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It Is no exaggeration to say that Stephen Fry was born to
play Oscar Wilde. Startlingly alike in looks, it is a role, it
seems, he might have been preparing for all his life. As Fry

reflects in his Introduction:

‘For many years I have known that Oscar Wilde was one
of the few major parts I might be lucky enough to be offered.
I'had been told since I was quite young and was told it with
gathering frequency as my girth thickened and the flesh in
my face began to record every plate of pasta and every glass

of vodka and tonic that had been pushed through it

Like most movies Wilde was long in coming to the
screen. Fry and Kenneth Branagh talked the idea through
while working on Peter’s Friends. Fry exchanged letters
with Lucy Ellmann, daughter of Richard Ellmann, whose
exhaustive biography of Wilde became the basis for Julian
Mitchell’s screenplay. He played Oscar in the TV series Ned
Blessing and happened across a script about Oscar’s life by
playwright David Hare called Feasting With Panthers. All of
this came to nought but as Fry suggests: ‘It was all as if
Dame Nature was gathering up her skirts and preparing for a
final assault. Oscariness was everywhere.’

So it was in 1996 that director Brian Gilbert and
producers Marc and Peter Samuelson, makers of Tom and
Viv, suggested a meeting in the Savoy Hotel to discuss
their vision of a movie about the life of Oscar Wilde and
after “three volumes of false starts, the cameras begin to roll’.

Stephen Fry’s witty and perceptive Introduction to
Julian Mitchell’s masterly screenplay and Mitchell’s account
ot how he created his vision of Wilde’s life combine to

make a fascinating documentary of the movie Wilde.
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WILDE

In today’s cinema, if you are British, voiced
like an old wireless set, approaching forty at |
dangerous speed, well over six feet in height,
amply padded to the point of minor obesity and
endowed with a complexion not unlike that of
freshly applied window putty, there are few
leading roles for which you are suited. Drug
barons, emotionally constipated colonial
husbands about to be left for floppy-haired
darlings, Gestapo interrogators, prosecuting
attorneys, corrupt asset-strippers, pederastic
bishops, callous staff ofticers, sadistic prison
governors and lilac-haired megalomaniacs with
Persian cats on their laps — these are your future.
It would be footling and moronic to complain.
A lifetime of such roles would not be something
to look back on with displeasure. The devil
usually gets the best tunes after all and age,
raddling and increased weight are no drawback.
If any film actor is to be pitied it is the leading
man or woman who doesn’t ripen into a Sean
Connery or a Shirley Maclaine. Their time in

the sun will be short.
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I'NTRODUCTI ON

However.

‘ As someone for whom the opening
description could have been written (and, by one
of those weird coincidences that make you shiver
J and go all gooey, it was), I always felt a small,
secret longing to try, just once, something a little

| more taxing, a little more terrifying, a little less

obvious. Long resigned to the fact that I could

never play Hamlet or Bond, I have nonetheless

| felt that it was pretty pointless to spend all one’s
life in the shallow end of Drama’s swimming-
pool. It’s safer there and easier to climb out, of
course, but every now and then one can’t help
looking up with a twinge of envy at the big boys
bouncing on the high board and diving in so
gracefully. Even if I belly-flopped and came up
choking to embarrassed silence from the gallery 1

| could go to my grave knowing that

l [ had tried.

For many years | have known that Oscar
Wilde was one of the few major parts I might be
lucky enough to be offered. I knew this not

because I believed in it myself, but because I had
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been told it. I had been told since I was quite

voung and was told it with gathering frequency
as my girth thickened and the flesh on my face
began to record every plate of pasta and every
glass of vodka and tonic that had been pushed
through 1t. ‘Has anyone ever told vou vou look
just like Oscar Wilde?’ is one of those questions
like, “What’s Rowan Atkinson like, then?’ or,

‘I say, Jeeves, what have vou done with Bertie?’
that I have got very used to hearing over the
past ten years.

Some time ago, [ was in a film directed by
Kenneth Branagh called Peter’s Friends. Although
the part I played was that of Peter, you couldn’t
call 1t the ritle role, because that went, if you
want to be ridiculously pedantic, and I always
do, to the Friends. Kenneth Branagh and I talked
during the tilming about the possibility of doing
something about Oscar Wilde. I had received a
very charming letter from Lucy Ellmann,
daughter of Richard Ellmann, author of the huge
and revealing biography of Wilde that had

recently come out and which was subsequently
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INTRODUCTI ON

used by Julian Mitchell as the basis of much of
the screenplay you are about to read. Lucy
Ellmann said in this letter that she imagined me
as the very person to play Oscar Wilde and
wondered if [ had any plans to do so.

At the time I was living in the Savoy Hotel.

[ love that sentence. I love it so much that I was
sorely tempted to begin this whole Introduction
with it and work backwards from there.

At the time [ was living in the Savoy Hotel.

['m so sorry. [ just had to write it again. We
shall return to the Savoy later for it features more
than a little in my life and in Oscar’s.

(I should note here that I am going to refer to
Oscar Fingal O’Flahertie Wills Wilde as Oscar
L throughout. It is very difficult and wasteful of
ink to keep calling him Oscar Wilde, and while
4 calling him Oscar may seem over-familiar, as if
one was claiming to have known him or to have
been part of his circle, to call him Wilde
somehow seems to me to be worse. It suggests

the tone of those dark Victorian nasties in

Dundreary weepers and black frock-coats who




would call him ‘that man, Wilde’ and hiss about
‘the Wildean vice’ through clenched teeth.
There are those, after all, who combine an
unusual enough given name and/or a great
enough reputation to have transcended surnames
and to live in the public realm simply as
Leonardo or Michelangelo or Groucho or Jesus.
Oscar Wilde is such another. There is, ultimately,
only one Oscar. | hope the Hammerstein,
Levant, Peterson and de la Renta families won’t
be too aftronted by this claim.)

The reasons for me living in the Savoy Hotel
are complicated and actually more to do with
Noél (Coward, not Edmunds) than Oscar, but
nonetheless the fact remains that while I was
tilming Peter’s Friends I was living in the Savoy
Hotel. I mention this not just because I like the
sentence . . .

At the time [ was living in the Savoy Hotel.

although that should be reason enough,
but because, while not a superstitious man, [ am

also very far from being substitious, if there is

such a word (and there isn’t). Like most people 1




respond to chimes, resonances, coincidence,
synchronicity, serendipity, and that mother jazz.
While I would walk a long way to be offered the
chance to slap a businessman who employed a
shaman or an astrologer (I believe such an
attitude is described in the shamanic trade, sham
for short, as ‘negativity’) I would also cheerfully
allow an adventitious coincidence or a happy
accident to confirm a decision.

The collaboration with Kenneth Branagh
over an Oscar film never got off the ground. A
few letters flew back and forth between self and
Lucy Ellmann, a promising first draft was written
by Kim Harris and sporadic talk continued while
Kenneth Branagh went oft and shot seventeen or
so major feature films elsewhere around the
world. In the meantime, I was asked to play
Oscar in an American TV western series called
Ned Blessing. It was a small cameo, more of a
ring than a brooch. Set during Oscar’s tour of
the USA, he helps out the hero’s love life and
rides in a fringed buggy. It wasn’t an insult to

Oscar, however: it showed a knowledge of his
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WILDE

kindness and physical strength and did nothing to
perpetuate the 1dea prevalent in some people’s
heads that he was a mimsy, brittle sort of creature
with crimped hair, an enormous buttonhole and
a smart line in self-satistied repartee. It was also
directed by David Hemmings, working with
whom was such a pleasure in itself that the
project would have been worth doing even if the
whole thing were ill-founded and absurd.

Years before even this event I had enjoyed
meetings at the old Zanzibar Club in London
with Anwar Bhatti and Marcel Berlins (the legal
journalist who sets the Guardian newspaper’s
fiendish Saturday quiz and looks bizarrely like
Albert Einstein) about a possible film of Oscar
Wilde in America — following his lecture tour
from East to West.

While working on a film called I. Q. in
Princeton, New Jersey (starring Walter Matthau
as Albert Einstein and looking bizarrely like
Marcel Berlins) I happened across a script about
Oscar’s life called Feasting with Panthers by
David Hare.
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I'NTRODUCTION

It was as if Dame Nature were gathering up
her skirts and preparing for a final assault.
Oscariness was everywhere. We were
approaching a whole slew of centennial markers,
a hundred years since the first night of The
Importance of Being Earnest, a hundred years since
the first of the three terrible trials.

Also around this time I met Merlin Holland,
Oscar’s grandson by Vyvyan Holland, second of
Oscar’s two beloved sons. Merlin seemed actively
to encourage the idea of me one day playing his
grandfather and we talked about Oscar and how
a film could record the circumstances of that
extraordinary life while conveying the nature of
the man, his astounding intellect, his art, his
work, his deep love for his family. Merlin, I
should say, is not a professional grandson, not
pompously the Keeper of the Sacred Flame.
After all, like every human being, he has four
grandparents. He 1s as much the grandson of
Oscar’s wife Constance and of his mother’s
parents as he is ‘Grandson of Oscar’.

Nonetheless, the work of his father in collecting
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Oscariana and assembling an active scholastic and

family archive is something he keeps alive with
great commitment and knowledge.

There are few writers around whom a greater
literature has grown up than Oscar Wilde. There
have been many biographies of Oscar himself,
and biographies of his mother, his friends and all
the members of his ‘circle’, from Lord Alfred
Douglas to Reggie Turner. Only yesterday, for
example, I received in the same post bound
proofs of two different books from two different
publishers, one called Wilde’s Last Stand:
Decadence, Conspiracy and the First World War and
the other André and Oscar: Gide, Wilde and the
Gay Art of Living. I should imagine Merlin gets a
postbag like this everyday of the week. Not just
bound proofs, either: letters from authors,
academics, dramatists, film producers or
documentary makers proposing some new work
and often seeking the advice, approval or
imprimatur of Oscar’s grandson. Merlin makes a

great and noble effort not to go out of his way to

endorse any one project. Nonetheless, to have




I'NTRODUCTI1I ON

met him and feel that he did not regard my
interest in or thoughts about Oscar as ignorant
or impertinent was very important to me.

A few months later he invited me to
contribute a subscription to the installation of a
memorial window to Oscar in Westminster
Abbey. In February 1995, at a remarkable
service, this window was consecrated. A hundred
years earlier The Importance and the Marquess of
Queensberry’s infamous open card had been
about to burst upon the world and register
Victorian theatre’s open high water mark and
Victorian society’s scumline. Seamus Heaney
made a magnificent eulogy and, as the service
ended, Merlin’s mother, Oscar’s daughter-in-law,
walked arm-in-arm with the Marchioness of
Queensberry down the Abbey, a rapprochement
that brought tears to the eyes of the carved
monarchs in their tombs on either side of the aisle.

Five days later I fled a London theatre and
created a minor, wholly banal and insignificant
scandal of my own.

We cut discreetly to more or less the same
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WILDE

time the following year. I am in the bar of
the Savoy hotel to talk to a film producer
called Marc Samuelson and a director called
Brian Gilbert. They have sent me a screenplay
by Julian Mitchell. We are gathered to talk
about it.

I have read the screenplay and I love it. 1
loved the movie that the Samuelsons and Gilbert
made of Tom and Viv. I love the fact that they
have chosen to meet me here in the Savoy —
contrary to popular belief, such a rendezvous is
not usual, film people do not spend their hves in
five star hotels. They have chosen it because it is
a Wildean place. I love too their honesty and
their attitude. They tell me that they think they
like the idea of me playing Oscar but they are
worried about raising the money for the film on
the basis of my name, which is far from huge in
cinema box office terms. [ tell them that [
understand completely. I also understand that,
after the embarrassments of the previous year, I

can quite see that I am something of an

insurance risk. I tell them I am very prepared to




INTRODUCTI1I ON

do a screen test, and that I am happy to be
chained up at nights under the eye of a
Rottweiler to stop me from wandering oft to
Belgium.

Inside, however, I know. I am resigned. Films
require film stars. I leave the Savoy feeling that it
is unlikely that I shall play Oscar in their film but
that at least [ will enjoy watching it when it
comes out. | cast a look back at the hotel where
once I lived for a short time and where Oscar
spent so many weeks sharing a room with Bosie.
Savoy staff were called as witnesses in court to
testify to, amongst other things, stained bed
sheets in Oscar’s suite. The theatre here gave its
name to the Savoy Operas of Gilbert and
Sullivan. It was their operetta Patience, making
fun of Oscar and the aesthetic movement, that
caused the producer Richard D’Oyly Carte to
send Oscar on his tour of the United States so
that Broadway audiences might understand the
nature of the type of man Patience was guying.
All those little connections gather in my head
and I sigh at What Might Have Been.

—



The next day my agent calls me to tell me
that the Samuelsons and Gilbert do want me for
Oscar, that they have decided to try and raise
money without a big name for the lead. I meet
Jude Law in Marc Samuelson’s house and there is
no question that he would be perfect for Lord
Alfred Douglas. He is only twenty-three but
knows more about films than most people twice
his age. Vanessa Redgrave has agreed to play
Speranza, Wilde’s mother. I sacrifice a young
aubergine and spread its entrails on the altar. The
auguries are excellent. The script improves with
every pass Julian and Brian Gilbert make through
it. | remain calm, however. There is, as they
don’t say in cricket, many a slip twixt wicket
keep and gully (that’s a meaningless joke for
American readers, but let me assure you that it is
nonetheless of the very highest quality). Marc
and Peter Samuelson still have to raise the money
and this is not easy. A film of Christopher
Hampton’s Total Eclipse has not done well in
America. It stars Leonardo di Caprio and David

Thewlis, a better star name pedigree than Wilde
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I NTRODUUCTI ON

will boast. It centres around the sexual and
literary relationship between the French poets
Rimbaud and Verlaine. Although this might be
considered to be completely irrelevant to our
project, in the minds of many American
distributors it could set up one of those idées fixe
for which Hollywood 1s justly celebrated: literary
faggots = box office poison.

The brothers Samuelson have the tenacity of
a kennel of Jack Russells, however, and after a
three-volume novel of false starts, near misses,
night sweats and the whole carnival of terrors
which are the absolute norm in British film pre-
production the cameras begin to roll.

I write this before the film has entered that
state known as the fine cut. What the world will
make of it, or will have made of it by the time
you read this, [ cannot tell. No one ever can. It
is William Goldman’s rule of film making and
holds as true today and in Britain as it did in
America twenty years ago when Goldman wrote

Adventures in the Screen Trade. NO ONE KNOWS

ANYTHING. | have had my time in the deep end




WILDE

and, thanks to a cast and crew of remarkable
talent and equally remarkable kindness and
sympathy, I have enjoyed the process of making
the film so much that I feel I can return to
perverted bishops and epicene villains with a
glad heart.

One thing I do know, however, and that the
Samuelsons, Gilbert and Mitchell and all of us set
out to do our best by Oscar: not to glamorize,
not to sensationalize, not to vulgarize. If the film
does not show Oscar in all his glory, that is
because a hundred and fifteen minutes of film
could never do that to anyone’s life, let alone to
a life as rich and strange as Oscar’s. To show his
life in a film 1s not the same as to tell his life in a
book. You cannot show an author, intellectual
and artist like Wilde working as you might be
able to show a painter painting or dancer
dancing.

Oscar himself said that he put his talent into
his work and his genius into his life. I hope you

enjoy Julian Mitchell’s script of that life and that,

if you enjoyed the film too, it will turn you













Oscar Wilde
Stephen Fry

26

j |






WILDE

Constance Wilde
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Robert Ross
Michael Sheen
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Cyril and Vyvyan Wilde
Jack Knight and Laurence Owen
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FROM LEFT TO RIGHT: Charles Parker (Mark Letheren),
Alfred Wood (Benedict Sanditord), Alfred Taylor
(Michael Fitzgerald), Oscar Wilde (Stephen Fry),

Lord Alfred Douglas (Jude Law) and Rent boy (Sasha Bennett).
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EXTERIOR

Leadville, Colorado

1882. DAY

Clouds of dust are rising as PEOPLE gallop up on horses. There is great excitement —
someone is coming — ‘Where is he? Where is he?” — then a shout — ‘Here he is!’

A large group of MINERS old and young are gathered at the head of the pit workings. A
great vista of mountains stretches to either side. Old mining shacks, a weighing shed and
sluicing creek are near. Most of the MINERS wear revolvers.

Accompanied by a welcoming party OSCAR WILDE, sitting atop a mule, is being led
towards the mine, head and shoulders above the throng. He is not quite thirty, dressed in a long
green coat with fur collar and cuffs and a miner's black slouch hat. His shirt has a wide Byronic
collar and he wears a sky-blue tie. He is smoking a cigarette. Rings glisten on his fingers. He
is like royalty among his subjects. He dissounts and acknowledges the CROWD with a genial
wave. EVERYONE enjoys the attention they get from being with such a famous man.

PEOPLE are clapping and calling out. ‘Hey, Oscar! Oscar!” He beams, he takes off his hat

in salute.

The MINE OWNER is waiting at the head of the mineshaft, by the large rickety bucket by
which the miners go up and down. He steps fornward.

MINE OWNER
Alright, now let’s give a good Colorado welcome here. Hello
sir ... You're most welcome.

OSCAR
Thank you, thank you.

40




THE S CREENPLAY

MINE OWNER
All right everybody, now listen up! I want to introduce you to
Oscar Wilde —

(cheers)
Welcome to the Matchless Silver Mine.
Today we opened up a new seam. We’re going to name it after
you.

OSCAR
How very kind. I look forward to collecting the royalties.

This goes down very well.

MINE OWNER
Now, why don’t you follow me over here ... Great lecture you
gave last night ... We’re truly honoured to have you wvisit us.

OSCAR sees the bucket. We can see the alarm in his eyes. But he shows none to the
CROWD. He steps in and is at once hauled up into the air. For a moment he is a god above

the common throng. The CROWD cheers. Guns are fired and hats flung in the air in
celebration. And then OSCAR is gone.

INTERIOR

Mine Shaft

1882. DAY

OSCAR is hurtling downwards through almost pitch darkness, the bucket clanking and
banging down the shaft. It is a dizzying, headlong descent which goes on and on. From what
we can see of OSCAR’s face, he is quite scared.
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SPERANZA
But she’s comfortable, Ada. A thousand a year.
ADA
Then I congratulate you, Lady Wilde. Now that Oscar’s been
to America and sown his Wildean oats, it’s time he settled
down.

OSCAR is talking, CONSTANCE is listening; this is to be the pattern of their relationship,
though she is no one’s fool.

CONSTANCE
But weren’t they very rough?

OSCAR
No, no, charming. Well, charming to me. With each other, it’s
true, they could be a little brusque. They hanged two men in
the theatre one night, just before I gave a lecture.

She doesn’t know whether to believe him or not. But she is very taken with OSCAR.
OSCAR(cont.)
[ felt like the sorbet after a side of beef.

They both laugh. They are being watched by LADY MOUNT-TEMPLE, a formidable
battleaxe with a lorgnette who has come to join ADA.
LADY MOUNT-TEMPLE
I know your friend i1s famous, Ada. Notorious, at least.
But I don’t understand for what.
ADA
For being himself, Lady Mount-Temple.

This is not a recommendation to LADY MOUNT-TEMPLE, who frowns. CONSTANCE
and OSCAR are unaware of her scrutiny.

CONSTANCE
Don’t Americans talk the most wonderful slang, though?
OSCAR
Well, I did hear one lady say: ‘After the heel-lick I shifted my

day goods.
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CONSTANCE
What on earth did she mean?

OSCAR
She meant that she’d changed her clothes after an afternoon
dance.
CONSTANCE laughs again.
SPERANZA comes up with LADY MOUNT-TEMPLE.
SPERANZA
Connie, my love, Lady Mount-Temple is so anxious to meet you.
LADY MOUNT-TEMPLE raises her lorgnette. OSCAR slips away to join ADA.
LADY MOUNT-TEMPLE
I knew your father, Miss Lloyd.
ADA has a sphinx-like smile as she watches. OSCAR lets his mask drop with ADA. He is
light and self-mocking. OSCAR and ADA move away.
OSCAR
She’s delightful. And not stupid — really, not stupid at all.
ADA still smiles.

ADA
Is that quite a reason to marry her?

OSCAR
Well I must marry someone. And my mother has our future
planned out in every detail. I'm to go into Parliament. We’re
to have a nice house, and live a proper settled life. Literature,
lectures, the House of Commons — receptions for the world in
general at five o’clock —

ADA
How dreary!

OSCAR
Your attendance will not be required at those. But your
sphinxiness will be essential for our intimate little dinners at
eight.
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ROSS
Well, that was the idea. But it doesn’t seem to be working. I've
lived here since I was three and you see the pitiful result.
ADA is amused. CONSTANCE ignores all this, cooing to the baby.

OSCAR

Robbie comes from a long line of imperial governors. His
grandfather was Prime Minister of Upper Canada. Or was it
Lower Canada? The British will take their class system with
them wherever they go. They apply it even to continents.

ADA
Are you planning to govern a continent?

ROSS
Oh, no. I don’t even plan to govern myself.

He is young: but not innocent. OSCAR looks at him, meets temptation, resists it. But ADA

has seen it.

EXTERIOR

West End Department Store

1886. DAY

It is getting dark and carriages are moving slowly because of the crowds. There are many
TARTS out already, soliciting. There are also RENTBOYS, male prostitutes, eyeing potential
customers.

Through the window of the department store a WINDOW-DRESSER is flirting with a
good-looking young RENTBOY as OSCAR and CONSTANCE comte out of the main
door. CONSTANCE is heavily pregnant now and OSCAR is very solicitous. He hands her
the parcels he is carrying.
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OSCAR
Could I give you these, my love. I'll see if I can find a cab.
He pushes his way through the CROWD. The RENTBOY, who is very well-spoken, accosts
him.

RENTBOY
Looking for someone?
OSCAR is about to ignore him, but the RENTBOY is looking at him so knowingly, so
openly, OSCAR can’t, for a moment, move. Then he turns away, horrified by his own
temptation.
He flags down a cab as though his life depends on it.
OSCAR

Cab! Cab!!!
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WILDE

OSCAR

Would you hand me a matchstick, darling, and I'll put this
Hussar’s head back on.

CYRIL gives him the matchstick. OSCAR resumes his story.

OSCAR (cont.)
The birds sat on the trees and sang so sweetly that the children
used to stop their games to listen. ‘How happy we are here!’
they said to each other.

CYRIL

I don’t know how they could be happy if there was a giant.
OSCAR

Ah, but there wasn’t, you see. Not yet. He was away, visiting a

friend.

68 |
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CYRIL
You're always away.

OSCAR concentrates on the soldier he’s mending.

OSCAR
Yes, but I only go for a night or two at a time. And I always
come back. Whereas this giant, the one whose garden it was,
he’d been away for seven years, staying with an ogre in
Cornwall. And after seven years he’d said all he had to say,
because his conversation was very limited —

CONSTANCE laughs. OSCAR looks quickly up and gives a grateful smile.
OSCAR (cont.)
He decided to return home to his own castle. And when he
arrived and found the children playing in his garden, he was
very angry.
(puts on a very gruff voice)
“What are you doing here?” he cried. And all the children ran
away. ‘My own garden is my own garden, said the giant, ‘and
I won’t allow anyone to play in it except myself.” So he built a
high wall, all round, and put up a large notice board on which
was written in capital letters: TRESPASSERS WILL BE PROSECUTED.
There is a knock at the door and ARTHUR, the footman,appears.
OSCAR (cont.)
Arthur, you're trespassing. Cyril will now eat you,
ARTHUR
It’s Mr Ross, sir, with Mr Gray.
OSCAR abandons the soldiers at once.
Good Heavens, I must fly. The horses of Apollo are pawing
impatiently at the gates.

CYRIL
I beg your pardon?

OSCAR kisses CYRIL quickly, anxious to be off.

69
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T HE S CREENPLAY

GRAY
The essence of the sitter’s vanity, you mean.

ROSS
Well, this 1s a portrait of Lady Battersby as a young woman.
She’s over there, as a matter of fact. [ must go and console her.
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WILDE

ROSS
It was wonderful. As I knew it would be.
OSCAR
Thank you, Robbie.
ROSS
Everyone’s dying to know who the real Lady Windermere is.
OSCAR
The real Lady Windermere is every woman in this room, and
most of the men.
LIONEL JOHNSON approaches.

JOHNSON
Oscar. It’s a wonderful play. My cousin Lord Alfred Douglas is
here. He would very much like to congratulate you.

He turns, smiling, to find BOSIE. BOSIE looks at OSCAR with a mixture of arrogance
and admiration that, added to his beauty, OSCAR finds quite dazzling.
JOHNSON
Oscar, this is Bosie Douglas.
But it’s as though he’s not there. BOSIE and OSCAR are lookitg one another in the eyes.
BOSIE
We met last year. Lionel brought me to tea at Tite Street.
OSCAR
How could I possibly forget?
BOSIE is not afraid of him at all.

BOSIE
I love your play. The audience didn’t know whether you meant
your jokes or not. You shocked them, especially with your
speech. But the more frivolous you seem, the more serious you
are, aren’t you? I love that.
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OSCAR

Thank you. I always say, the young are the only critics with
enough experience to judge my work.

BOSIE
We need shocking. People are so banal. And you use your wit
like a foil — you cut right through all those starched shirt-fronts.
You draw blood. It’s magnificent.

OSCAR is very gratified; and impressed.

BOSIE (cont.)
[ wish you’d draw some blood down in Oxford. Though you’d
need a miracle. All the dons at my college have dust in their
velins.

OSCAR laughs, delighted.

OSCAR

Ah. At which college do you educate the fellows?
BOSIE

Magdalen.
OSCAR

My own College. Well, I shall claim the privilege of a graduate
and come and take tutorials with you.
BOSIE
Come soon, then. They’re threatening to send me down.
OSCAR
How could they be so cruel to one so beautiful?

BOSIE
Dons. They’re so middle-class.

GRAY has been watching the exchange with some anxiety. GEORGE ALEXANDER,
the actor-manager, is coming up.

ALEXANDER
My dear Oscar, you’ve shocked the whole of London, smoking
on stage like that.
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WOOD
‘Ere, who are you calling common?

OSCAR
Certainly not you, dear boy. You seem to be a flower of the
very rarest hue. Bosie never told me that you were a botanist,
Mr Taylor. That you roam the earth, climbing the highest peaks
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OSCAR (0/5)
And the giant’s heart melted as he looked out.
‘How selfish I have been!” he said. ‘Now I know why
the spring would not come here. [ will put that little
boy on top of the tree,and I will knock down the wall,
and my garden shall be the children’s playground for
ever and ever. He was really very sorry for what

he had done.

INTERIOR

Tite Street

NURSERY. 1893. NIGHT

OSCAR and CONSTANCE are putting the BOYS to bed.

OSCAR (V/0)
So he crept downstairs and opened the front door
quite softly, and went out into the garden.
The little boy did not run away, for his eyes were
so full of tears that he did not see the giant
coming. And the giant stole up behind
him and took him gently by the hand and
put him up into the tree.

OSCAR and CONSTANCE kiss the BOYS good night.

OSCAR(V/0O cont.)
And the tree broke at once into blossom,
and the birds came and sang on it, and the little
boy stretched out his two arms and flung
them round the giant’s neck and kissed him.
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QUEENSBERRY is at once ready to go into one of his tirades.
QUEENSBERRY
[ told you never to see that vile cur again.
BOSIE
He’s not vile or a cur, he’s utterly delightful. Come and see.
OSCAR is peering round his menu to see how BOSIE is doing.
BOSIE(cont.)
How do you know what he’s like when you’ve never met him?
Come on, Papa. You're not a man to be influenced by other
' people’s opinions.
This goes home. QUEENSBERRY rises. BOSIE is very conscious of everyone watching as
they cross the restaurant to OSCAR.
BOSIE (cont.)
Oscar, you — you’ve never met my father, have you?
OSCAR rises. The two MEN shake hands.
OSCAR
Lord Queensberry — Bosie has told me so much about your
exploits on the race-track.
They sit.
OSCAR (cont.)
I’ve never heard such bad luck as yours with the Grand National.
Bosie tells me that you would have won, but that your cousin
wouldn’t let you ride the horse.

QUEENSBERRY is melting already.

QUEENSBERRY
Bloody fool said I was too old. Well, you're never too old.
Besides I'd ridden Old Joe on the gallops. Came in at forty to
one.
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INTERIOR

Caté Royal

1894. DAY

Abmost all the other luuchers have left, but OSCAR and QUEENSBERRY are smoking
cigars and discussing Christianity over their brandy.

QUEENSBERRY
The Christians, they go around pretending they know who
God is and how he works. Well, I've got no time for that
tomfoolery. [ say that if you don’t know something, you should
stand up and say so, not go round pretending you believe in
some mumbo-jumbo.

OSCAR
[ can believe in anything, provided it’s incredible. That’s why
[ intend to die a Catholic, though I couldn’t possibly live as one.

QUEENSBERRY looks suspicious.

" OSCAR (cont.)

Catholicism is such a romantic religion. It has saints and sinners.
The Church of England only has respectable people who believe
in respectability. You get to be a bishop, not by what you
believe, but by what you don’t.

QUEENSBERRY
That’s true enough!

OSCAR
It’s the only church where the sceptic stands at the altar, and St
Thomas the doubter is prince of the apostles. No, I couldn’t
possibly die in the Church of England.
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BOSIE
Well, help yourself. You know where the jug is.
OSCAR
Bosie, darling —
BOSIE
It stinks in here. You’ll be wanting me to empty your chamber-
pot next.
He moves into the Hext roow.
OSCAR

I emptied your chamber-pot. I looked after you.
BOSIE comes flashing back in.

BOSIE
Well, I'm not looking after you. Not now. You don’t interest
me, not when you’re ill. You’re just a boring middle-aged man
with a blocked-up nose.

OSCAR
Bosie — dearest boy —

BOSIE

Shut up! Dearest boy, darling Bosie — it doesn’t mean anything!
You don’t love me. The only person you’ve ever loved is
yourself. You like me, you lust after me, you go about with me,
because I've got a title, that’s all. You like to write about dukes
and duchesses, but you know nothing about them. You’re the
biggest snob I’ve ever met. And you think you’re so daring
because you fuck the occasional boy!

This is unbearable for OSCAR.
OSCAR
Bosie, please — you're killing me —
BOSIE

You’ll just about do when you’re at your best, you're amusing,
very amusing, but when you’re not at your best, you're no one.
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OSCAR
He’s ashamed of loving men. His father bullies him — his mother
spoils him and then berates him for being spoiled — neither of
them gives him any real love. They’re torturing him. And
what’s truly dreadful is that — when he can’t bear it, and — he
has one of his — he becomes exactly like his father. And he
hates himself for that.
ROSS
You’re too kind about him, Oscar.
OSCAR
You can’t be too kind about someone who’s been so — so hurt.
Yet — if [ go on trying to come between Bosie and his father —
they’ll destroy me.
ROSS
Bosie’s quite capable of destroying you on his own. Look how
much you wrote while he was away. Two wonderful plays
which will run for years — back comes Bosie — what have you
written since?

OSCAR doesn’t like to admit this.
ROSS(cont.)
Oscar — you know how much I love and admire you — but
you're throwing your genius away — for what?
OSCAR is quite bitter.
OSCAR
It’s highly ironic. Queensberry thinks Bosie and I are locked in
nightly embrace, when in reality we’ve been the purest model
of Greek love since —
ROSS is intrigued.

OSCAR (cont.)
Bosie doesn’t like doing it with me. I've loved him, I've educated
him —
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QUEENSBERRY
You! Listen to me!
OSCAR rises.

QUEENSBERRY (cont.)
You're a bugger!
OSCAR
I don’t allow people to talk to me like that in my own house,
Lord Queensberry. Or anywhere else. [ suppose you’ve come
to apologize for the lies that you've been spreading about me?

QUEENSBERRY
I've come to tell you to leave my son alone! You sodomite!

OSCAR turns to the BOXER.

OSCAR
The Marquess appears to be obsessed with other people’s sexual
activities. Has it anything to do with his new wife, I wonder?
And the fact she’s seeking divorce for non-consummation?
The BOXER is too flabbergasted to speak. QUEENSBERRY is white with anger.

QUEENSBERRY
Unless you swear that you’ll have nothing more to do with
Bosie, I shall go to Scotland Yard!

OSCAR
You can go to the devil! You and your — who 1is this gargoyle?

He means the BOXER, who looks menacingly back.

QUEENSBERRY
You’'re a queer and a — sham! A poseur! If I catch you and Bosie
together again I'll give you such a thrashing —

OSCAR turns again to the BOXER.
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I believe Lord Queensberry once invented some Rules for

boxing. I've no idea what they are. But the Oscar Wilde rule

is to shoot on sight. Now kindly leave my house.
QUEENSBERRY

You can shut up! I shall leave when I'm damn well ready.

He raises his whip in menacing fashion. OSCAR strides up to QUEENSBERRY, grabs the
whip from him, and snaps it in two. QUEENSBERRY is somewhat taken aback.
QUEENSBERRY (cont.)
It’s a scandal, what you've been doing!
OSCAR
All the scandal is your own. Your treatment of your wives.
Your neglect of your children. And above all, the depraved
insistence that they be as tyrannical and unloving as you are
yourself.

He turns to ARTHUR.

OSCAR (cont.)
Arthur, this 1s the Marquess of Queensberry, the most infamous
brute and the least tender father in London. Never let him into
my house again.

ARTHUR opens the door. QUEENSBERRY doesn’t know how to go with dignity. He
nods to the BOXER.

QUEENSBERRY
Very well, then. Let’s get out of this — stew.

They go. When he is alone, OSCAR allows his mask of cool control to slip. We see he is
trembling — with anger, as well as fear.
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OSCAR
[ think it 1s clear.
GILL
There 1s no question as to what it means?
OSCAR
Most certainly not.
GILL

Is 1t not clear that the love described relates to natural and
unnatural love?

OSCAR
No.
GILL
Oh. Then what is the ‘Love that dare not speak its name’?
OSCAR

‘The love that dare not speak its name’ in this century 1s such
a great affection of an elder for a younger man as there was
between David and Jonathan, such as Plato made the very basis
of his philosophy and such as you may find in the sonnets of
Michelangelo and Shakespeare. It is in this century
misunderstood, so much misunderstood that it may be described
as ‘the Love that dare not speak its name’, and on account of it
I am placed where I am now. It is beautiful, it is fine, it is the
noblest form of affection. There is nothing unnatural about it.
It is intellectual, and it repeatedly exists between an elder and
a younger man, when the elder has intellect, and the younger ‘
man has all the joy, hope and glamour of life before him. That
it should be so, the world does not understand. The world
mocks at it and sometimes puts one in the pillory for it.
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EXTERIOR

[talian Terrace and Garden

1897. DAY

BOSIE and ROSS are on the terrace. BOSIE is feeling very sorry for himself.

BOSIE
He asked me not to change. Those were his last words to me:
Don’t change.

ROSS
Well, things are going to have to change when he comes out.
He’ll have no money at all.

BOSIE sits back down.

BOSIE
Oh, so you’re blaming me, too, now are you!

ROSS
H ['m not blaming anyone, Bosie. You're not the only person on
this earth Oscar cares about.

BOSIE
You've always hated me Robbie! Because Oscar loved and still
loves me when you were never more than one of his boys! I'm
suffering just as much as he is, you know!

ROSS doubts this very much, but doesn’t say so.

BOSIE (cont.)
My life’s ruined, too. I'm much younger than he is. I've hardly
had any life, and it’s ruined already. When Oscar gets out, we’ll
U live together properly. We’ll take a villa somewhere near here:
Posillipo or Ischia or Capri. I'll take care of him — I'll give him
everything he wants. I love him, R obbie.
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OSCAR (cont.)
If we could choose our natures. If we could only choose. But
1t’s no use. Whatever our natures are, we must fulfil them. Or
our lives — my life would have been filled with dishonesty ...
even more dishonesty than there actually was.
(he looks up again)
[’ve always loved you, Constance. You must believe me.

CONSTANCE can only speak the truth now.

CONSTANCE
I don’t see how you can have done. Not truly. Not if, all the
time —
OSCAR

[ didn’t know. Know thyself, I used to say. [ didn’t know myself.
[ didn’t know.

She looks him in the eyes.
OSCAR (cont.)
I suppose you want a divorce? You have every reason.

CONSTANCE
['ve been thinking. When you do come out, when they let you
out, you can go to Switzerland or Italy, write another play, get
yourself back —

He shakes his head.

CONSTANCE (cont.)
You can. You're so clever, you can —

He says nothing. Her heart melts.

CONSTANCE
Oscar, I don’t want a divorce.

OSCAR
Will you ever let me see the children again?

CONSTANCE

Of course.








































WILDE

NCE upon a time in Cochin, on the Coast of
Coromandel, a film location manager was asked to
find as many elephants as he could as soon as possible
for a scene in Gandhi. Now most elephants in Kerala
belong to temples, where they stand all day in an
outer courtyard, tapping tourists on the head with
their trunks in return for a few rupees. It’s a dull, if
sacred, life, and the priests were reluctant to part
with their revenue-generating beasts without
generous donations to Shiva and Laxshmi. Films
being films - everything is always urgent in the
cinema - the gods were at once offered the most
generous terms, and soon the roads ot South India
were jammed with elephants plodding their way to
the location. They took their time; elephants can
only plod about fifty miles a day. Burt at last they
were all assembled, clothed in their most splendid
vestments, their necks hung with garlands, and their
noble heads painted red and yellow. Their mahouts
sat proudly on top of them in elaborate howdahs.

With loud trumpeting the filming got under way.

PREVIOUS PAGE [he scriptwriter opPOSITE Noel Cowell of the props
(Juban Mitchell) joins the jury to make department sets the scene as the
sure they deliver the right verdict director Brian Gilbert prepares
Which was, of course. the wrong one. Constance {Jennifer Ehle) for the bad

X 0 .
news that sne’ll have to leave the

country

206







WILDE |

Next day the mahouts collected their pay, and the
elephantsstarted the long plod back to their mundane
religious life. The whole business took hundreds of
men and elephants about a week. And not a single
frame appeared in the final film.

I'm afraid this story must seem preposterous to
most people outside the film industry, a fantastic
waste of time and money. But no one in the industry
will raise an eyebrow. Films are made in the cutting
room, not on location, and there’s always a very high
percentage of waste material. But - why?

A film is made from a ‘shooting script’, and ideally
this should contain everything that will appear on
the screen, and nothing more. It should be a genuine
blueprint for the finished film. And producer,
director and writer go through it time and time again
to try to make it just that. No one, after all, actually
wants to waste money on scenes that aren’t going to
be used. But once shooting begins the script is simply
the starting point for director, cast and crew, and
however carefully you've prepared, you don’t know

what vou've got till you've got it. You don’t even

know how long vour film is going to be - cinema 1s
not TV, with an exact ume-slot to fill. Experts can
and do spend days trying to estimate the length - but
in the end a film 1s as long as it needs to be, and that’s

all you can sav.
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The shooting script has numbered scenes - Wilde
originally had 122. The director and lighting
cameraman cover each scene with different shots
from different angles. Each shot is repeated till
everyone’s satistied. This can be after one take or
twenty. Technical things are always going wrong,
and 1t often needs several goes before an actor gives
his or her best performance. Not all takes are printed,
but thousands are, and every evening, after the day’s
shoot, the director and editor (with others
professionally concerned) watch the previous day’s
rushes, the director indicating which takes he thinks
best. The editor steadily assembles these, and when
filming is over produces an editor’s cut, using his
own skill and judgement to create the first coherent
version of the finished film. As everything is kept at
this stage, the editor’s cut 1s always much too long,
and it’s seen only by the director and producer. But
it’s the basis from which the director and editor now
work, whittling away at it for months, trying different
takes, cutting here, cutting there, dispensing with
what now seems irrelevant, and improving
performances by judicious editing. They will make
several different full-length versions betore the final
director’s cut. It is here, in the dark of the editing

suite, that a director exercises as much, if not more,

personal artistic judgement as he has used under the
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lights of the set. He shows his individual character as
a director through the instinct by which he makes
his choices. (Difterent directors would make very
different films from the same material.) If instinct
tells him to cut a scene which has seemed essential
to everyone concerned since the very start of the
project, then out the scene goes, however many
elephants plodded however many miles to make it.
The producer may weep at this and wring his
hands, wishing they were around the director’s neck,
but unless he wants a major row - directors may
think they’re gods, but thev can be fired - he has to
let the director decide what’s going to be in his cut
and what’s not. At this stage no one else has any say.
Between the last day of shooting and the director’s
cut, whole scenes and characters may have dis-
appeared, while others have been severely pruned,
or moved from one place to another in the story.
Why can’t anyone have foreseen this? Because in the
process of film-making there are simply too many

variables.

First, there 1s the quality of the performances. A

film actor can convey great emotion by the quiver of
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an eyelid; things which are spelt out in dialogue can

be conveyed in a single covert glance. So lines which

may have been necessary for the actor to understand
how to give that look become redundant in the film.
Also the film director works very intimately with his
actors. He 1s never more than a few feet from them
duringshooting; he can get them to try things neither
he nor they have thought of till that take. Then
scenes play longer or shorter than imagined, and
have greater or less impact; some which were
supposed to advance the action turn out to hold it
up; particular performers don’t bring the expected
qualities to their roles; others bring much more;
explanatory scenes suddenly become unnecessary;
emotional repetitions are discovered where none
were suspected; editorializing is revealed and
ruthlessly suppressed. There is, too, the visual impact
of certain locations in certain weathers, the effect of
the designer’s work, the effect of the camera work.
Thus what the director has to play with in the cutting
room is often very different from what was written
on the page. It is because a film changes its nature in
this way during its making that there 1s liable to be
between ten and twenty per cent wastage. It may
seem an astonishingly high amount, but for all the

technical sophistication of the industry and its army
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of specialists, films are essentially dependent on the
very varied talents of many individuals, with all the
risks that implies. The experienced producer knows
this and grits his teeth. The reason he’s bald is that
he’s torn out his hair trying to reduce the variables
to sensible proportions; and failed.

Editing is a highly enjoyable part of film-making
and there is powerful temptation to keep trying new
combinations of shots and takes for ever. But after
what seems to everyone else an intolerable delay, the
director shows his cut, very much shorter than the
editor’s and getting close to the final film. This cut
is very difficult to judge, as it is still without its proper
music, and the print has not been graded. It is shown
only to the few people most directly concerned,
who then deluge the director with their comments
and suggestions. He listens to these, with or without
a smile, considers and digests, then goes back with
the editor to work for more weeks on the final cut.
(In the case of Wilde, the director’s cut was almost a
quarter of an hour longer than the finished film.)
Then comes the ‘looping’ - the revoicing of scenes
where the sound is unsatisfactory: you can add new
lines here, if you need, as voice-overs, or fill in the
background chat of crowd scenes. A soundtrack is a
combination of many, many separate tracks, and its

impact is often much greater than the viewer,
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absorbed in wvisual images, realizes. The final
soundtrack, including the music, takes several weeks
to mix. And there at last 1s the film you see in the
cinema. The script of this final version, such as is
published here, bears a close family resemblance to
the shooting script with which filming started, but
it’s not the same thing at all. Just as the shooting

script has come a long way from its own first draft.

Biographical films have special problems, some
technical, some moral. No one can really know what
it’s like to be even someone very close; how much
harder to know what a stranger was like a hundred
years ago. Then you have only two hours or so to
tell your story, which means making many
compromises with historical truth - always supposing
you're sure what that 1s. You collapse time, so events
that really took place years apart follow one on top
of the other, and you fiddle the sequence to make it
more dramatic. You merge two or three minor
characters into one for convenience (and to make a
better part so you can get a better actor). You invent
people to put across points of view you think you
need, but which no one at the time was obliging
enough to express. Where you know what people

actually said, you edit it down and modernize it to

your needs. But though you are making a dramatic
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entertainment, not giving a history lesson, you still
want to remain ‘true’ in some sense to your subject.
You aim to tell not ‘the’ truth (as though anyone
ever could), but at least ‘a’ truth - to convey what
you feel is the essence of your story. And to do that,
you use your imagination.

One of the problems of writing about Oscar
Wilde - quite apart from having to write convincing
dialogue for one of the wittiest men in British history
- 1s that so many people have let their imaginations
roam round the subject so luridly already. But I had
the great advantage or starting from Richard
Ellmann’s magisterial biography. Not that [ was
confined to Ellmann’s interpretation - indeed, I
sometimes disagreed with him profoundly. But he
was a wonderful guide through the dense and
sometimes fantastic forest of Wildeana. Some of the
most irresponsible inventions were those of Lord
Alfred Douglas, the young Bosie with whom Wilde
fell so catastrophically in love. Bosie wrote several
versions of their story, and started furious libel actions
against anyone who dared to question them. He was
particularly bitter towards Robert Ross, Wilde’s first
male lover, for whom Bosie seems to have felt the
greatest jealousy. I find Ross a most attractive

character, admirably loyal to Wilde in life and death,

whereas Bosie was neither, and I had to be careful




not to be prejudiced in Rooss’s favour while describing
their rivalry. Bosie’s antagonism was fierce even
before Wilde died, and he went completely out of
control when Ross published an abridged version of
De Profundis in 1905. This was Wilde’s own version
of his affair with Bosie, written in Reading Gaol.
Though it’s in the form of a letter to Bosie, Wilde
gave Ross a copy, knowing that Bosie would in all
likelihood destroy it. Bosie, who comes out of it
badly, was even angrier when Ross, as part of his
continuing campaign to restore Wilde’s reputation,
got Arthur Ransome to write the first biography in
1912. Bosie brought a libel action, during which
R oss had the whole of De Profundis read out in court.
Bosie walked out rather than listen in public to
Wilde’s accusations. From then on he harried Ross
at every turn - even, as some people think, to death.
Ross died in 1918, shortly after the most spectacular
of Bosie’s attacks.

This came during the trial for libel of a crazed
Tory MP called Pemberton Billing who claimed,
among other insanities, that the reason Britain wasn’t
winning the First World War was that the German
High Command had a list of 40,000 homosexuals 1n
the highest reaches of British social and political life

and was blackmailing them to hinder the British war
effort. (They included Mrs Asquith, wife of the last
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Prime Minister, and the judge trying the case.) Bosie
came to give evidence on Billing’s behalf and, taking
advantage of the freedom of the court to say anything
he liked, announced that there was a conspiracy to
prevent Ross from being prosecuted for sodomy, and
that Oscar Wilde was the greatest force for evil of
the last 350 years. Twenty-three years after Oscar’s
trials he was in court again, accused of being
responsible for the disasters of the Western Front.
This was life after death indeed.

Screenplays are always collaborations - mainly
between writer and director, but with the producer
keeping a close eve. In the case of Wilde I didn’t start
to write till I'd spent many hours in discussion with
Brian Gilbert, and Marc and Peter Samuelson had
commented in detail on all the drafts. We were
anxious that Wilde should be seen not simply as a
figure from the past, but as someone whose life and
work has continued to be painfully relevant to British
society for the last hundred years. The Pemberton
Billing case seemed a wonderful example of how he
managed to get under some people’s skin long after
they thought they’d got him safely dead and buried.
So we thought we might start the story there.

As part of the preparation before writing, what

writers grandly call ‘research’, I felt I must go to

Paris to visit Wilde’s left bank haunts, and of course
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his grave. He is buried in Pére Lachaise cemetery
where a splendid sphinx, designed by Jacob Epstein,
was erected over the grave - at Ross’s instigation.
The sphinx has - or should have - a very manly
member, but admirers keep stealing it. As you walk
along the paths past the many elaborate tombs and
famous names - Proust is here, and Edith Piaf - you
quickly realize that Pere Lachaise is not just a
graveyard, 1t i1s a site of pilgrimage, notably for
devotees of Jim Morrison, whose name is scrawled
and painted everywhere. There isn’t any graffit
celebrating Oscar, I'm glad to say, but his tomb too
1s a shrine. There were already fresh flowers when I
arrived on a cold wet autumn day, and a young man
and young woman from New Zealand were opening
a bottle of champagne. They poured a libation, then
toasted his memory. More people kept arriving from
all over the world to pay their homage, and I realized
for the first ime what an enormously popular and
potent figure Oscar still is, nearly a hundred years
after his death. Who else from his period, in the
English-speaking world, 1s still loved and
remembered? Perhaps only Winston Churchill.

Marc Samuelson, producer, requesting his
Harley Street surgeon to graft a second
mobile phone to his other ear. The scene
is Magdalen College, Oxford.
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Assoon as [ saw this scene - ‘witnessed’ is perhaps
the appropriate word - I felt our film should start
there, at Pere Lachaise, with pilgrims gay and straight,
men and women, young and old, celebrating Oscar’s
achievement at his tomb. This could be cross-cut
with the Pemberton Billing trial and scenes from the
slaughter on the Western Front - showing how Oscar
was a living presence throughout the century, always
on trial in the minds of certain people, but
triumphant over his enemies. At the end I wanted
the pilgrims to turn and see the great writer strolling
towards them, wearing one of his broad black hats
and carrying a cane. He would smile as he passed
through them, and vanish into the tuture, where he
would go on being celebrated long after they were
gone.

But - this was more about Oscar and his legend
than the classical tragedy of the love affair with Bosie
Douglas from which the legend arose. So we
abandoned Peére Lachaise and Pemberton Billing,
without abandoning the idea of Oscar as a living
presence. We decided instead to begin with newsreel
of the dedication of the window to Oscar in Poets’
Corner in Westminster Abbey. The tact thatsomeone
sentenced to two years’ hard labour could end up in
the Abbey a hundred years later, utterly reversing
society’s original judgement, seemed to show just
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Martin Fuhrer, director of photography, checks the

bloom on the cheek of Jack Knight (Cyril

he prepares for a gallop on his rocking-horse.




how much Oscar still haunts the British conscience.
But this again proved a distraction from the real story,
which is how a married man and devoted father fell
fatally in love with a young man. Constance Wilde
and the children were as much victims of the tragedy
as Oscar himself. Bosie was a victim, too, living on
till 1945, never able to face or escape the only truly
important relationship of his life. Westminster Abbey
was a distraction. The story needed no introduction,
no top and tailing, no brackets.

So we started again, this time with Patience, the
Gilbert and Sullivan operetta which, though the
satire 1s quite mild and unfocussed, was widely
thought to be a send-up of the young Wilde. Brian
is very fond of Gilbert and Sullivan, whereas I am
almost totally allergic. But it was to advertize Patience
that Oscar went to America - where of course he
told the customs officers that he had ‘nothing to
declare but his genius’, a line which at that time we
felt we couldn’t possibly leave out. (It’s gone!) But
Patience required too much time and explanation. It
wasn’t the meat of the story, it was hardly more than
the soup course, and we know what Oscar thought
about soup. So we began with Oscar’s arrival in New
York. By this time, I had been reading and writing
about Oscar for more than six months and had done
some five different drafts. The fifth became the basis
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on which Marc and Peter Samuelson set out to raise
money to make the film.

When we came back to it, almost six months
later, we saw the story much clearer for our absence
and made radical changes. The truth about
homosexual love can be told without embarrassment
or shame now, we don’t have to hide behind the
euphemisms and innuendo of earlier film-makers,
and if we had a message, it was simply that love 1s
love wherever you find it, and whoever with. We
didn’t need introductions or explanations. We simply
had to show how a bisexual genius came to discover
his homosexual side, and where that led him. We
could start in Leadville, Colorado, with Oscar going
down a silver mine to talk to the miners about Cellini.
The scene had been there all along, but now it
suddenly seemed emblematic, with Oscar plunging
from the sunshine of the surface to the depths of the
mine. We also very drastically shortened the end.
The last two years of Oscar’s life, after he comes out
of prison, are a terrible story of decline which would
make a harrowing movie on their own. But our focus
was now on the love story, and that ends, really,
when Oscar breaks his promise never to see Bosie
again, and returns to him, knowing it will never

work. The true historical ending was slow,

complicated, messy and lacked drama - so we have
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tidied it up, and will no doubt be criticized for doing
so. But though things did not literally happen as
we’ve shown them, we believe the essence of the
doomed relationship is there. We have made a film.

Oscar and Bosie stroll beside the river at Magdalen College, Oxford, with Darren
Quinn, Mike Miller and Sam Garwood of the camera crew toiling in their wake.
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CAFE ROYAL, REGENT STREET,

LONDON W1

Established in 1865, the Café Royal has long been
associated with London’s literati. Many famous faces
have dined there. In the film, during a lunch with
Lord Alfred Douglas (Bosie), Oscar meets the
Marquess of Queensberry for the first time.

2 SOUTH AUDLEY STREET, LONDON W1

This beautiful listed building off Park Lane was used
extensively during filming. While the interior
doubled for Wilde’s home in Tite Street, the exterior
was a perfect substitute for the Cadogan Hotel.
Christmas at the Wildes’ was filmed in the ground
floor front room and Oscar’s study was created in
another panelled room. Rubber cobbles were laid to

cover the modern tarmac and horse-drawn carriages

filled South Audley Street for most of the day.

26 TREDEGAR SQUARE, LONDON EC3

This East London location was used as Speranza’s
drawing room where we first see Oscar and
Constance together. There was little space for much
manoeuvring but the crew had ‘fun’ creating a busy
‘at home’ with supporting artists delicately weaving

their way around a tiny room.
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HOUGHTON LODGE, NEAR

STOCKBRIDGE, HAMPSHIRE

The Wilde tamily often visited their summer house
in Goring-on-Thames to escape London life.
Houghton Lodge at Houghton, near Stockbridge,
was the perfect location. By a winding river with
luxurious lawns and topiary gardens, the house looks
out across miles of Hampshire fields. The crew filmed
Oscar’s children fishing with their father during their
stay in 1893 here, as well as Bosie and friends relaxing
on the lawn later the same year. The study in which
Wilde and Bosie have their first fight was a circular
room with a unique domed ceiling. The sound
department, with the help of a highly skilled
construction unit, had to build a false ceiling to
control the sound as the dimensions naturally created

the eftect of a whispering gallery.

LUTON HOO, BEDFORDSHIRE

This grand Bedfordshire mansion set in acres of
woodland and rolling pastures has been a backdrop
for many filmmakers over the vears. The original
living room was converted by the Wilde art
department into a flamboyant London hotel fover,
while the upstairs rooms were set-dressed to represent
the beautiful hotel suites occupied by Wilde during

the height of his popularity. A small servants’ quarters
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at the top of the house was also transformed into
Taylor’s flat where Oscar, along with Bosie, ‘feasted

with panthers’.

MAGDALEN COLLEGE, OXFORD

Wilde was at Magdalen College during his student
days. The College was extremely helpful in allowing
us access to the grounds and residences to obtain
effective architectural accuracy. The Oscar/Bosie
stroll scene was shot on the banks of the Cherwell
River by Addison Walk in the College grounds. The
singing scene and Bosie’s bedroom scene took place

in the Master’s beautiful residence.

DURDLE DOOR, NEAR SWANAGE, DORSET
The sheer cliffs of this area of the Dorset coastline
became a dramatic backdrop for Constance’s and the
boys’ visit to Babbacombe Beach. Durdle means
‘pierced’ or ‘through’ and the dramatic limestone
erosion hasleft a giant hole or ‘door’ in the peninsula.
Four-wheel-drive off-road vehicles had to be used
to shuttle equipment to this remote location which
then had to be carried by hand down over a hundred
steps to the beach. With the help of local residents,
the same process had to be reversed at the end of the
day’s shooting, making this an exhausting but

worthwhile location.
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JAMAICA WINE HOUSE, LONDON EC3

This old public house was established in 1869,
although the owners claim that it had been
recognized as a meeting house for some two hundred
years. The bar scene with Ross and Gray was shot
here. The history of the Jamaica itself is extensive.
The alley in which the bar is situated was destroyed
in the Great Fire of 1666 and records after were
vague as to its reinstatement. A report dating back to
1755 recorded that William Hickey was directed to

the Jamaica to acquire a passage to the West Indies.

KNEBWORTH HOUSE, HERTFORDSHIRE

This famous house, used on several occasions by the
film industry for its gothic exterior and grand rooms,
was used by the Wilde crew as Lady Queensberry’s
residence. The state drawing-room, entrance hall
and banqueting hall were all featured. The house has
been under the ownership of the Lytton family since
1492, although the gothic trimmings were added
during the middle of the nineteenth century. The
renowned novelist Edward Bulwer Lytton often
entertained Charles Dickens there. While filming,

the crew were shown an original copy of one of
Wilde’s publications by Lord Cobbold. It had been
signed and dedicated by Oscar to the Lytton Family.
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JULIAN MITCHELL was educated at Winchester and
Oxford and has been a freelance writer since 1962. A k
prizewinning novelist and playwright, he has written
copiously for television since 1966, beginning with an
adaptation of his own play, A Heritage and Its History and
continuing with Somerset Maugham’s The Alien Corn.
Among his many original plays are: ‘Shadow in the Sun’
(Emmy, 1971) in the series Elizabeth R, A Question of
Degree, Rust, the series Jennie, Lady Randolph Churchill,
Abide With Me (International Critics’ Prize, Monte Carlo,
and US Humanities Award, 1977), The Mysterious Stranger
(Golden Eagle, 1983), nine episodes of Inspector Morse
(many awards and prizes) and Survival of the Fittest. He has
also adapted many books for television, including The
Weather in The Streets, Staying On and The Good Soldier.
For the cinema, he has written Arabesque (Stanley Donen,
1965), Another Country (Marek Kanievska, 1984), based
on his own award-winning stage play, Vincent and Theo
(Robert Altman, 1990) and August (Anthony Hopkins,
1995).

STEPHEN FRY — actor, comedian, novelist, journalist,
screenwriter — 1s a hugely versatile writer and performer,
whose wit and talent were first recognized at Cambridge
University, where he acted in more than thirty plays and
won Edinburgh Festival Fringe awards for his writing
contributions. Whilst at Cambridge, he also wrote and
performed with the Footlights, the celebrated revue
company, and his comedy skills were soon enlisted by the
BBC, where he wrote and performed in such classic
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series as Not the Nine O’Clock News, The Young Ones,
Blackadder and A Bit of Fry and Laurie. He has played the
imperturbable Jeeves opposite his friend and writing
partner Hugh Laurie’s Bertie in four series of Granada’s
Jeeves and Wooster and has acted in a variety of films,
including The Good Father, A Handful of Dust, A Fish
Called Wanda, Peter’s Friends, 1.Q., Cold Comfort Farm,
The Steal and The Wind in the Willows. His latest novel,
Making History, is published by Hutchinson.

BRIAN GILBERT, the director, began his career in films as
an actor, before spending three years at the National Film
and Television School, where his graduation film, The
Devotee, came to the attention of David Puttnam, who
commuissioned him to write and direct Sharma and Beyond
for Channel Four’s First Love series. In 1984, he directed
his first theatrical feature, The Frog Prince, also for
Puttnam, and this was followed by two successful
American studio features, Vice Versa, starring Judge
Reinhold and Not Without My Daughter, starring Sally
Field and Alfred Molina, which he also wrote. In 1994,
he returned to the UK to direct the award-winning Tom
and Viv, starring Willem Dafoe as T. S. Eliot, Miranda
Richardson as his wife Vivienne Haigh-Wood and
Rosemary Harris as her mother Rose, for producers
Marc and Peter Samuelson. Tom and Viv received two
Oscar nominations, two BAFTA nominations, a Golden
Globe nomination and won for Best Actress at the
National Board of Review.













Juljan Mitchell is an award-winning playwright. Among
his many adaptions for TV are: Shadow of the Sun (Emmy
1971), Elizabeth R, Jennie, Lady Randolph Churchill, nine
episodes of Inspector Morse, Staying On and The Good
Soldier. For the cinema he has written Another Country,
Vincent and Theo for Robert Altman and most recently
August, starring and directed by Anthony Hopkins.

Stephen Fry — actor comedian, novelist, journalist,
screenwriter — is a hugely talented writer and performer,
whose wit and talent were first recognised at Cambridge
University where he acted in more than thirty plays and
won Edinburgh Festival Fringe awards for his writing
contributions. He performed in the classic series
Blackadder and A Bit of Fry and Laurie and played the
imperturbable Jeeves in four series of Jeeves and Wooster.
His films include The Good Father, A Handful of Dust,

A Fish Called Wanda, Peter’s Friends, IQ and Cold Comifort
Farm. His books include The Liar, Hippopotamus and
Making History.
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