spouse than Robert’s own wife. When the facts of Robert’s scandal are finally revealed to her, Gertrude tells her husband that he is less than “a common thief” and accuses him of having “soiled [her] forever”.[footnoteRef:44] In contrast, Goring, while shocked and disappointed by Robert’s actions, does not condemn him. When Robert asks Goring if he “despises” him, Goring answers, with “deep feeling” according to the stage directions, “I am very sorry for you, Robert, very sorry indeed”.[footnoteRef:45] Here, Goring abandons the more frivolous side of his persona in favor of a highly feminine sentimentality. It is in his confession to Goring that Robert receives the high-blown Victorian emotion and unequivocal support that one would expect him to receive from his wife. Such naked affection when combined with Goring’s concern over Robert’s person charges the scenes between them with homoeroticism. Goring even takes the time to affirm Robert’s own talents, assuring him that he was “worth more”[footnoteRef:46] and that “you underrate yourself… without your wealth you would have succeeded just as well”.[footnoteRef:47] His deep affection and affirmation of Robert’s character is exactly the sort of function that a man’s wife was expected to play. The intimacy afforded the two characters via their homosocial friendship, one that has already been deepened thanks to Goring’s pose as dandy, now eclipses the spousal in terms of quality and depth.    [43:  Wilde 600. ]  [44:  Wilde 618. ]  [45:  Wilde 603. ]  [46:  Wilde 602. ]  [47:  Wilde 601. ] 

Eve Sedgwick argues that “the heterosexuality that succeeded in eclipsing women was also… unthreatened by the feminization of one man in relation to the other”.[footnoteRef:48] But I would argue that what is occurring in An Ideal Husband exaggerates both the eclipse of women and the feminization of men, a double intensification that does in fact threaten heterosexuality. Not only does Goring step into Robert’s wife’s position, he begins to speak for her, erasing her character with something resembling his own. He assures Robert that Gertrude “will forgive”[footnoteRef:49] even though very little of Lady Chiltern’s behavior supports this prediction. More tellingly, when Robert says that he will fight as long as his wife doesn’t know anything, Goring responds “Oh, fight in any case— in any case”[footnoteRef:50], rhetorically erasing Gertrude from the situation completely. Lord Goring is feminized to a certain extent, but of his own volition- not by his relation to another man. His close friendship with Robert Chiltern is not then the typical homosocial relationship because Goring is already a transgressive figure on his own. Therefore, the relationship between himself and Robert is one where the woman is eclipsed rhetorically, via Goring’s own actions. The dandy is able to portray a surrogate spouse in an already intimate space. Thus, at the same time as he is supporting and aiding heterosexual marriage, the dandy is also a potential threat to that same system.  [48:  Sedgwick, Eve. Between Men: English Literature and Male Homosocial Desire. Colombia University Press: New York: 1985. 37. ]  [49:  Wilde 627. ]  [50:  Wilde 605. ] 

However, Goring does not usurp Gertrude’s position so much as he sets himself up as a counterpart to it. Rather than set one spouse figure against the other, Wilde instead portrays a triangular relationship in which rivalry has largely been subsumed under affection and the tie between the two men is not subconscious but increasingly dominant. Goring does not attempt to dissolve or weaken the Chilterns’ marriage, but rather to make it a more effective conduit for the affection between himself and Robert. In a traditional triangle according to Sedgwick’s work, Goring would direct his attentions toward Gertrude, pursuing her romantically in order to express his subverted affection towards Robert. However, as the dandy, Goring is able to both approach this paradigm while also using his relationship with Gertrude to mold the triangle in his own image, as previously discussed. Instead of a romantic rival, Goring is a trusted friend and confidant to Gertrude, much in the same way that he is to Robert. In this way, he can protect and defend her in a fashion that approximates that of a heterosexual rival in the traditional triangle, but does not jeopardize the stability of his relationships with both Lord and Lady Chiltern. At one point he says to Gertrude, “if you are ever in trouble, trust me absolutely… If you ever want me, come to me for my assistance, and you shall have it. Come at once to me”.[footnoteRef:51] The courtly, nearly romantic language used here signals the shift in Goring’s gender performance. While with Robert, he played the surrogate spouse, highlighting his more feminine attributes, with Gertrude he is far more traditionally masculine, offering and pledging his support and strength to a woman in need. Goring is once again a surrogate spouse, but in the role of the husband rather than the wife.  [51:  Wilde 608. ] 

While this could be taken to mean that Goring desires Gertrude as well as Robert, Goring’s last interaction with Mrs. Cheveley shows that this is not the case. He declares that he will never forgive Mrs. Cheveley, not for the harm she has done Gertrude but because Cheveley has attempted to “kill her love for him… to break her idol”[footnoteRef:52] (him meaning Robert). It is not Gertrude’s pain alone but predominantly its effect on her love for Robert that truly angers Goring. Cheveley’s actions have jeopardized the triangle; they have threatened to kill Gertrude’s love, destroying the system of relationships. Goring has no interest in diverting Gertrude’s affections toward himself. They must flow towards Robert and remain towards Robert, in order that Goring can express affection by proxy. Goring’s advocacy for the Chiltern’s marriage reduces the threat of adultery from this leg of the triangle, stabilizing the entire system and giving Goring another outlet through which he can express his affection for Robert. Once this has been made clear, Goring’s quasi-romantic language in his earlier pledge to Gertrude can be seen as a confession by proxy. He may not be able to make such an offer of devotion and protection to a man, but he certainly can to a woman, and especially his dear friend’s wife. [52:  Wilde 633.] 

This system of relationships is more complex and more stable than the traditional erotic triangle, which only allowed for men to express affection for one another through the competition for a woman. Instead, the element of competition is rejected in favor of two channels of subverted affection- Goring’s friendship with Robert, where he can step into the role of spouse, and his friendship with Gertrude, where he can provide to her the services he cannot give to Robert but also coach her to love her husband as he does. He is able to access these channels due to his performance as the dandy, and due to the fact that that performance reaches far beyond the surface level. But while heterosexual competition does not threaten the triangle, the sexual implications of the dandy does indeed threaten to upend and break this system, with stability only being reached once Goring’s sexuality is categorized as within the Victorian norm.   
Robert’s anxiety over this matter reveals his own investment in the system of relationships. At one point, Gertrude intends to seek refuge with Lord Goring after learning of her husband’s scandal, an action which she informs Lord Goring of in a letter. However, while Goring believes that the lady waiting in his rooms is Gertrude, it is actually Mrs. Cheveley, who has arrived unexpectedly to bargain with him. Robert arrives as well, and Goring attempts to prevent him from discovering the presence of the woman he believes is Gertrude. Robert breaks past Goring, discovers Mrs. Cheveley in Goring’s rooms and assumes that she and Goring have been having an affair. He flies into a rage, rejecting Goring’s pleas for understanding with the line “What have I to do with her intrigues with you?”[footnoteRef:53] This statement showcases an extremely telling leap of logic. Robert assumes that Mrs. Cheveley’s presence has nothing to do with his own scandal, a situation that she is in the midst of engineering and exploiting. Instead of worrying about his own affairs, Robert is intensely disturbed by the idea that Goring has slept with Mrs. Cheveley, independent of its broader impact. Upon this discovery, Robert accuses Goring of being “false as a friend, treacherous as an enemy even”.[footnoteRef:54] In conjunction with his other line, then, Goring is his enemy not because of any potential involvement in the scandal, but purely because he has slept with Mrs. Cheveley. Not only does this supposed action break the triangle between Goring and Chilterns, giving him a sexual outlet beyond them, but it also confirms what the dandy’s behavior has implied. This is the first instance in which Robert has, seemingly without question, certain knowledge that Goring’s sexuality exists beyond the conventional confines of Victorian society. His reaction is to storm away, intending to end his friendship with Goring and break the system of relationships between the two men and Gertrude. Once the liminal space of the dandy’s sexuality has been confirmed to be transgressive, his comfortable status within the Chiltern’s marriage is jeopardized and in danger of vanishing completely.  [53:  Wilde 629. ]  [54:  Wilde 629. ] 

The importance of this status is confirmed by Robert’s actions in the last act of the play, where despite the defeat of Mrs. Cheveley, Goring’s supposed transgression still exists as a barrier between the two men. When Goring announces his engagement to Mabel, Robert’s sister whom he has been courting throughout the play, Robert refuses to allow it, saying that Goring “cannot bring Mabel the love she deserves”, due to his supposed relationship with Mrs. Cheveley.[footnoteRef:55] Goring’s triumph has seemingly restored him to his place in the triangle, but he is refused from entry into another, more intimate set of relationships all together, a marriage that would connect him to Robert permanently. But to allow Mabel to marry a man who has apparently confirmed his own sexual sins would be to “have her sacrificed”.[footnoteRef:56] Goring is saved only by Gertrude’s confession to her husband that it was her, not Mrs. Cheveley that Goring expected in his rooms and that she never actually left her husband’s house. With this revelation added to his intent to marry Mabel, the dandy is cleared of sexual transgression but now without his previous ambiguity. Conventional heterosexuality takes over the space once occupied by pre-marital promiscuity and before that by suggested, but vague transgression. Now that the question of the dandy’s sexuality has been resolved, the once troubling aspects of his performance are allowed to continue without evoking anxiety and the intimacy between himself and Robert is allowed to increase even more.  [55:  Wilde 649. ]  [56:  Wilde 648. ] 

The conclusion of the play solidifies the relationship between the two men and stabilizes it, a process which weaves together both their use of Gertrude as a conduit and Goring’s engagement to Mabel. When Gertrude intended to flee to Goring’s rooms, she wrote him a note alerting him to her a decision, the content of which, like Goring’s own pledge to protect her, was potentially romantic and certainly highly affectionate. In the last pages of the play, Robert, upon seeing the note, announces “There is no name at the beginning of this letter… There should be a name”.[footnoteRef:57] Goring objects to this, saying, “I think I should have back my own letter”, to which Gertrude replies, “No; you shall have Mabel” and then writes Robert’s name on top of Goring’s letter.[footnoteRef:58] This incredibly complex and layered moment encapsulates the triangular relationship that has dominated the play and signals the shift into another, more stable configuration. In Dellamora’s analysis of the play, he notes “Mabel's engagement occurs at a moment of double homosocial triangulation”.[footnoteRef:59] There are not one but two erotic triangles functioning, both involving Robert and Goring. Robert’s name is placed on what could be seen as Goring’s “love-letter” to Gertrude. The letter, in the place of Gertrude’s person, is the site in which the two men can express their affection to one another. The courtly relationship between Goring and Gertrude, which has functioned as conduit towards Robert, is given physical form in Gertrude’s letter, which echoes Goring’s own language. However, this moment of double triangulation does not last. The system between Goring and the Chilterns is closed once Gertrude says that Goring shall have Mabel. As the letter has previously symbolized Goring and Gertrude’s side of the triangle, Gertrude is quite literally trading herself for Mabel, removing herself from the context of the erotic relationships and placing Robert’s sister in her stead.  [57:  Wilde 649. ]  [58:  Wilde 650. ]  [59:  Dellamora, Richard. “Oscar Wilde, Social Purity, and An Ideal Husband.” Modern Drama
37.1 (1994): 120-138. Project Muse. Web. 21 Oct. 2014. 131. The paper focuses more on the characterization of Chiltern, but Dellamora does briefly remark on the letter. 
] 

These actions mark the opening of an entirely new, more agreeable channel through which the homoeroticism between the two men can be expressed. As Robert’s sister, Mabel is a far closer approximation to Robert himself. As Robert’s brother by marriage, Goring is now connected to him socially and legally in addition to their bond of friendship. This opens up more intimate space between the two men in that they are now relatives as well as friends as well as men of the same social standing. Furthermore, Goring’s performance as dandy continues even once he is engaged. The answer to the question of his sexuality does not prevent him from behaving in much the same way as he always has. If anything, the seeming lack of ambiguity and danger inherent in the pose will allow his connection with Robert to continue uninhibited. Goring’s rhetoric signals this adaptation, taking his new state and wife as material for his wit, co-opting the components of heterosexual marriage into his pose with ease. He tells his intended that while she is away, there are no temptations, making him “horribly dependent”[footnoteRef:60] upon her. Marriage here is simply another temptation to be enjoyed and reveled in. Later he jokes that Mabel may have changed her mind about their marriage, as it has been “nearly twenty minutes”[footnoteRef:61] since he last saw her. Goring has not suddenly begun to view things in a conventional lens; rather he has adopted conventional structures into his own worldview, proclaiming dandyism from the central relationship of heterosexual society. While, his engagement viewed in isolation would seem to signify that he no longer suggests the potentially corrosive elements of sodomy and sexual divergence, Goring’s own behavior indicates that his pose as dandy is very much intact. And with his increased intimacy to Robert thanks to a new and more stable triangular relationship, the two men are perfectly situated to enjoy their connection with more ease than ever before.   [60:  Wilde 641. ]  [61:  Wilde 650. ] 

An Ideal Husband, then, presents a dandy who, while certainly suggestive of sexual transgression and homoeroticism, never goes so far as to challenge heterosexuality in its entirety. Rather, Lord Goring exists within the structures of conventional society, using a gender performance that accesses both male and female qualities to insinuate himself further into the Chiltern’s marriage and defend his position within it. His hermaphroditic persona, which extends beyond superficial into his actual personality, allows Goring to push the boundaries of acceptable behavior. In his relationship with Robert Chiltern, he provides both an alternative model of masculinity and a surrogate spouse, challenging the structures of heterosexual marriage even as he defends Chiltern’s own union. These two things can co-exist however, because the dandy in An Ideal Husband is not interested in critiquing modern society so much as he is invested in carving out a space for himself that does not limit his person or desire. Thus, he increases his intimacy with Robert while also providing service and support to his wife Gertrude. And while he is doing this for the latter, he also limits her agency and involvement in her husband’s life, ensuring that Goring’s own role is not threatened. The conclusion of the play abandons this particular triangle in favor of one between Goring, Robert, and Robert’s sister Mabel, a move that encapsulates the treatment of the dandy in the text. He is situated within conventional society, but his performance continues, unrestricted as long as his actions remain just verging on the transgressive, providing suggestion rather than confirmation.


Part Three: The Importance of Being Earnest and the Rejection of Binary
In The Importance of Being Earnest, while there are several characters who fit some if not all of the characteristics of the dandy, Algernon Moncrieff is the chief advocate of the pose and lifestyle. Given the nature of the play, he operates with a greater amount of freedom in regards to his behavior and presentation than Wilde’s other dandies. Thus, the dandy in this play is able to push the implications of his pose into much more dangerous territory. Two features of Algernon’s character serve as symbols of his sexuality: his prodigious appetite and his beloved practice of gallivanting around the countryside, or as he calls it, Bunburying. While Algernon’s Bunburying can be read as a clear stand-in for homosexuality or at least homoerotic desire, the specter of Bunbury is vague and capable of being linked to any number of things. Algernon’s appetite is more overtly sexual, yet this too could be interpreted to indicate a variety of sexualities and practices. As the world of Earnest embraces multiple meanings and individuality, I contend that Bunbury and Algernon’s appetite do not symbolize one identity or sexuality, but rather imply a non-binary inclusivity. While Lord Goring in An Ideal Husband must carve out space for himself within the heterosexual order, Algernon gleefully pursues his own aims without fear of repercussion. The play ends with the dandy triumphant, multiplicity being represented and instituted as the chief identity. Rather than demand allegiance to one sexual identity or orientation, the dandy in Earnest is free to reject any such label and instead embrace fluidity instead of definition.  
The world of Earnest is a much different world than that of An Ideal Husband. In Ganz’s essay on Wilde’s plays, he describes the society comedies such as Husband as being split into two separate worlds: that of the dandy and that of the Philistine. Victorian society composes the Philistine, which is marked by rigid morality and a lack of true appreciation for art and beauty. The dandaical world, as Ganz characterizes it, is that which the bohemian figures promote— the world of art for art’s sake, fluid sexuality, and idleness as virtue. These two worlds can co-exist but there are elements of both that are in clear opposition to the other.[footnoteRef:62] Thus, as previously explored, the dandy must be in some fashion combative towards the Philistine society that surrounds his own sphere, if only to ensure his integrity as a figure.  [62:  Ganz, Arthur. "The Meaning of The Importance of Being Earnest." Modern Drama Spring 6.1 (1963): 42-52. Project Muse. Web. 21 Oct. 2014.] 

However, The Importance of Being Earnest, while appearing to feature dandy characters in opposition to a conventional world, is in actuality a much more welcoming atmosphere. “This is a world of pure form, and the distinction between a moral and physical failing, between external and internal, does not exist”.[footnoteRef:63] Characters such as Lady Bracknell may attempt to appeal or instate a system of morality, but it is cleverness and form that affords power and ability. When Lady Bracknell attempts to draw a distinction between behaving well and feeling well, she must resort to an epigram, telling Algernon “That’s not quite the same thing. In fact the two things rarely go together.”[footnoteRef:64] In Husband, the Victorian moral order was clear and set, with the dandy functioning within it. Here, morality must contend with the dandaical in its own terms, by attempting to use its own tools of rhetoric. In this world, then, the dandy is uniquely powerful as a key aspect of his character is his wit and presentation. In a space devoid of absolute morality, he is able to offer commentary and pursue his ends without much in the way of inhibition or fear. Unlike Lord Goring, who must carve out a space for himself and capitulate somewhat to the demands of convention, Algernon operates within a world where he is its natural inhabitant.  [63:  Ganz 42.]  [64:  Wilde 410. ] 

Most characters in the play evidence at least some of the traits of the dandy, whether unconsciously or intentionally. The afore-mentioned Lady Bracknell is practically a font of unintentional epigrams. Memorably, she admonishes Jack upon the discovery that he does not know his parentage, scolding him by saying “To lose one parent may be regarded as a misfortune… to lose both seems like carelessness.”[footnoteRef:65] Such a statement is clearly absurd, but Lady Bracknell gives no indication that she recognizes this, making her conventional insistence on family and established lineage, her attempt to establish order and security, the height of the ridiculous. Similarly, the governess Miss Prism is a ridiculous exaggeration of propriety, forbidding her charge from reading an economic text for fear that it may be “too sensational for a young girl”.[footnoteRef:66] Algernon and Jack’s respective love interests, Cecily and Gwendolen, both consciously display dandaical traits on numerous occasions. Gwendolen actually manages to silence Algernon with an epigram, telling him that he is “not quite old enough” to “adopt a strictly immoral attitude towards life”.[footnoteRef:67] And for all her supposed innocence, Cecily is blithely amoral, hoping that Algernon in the guise of Ernest has not “been leading a double life, pretending to wicked and being really good all the time,” as “that would by hypocrisy.”[footnoteRef:68] [65:  Wilde 416. ]  [66:  Wilde 425. ]  [67:  Wilde 421. ]  [68:  Wilde 427. ] 

Algernon, as the most traditional incarnation of the dandy, is operating within a world where he is not an outsider so much as the most devoted proponent of a system of behavior that nearly every character, at least on some level, exhibits. In his and the other protagonist Jack’s pursuit of their respective love interests, Algernon is uninhibited by the need to conform to society, an aim which Jack pursues at least superficially. Jack invents the wicked, dissolute brother Ernest as a cover for his activities in town, and is severe and conventional towards his ward Cecily when in the country. Algernon, however, has no need for such an identity. His adoption of the identity of Ernest in order to invade Jack’s country home and meet Cecily requires no alteration of his own personality. Similarly, his invention of the perpetual invalid Bunbury, whom he is constantly pretending to visit, does not serve to split his person in two, but rather to afford him even more freedom than he already enjoys. The person of Bunbury is not his own identity but a cover for his jaunts into the country, away from the at least attempted control of his aunt, Lady Bracknell.   
In analysis of Earnest, much attention has been focused on Bunbury, with speculation as to what exactly Algernon’s pleasure trips to the country entail. Generally, with Wilde’s ascendancy as a gay icon, the phrase has been taken to be a stand-in for homosexual affairs, as seen in both Jay Losey’s essay[footnoteRef:69] and Christopher Craft’s section on the play in his book.[footnoteRef:70] Both read the name Bunbury as a quasi-veiled description of homosexual intercourse: literally, a desire to bury in the bun, with bun meaning buttocks. Sinfield contests this reading, arguing that Wilde’s homosexuality colors modern view of his work and that as ‘bun’ was not in use as slang for buttocks in the Victorian era. Sinfield, states emphatically “the implication in Algernon’s Bunburying is heterosexual”. [footnoteRef:71]  [69:  Losey, Jay. “Disguising the Self in Pater and Wilde” from Mapping Male Sexuality: Nineteenth-Century England. Associated University Presses: Cranbury, 2000. 253.]  [70: ]  [71:  Sinfield 35. ] 

But the vague nature of Algernon’s Bunburying excursions would not seem to lend itself to any definitive reading. Rather, Bunbury functions much in the same way that the dandy’s gender performance functions. Both entities seem to signify something transgressive, and perhaps of a sexual nature. As Ware points out in his essay on Algernon, “Wilde could carry his audience with him only so far, but we may assume that Algernon does not have to travel in order to find good food.” [footnoteRef:72] But while it is safe to assume that gluttony is not the only vice in which Bunbury allows Algernon to indulge, there is never any conclusive evidence as to what he actually does on these excursions. He may be having sexual affairs, but he could just as easily use the excuse to escape his domineering aunt, which is the first specific example he gives in the play.[footnoteRef:73] However, other mentions of Bunburying are much more vague. Only a few lines before, Algernon alludes to the fact that he has “Bunburyed all over Shropshire on two separate occasions.”[footnoteRef:74] Craft interprets this opacity as a link to homosexuality, saying that as “Bunbury remains a being or subject always otherwise and elsewhere”, it then seems fair to assume “Bunbury operates within the heterosexual order as its hidden but irreducible supplement”.[footnoteRef:75] Furthermore, some of Algernon’s comments regarding Bunbury and marriage would seem to support this reading. Whereas Jack intends to kill Ernest once he is married, Algernon asserts that “A man who marries without knowing Bunbury has a very tedious time of it”.[footnoteRef:76]  [72:  Ware, James. “Algernon’s Appetite: Oscar Wilde’s Hero as Restoration Dandy”. English Literature in Transition, 1880-1920 13.1 (1970): 17-26. Project Muse. Web. 21 Oct 2014. 23.]  [73:  Wilde 409. ]  [74:  Wilde 408. ]  [75:  Craft 117.]  [76:  Wilde 409. ] 

But if Bunbury is a stand-in for homosexual affairs, it is certainly odd that Algernon spends the majority of the play in exaggerated heterosexual pursuit. Ware’s essay views Algernon as a descendant of the Restoration rake, in his wit and poise, but especially in regards to his appetite and what that is taken to signify. In Restoration comedies, lust and hunger were frequently equated, or hunger was used as an obvious substitute for lust.[footnoteRef:77] In Earnest, Wilde broadens that appetite to include alcoholic consumption as well, and his dandies’ appetites include both food and drink, specifically of high quality. This fervent consumption accompanies Algernon’s wooing of Cecily and invasion of Jack’s country home. Not only does he drink Jack’s prized champagne, but he also attempts to “partake of two lunches in one day”.[footnoteRef:78] Algernon also makes frequent references to his appetite while with Cecily, saying that he is “fearfully hungry” while in the midst of wooing her.[footnoteRef:79] And Ware points out, Algernon “responds to [Cecily’s] likeness to himself” in terms of appetite; [footnoteRef:80] Jack’s description of Cecily includes the fact that she “has a capital appetite”, after which Algernon declares, “I would rather like to see Cecily”.[footnoteRef:81] While Bunbury may or may not be functioning as a stand-in for homosexuality, Algernon’s appetite implies a voracious heterosexuality, linking him with the Restoration rakes and giving his romancing of Cecily a carnal edge. When viewed in this way, Algernon’s earlier comments about the importance of Bunbury if one is married could be jibes against monogamy, not heterosexuality.  [77:  Ware 21-22. ]  [78:  Wilde 437. ]  [79:  Wilde 439. ]  [80:  Ware 24. ]  [81:  Wilde 420. ] 

However, Craft’s analysis links Algernon’s appetite to homosexuality, noting the parallel between it and Wilde’s own sexual preferences. In the trial that resulted in his conviction for sodomy, the male prostitutes who gave evidence related that Wilde enjoyed fondling and then oral copulation. Craft argues that “the fastidious allusion to Wilde’s sexual practice here is exact- from hand to mouth” and that “gluttony operates as a jubilant screen-metaphor for otherwise unrepeatable pleasures”.[footnoteRef:82] Appetite, to Craft, functions in the same fashion as Bunbury. Both represent illicit or unconventional consumption, done with gusto, and both stand-in for homosexual affairs or desire, representing them in such a way in which implications are present but never confirmed explicitly. But if Algernon’s appetite as “the leitmotif that reminds us of Bunbury”,[footnoteRef:83] why is it so clearly associated with his pursuit of Cecily? His aim to meet and romance her is also introduced in the first scene and is one of Algernon’s chief concerns and goals throughout the play. As previously stated, this pursuit is accompanied with frequent references to his appetite. In fact, Algernon refers to his meeting Cecily and invading Jack’s home as “the most wonderful Bunbury I have ever had in my life”,[footnoteRef:84] a pronouncement he makes whilst devouring muffins. It is the union of these three aspects— appetite, Cecily, and Bunbury in the same line that points to the queerness at the center of Algernon’s character, allowing for all of the implications and interpretations previously discussed to co-exist in harmony. [82:  Craft 126. ]  [83:  Ware 23.]  [84:  Wilde 453. ] 

 I would argue that Algernon’s appetite functions as both a symbol of heterosexual desire and an implication of homosexual intercourse, that Bunbury can stand for homosexual affairs at the same time that it can represent a heterosexual courtship. Bunbury and Algernon’s appetite are both manifestations of his pose as dandy, a pose that as previously discussed, allows for the suggestion of any number of things while resisting absolute definition. This then is not a duality, but a refusal of confirmation that results in a freedom to be whatever one chooses. Algernon’s appetite and beloved practice of Bunburying represent a queerness that remains essentially undefined. As Craft himself points out, the play rejects binary and categorization— “the importance of being was neither x nor y, male nor female, homosexual nor heterosexual, Parker nor Gribsby, Jack nor Ernest”.[footnoteRef:85] While eating, Algernon evokes the Restoration rake while also simulating homosexual intercourse. He can have a Bunburying excursion that is undefined, potentially involving affairs or sexual encounters with men, and he can also have a Bunburying in which he ends up engaged to a woman. The undefined implications of his dandyism do not necessitate a strict assignment of sexuality, but can remain fluid and mercurial. [85:  Craft 128. ] 

This implication is especially possible when one considers the world of the play. Earnest’s farcical anarchy and lack of overarching morality allows the dandy to pursue what he wishes with remarkable liberty. Indeed, the dandy is able to use his pose and social ease to shape events and create situations to his benefit. In his essay on the play, Eltis remarks “So long as characters maintain their poise and equanimity, the facts adapt to fit their fantasies”,[footnoteRef:86] and this is especially true for Algernon. When he wishes to meet Cecily, Jack accidentally reveals his country address.[footnoteRef:87] He wants to be able to insinuate himself into the house unquestioned; Jack has conveniently made up an older brother, whom Algernon happily pretends to be and whom Cecily is happily already infatuated with.[footnoteRef:88] And when he does actually meet Cecily, it so happens that she has already constructed a romance and an engagement for herself and Ernest. When Algernon proposes, she happily announces that she will of course accept, because they “have been engaged for the last three months”.[footnoteRef:89] Algernon’s lack of moral qualms and willingness to play along with fantasy, especially one that benefits him, allow him to step into her narrative with ease. He only questions her story once, saying that he never sent her any letters, but once she produces the letters that she has written on his behalf, he does not repeat his objection. Instead, Algernon spends the scene asking for more details and playing into Cecily’s fantastical courtship, tacitly approving her narrative and accepting it as his own. Near the end, he begins to assert his own influence over the story upon hearing that Cecily broke off their engagement when Ernest wrote her an angry letter. “But I did take it all back, Cecily, didn’t I?” he asks, both accepting her narrative as true while also re-directing in a way that suits his own purposes.[footnoteRef:90]   [86:  Eltis, Sos. Revising Wilde: Society and Subversion in the Plays of Oscar Wilde. Clarendon Press: Oxford, 1996. 199. ]  [87:  Wilde 421. ]  [88:  Wilde 426. ]  [89:  Wilde 444. ]  [90:  Wilde 445. ] 

Not only do obstacles move out of Algernon’s way, but he embraces and acknowledges the fact. Jack, in comparison, only neglects to tell Gwendolen about Cecily being his ward and that his name is not actually Ernest, both of which he admits to by the end of the play. Algernon adopts an entirely new history for himself, as well as a pre-constructed character, and this blatant disregard for reality is not rejected or done away with. “Algy pretends to be Jack’s younger brother, and by the end of the afternoon, this fantasy too has materialized”.[footnoteRef:91] The character created by Jack, and embellished by Cecily, is inhabited by Algernon and eventually becomes his actual identity. He truly is Jack’s scandalous younger brother who is engaged to Cecily, the role he has been playing for a good portion of the play. Algernon and Cecily can know intellectually that they have never met each other but before while also accepting her fabricated courtship as an emotional reality and proceeding as if it is actual truth. This willingness on the part of the dandy to accept duality allows him to succeed in the arena of heterosexual love while still pursuing his own ends and upholding his pose. Algernon happily steps into the role of devoted lover, even as he is playing the notorious brother. Goring in An Ideal Husband is not allowed to be engaged to his intended until he is proven innocent, but Algernon can pursue Cecily under the guise of the wicked brother and using a term which could very well imply all sorts of sexual transgressions, and still succeed. While Bunburying, he becomes Ernest, a figure invented by Jack to serve the same purpose as Algernon’s invalid friend. Algernon then is doubly, comically transgressive, using his friend’s cover for scandalous behavior at the same time as he is utilizing his own. And while Ernest may be the idealized, desired person or name for both women in the text, the fact remains that Jack has primarily invented the identity of Ernest to do the very same things Algernon does whilst Bunburying. Thus, Algernon is taking on the mantle of both potentially queer, certainly suspicious figures, while participating in a heterosexual courtship. Bunbury does not serve as an alternate to Cecily— rather Algernon’s relationship with her can very easily be incorporated into his beloved practice, and the queer identity and sexuality that it represents.  [91:  Eltis 195. ] 

	Thus, even as Algernon is engaged to be married by the end of the play, the queer implication of Bunbury does not dissipate. While Algernon does ‘kill’ Bunbury,[footnoteRef:92] the twin identity of Earnest is only strengthened by the conclusion of the play. Not only is Cecily and Algernon’s narrative transferred into fact, but Jack’s name is revealed to actually be Earnest.[footnoteRef:93] As Craft points out, this means that the male identity is “no longer split between Jack and Ernest, the split Ernest/John now inscribed as the law of his being… the murder of Bunbury enables the pseudo-integration of an irreducibly divided male subject”.[footnoteRef:94] Ernest, the bad brother inhabited by both Algernon and Jack, adopted by the former in his Bunburying, is the actual identity of the conventional and heterosexual married man. Bunbury may be dead, but the figure of Ernest not only survives, but is integrated into Jack’s identity as an essential component. And while Craft goes on to argue that the union of Ernest and John signifies the triumph of the queer over the heterosexual, I would argue that based on play’s persistent rejection of static definition and celebration of individual creation, this interpretation is extremely limiting. The queerness, the rejection of definition that Bunbury evoked persists alongside heterosexuality and is no longer separated from the conventional in a duality, but now fused into a single and all-encompassing identity. While hints of homosexuality and certainly homoeroticism was allowed to exist alongside heterosexual marriage in An Ideal Husband, clear concessions had to be made to the accepted or order of things. But in Earnest, Algernon can signify whatever he so chooses or nothing in particular. Thus, if An Ideal Husband tracks the negotiation and somewhat capitulation of the dandy within a conventional world, Earnest marks the triumph of the dandy in a world that welcomes him as its own. [92:  Wilde 459. ]  [93:  Wilde 470. ]  [94:  Craft 115. ] 


Part Four: Three Incarnations in Dorian Gray
The Picture of Dorian Gray would, at first glance, seem to fulfill every conventional fear surrounding the dandy and his transgressive implications. A young, innocent, and beautiful man is seduced into pursuing amoral indulgence by an older, worldly dandy who triumphs self-love and self-gratification above all else. However, in this text Wilde presents three separate individuals, all of whom fulfill the basic stereotypes of the dandy and all whom possess differing systems of morality. By splitting the character of the dandy into three distinct characters, Wilde resists the categorization of the type as amoral or transgressive as a matter of course. Rather, the dandy is simply a pose that can be held and approached by any number of personalities. Thus, Basil Hallward, who attempts to redeem Dorian and worships his innocence is a dandy, but so is the proudly amoral Lord Henry. The title character also fulfills the requirements of this pose, despite his moral divergence from both men. These various incarnations of the dandy prevent the pose from signifying only one identity; rather, dandyism is a status that many different personalities and moralities can access. Furthermore, the different forms presented throughout Dorian Gray allow Wilde to address the main concerns regarding the figure and either complicate or outright undermine them. Basil may threaten heterosexuality with his devoted love of Dorian, but he is proved to be the most conventionally moral character in the text. Lord Henry may preach the pursuit of hedonism above all else, but he never moves beyond the theoretical. Indeed, when faced with the hint of Dorian’s very real crimes, he is unable to comprehend their existence. And as all three men access the pose of dandy with equanimity, with none being upheld as the purest incarnation of the form, Dorian’s evil is not an expected outgrowth of his status as dandy. Rather, just as Basil is a moral man who happens to be dandy, and Lord Henry an amoral variety, Dorian’s evil resides alongside the pose, rather than coming into existence because of it. 
	Basil Hallward fills the role of the idealized, least threatening dandy. He is an artist, devoted to a life in the pursuit of beauty, and while fairly feminine, does not seem to pose an overt threat to the heterosexual order. Many of his more threatening qualities reside in an idealized, non-threatening realm. Basil is defined by his love of art and beauty, delighting in that “There is nothing that Art cannot express”. This positioning of the dandy in the purely theoretical, creative world both satisfies stereotypes of artistic men and neuters any homoerotic language or art he produces. Placing his appreciation of the male form, specifically Dorian’s beauty, in the context of artistic achievement allows for the intimation of homosexuality to pass as, if not innocent, non-threatening. Basil himself views his attachment and attraction to Dorian as inextricable from his own work. “We have lost the abstract sense of beauty. Someday I will show the world what it is”,[footnoteRef:95] he says after meeting Dorian and follows by stating “I know that the work I have done, since I met Dorian Gray, is good work, is the best work of my life”.[footnoteRef:96] Here, the typical aesthetic approach to art, valuing beauty above all else, serves to cloak Basil’s attraction to Dorian as purely appreciation for a remarkable specimen. In the ideals of the dandy, beauty was valued for itself, regardless of any other considerations. Thus, Basil’s fascination with the other man can be explained away as a matter of aesthetic taste.  [95:  Wilde 12. ]  [96:  Wilde 11. ] 

Furthermore, Basil’s “distinctly intellectual”[footnoteRef:97] affection for Dorian also fits into another space in which the appreciation of male beauty was accepted, even valued. Monsman’s analysis of the novel focuses on the integration of Greek philosophy into the homoerotic relationships present. The Victorian obsession with the art and learning of antiquity was an ideal framework for the expression of homoerotic desire. As Sedgwick points out in her analysis of Dorian Gray, the habitual depiction of the male form and frequent occurrence of homoerotic or homosexual relationships in ancient works normalized the appreciation of the male body and allowed for men to imitate the language and relationships they encountered in such works, while allowing these potentially transgressive actions to remain safely draped in the gauze of academia or cultural education. She says of Basil: “He had been able… to treat artistically of his infatuation with Dorian so long as he had framed it anachronistically, Classically.”[footnoteRef:98]  [97:  Monsman, Gerald. “The Platonic Eros of Walter Pater and Oscar Wilde: ‘Love’s Reflected Image’ in the 1890’s”. English Literature in Transition, 1880-1920 45.1 (2002): 26-45. Project Muse. Web. 21 Oct 2014. 29-30. ]  [98:  Sedgwick, Eve Kosofsky. Epistemology of the Closet. University of California Press, Berkeley: 2008. 136, 166. ] 

Moreover, Basil’s positing of Dorian as his muse, while certainly romantic, eschews the blatantly sexual. His adoration for Dorian is blatantly homoerotic, but Basil characterizes their first meeting in sentimental and romantic language, once again placing his relationship with Dorian within the idealized realm. “Suddenly I found myself face to face with the young man… We were quite close, almost touching. Our eyes met again”.[footnoteRef:99] While a level of physical attraction is certainly evident, he is thrilled solely by meeting Dorian’s gaze, by being nearly close enough to touch him. This restraining of Basil’s affections by typifying them as both conveyed and satisfied through visual means and proximity allows the relationship to function without requiring any actual sexual transgression. “Beauty’s earthly embodiment has awakened Basil Hallward’s soul to a fervid but thoughtful love that rises above the erotic”.[footnoteRef:100] If not for the object of Basil’s affections being another man, his behavior towards and view of his beloved would be the image of proper Victorian courtship. And as Basil is posited directly against Lord Henry in the struggle for Dorian’s affections and trust, his aims seem the height of innocence in comparison.  [99:  Wilde 9. ]  [100:  Monsman 31. ] 

To be sure, there is still something highly transgressive about positing the love a man bears for another man as innocent and pure. Basil is already the most ethical character in the novel. He is the only one of the main three characters who reacts to Sybil’s death without cynicism or selfishness and frequently provides a counterpoint to Henry and later Dorian’s amoral views. To push things even further, Basil frequently evokes Christianity in his attempts to save Dorian, rooting his morality in an established, conventional source. When faced with the corrupted picture, he is horrified, but quickly begins an attempt to redeem Dorian, quoting scripture and culminating in saying “Let us kneel down and try if we cannot remember a prayer.”[footnoteRef:101] Basil’s dandyism and homoerotic desire does not prevent him from being a Christian, and a devout one at that. This would be unsettling enough, but Basil’s strong sense of morality is frequently expressed concerning and because of his love for Dorian. “After all, his indifference was probably merely a mood that would pass away. There was so much in him that was good, so much in him that was noble.”[footnoteRef:102] Dorian himself even acknowledges the purity of Basil’s attachment to him and he rhetorically draws a parallel between Basil’s love and that of Christ. “The love that he bore him—for it was really love— had nothing in it that was not noble and intellectual… Yes, Basil could have saved him.”[footnoteRef:103] Here, Dorian rhetorically draws a parallel between Basil’s love and that of Christ, in that he characterizes it as capable of the same redemptive qualities. Rather than express same-sex love in the framework of antiquity, Wilde expresses it in the Christian context instead, boldly rejecting a context that while acceptable would still ultimately cast homoerotic desire as pagan and primitive. Instead, Basil’s love for Dorian is allowed to be pure and conventional, radically recasting his homoerotic desire as a redeeming force.  [101:  Wilde 119. ]  [102:  Wilde 84. ]  [103:  Wilde 91. ] 

Lord Henry, on the other hand, poses a far more expected threat. His first encounter with Dorian is a philosophical seduction, marked by highly eroticized language and imagery. Upon Henry’s first intellectual sally, Dorian’s reaction is clearly analogous to a sexual initiation. “There was a look of fear in his eyes, such as people have when they are suddenly awakened… some hidden never shook the scarlet of his lips and left them trembling”.[footnoteRef:104] It is in his interactions with Lord Henry that we find the purely erotic, sensual element that is noticeably absent from Dorian’s relationship with Basil. Lord Henry “rationalizes desire unmotivated by intellectual beauty”;[footnoteRef:105] his philosophy, which he grandly proclaims “A new Hedonism,” lacks any ideal beyond pleasure and sensation. This is dandyism stripped of anything that much that would make it more palatable to conventional audiences, as previously seen with Basil, and instead presented with its most transgressive elements highlighted. Not only is the homosexual subtext of the pose blatantly evident, but Lord Henry’s philosophy and character reject any form of conventional morality. Indeed, the ‘new Hedonism’ is a warped mirror of Victorian ideals, flipping usual expectations on their head. “Commitment or bonded attachment is a ‘trivial’ form of personal interaction; promiscuous and opportunistic liaisons animated by transient appetites are the ‘serious’ and substantial forms of interpersonal relation”.[footnoteRef:106] And it is not only in the sexual realm that Henry declines to adhere to traditional behaviors. Upon hearing of the death of Dorian’s ex-fiancée Sybil, he makes some overtures of consolation, but also downplays Dorian’s involvement and assures him that there will be no lasting effect. He goes so far as to appreciate the novelty of it, saying “Someone killed herself for love of you. I wish that I had ever had such an experience.”[footnoteRef:107] This philosophy, with its rejection of empathy and focus on the experiences and sensations of the self, is clearly tied to sexuality. As Dorian considers and then accepts Henry’s first intellectual overture, Wilde gives a detailed, florid description of a bee pollinating a flower, and then “The flower seemed to quiver, and then swayed gently to and fro.”[footnoteRef:108] One would expect Lord Henry’s ensuing behavior with Dorian to fulfill the promise of this moment.   [104:  Wilde 19. ]  [105:  Monsman 31. ]  [106:  Carroll, Joseph. “Aestheticism, Homoeroticism, and Christian Guilt in The Picture of Dorian Gray”. Philosophy and Literature 29.2 (2005): 286-304. Project Muse. Web. 21 Oct 2014. 297. This essay focuses on the interplay of Christianity with Wilde’s themes of homoeroticism and aestheticism, but also has some comments on Lord Henry and Dorian’s characters.]  [107:  Wilde 77. ]  [108:  Wilde 20. ] 

However, while there are certainly sexual connotations to Dorian and Henry’s relationship, they are never confirmed and are certainly never as blatantly homoerotic as that between Dorian and Basil. Instead, Henry’s seduction seems to be predominantly intellectual and rhetorical. There are certainly intimations that Henry is unfaithful to his wife, and he certainly encourages Dorian to reject monogamy, but he seems to regard the younger man as more of an intellectual study than a potential conquest. Dorian’s short-lived infatuation with Sybil does not produces “the slightest pang of annoyance of jealousy”. Instead Henry is “pleased by it” for it makes Dorian “a more interesting study.”[footnoteRef:109] The restriction of Lord Henry’s divergence from to Victorian norm to either intellectual theory or commonplace, if still not fully approved, offenses such as promiscuity, allows him to enjoy a comfortable position within society. Like Lord Goring in An Ideal Husband, Lord Henry is accepted within society despite his views. In fact his views on philosophy provide entertainment at a dinner party that includes two government officials and dowager ladies.[footnoteRef:110]   [109:  Wilde 45. ]  [110:  Wilde 31-34. ] 

In the very first chapter, Basil answers one of Henry’s epigrams by saying, “You never say a moral thing, and you never do a wrong thing. Your cynicism is simply a pose”.[footnoteRef:111] And while originally, this would appear to be wishful thinking on Basil’s part, by the end of the novel his assessment is proved to be incredibly accurate. However, the narrative demonstrates that Henry’s amorality is not ultimately as threatening as it would first appear, and certainly not nearly as toxic as Dorian himself. Henry proclaims to Dorian that he “represent[s] to you all the sins you have never had the courage to commit,”[footnoteRef:112] but he is incapable of understanding or even conceiving of actual depravity. Henry, who proclaims amorality and sensation, is utterly blind to how both have reached their apex in Dorian. “It is not in you, Dorian, to commit a murder,”[footnoteRef:113] he blithely says, after Dorian hints at his murdering Basil. Henry, who has preached the abandonment of morality, never once supposes that such a philosophy could extend beyond the pursuit of pleasure. “He professes a philosophy of surfaces, and his observations on the course of Dorian’s career remain wholly on the surface”.[footnoteRef:114] In their final conversation, Dorian all but tells Henry that he murdered Basil and Henry not only refuses to engage with the prospect, but it is clear that he does not even register it. While Dorian attempts to talk of true departures from accepted moral codes, Henry ruminates about flowers and Chopin. Transgressive and amoral he may be, but Henry’s sins and knowledge of the sins of others only extend so far. Thus, while he would appear to be the archetypal dandy as seducer and corrupter, his scope as such is limited to the philosophical query and conventional offense. Here, as with Basil, Wilde engages with an expected threat posed by the dandy and re-contextualizes it into a far more agreeable characteristic. Basil may passionately love Dorian, but he is also a source of morality and redemption. Henry may be amoral and intellectually seductive, but he cannot even begin to comprehend actual sin on the level of murder and is quite content to perform his philosophy for pillars of Victorian society.  [111:  Wilde 7. ]  [112:  Wilde 61. ]  [113:  Wilde 161. ]  [114:  Carroll 299-300. ] 

It is in the character of Dorian that the pose of dandy is pushed to reveal its darkest moral implications. In The Importance of being Earnest, with its lack of any overarching ethical framework, Algernon’s rejection of morality does not prevent him from being a charming, if self-absorbed presence. But in Dorian Gray, which like An Ideal Husband, operates within the bonds of Victorian principles, Dorian’s whole-hearted adoption of Henry’s philosophy, when combined with an already present cruelty, make his incarnation of the dandy a monstrous figure. As he proceeds in his artistic and social pursuits, notably highlighted and catalogued in Chapter 11, his portrait accumulates the sins of his other activities, transgressions the text only hints at. It is only after the long description of his collections of art and intellectual obsessions that the novel begins to mention the reactions of other figures to Dorian. “It was remarked, however, that some of those who had been most intimate with him appeared, after a time, to shun him… were seen to grow pallid with shame or horror”.[footnoteRef:115] Later on, Basil supplies an addendum to the original list of Dorian’s accumulations, mentioning both men and women who have been tainted by their association with Dorian, many ruined, some even dying as a result or committing suicide.[footnoteRef:116] As Carroll points out, “Dorian’s problem is not merely that he indulges in ‘excess’…. He betrays all the people who are closest to him; he destroys them or leads them to ruin”.[footnoteRef:117] Underneath the pursuit of material objects and fashionable occupations that distinguish the dandy, lies a history of sexual destruction and seduction. While at the beginning of the novel, one would expect this from Lord Henry as a result of his philosophy, it is in Dorian that such a relentless pursuit of hedonism is pushed to its most transgressive, corrosive potential.  [115:  Wilde 107. ]  [116:  Wilde 113. ]  [117:  Carroll 300. ] 

The corruption of Dorian’s portrait and soul is a result of the mingling of cruelty with aestheticism. The first alteration of the picture comes after his rejection of Sybil Vane, the actress he promised marriage to and then spurned when her talent faded. He abandons her, purely because as he says “in his calm, clear voice… ‘You have disappointed me’”[footnoteRef:118], rejecting her person because of her lack of artistic value, and she subsequently kills herself. When he returns home after leaving her, he looks upon his portraits and sees that “One would have said that there was a touch of cruelty in the mouth.” His thoughts upon this discovery make clear that it is not only the cruelty of Dorian’s actions that have effected this change, but also his complete lack of empathy for the others around him. “Had he been cruel? It was the girl’s fault, not his… he had suffered also.”[footnoteRef:119] Dorian is so self-absorbed that he compares being rejected by one’s fiancée to sitting through a terrible theatre performance. At this point, his moral relativity and narcissism are well within the bounds of Lord Henry’s philosophy. However, even this early in the novel, a clear distinction is made between the two men. Once he hears of Sybil’s death and acknowledges that his own actions have caused it, Dorian muses, “’So I have murdered Sybil Vane’… yet the roses are not less lovely for all.”[footnoteRef:120] Once again, he echoes Lord Henry, who offered an aesthetic appreciation of Sybil’s death. But there is a key difference. Lord Henry has no direct hand in the events, and did not know Sybil beyond seeing her perform. Dorian however, is directly responsible and once professed undying lover for her. This difference in degree, if not in sentiment, points to a far greater capacity for transgressive acts in Dorian than in Lord Henry. Society’s reaction to Henry in the novel seems to be bemused disapproval, whereas Dorian is treated as something far more dangerous. “Men would whisper to each other in corners, or pass him with a sneer”— nowhere in the novel is Henry treated with such contempt or fear.  [118:  Wilde 67. ]  [119:  Wilde 69. ]  [120:  Wilde 75. ] 

An even greater distinction is drawn between Dorian and his former companion Basil.
In the scene preceding Dorian’s murder of the other man, Wilde juxtaposes Basil’s devout nature against the depravity of his title character. Basil’s accusations against Dorian accuse him of playing the devil to his former friends and lovers. “You have filled them with a madness for pleasure. They have gone down into the depths. You led them there. Yes: you led them there, and yet you can smile”.[footnoteRef:121] Here, a critique against Dorian’s immorality and self-absorption is leveled by a figure that shares his pose and values. Basil is also devoted to art and the pursuit of beauty, but his critique of his fellow dandy springs from conventional morality. It is Basil’s attempt to bring Dorian back within the Christian ethical framework that leads Dorian to kill him, prizing his own self-expression and pursuit of pleasure above his former friendship. After Basil begs him, “Let us kneel down and try if we cannot remember a prayer” in an attempt to redeem Dorian’s soul, Dorian realizes “he loathed the man who was seated at the table, more than in his whole life he had ever loathed anything.” [footnoteRef:122] Directly after these lines, Dorian stabs Basil and kills him, eliminating what he sees as the most potent threat to his continued enjoyment of self and freedom from guilt.  [121:  Wilde 114. ]  [122:  Wilde 119. ] 

When viewed against both Basil and Lord Henry, it is clear that Dorian Gray, while capable of being read as a fable of the corrosive effects of dandyism and homosexuality, actually rejects such notions. Two separate models of dandyism are posited against another dandy figure whose transgressive behavior makes their own seem benign. While Basil Hallward is certainly a more appealing, and to a Victorian audience far more acceptable, character, Lord Henry is also proven by the narrative to not pose as great a threat as he seemed, if only because of his own shallowness and ignorance. Basil Hallward may threaten heterosexual norms by being the ideal, noble lover, saint-like despite his same-sex attraction. Lord Henry may proclaim the virtues of amorality. But these threats posed to Victorian morality are nowhere near as transgressive as Dorian’s actions. However, Dorian’s status as dandy does not exclude Henry or Basil from being categorized in the same way. His transgressions do not make him a more devoted incarnation than they. The propagation of dandy figures in Dorian Gray then, rejects any firm moral categorization of the pose. By doing this, by portraying a truly wicked and corrosive dandy against other less threatening incarnations, Wilde resists the absolute classification of the dandy as sinful, presenting instead a figure with as much potential to be either moral or amoral, wicked or devout, as any other character. 

Final Thoughts
In the works of Oscar Wilde that I have surveyed, the dandy emerges as not a homogenous figure, representative of only one identity, morality, or sexuality. Instead, the figure is capable to implying or outright representing various rebellions and transgressions against Victorian society, and in many cases functions as an unorthodox supporter of the very order he would seem to resist. Figures such as Lord Henry and Lord Goring exist fairly comfortably within society, even as they push at the boundaries of accepted morality and/or gender roles. The dandy is certainly capable of being a figure that evokes and promotes homoeroticism, using existing homosocial spheres and relationships to slightly fray the codes of acceptable masculine behavior. However, as we have seen in Earnest, the dandy can also reject any such attempt at categorization and instead embrace the inherent fluidity and indeterminacy of the pose. This mutable capability of the figure is also seen in regards to morality in Dorian Gray where three dandies are present in the text, all with highly divergent systems of individual ethics, and none are raised above the others as the true incarnations of the figure. While the dandy is often a queer figure, and often stands in some form of rebellion to Victorian morality or social codes, further absolute definition becomes problematic. Rather, Wilde’s ensemble of the figure rejects classification in favor of diversity, allowing the dandy to maintain his essential indeterminacy and stand as a cipher of rebellion— rejecting binary and strict morality by the very nature of his indefinable person. 
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