An Ideal Husband

  
Summary of Act One
 

The stage directions tell us that the scene takes place in the Octagon Room at Sir Robert Chilton’s house in Grosvenor Square in London (1895). The room is full of people and Lady Chiltern stands at the top of the stairs receiving guests. She is a twenty-seven year old woman with a classic Greek beauty.  A string quartet is heard playing in the music room. We hear the conversation of two guests, pretty women of affected manners, sitting on a sofa.

 

Mrs. Marchmont and Lady Basildon speak in bored voices of the parties they must attend.  Mrs. Marchmont confides that she comes to this house to be educated, as Gertrude Chiltern has told her it is important to have a serious purpose in life. Lady Basildon replies she sees nothing serious here since the men who took them to dinner spoke of trivial matters, such as their wives. They call themselves martyrs.

 

Lord Caversham is announced and enters. He is an old gentleman of seventy. He asks Lady Chiltern if she has seen his “good-for-nothing young son” (p. 3). She replies that Lord Goring has not arrived. Just then, Mabel Chiltern, the sister-in-law of Lady Chiltern, comes up to Lord Caversham and asks him why he speaks of his son that way. She is pretty, young, and direct in her speech. He answers that his son is idle. She defends him, saying he goes riding and to the opera and changes his clothes five times a day. Lord Caversham is delighted with her youth and wit. Mabel and Lord Caversham agree that London society is boring and full of “beautiful idiots and brilliant lunatics” (p. 4). 

 

Lady Markby and Mrs. Cheveley arrive. Lady Markby is a pleasant older woman and Mrs. Cheveley, a garish young woman with red hair and a violet collared gown and diamonds. 

 

Lady Chiltern says she already knows Mrs. Cheveley when they are introduced. Mrs. Cheveley says she has been out of England so long she does not remember where they have met. Lady Chiltern says they were at school together. The two speak coldly to one another because it is obvious they do not like each other. Mrs. Cheveley says she came to meet Lady Chiltern’s husband, Sir Robert, famous for his work in the Foreign Office, and spoken of even in Vienna where she has been living. 

 

Sir Robert Chiltern enters. He is a man of forty, a politician with a very respectable reputation. He exchanges pleasantries with Lady Markby whose husband is in the House of Commons with him. Lady Markby tells him about Mrs. Cheveley, lately arrived from Vienna, who seems to have friends with lots of scandals about them. She introduces the two. Mrs. Cheveley remarks that she was at school with Lady Chiltern, who always won the good conduct prize. 

 

Sir Robert and Mrs. Cheveley carry on a witty conversation with what turns out to be serious undertones. They speak of political philosophy as a series of poses and the relationship of the sexes as irrational. She admits: “Politics are my only pleasure” (p. 10), and she calls it “a clever game” (p. 10). He wonders why she is in London, and she admits it is to see him. She has heard from Baron Arnheim that he had beautiful paintings in his house.

 

Sir Robert is startled by the name she has dropped and asks if she knew the Baron. She replies that she knew him intimately and asks if Sir Robert knew him. He says he did at one time.

 

Lord Goring (Arthur) enters, a man of thirty-four, a handsome and witty London dandy, an idle man of fashion. Sir Robert introduces him as the laziest man in London to Mrs. Cheveley.  She claims never to have met him before. Lord Goring then goes to Mabel Chiltern and begins flirting with her. It is obvious they are interested in each other from their jokes. He asks her about Mrs. Cheveley and mentions he has not seen her for years. 

 

Mabel, Lord Goring and Vicomte de Nanjac, a French attachÈ, chat pleasantly and then Mabel goes out with Nanjac to the music room as Lord Caversham approaches his son, Lord Goring, to reproach him for his idle life. Lord Goring does not deny that he lives only for pleasure, and his father calls him “heartless” (p. 15).

 

Lady Basildon and Mrs. Marchmont discuss marriage with Lord Goring, saying that their husbands are unfortunately boring and faultless: “We have married perfect husbands” (p. 16). Mabel joins the group, and complaining that Lord Goring should pay more attention to her, asks him to supper. They leave together. Vicomte de Nanjac takes Lady Basildon to supper, and Mr. Montford takes Mrs. Marchmont. 

 

Sir Robert enters with Mrs. Cheveley and they begin a serious discussion of politics. She asks him to publicly support a financial scheme involving an Argentine Canal Company. He replies that the Suez Canal was a great project, but that this Argentine scheme is a swindle, and he cannot support it. She mentions she has invested heavily in the deal, advised by Baron Arnheim. 

 

Sir Robert says he is about to release a report on the fraudulent Argentine Canal scheme to the House of Commons tomorrow night. She tells him to withdraw the report or she will ruin him. Twenty years before when he was secretary to Lord Radley, he sold a government secret to Baron Arnheim. The Baron was able to invest in the Suez Canal before it was publicly announced and made a fortune. He paid off Sir Robert who was poor at the time but became wealthy. The start of Sir Robert’s great political career was thus based on a bribe. Mrs. Cheveley now owns that letter that he wrote to Baron Arnheim and will sell it to him if he supports the Argentine Canal. Sir Robert begs for mercy and offers to pay her blackmail money for the letter, but she is adamant that he must support her scheme. He agrees and exits in distress.

 

The guests enter with Lady Chiltern and speak to Mrs. Cheveley, explaining to her that Sir Robert married Lady Chiltern, a lady of high principle. When the guests leave, Mrs. Cheveley tells Lady Chiltern that she has gotten Sir Robert to approve of the Argentine Canal project. Lady Chiltern is shocked, for she knows it is a fraud and that her husband had planned to expose it. Sir Robert enters in time to escort Mrs. Cheveley out on his arm, showing that they are allies. 

 

As Mabel Chiltern and Lord Goring are flirting with one another, they find a diamond brooch dropped by one of the guests.  He picks it up and explains it can also be a bracelet. He puts in his pocket and tells Mabel to let him know if anyone comes to claim it. He once gave the brooch to someone many years ago.

 

After the party, Lady Chiltern and Sir Robert argue in private over Mrs. Cheveley. She warns him not to listen to Mrs. Cheveley because she has been dishonest since childhood. He says no one should be judged by the past, but she insists that one is one’s past. She asks why he, a politician of spotless reputation, would support her fraudulent scheme? He says perhaps he was mistaken about the Argentine Canal, but she must understand that politics is all about compromise. She says he has changed, for he used to be a man of principle. That is the man she loves and worships. He is her ideal. If he gives in to Mrs. Cheveley, it will kill her love for him. She makes him write a letter to Mrs. Cheveley on the spot, cancelling his agreement to her.

 

Commentary on Act One
 

This is one of Wilde’s popular drawing-room comedies about the upper classes of England in the late Victorian era. There are some serious issues underneath all the banter, but the wit is most evident as the characters come up with surprising epigrams or one-liners. Wilde’s humour is based on reversal of expectation, irony, and paradox.

 

The characters are exaggerated types. Though they are all attending a fashionable party at Sir Robert’s house, they act terribly bored and speak of trivial matters, showing they are the privileged classes who do not have to work or think about serious matters. The women introduced are empty-headed and complain about their boring lives and boring husbands. In their midst are the charming and bold lovers, Lord Goring and Mabel Chiltern, who act exactly the opposite of restrained Victorian lovers in novels, thus providing comedy for Wilde’s audience. 

 

Victorian lovers in the romances of the day were very prim and proper, with the heroine virtuous, fainting, and passive, and the man as the noble hero. Wilde upsets these stereotypes. Lord Goring is not heroic but vain and idle and proud of it. Wilde’s women, like the women in George Bernard Shaw’s plays, are aggressive and know their own minds. Mabel knows how to play Lord Goring’s social game of being rebellious and fashionably shocking by saying contrary things. Instead of being shy, she reproaches him for not paying enough attention to her and commands him to invite her for dinner. He enjoys her frankness. She is equal to him.

 

Mabel and Lord Goring are the comedic lovers, while Sir Robert and Gertrude are the serious lovers. Act One sets up the Chilterns for a possible tragedy, not only because Sir Robert is threatened with blackmail and political scandal, but because Gertrude worships her husband as an ideal, and the marriage would be destroyed as well as his career, if the secret were found out. 

 

He is torn between two women fighting over him. Mrs. Cheveley is an unscrupulous opportunist who uses others to get ahead. Gertrude, on the other hand, known for her high principle, fights for Sir Robert to do the moral thing. He tries to explain the idea of political compromise to her, but she is young and idealistic. He is afraid of losing her love. 

 

In this first act, Wilde sets up the themes of lies vs. truth, showing society to be based on elaborate lies. At the end of the scene, Gertrude erroneously believes she has saved her husband from wrongdoing by getting him to refuse Mrs. Cheveley. He knows, however, that he is simply committing suicide and that his whole life is about to come to pieces.

An Ideal Husband: Summary of Act Two

 

The next day in the morning room of Sir Robert Chiltern’s house Lord Goring is fashionably dressed and lounging in a chair, while Sir Robert is pacing up and down in distress. Lord Goring tells him he should have told his wife the truth because she will find out. Robert says that he would have lost the only woman he has ever loved. His wife is perfect.

 

Lord Goring says he would like to have a talk with Gertrude, but Robert says nothing will make her change her mind, even though the wrongdoing he did in his youth is really commonplace in politics. Robert seems only sorry he has been found out, for he feels he has not really hurt anyone. He was only twenty-two, poor, and ambitious. He needed money to realize his ambition. Baron Arnheim tempted him with his “philosophy of power” and “gospel of gold” (p. 43), and he gave in. Wealth gave him the power and freedom he needed to succeed. 

 

Lord Goring says he never thought a man like Sir Robert could be so weak, but Robert insists it took strength and courage to do what he did. He made the money that set him up for life. He tried to make up for it by giving money to charity.

 

Lord Goring suggests he tell his wife right away, but Robert says it would kill her love, for she believes he is perfect. He is in terror of the coming disgrace. Lord Goring admits he was once engaged to Mrs. Cheveley and that Robert must fight her. They agree any weapon against her is justified. Sir Robert decides to cable Vienna where she has been living to find out if there are any secrets he can use against her.

 

Lady Chiltern comes in saying she has just been to the Women’s Liberal Association where her husband’s name gets loud applause. It is a political association that concerns itself with Factory Acts and other liberal causes. She leaves again.

 

Sir Robert shakes Lord Goring’s hand and thanks him for being a friend to whom he could tell the truth. Lord Goring tells him if he needs him to send a note to his house in Curzon Street. Sir Robert leaves and Gertrude enters. 

 

Gertrude complains to Lord Goring about Mrs. Cheveley who would have dragged her husband into scandal. He tries to convince her to be less demanding and more practical; she is a little “hard” (p. 53), because all natures have some weakness, and one has to have charity towards others. She says she has never heard him be serious before. He tells her she must call on him if she is ever in need.

 

Mabel Chiltern enters, telling Lord Goring to “be as trivial as you can” (p. 55), and he asks to see Lady Chiltern’s guest list from the night before (trying to identify the owner of the lost diamond brooch). Gertrude sends him to Tommy Trafford, Sir Robert’s secretary. He leaves.

 

Mabel tells Gertrude that Tommy Trafford has proposed to her again. She complains about how often he proposes and how old-fashioned he is. Gertrude says that Robert thinks Tommy is brilliant and has a good career ahead of him. Mabel claims she will never marry a man of genius as Gertrude did. She excuses herself to go to a rehearsal—she is in Lady Basildon’s theatrical tableaux for charity. 

 

Lady Markby and Mrs. Cheveley enter. Lady Markby claims they came to look for Mrs. Cheveley’s diamond brooch that she lost last night. The three ladies discuss politics and husbands. Lady Markby tells Gertrude she has “a pattern husband” (p. 63). After she leaves, Mrs. Cheveley tells Gertrude she has not changed in her devotion to high principle, which she applies to everyone. Gertrude admits she is the one who made her husband renege on his promise to Mrs. Cheveley. Mrs. Cheveley confesses she holds Sir Robert in her hand and explains his past to his wife—he got his fortune through dishonour, by selling a Cabinet secret. 

 

Sir Robert enters and tells Mrs. Cheveley to get out. The Chilterns argue, as Gertrude reveals her shock at her husband’s dishonourable past. She says he has soiled her by selling himself for money. He was her ideal, and now she is disillusioned. Sir Robert turns the tables on her and accuses her of not loving enough to accept his imperfections. If she had been practical, he could have dealt with Mrs. Cheveley and buried his past. Because she demands his perfection, she is now the cause of his ruin. 

 

Commentary on Act Two
 

Wilde makes a surprising turn in this act by making Gertrude Chiltern seem more to blame than Sir Robert for their disastrous situation on the edge of scandal. Both Lord Goring and Sir Robert try to explain to Gertrude that her virtue is actually hardness of heart. True love, they tell her, is forgiving. If she had not insisted on virtue in her husband, he could have saved his reputation by quietly paying off Mrs. Cheveley. 

 

On the other hand, Sir Robert is oddly unrepentant about his past. He tells Lord Goring he had to be dishonest to make enough money to go into politics. He is now a liberal politician able to bring about progressive change in England. He is respected as an idealist and known as a champion of liberal causes. Dishonesty is the basis of politics, he argues. It may be ironic that his beginning was dishonest, but he has since used his power to do good. Sir Robert admits to assuaging his guilt and trying to buy off fate by giving money to charity. Wilde seems to point out that life is a mixed affair, not black or white. Lord Goring, Sir Robert’s best friend, is fine with forgiving this past indiscretion, while his adoring wife, is intolerant.

 

Sir Robert complains about women insisting on men being pure. He does not want to be on a pedestal. This again is an ironic and comic reversal, for it was usually the woman who was put on a pedestal of purity in Victorian society. Gertrude is such a pure woman herself but turns out to be an impediment to happiness, a shrewish bluestocking, less admirable than the more humane characters. 

 

Sir Robert insists that he has not been weak in giving in to the temptation of a bribe, but rather, courageous: “To stake all one’s life on a single moment, to risk everything on one throw, whether the stake be power or pleasure” (pp. 44, 45) is the sign of manliness. These lines are strangely prophetic for Wilde himself who was arrested for homosexuality only a few months after the play opened, and like Sir Robert, threatened with a scandal that would ruin his life. 

 

Lady Markby is the comic foil to the evil Mrs. Cheveley. Her trivial point of view on English politics and society highlights the hypocrisy underlying English life and furnishes a lot of funny lines. She complains the House of Commons is ruining their married life by distracting their husbands. Lady Markby constantly harps on the difference between the classes and thinks society is going to the dogs in modern times by not appreciating the superiority of blue blood. Mabel Chiltern also satirizes society but does it more intelligently and knowingly. She explains she is doing a charity project for the “aid of the Undeserving” poor (p. 59). 

 

This act has revealed the hidden basis of society in a tissue of lies. Sir Robert does not think he should be punished for doing what everyone secretly does anyway.

Summary of Act III
 

Lord Goring enters the library in his house, in evening dress, ready to go out. To the right is the door to the hall. To the left is the door to the smoking-room. Behind are the doors to the drawing-room. His “Ideal Butler,” Phipps, is “a mask with a manner,” a Sphinx who reveals nothing (p. 73). The two engage in clever pleasantries, as Lord Goring suddenly finds a letter that came while he was at dinner. It is in Lady Chiltern’s handwriting on pink paper, saying, “I want you. I trust you. I am coming to you. Gertrude.” 

 

Lord Goring had told Gertrude the previous day, as he had to Sir Robert, to call on him if she ever needed him. Now he realizes, she must know everything and feels desperate. He cannot go out now as he had planned; he must wait for her arrival. He decides he will tell her to stand by her husband. It is 10:00 p.m. Suddenly, Lord Caversham, his father arrives.

 

Lord Goring hopes his father will leave soon, but Lord Caversham makes himself comfortable, saying he wants to have a serious conversation with his son. He tells him he must get married at once; it is his duty. He should be more like the ideal Sir Robert Chiltern and settle down. He is now thirty-four, and he cannot put it off. Lord Goring, nervous about Gertrude’s arrival, tries to get his father to leave, saying they can talk more about it tomorrow. Lord Caversham keeps complaining of a draught in the library, so he goes into the smoking-room. Lord Goring tells Phipps there is a lady coming to see him, and she must be shown into the drawing-room when she arrives. No one else is to be admitted. 

 

Just then, the bell rings, and as Lord Goring goes to answer the door himself, his father comes out of the smoking-room and wants his attention. Lord Goring goes with his father into the smoking-room, reminding Phipps of his instructions.

 

Phipps answers the door to find Mrs. Cheveley. She does not give her name, but Phipps says Lord Goring gave orders to show her into the drawing-room. She is surprised that Lord Goring had expected her. She looks into the drawing room, remarking how ugly it is and how she shall have to change it.

 

She realizes Lord Goring is waiting for another woman and wonders who it is. She starts snooping through his messages on his writing desk and finds the letter from Gertrude Chiltern. She smiles as though she understands, hides the letter under a blotting-book, and goes into the drawing-room. Later, she sneaks into the library again to retrieve the letter but hears voices from the smoking-room where Lord Goring is speaking to his father. She goes back to the drawing-room without the letter. The men come into the library and Lord Goring says he hopes he will be able to choose his own bride, but his father says he will do it because there is property at stake. 

 

Lord Goring shows his father out but comes back into the library with an unexpected guest who just came in, Sir Robert Chiltern. He tells his friend that his wife knows everything now and complains of his fate. Lord Goring asks Sir Robert if he has heard anything from Vienna. He answers yes, that a telegram has revealed that Mrs. Cheveley inherited money from her former lover, Baron Arnheim. Sir Robert asks for a drink, and Lord Goring rings for Phipps and orders hock and seltzer.

 

Privately, Lord Goring tells Phipps that when the lady calls, she should be told he is not home. He is afraid of Robert and Gertrude meeting. Phipps tells him the lady is already in the drawing-room. Lord Goring thinks it is Gertrude there and believes things are in an awkward mess.

 

Sir Robert says Lord Goring (Arthur) is his only friend and asks his advice. Arthur asks if Gertrude has any weakness or has done some folly in her own life. Sir Robert says no; she is “pitiless in her perfection—cold and stern and without mercy” (p. 86).  They have no children, and it is a lonely house. Phipps enters with his drink, and suddenly, they hear noises in the drawing-room. Sir Robert is afraid someone has been listening to his secrets, but Arthur gives his word no one is there. 

 

Not believing him, Sir Robert rushes into the drawing-room and comes back shocked, wondering what that woman (Mrs. Cheveley) is doing in his house. Arthur still thinks it is Gertrude and claims she is guiltless of any wrongdoing, trying to protect Gertrude’s reputation to her husband. Sir Robert rushes out, assuming Mrs. Cheveley, his enemy, is Lord Goring’s mistress. 

 

Mrs. Cheveley comes into the library and reveals herself to Lord Goring. He offers her a cigarette and guesses that she has come to sell Sir Robert’s letter to him. He asks her to name her price. She says that he once loved her and proposed to her. Now she will marry Arthur in exchange for the letter. She wants to come back to London and be part of society. In their conversation, she reveals herself to be cruel and without mercy, and Arthur is not as cynical as she supposes. He defends both Lady Chiltern and Sir Robert as morally above Mrs. Cheveley, and so she cannot understand them. She claims nevertheless it is a “commercial transaction” (p. 95) and she will expose Sir Robert if he does not help her. Lord Goring says what she has done to the Chilterns is unforgivable.

 

Mrs. Cheveley says she merely returned to their house to find her lost jewel, her diamond snake-brooch. He claims he has found it and offers to pin it on her. He puts it on her arm as a bracelet. She is surprised that it can be worn that way and asks how he knows this secret. He replies that he gave the jewel to his cousin, Lady Berkshire, ten years ago, and accuses Mrs. Cheveley of stealing it. She denies it and tries to get it off, but it has a secret spring, and she cannot take it off. He threatens to call the police unless she turns over Sir Robert’s letter. She gives it to him, and he burns it.

 

She threatens, however, to blackmail Gertrude now for she has the note written to Lord Goring, implying that Gertrude was his secret lover (“ I want you . . . I am coming to you”). She rushes out with it triumphantly.

 

Commentary on Act III
 

Wilde uses the typical device of drawing-room comedy, having people in different rooms who must not mix, because they all have different information and cross-purposes. The fact that he has Mrs. Cheveley, a former lover, in one room, Sir Robert in another, and his father in a third, indicates the social complications of his upper class life. Society seems to be based on lies, poses, and intrigue. Arthur is the one trying to conduct this charade, but he too is fooled as messages go astray, creating more and more complications. 

 

Like all good comedy, Wilde carefully crafts the play like a dance, and once things are as complicated as they can get, with Mrs. Cheveley trying to ruin everyone’s life, including trapping Arthur into marriage, the knots suddenly unravel quickly. The key is the diamond snake brooch introduced in the first scene, which will implicate Mrs. Cheveley in one of her former crimes. She had stolen the brooch and let a servant take the blame for it. Arthur effectively handcuffs her with it to publish her guilt to all.

 

The focus is on Arthur in this act as the moral agent and solver of problems. Goring, like Algernon in “The Importance of Being Earnest” is the witty social dandy, most suggestive of Wilde himself. Algernon, however, is merely an empty clown compared to Arthur who carries more depth and serious purpose in this play. 

 

He juggles many roles as a friend, former lover, playboy, romantic lover, and son. Oddly enough, though his reputation as the irresponsible dandy is established in Act I, he gains more and more serious status as the play progresses. He has appeared to be selfish, and yet in this act, he does everything he can to save his friends, the Chilterns. He is clever enough to know how to play the blackmail game with Mrs. Cheveley, unlike the Chilterns who seem too innocent to help themselves. 

 

It is Arthur who makes most of the serious moral pronouncements in the play in favour of love and forgiveness, chiding Robert, Gertrude, and especially Mrs. Cheveley, for shortcomings. He tells Mrs. Cheveley she does not know the real character of the Chilterns, and she has deliberately brought tragedy into their lives for which he will not forgive her. He admits he once loved her enough to be engaged to her, but she only knows how to manipulate others. She believes she and Arthur have the same motive because they are both aware of the social game, but Arthur separates his sort of silliness from her harmful behaviour in this scene. 

 

Though the central act here of burning the letter sets Sir Robert free, the scene ends with more threats and misunderstandings to resolve. Sir Robert has rushed out of the house thinking that his friend Arthur is in league with Mrs. Cheveley, and Mrs. Cheveley has rushed out with the intention to damn Gertrude with what she believes is a love letter from Gertrude to Arthur. Now she can make the lily-white Gertrude appear as corrupt as anyone else.

Summary of Act IV

 

 

In the Chilterns’ morning room Lord Goring stands by the fireplace looking bored. He rings for the servant, wanting to speak to Robert or Gertrude but learns that his father, Lord Caversham, is waiting in the library for Sir Robert. Arthur does not want to meet his father again, but he comes in the room and begins scolding his son, asking if he is engaged to be married yet. Lord Goring says no, but he hopes to be before lunchtime. His father does not know if he is joking.

 

Lord Caversham says that The Times reports Sir Robert’s speech to the House last night on the Argentine Canal scheme was “one of the finest pieces of oratory ever delivered” (p. 103). It is called a turning point of his career. He denounced the scheme and was lauded for his integrity. Lord Goring is happy because it shows his friend has the courage to do the right thing, even though it could mean the end of his career. At least he is not giving in to blackmail.

 

His father suggests to Arthur that he propose to Mabel Chiltern. Mabel enters and begins talking to Lord Caversham but ignores Arthur. She pretends to be surprised he is there and reminds him he broke their appointment yesterday. She threatens never to speak to him again. He tells her she is the only person in London he likes to have listen to him. She wittily replies she never believes a word they say to one another. 

 

After Lord Caversham leaves, they continue chatting and flirting. Lord Goring admits he always is happy when he is with her. She asks if he is going to propose to her. He says yes, and she remarks it will be the second proposal of the day, after Tommy Trafford’s. He takes her hand and says he loves her, and she says everyone in London knows she loves him, except him. They kiss.

 

As Mabel leaves, she says she will wait for him in the conservatory. Lady Chiltern enters, and Arthur tells her that he burned the incriminating letter so Robert is safe. Gertrude is relieved, but now he tells her that she is in danger from the letter she wrote to him last night that sounds like a love letter. Mrs. Cheveley will try to make Robert think the worst. Robert already thinks the worst because he thinks Mrs. Cheveley is Arthur’s lover and co-conspirator, since he found them together. Gertrude says her letter must be intercepted on the way to her husband. 

 

It is too late, for just then Robert enters with the letter. He reads it aloud, thinking it is addressed to him by his wife, and that it means she forgives him. He is ecstatic. She tells him the good news about Mrs. Cheveley’s letter being burned by Arthur, and he is doubly happy. He had gambled with the speech last night, speaking the truth despite Mrs. Cheveley’s threat, and it turned out to be honourable, a new wave of success for him. Perhaps now he should retire from public life, he asks his wife? Should he quit while ahead?  Lady Chiltern says yes, because it was ambition that first led him astray. 

 

Lord Caversham enters and says the Prime Minister is offering Sir Robert a Cabinet seat because of his high principles. He tries to talk Robert out of retiring and Lady Chiltern objects. As her husband leaves, Arthur asks why Gertrude is taking Mrs. Cheveley’s place to ruin her husband’s career. The duty of women is not to judge but to forgive and encourage. Robert would destroy his career if his wife asked him to, but sacrifice is not a good basis for marriage. His life is in her hands. 

 

Robert returns and shows her his resignation letter. She repeats Arthur’s advice on the role of a wife as a support to her husband. She tells him she wants him to continue his career; “I forgive. That is how women help the world” (p. 120).  Robert thanks Arthur for always helping him, so Arthur asks for Robert’s sister Mabel in marriage in return. Robert refuses, saying that Arthur would not love her. It is known he is a playboy. Arthur insists he loves only Mabel.

 

Robert says he doubts that, since when he called last night he found Mrs. Cheveley at his house. He knows they were once engaged. Arthur refuses to explain or defend himself against these charges, so Lady Chiltern helps Arthur by admitting that she was the one whom he actually expected last night. She did not go to Arthur’s house as she had promised, but she wrote the note telling him she was coming to him. It was a letter not to her husband, but to Arthur. She was afraid Robert would believe Mrs. Cheveley’s interpretation of her letter as a love letter to Arthur, and that is why she did not confess the truth.

 

Sir Robert asks why Gertrude did not trust his love for her? She is “the white image of all good things” for him (p. 123). There is no name at the beginning of the letter, so it could not have really been incriminating. Gertrude writes her husband’s name in it, and Robert says Mabel and Arthur can be married. Lord Caversham predicts that one day Robert will be Prime Minister. 

 

Mabel admits she does not want Arthur to be an ideal husband. He can be whatever he likes. She just wants to be “a real wife to him” (p. 125). Gertrude realizes she finally feels real love for her own husband, not a distant adoration.

 

Commentary on Act IV
 

The consensus at the end of the play is that ideal husbands are not the real thing. True happiness comes if husbands and wives love and forgive each other. The comedy of manners illustrates the lesson of how social manners can take the place of real life. People become the masks they must wear. In the last act, prejudice is exposed and everyone is revealed as he or she is.

 

Sir Robert, it turns out, truly is a hero, for he gave the speech to the House of Commons against the Argentine Canal fraud assuming he was going to be exposed by Mrs. Cheveley. He did the right thing without expecting a reward. 

 

Gertrude, the one who acts righteous, is the one who actually is the impediment to her husband. Worse than Mrs. Cheveley’s scheming is Gertrude’s virtue. By trying to force her husband to act up to an ideal image, she almost ruins his career, and does not allow him to actually be the noble man he is. He is not only ambitious; he also wants to serve his country. When he speaks eloquently, he believes in what he says, and thus inspires others. She wants him to retire from public life, afraid he will run up against other bribes and temptations. She does not trust him.

 

It is Arthur who is the softening and reasonable influence, though everyone thinks he is the immoral playboy. One wrong does not type a man forever, as he reminds Mrs. Cheveley. He shows Gertrude her job is not to sound off like a curate but to encourage and love her husband. Mabel emphatically declares she does not want an ideal husband, or a role model. Her unpretentious Arthur is honest enough for her. 

 

The satire on the “ideal” is a comment on Victorian morality that Wilde was always mocking. Victorian morality made people stiff and stuffy and self-righteous the way Gertrude is. This insistence on the ideal made people pretend to be what they were not. Such a social system turns out not to be ideal at all, but a system of lies, in which the main sin is to break the illusion. Ironically, Sir Robert has more faith in his wife than she has in him. 

 

Much of the witty banter in the play is between men and women, and often the jokes are about the war of the sexes. This is reminiscent of Shakespeare’s characters like Beatrice and Benedict in “Much Ado About Nothing.” Lord Goring’s last speech to Lady Chiltern particularly sounds a lot like the ending of “The Taming of the Shrew” when Katherina expounds on what she has learned about the duty of women. 

 

Lord Goring tells Gertrude “A man’s life is of more value than a woman’s.  It has larger issues, wider scope, greater ambitions” (p. 119). Though most of Lord Goring’s lines in the play are witty, certain of his key speeches are serious, like this one. It is not meant to be funny and would have accorded with Victorian sentiment, though women readers today may find it misogynistic. He tells Lady Chiltern that women are emotional, while men are intellectual. The stage direction before he gives this final important speech suggests he pulls himself together to show “the philosophy that underlies the dandy” p. 118). In other words, he looks like a lightweight but reveals himself as the wise mouthpiece of Wilde’s play. 

 

Like Katherina in “The Taming of the Shrew” who is taught her duty by her husband and then turns around and gives it out to the other wives, so Gertrude hears Lord Goring’s advice and then repeats the words to her husband: “Our lives revolve in curves of emotions. It is upon lines of intellect that a man’s life progresses” (p. 120). In the play, we seem to lose an ideal husband, but gain an ideal wife. Wilde’s ideal, however, seems based more on tolerance than on principle.

