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Abstract

In the late nineteenth century, urban gardens, spakd conservatories had become
fashionable as well as culturally and socially asdgle. Creating pockets of nature within
towns fused the spheres of countryside and cityonie location.

The escapism inherent in nature is a commemé¢hin literature and art, as well as the
theatre. Because the countryside within drama ditections as an escapist location, the
late-Victorian penchant for faux or urban naturegmbimportant questions for dramatists of
the period. The dramatic paradigm of escape tg#storal and return to the town, notable
in Shakespearean plays suchfaslidsummer Night's Drearand As You Like [|thinges
around the idea that identity can be establishetthéyct of travelling.

However, the fascination with urban gardens @ntservatories challenged conceptions
of territorial shifts as integral to the processseff-discovery. It was, therefore, within the
realm of the urban conservatory that the late egrmilaywrights Arthur Wing Pinero and
Oscar Wilde subverted the traditional theatricabtpeal escape. In Pinero's far@ée
Schoolmistres¢1886), and Wilde's society comedy Ideal Husbanq1895), rather than
retreating to the countryside, characters retirthéopalm trees in the conservatory to find
escape and, more importantly, lovers.

This paper is an exploration of how these wlights used the domesticated
conservatory to negotiate the concepts of escapeetarn. By addressing the image of the
conservatory as a late Victorian substitute forghstoral escape, and probing the construct
of the off-stage space, this article ultimatelyumg that romantic escapism, particularly
within the parameters of the stage, does not naagBssequire travel to a rural or idyllic
location. Rather, the whole construct of the draer@édstoral escape for lovers hinges not so
much on 'usual’, physical territory as the idearafginary experience.

Northrop Frye's twentieth-century paradigm of tlastpral or countryside setting in
drama established a discourse within which to aggrahe 'green world' or place
where 'the comic resolution is attained and the ctsirns with it to their former
world'! Frye used Shakespeare's comediesAikdidsummer Night's Dream arfbs
You Like If with their respective dream and golden-world aipieres, to
demonstrate how physical movement to woods andt®feyond social order allows
‘normal’ or town rules to be temporarily suspenged41). Experiences of inversion,
saturnalia and festival are wound into the 'greeridg’ of these plays, meaning that
individuals subjected to their influences undergaofiday or dream-like experience
which furnishes them with sufficient insight anchtidence to return to their homes

1 Northrop FryeA Natural Perspective: The Development of Shakespaadt®medy and
RomancgNew York: Columbia University Press, 1965), p114
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and combat the very things from which they sougleape. The point, of course, was
that a shift to a 'green world" was often integuithin Elizabethan comedy to the
linear trajectory towards self-discovery and regsofu

Anticipating Frye's dramatic paradigm of territbrescape to a 'green world'
and return to a homeland in Shakespeare's draroeridin literary scholars such as
Charles Knight (1791-1873) and the Anglo-Irish Edivdbowden (1843-1913),
agreed on the power and significance of natureinviinakespeare's comedies. In the
1840s, in what Frye would later call 'green wodtima, Charles Knight suggested
that the plots unfold 'till the illusions disappeand the lovers are hapgyMuch later
than Knight, in 1875, Dowden observed that thesgshinge around ‘the woodland
scene [...] possessed of a flora and fauna that ifloum spite of physical
geographers'.Whether it was Dowden's concept of self-sufficieature, or Knight's
focus on lovers at the centre of Shakespeare'snphsiomedies, these attitudes are
indicative of a Victorian trend in approaching feestoral plays: that is that the action
occurs within a natural idyll, and keeps going lotrers are united. To echiavelfth
Night'sFeste, 'journeys end in lovers meeting'.

As well as the relationship between nature andrtimeantic plot, Victorian
dramatists like Oscar Wilde and Arthur Wing Pinappropriated the journey of self-
discovery through exposure to nature into theie-ntury dramatic worlds. For
instance, in Pinero's fardde Amazon§l895), a piece that Pinero himself described
as 'mainly sylvan', three tomboy sisters escaphddorest in order to discover their
femininity and, of course, to encounter loveSimilarly, the transfer from urban to
rural surroundings as a pretext for a simultaneshif$ of personality is demonstrated
by Wilde in a comedy from the same ye&@ine Importance of Being Earng4i895).

In this play, the name and personae of the proiagalohn Worthing, are dependent
on his geographical location. But what can thisytaic fusion of self-development,

nature and romance reveal about late Victorianttealro answer this question, it is
necessary to turn to the nineteenth-century glasstauction: the conservatory.

This paper argues that the conservatory can beagearromantic, imaginative
space like the mystical pastoral realms of Shalkagfedrama. This study uses two
late century playsThe Schoolmistres§l886) andAn Ideal Husband1895), as a
means of entering the Victorian world of the glasste in order to question the
concept of the conservatory as a territory for pecand, most significantly,
imagination. First, Arthur Wing Pinero (1855-1934), London born actor and

2 Charles KnightStudies of Shakespeare: Forming a Companion Votaraeery Edition of the
Text(Montana: Kessinger Publishing, 2004), p. 213.

3 Edward DowdenShakespeare: A Critical Study of His Mind and @dndon: Henry S. King &
Co., 1875), p. 80.

4 William Shakespeare, "Twelfth Night' (2.3.42he Oxford Shakespead®mplete Workseds.
Stanley Wells and Gary Taylor (Oxford: Oxford Urisiy Press, 1988), pp. 691-714.

5 Arthur Wing PineroThe Collected Letters of Sir Arthur Wing Pineeal. J. P. Wearing
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 197#)139.
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playwright best known for his comedies, wrote thecé The Schoolmistresshich
was first performed in 1886 at the Court Theat@don. The play was the second in
a series of five comedies which became known asr&m 'Court Farce®'Despite
being described as 'a fragile thing' by the man&dgeustin Daly Pinero Lettersp.
90), the play was a success, albeit short-lived¢oBdly, just under a decade later
than Pinero'sSchoolmistressOscar Wilde's society comedin Ideal Husband
opened in early January of 1895 at the Haymarketing its opening week, the
theatrical papefThe Eradismissed the drama as a 'deep and bitter disappent”’
Nevertheless, the play has stood the test of tiraging been adapted for the screen
on at least three occasions in the twentieth cgnasr well as having its most recent
stage revival at the London Vaudeville in 2010. iBSthoolmistressand Husband
subvert preconceptions, such as that of Charleg{niabout comic plots being
driven by pairs of lovers, and involve peripheraliples who, after the fashion of the
travellers in Shakespeare's 'green worlds', see&pes not through a geographical
shift to the rural space, but by the establishnwna faux countryside within the
urban territory in the form of an off-stage consaovy.

In order to understand the conceptual significaotéhe conservatory, it is
necessary to begin with the Victorian literary net in nature. George Levine has
discussed the notion of the ‘landscape’ in Victofietion as a fusion of the 'sublime’
and 'mundane’. Levine traces the Victorian Reab$i@eorge Eliot and John Ruskin,
arguing that ‘for Ruskin, as for the Realist nastslieverywhere, the quotidian, the
merely human, must fill up the space of the sublfir®y imbuing the mundane with
an inherently 'sublime' experience, Levine suggtsts Victorian writers and artists
drew upon traditional conceptions of an idyllicsfmaal world that R. L. Patten has
recently defined as having 'sunshine, birds, bkie green fields, vitality, beauty,
happiness, and peaceAll of these 'ingredients’ (p. 154), as Pattemtethem, are
part of what Andrew Griffin has called the Victaridghirsty yearning' for landscapes:
a yearning that is 'touched by nostaldiaThis provides a tidy segue to the concept
of 'nostalgia’ which Ann C. Colley has defined asambination of melancholy,
longing and recollectiolf. Colley challenges the senseusfulfilment suggested by

6 Jeffrey Hubermar,ate Victorian FarcgMichigan: U.M.l. Research Press, 1986), p. 91.

7 'An ldeal HusbandThe Era 5 January 1895. April 201fvww.galegroup.com

8 George Levine, 'High and Low: Ruskin and the Nist®&, Nature and the Victorian Imagination
eds. U. C. Knoepflmacher and G. B. Tennyson (Catiéo University of California Press, 1977),
pp. 137-52; 149.

9 Robert L. Patten, ™A Surprising TransformatioDickens and the HearttNature and the
Victorian Imaginationeds. U. C. Knoepflmacher and G. B. Tennyson (Qatiéo University of
California Press, 1977), pp. 153-70; 154.

10 Andrew Giriffin, 'The Interior Garden and Johoa&t Mill', Nature and the Victorian
Imagination eds. U. C. Knoepflmacher and G. B. Tennyson (Qatigo University of California
Press, 1977), pp. 171-86; 171.

11 Ann C. ColleyNostalgia and Recollection in Victorian Cultufidampshire: Palgrave, 1998).
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these terms by discussing Victorian literature hsas Elizabeth Gaskellidorth and
South(1855), that draws on sentimentalised concepiidran arcadian past' in order
to impress upon readers the significance and desnahthe present (pp. 76-7). This
circles back to Levine's observation that Victorfemion and art drew longing for a
lost 'pastoral’ world into everyday ‘'mundane’ aigtiv

Nevertheless, 'recollection' and 'longing' for a-lapsarian arcadia, however
'naive' (Colley, p. 77), is decidedly regressiveairculture that admired the social
reformer Samuel Smiles' (1812-1904) ethos of selp’, and Charles Darwin's
(1809-1882) model of survival and progress. In réaims, Patten's pastoral
'ingredients’ provided an idealised escape fromdaland industry associated with
city life. Thus the countryside became an increggipopular working-class holiday
retreat’® From the mid-nineteenth century, high levels ofpliyment and the
development of friendly societies encouraged angpeulture amongst working-class
families. Samuel Smiles argued that ‘honest earamdjthe frugal use of money',
together with 'prudence and self-denial' offer temtil better days come arount!'.
Given the dedication involved in saving money, tiajiing in the countryside proved
that individuals could elevate themselves, thdinagions and futures through self-
help. In other words, progress or self-improvenvesis necessary in order to realise a
nostalgic dream of the 'pastoral'.

Ideas of renewing influences within rural atmospewere arguably fuelled
by Darwin's theory of natural selection (1859). Tirealing' or reviving elements of
the countryside could be likened to the power withature to adapt or 'select' species
for survival. Nature, by Darwin's logic, transfornmglividuals into physiologically
and mentally adept beings. But this progressivdéuamice conflicted with the
connotations of nature as a pre-lapsarian idylihdf need for rural escape pertains to
nostalgic desires for a pre-industrial, agrariaopig, how could it signify an
evolutionary, teleological movement towards pertet? Michael Waters has offered
a solution to this seeming paradox by claiming tWettorian gardens and rural
recreations were 'visionary and forward-lookingheatthan nostalgic genuflections to
the myth of a Golden Age', and that it was pregighis ‘forward' ideology that
underpinned the 'thirst' for natufe.

Assuming that nostalgia, the 'sublime' and ‘'murtlare reconcilable concepts,
what happens when the essential 'ingredients’ efptistoral world are missing or
unattainable? It is here that the ‘imaginationbdinees paramount. In his essay on the
Victorian suburb, Walter L. Creese suggests thatthe urban landscape where a
‘Wordsworthian' escape is desirable but unfeaspulelic gardens were designed to

12 Incidentally, the sea-side did become a pofhdéday destination. See John K. Walton, 'The
Demand for Working-Class Seaside Holidays in VietoiEngland'The Economitlistory Review
34 (May, 1981), pp. 249-65.

13 Samuel Smileself Help(London: John Murray, 1905), p. 295.

14 Michael WatersThe Garden in Victorian LiteraturgAldershot: Scholar Press, 1988), p. 218.
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provide ‘a maximum variety of spacial experiena#hwees planted in such a way as
to obscure the view of the ugly suburban world5@). In short, nature was brought
into the city and suburbs in much the same wayttiatsublime' was introduced into
the everyday world in literature. Public gardensravepaces in which various

fantasies (nostalgia and the pastoral) combinddrto an imaginary retreat within an

urban environment. The imagination, Creese sugggate writers, artists, architects
and landscapers the potential to bring togethensegy disparate worlds: the urban
and the rural, and reality and nostalgic fantasy.

With respect to the depiction of the garden inrdéitare, Waters has observed
that 'when used as a pastoral metaphor, "gardavitably defines the country as
something to look upon and enjoy rather than aseiung from which to derive a
living' (p. 185). Gardens, in this way, transcenddsuggestion of urban and rural
labour, becoming realms in which observers andigyaaints could indulge in the
aesthetic quality of nature. Because of agricultirardship and the labourer's
subjection to economical fluctuations, gardens bmeceniniature, idealised and, most
importantly, controllable recreations of rural |sndpes. The artistic and entirely
manageable patch of land provided an alternativevtb@at Oscar Wilde called
‘'uncomfortable’ nature in which 'grass is hard lantpy and damp?®

The fusion of 'pastoral’ fantasy or imagination aaality, in literature, drama,
poetry, art, parks and gardens: in short, the Yiato world in general, was
encapsulated nowhere more fittingly than in thegenaf the Victorian conservatory.
It is this domesticated form of nature preservedenra glass roof that offers a unique
insight into late-Victorian dramatic engagementthwine 'green world' paradigm and
the romance plot. By focusing on the non-preserfcthe conservatories on stage,
this paper draws on Bert O. States' theory of tlestphenomenology' whereby the
complex realm of the 'stage' calls upon actors andiences to offer up their
collective imaginations, giving 'meaning' to sigei§ like props and sets, and
incorporating the boundaries between on- and affestspaces into the imaginary
dramatised world® By playing on audience conceptions of the 'paBtoeacape,
conservatory, expectations of comedy and willingnessuspend belief in favour of
‘phenomenology’, this paper argues that PineroVditde, within the paradigm of
drama and the equally artistic parameters of thesexwatory, were consciously
experimenting with the notion of imaginary spaces.

The conservatory

The fusion of urban and rural landscapes into aasticated, fantasy territory, in the

15 Oscar Wilde, 'The Decay of Lyin®litz Editions: The Works of Oscar Wil{esicester:
Bookmark Limited, 1990), pp. 909-31; 9.

16 See Bert O. StateGreat Reckonings in Little Rooms: The Phenomenadddyeatre(London:
University of California Press, 1985).
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shape of parks and gardens, offers important canakgroundwork for the study of
Victorian dramatic conservatories. Michael Watersd,amore recently, Isobel
Armstrong have both observed the significance efdbnservatory within Victorian
literature. Armstrong notes that the conservatsrgfien a place of romantic 'licence’
which, through its proximity to the home, operaiasdialogue' with the domestic
space’ Similarly, Waters proposes that conservatoriegimagn Victorian fiction,
appear 'within the here-and-now world of the peggd classes' where ‘lovers find
privacy, and experience a sense of being in anr-ethdd environment' (p. 270).
According to Waters, conservatories 'captured thgo¥an imagination’, because
while gardens involved 'uncomfortable’ nature, amttontrollable climates, the
conservatory had manageable ‘airiness and profuarmh darkness and luminosity'
(ibid.).

Together with ideas about domesticated nature @ndonduciveness towards
wooing, in Armstrong's study of Victorian conservads there is a clear 'imaginative’
theme that comes to the fore. Under a grand glas§ with rigid temperature
control, seasons could be artificially created, tloevn house and city itself
transported into rural and even exotic worlds, socio-economic reality temporarily
broken down in public glasshouses where everyomparsof an organic community
united by nature. The whole idea, Armstrong suggesiade the glasshouse 'an
exercise in imagining another time' (p. 180).

Although ideas of imagination, nostalgia and roneaalt echo through these
discourses on the fictional Victorian conservataojlective focus on the glasshouse
does not extend to the off-stage experiences ofactexs within plays in the
performative context of the theatre. What, if amygp does the 'imagined' space of
the conservatory bring to the study of late ninetleeentury drama? In order to
answer this question, the following sections exanWilde's and Pinero's uses of the
conservatory as a romantic territory, a site olpscand a marginal, imaginary zone
where peripheral characters and plots can thritleout interrupting the main action
of the drama

Romantic spaces

Like Waters' notion of privacy for lovers withirtdrature,The SchoolmistresandAn
Ideal Husband present the conservatory as a designated spoto¥@ making.
Beginning with Schoolmistressthe first mention of a conservatory is by the
schoolgirl Dinah Rankling, who claims that 'Regthgbroposed to me in the
conservatory [...] then we went into the drawing roamd told Mamma®® The

17 Isobel Armstrongyictorian Glassworlds: Glass Culture and the Imagion 1830-1880
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), p. 182.

18 Arthur Wing Pinero, 'The Schoolmistregdaysby A. W. Pinerped. George Rowell
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986),17p74; 21.
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conservatory is, here, a space for romance, négtsgia shift to the more practical,
social territory of the drawing room within the fsauin order to engage with the real
world. Conversely, in the third act, a differentupte move from the drawing room
into the conservatory. The character Mallory quesj 'is the conservatory heated?'
to which Peggy replies, 'l don't mind if it isnWhereupon they both exit through
glass doors (pp. 61-2). They re-emerge much lalEmvwallory announces, 'while
looking at the plants in the conservatory, | becaemgaged to Miss (Peggy)
Hesslerigge' (p. 71). The heat, plants and altematmosphere of the conservatory
seem to render it a conventional love-making tenyitProposal occurs very matter-
of-factly in the conservatory 'while looking at tipdants'. So conventional is the
conservatory that characters treat it as a tacficagmatic arrangement rather than a
liberating retreat.

After a similar fashion, irAn Ideal Husbandthe conservatory is another off-
stage space in which characters engage in flintafibe dandyish figure Lord Goring
encounters a former fiancée, Mrs Cheveley, whardahat their engagement ended
because he 'saw, or said (he) saw, poor old Lordldke trying to have a violent
flirtation with me (Mrs Cheveley) in the conservataat Tenby”® But the chief
conservatory related incident iHusbandrelates to Lord Goring's current love
interest, Mabel Chiltern. After having received sogmsal from Goring, Mabel
instructs him to enter the conservatory and firel '#fecond palm tree on the left' or
'the usual palm tree' (p. 253). She also confesdsdsGoring's proposal ‘'makes the
second today" 'it is one of Tommy's days for pedpg. He always proposes on
Tuesdays and Thursdays, during the season' (p. Z6@)audience is led to assume
that the 'usual palm tree' is the place where tfregeient proposals occur.

Like Schoolmistressthe would-be romantic experience is compresseal an
pre-meditated, practical affair. Mabel precludesy ammmantic spontaneity by
providing her suitor with strict instructions abobits proposal. Similarly, Mrs
Cheveley's 'violent flirtation' or deviation fronrgpriety is thwarted by Goring's
intrusion into the conservatory at Tenby. As Rusd&tkson has pointed out, Wilde
included a longer exchange concerning Tenby betw&mmg and Mrs Cheveley in
his initial draft of the play. Goring was to makeetobservation 'you had not quite
realised that conservatories have glass walls. @reyot like boudoirs. They are not
so convenient' (p. 333). The transparent wallfieraparadoxically, draw attention to
the false nature of the liberty or licence attrduitto the literary and dramatic
conservatory. Despite the omission of this obseymain the play itself, Goring's
discovery of the clandestine affair, coupled witlaldI's clear wooing instructions,
all contribute to the overwhelming sense aaintrol encapsulated by the heated,
transparent and law-abiding glasshouse.

19 Oscar Wilde, 'An Ideal Husbandiyo Society Comedies: A Woman of no ImportanceAand
Ideal Husbandeds. lan Small and Russell Jackgdew York: W.W Norton & Company Inc.,
1983) pp. 121-270; 233.
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Here, it is worth noting Wilde's claim in his es§dye Decay of Lyin@¢l891):

Out of doors, in nature, one becomes abstract angdersonal, one's
individuality absolutely leaves one [...] if natureach been comfortable,
mankind would never have invented architecture, bpdefer houses to the
open air. (p. 909)

The confined and paradoxically unnatural naturéleed, in this way, is a space in
which identity can be retained and controlled, eatthan expanded and challenged.
So, far from being a zone of spontaneous romart@nte where rules are broken
down, Mabel perceives the transparent conservasrya 'usual’, designated and
navigable space where rules are to be observed.

Escape

If nature is 'unnatural’, how can the characterd their 'pastoral’ escape? Given the
lack of liberty within the glass walls of the consory, the supposedly subversive
experience of the 'green world' becomes limited.FAancois Laroque has argued,
‘alternation, contrast and reversal are the bamicepts that are always inseparable
from the phenomenon of festivity' within the playlsShakespear®. This allows for
the rejection of the order associated with whaekglled 'irrational society' (p. 141).
Plunging into Bakhtinian carnivalesque or satuaralanarchy, though not of the
bodily kind, was something that could be exploreithiw the genre of Victorian
farce.

Thus Pinero emulated the mysterious experiencéibaty and subversion in
Shakespeare's woods within the confines of AdmRahkling's home inThe
SchoolmistressThe schoolgirls and their headmistress Miss Dwidtthe close of the
play's second act, become homeless. Their coledermnt down by the pyromaniac
serving boy Tyler, forcing them to seek refugehia home of Dinah Rankling's strict
and unforgiving father. The scene in this homenistled ‘Nightmare' and occurs in
the darkness. The characters cannot sleep so tlieymtb the drawing room, one by
one, triggering a farcical series of events. Thdsgnust hide themselves from
Admiral Rankling on several occasions, togethemwitinah's clandestine fiancé
Reginald, who has been barred from the house. Ghaut this scene there are
characters hiding from and chasing one anothewedisas lovers attempting to find
solitude in the conservatory. Time is suspended,tercing the characters to exist in
a preternatural world between night and day. Tipeaged calls for daylight amplify
the sense of lost time: 'you didn't meet any daylign the stairs did you?', 'there
wasn't any daylight in your room when you came dowas there?', ‘are we never

20 Francois Laroqu&hakespeare's Festive Wo(ldambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1991), p. 235.
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going to have any more daylight?' and 'oh willevar be daylight?' (pp. 56-62). The
characters are stuck in a kind of limbo, each ogvhe sanity and security of
morning and, therefore, the rediscovery of timeudhhe confusion of the scene
coupled with the atmosphere of mystery createchbydarkness offer to replicate the
experiences in the Shakespearean 'green worldinwitte confines of an urban
townhouse.

It is important to be aware that the 'Nightmareng unfoldsoutsideof the
conservatory. Turning to the plot, during the Cimnisgs holiday, the girls at Volumnia
College abandon their regimental routines whileirtreehoolmistress is away,
culminating their frivolities at the moment of thecineration of their school. One
example of their saturnalian experience is a fdaat takes place during an illicit
wedding party thrown for Dinah Rankling. Once tlob@lmistress is out of sight,
the qirls become careless with expenditure and Igeduhemselves with food.
Practical finances such as rent, fire insuranceveages are spent on ‘oysters and a
paté de foie grds'lobster salad', 'lark pudding’, ‘champagrextstand confectionery'
and 'a wedding cake' (pp. 36-7). Emily Allen hasergly observed that the wedding
cake was a 'symbol of social standing', noting thghal cakes were produced ‘for
ocular not oral consumptioft'.Indeed, Pinero's wedding cake is never consumed,
and nothing of the other victuals is even touchgdhle characters around the dinner
table. This on-stagaonfeasting expresses a desire for unfettered aniditanf
supplies of food without regard for availabilitydabudgets, and places the action
within a subversive realm where the rules of evayy@économically bound existence
have no place. By the time the girls reach thehi@re' scene, therefore, the sense
of lawlessness has been well established.

While the anarchy within and preceding Pinero'giiinare’ brings thkack of
mystery in the conservatory to the fore, Wilde sedm have subverted the entire
notion of the festive, saturnalian experienceHunsband Having entered to meet
Mabel under their palm tree, Goring 'returns frdme tonservatory looking very
pleased with himself and with an entirely new buoittole that someone has made for
him' (p. 259). Earlier in the play, Goring makesmgo comic and essentially
nonsensical remarks about the importance of butiesh concluding with the
ridiculous request, 'for the future a more tridattonhole [...] on Thursday evenings'
(p. 214). That a flower can be trivial, age-enhagadr even, as i Woman of No
Importance (1893), 'as beautiful as the seven deadly sirsibaies to nature
inappropriate, potentially impossible qualiti®sGoring, then, emerges from the
‘'usual' dramatic 'green world' brandishing a pieceature as an aesthetic garment.

21 Emily Allen, 'Culinary Exhibition: Victorian Weting Cakes and Royal Spectacléttorian
StudiesA5 (Autumn, 2003), pp. 457-84; 65, 77.

22 Oscar Wilde, 'AWoman of No ImportancBio Society Comedies: A Woman of No Importance
and An Ideal Husbanakds. lan Small and Russell Jackson (New York: VIi@fton & Company

Inc., 1983), pp. 11-129; 28.
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The traditional sense of mystery or anticipationwtbgreen worlds' like the Forest of
Arden, for instance, is parodied by Wilde througbri@g's reaction to Mabel's
invitation to the conservatory: 'second on the?lefind her rather flippant response
delivered 'with a look of mock surprise’: 'yes, timial palm tree' (p. 253). Just as
Goring's pre-escapist experience seems underwhglmontoo does his emergence
from the conservatory make him predictablyfait with the 'green world' experience.
As well as incorporating nature in a sartorial asoey, when conversing with his
father, Goring unconsciously refers to the conderyaas 'the usual palm tree' (p.
262). So, whereas the 'usual palm tree' was antalligible euphemism for the
conservatory before his visit, it is readily adaptmto his discourse upon his
emergence.

Wilde, it seems, refused to engage with the detdilexperience within the
mock ‘pastoral’ realm, reducing romantic symbold gestures to comic banter and
commonplace locations. Assimilators of Wilde's emigs delight in listing witty
truisms about love and romance, and indeed Wildasic phrases coalesce in his
depictions of actual lovers' unions within his deanin The Importance of Being
Earnest for instance, Algernon claims that 'the very asse of romance is
uncertainty®® Marriage, on the other hand (according to Mrs @hey inHusband
Is categorised as a 'settlement’ (p. 222). Therigeth concepts of ‘uncertainty’ and
'settlement’ reflect Wilde's equally disparate migbns of romance and marriage; and
it is these opposites that he brings togetherenrtbmantic' but ritual wooing ground
of the conservatory with its navigable layout argidty controlled climate. Just as
matrimony is a 'settlement’, so too does the romaxperience become localised
and organised: in short, it is categoricallyomantic.

In both plays, the 'sublime' escapist experiencedussed comically with the
'mundane’ worlds of townhouses and their adjointegservatories. In fact, the
conservatories are accessed via doors that leadjtdtrinto them, narrowing the
distance between the natural and urban spherefof@amoving to the 'green world',
the alternative territory is brought to the urbam what Shakespeare terms, 'the
working-day world'?* The proximity of the romantic glasshouse to thembo
domesticates what ought to be a character-chafigngreen world'. By their very
natures as conservatories, rather than woods,tfoogseven gardens, these spaces
inhibit the escapist, character-developing expegsraround which the 'green world'
paradigm hinges. It is not, in other words, in temservatories — the designated
‘green world' space — that anything approachingrsalia takes place in these plays
because the glasshouse's 'pastoral’ significamress® be entirely imaginary.

23 Oscar Wilde, 'The Importance of Being Earn&éitz Editions: The Works of Oscar Wilde
(Leicester: Bookmark Limited, 1990), pp. 321-69; 23

24 William Shakespeare, 'As You Like It' (1.3.1Phe Oxford Shakespead®mmplete Workseds.
Stanley Wells and Gary Taylor (Oxford: Oxford Unisky Press, 1988), pp. 627-52.

Viictorian Network Volume 3, Number 2 (Winter 2011)



Anjna Chouhan 88

Peripheral plots and spaces

Shifting farcical and seemingly lawless activitiago the urban territory outside of

the designated escapist space seems to defy akpgband, ultimately, purpose of the
‘green world'. If the lovers choose to retreat tuasi-pastoral ground, why opt for
the conservatory? As well as its inherently parachd»status as domestic, organised
house of nature and the exotic, the conservatostsean the boundary between the
in- and outsides: in other words, it occupies agheral territory.

On the subject of the 'peripheral’, it is necessarturn to the love plot. An
article in the weekly theatrical pap&he Era from the end of 1881, suggested that
‘few plays, if any, fail when they possess reaklowverest' and that 'if love proved of
so much value to the Elizabethan playwright, whasimt not be for the Victorian
playwright?® Given the supposed indispensability of romancéniwitomedy, it is
fascinating that the love plot has been shiftedbbth Pinero and Wilde away from
the 'reality’ of the performance space. Beforeitigrio performance theory to expand
on this business of relocating plots, it is viakréturn to the plays in question.

Romance, within these comedies, is entirely seaynalasupplementary to the
plots. A significant indicator of Pinero's and Wild respective successes in demoting
romantic interest can be found in reviews of eaupireal production. In newspapers
as socially and culturally diverse as the weeKlye Erg the cheaperPenny
lllustrated, the high-browMorning Postand the dailyPall Mall Gazette a common
complaint about both plays was the superfluity le# final acts and, crucially, the
lovers' unions. For instance, of Pinero's fafeall Mall claimed 'if the author will
only cut two pieces of dialogue out of the last[act The Schoolmistressill not be
far from the cleverest and best-acted farce fooadgmany years®. Similarly, of
Husband The Morning Posttomplained that the last act is full of 'disjomhtand
ineffective incidents’ Together with these concerns about the closinges;ethe
romantic unions occurring in the conservatories eweonsidered unnecessary by
reviewers. ThePall Mall suggested that the wooing between Goring and Miabel
Husbandhas 'nothing whatever to do with the developmérhe play® A similar
sentiment was expressed earlier e Erain relation toSchoolmistresen which
Peggy and Mallory's wooing was dismissed as 'afbidve making?®

But the 'bit of love making' in each play seemshwve been consciously
incidental. In Pinero's initial manuscript fdhe Schoolmistressthe play concluded

25 'Love DramasThe Era 19 November 1881. June 201@vw.galegroup.com

26 'Mr Pinero's New PlayThe Pall Mall Gazette30 March 1886. April 2011.
www.galegroup.com

27 'Haymarket TheatreThe Morning Post4, January 1895. April 201fvww.galegroup.com
28'The TheatreThe Pall Mall Gazette4 January 1895. April 201fvww.galegroup.com
29'The London Theatre§he Era 3 April 1886. April 2011www.galegroup.com
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with Mallory's proposal to Pegd¥.Pinero himself considered Peggy — played by the
actress Miss Norreys — to biné hit of the piece' Rinero Letters p. 86). It is
surprising, then, that the final version banistes tharacter's marriage proposal to
the conservatory, and the play closes not withpifespect of matrimony, but rather
with the promise of a new career for the titulah@@mistress, Miss Dyott. By
shifting the focus away from the love plot at tHese of the play, Pinero clearly
privileges the practical, real world over the rotnargreen world'.

This prioritising can also be distinguished Am Ideal Husbandwhen Lord
Goring coaxes his father, Lord Caversham, intodbeservatory to woo his fiancée
on his behalf with the request, 'just go in hemreafatnoment, father, third palm tree to
the left, the usual palm tree' (p. 262). By abamugprMabel and the conservatory,
Goring chooses the real world over the escapiseitallimited, licence of the
glasshouse. Interestingly, Goring mistakes thetiogaf the palm tree, which Mabel
specifically refers to as 'the second on the |€)f. course, this demonstrates a
dismissive attitude towards the romantic quality thfe 'nature’ within the
conservatory. Rather than wooing centre-stage,n@dactfully ushers the peripheral
characters into the confined, navigable conseryatemaining on-stage to join the
chief non-romantic plot. Curiously, in a letter rim0o1894, Wilde claimed, 'l like
comedy to be intensely modern, and | like my trggedwalk in purple and to be
remote'® The comic wooing inHusbang by this logic, becomes a 'modern’,
commonplace or 'mundane’ activity. In fact, SossHitas suggested that the play
‘criticises ideals” Though Eltis refers specifically to political anthrital 'ideals’, the
play's ‘critical' stance omnreality can easily extend to the issue of romahtether
words, just as consciousness stricken politiciantsideal husbands are imaginary, so
too is romance ‘remote' in the 'modern' world ofuridane' reality. Like
Schoolmistressthen, the climax oHusbanddoes not hinge around the union and
marriage of the lovers. The inevitable linear moeamtowards matrimony within
comedy appears to be mocked in these plays sodhainly are lovers and nature no
longer centre-stage, but they are no longer cqoitte-

If the conservatory is the single locus upon whashapist fantasies about heat,
fertility, beauty and peace are thrust, it becom@ripheral territory between reality
and the imagination. Since the stage itself exis@® temporal and spacial reality, it
seems fitting to navigate any potentially fantadtior romanticised activity away
from the 'reality’ of the performance space. Ithisre that performance theory
becomes a useful medium through which to conceptusthe off-stage conservatory
as an imagined territory.

30 See George Rowell's AppendixTioe Schoolmistrespp. 73-4.

31 Oscar WildeThe Complete Letters of Oscar Wiléels. Merlin Holland and Rupert Hart
(London: Fourth Estate Limited, 2000), p. 626.

32 Sos EltisRevising Wilde: Society and Submission in the Ré&y3scar WildgOxford:
Clarendon Press, 1996), p. 148.
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Taking Schoolmistressas an example, Peggy and Mallory leave the drawing
room in order to pursue their flirtation in theyacy of the conservatory. By denying
the audience access to this space, Peggy and Walleroffered a period of privacy.
But the characters' experiences in this conseryatepend on the audience's ability
to extend belief in their existence and activitagay from the visible performance
area. As Jeffrey Huberman has noted, 'reportedagetc'accounts for nearly all of
the play's knockabout' (p. 97). Indeed, this isdage throughout the drama, but with
respect to the conservatory, upon opening the mdgidoor, one character reports
seeing 'two persons under a palm tree' (p. 22)affical reported action and dramatic
irony, coupled with the act of moving on and ofé tetage, all raise questions about
the concept of physical, territorial escapism.

Performance theory, then, offers a way of appraarkie issue of on- and off-
stage movement. The dramatic and literary the@et O. States categorised the
theatre as a phenomenological experience in wisigms', defined as actors and
props, ‘achieve their vitality [...] not simply bygsifying the world, but by beingf
it' (p. 20). Because of this theatrical occurremtere the performed is, marginally at
least, 'real’, the stage as a territory in its omght becomes another kind of
phenomenon. States observes that:

Theatre is the paradigmatic place for the displathe drama of presence and
absence; for theatre produces [...] its effect pedgishrough a deliberate

collaboration between its frontside ("on" stagefl @s backside ("off" stage)

whereby anticipation is created through acts ofagrte and exit (the recoil of
the world beyond), and finally between the frongsidusion (character and

scene) and the backside reality (the actor, theamstage brace that "props"
up the illusion)*?

In other words, the entire experience of observoggformance hinges on self-
deception and the illusion that the stage spacésiswn reality, its own world.
Reconciling the front- and back-sides with the sibin of the stage evokes the
‘dialogue’ that Armstrong argues is present betvikerconservatory and the home.
Crossing the thresholds between both worlds depaends act of faith or, ultimately,
imagination.

It is possible to liken this enigmatical theatritdiblogue' between 'presence
and absence' on and off the stage, to nineteemtitvgeassumptions about travel
between town and country. Since the country wasyaWwam over-populated
industrial areas, it was immediately associatedh Wwitalth and wellbeing. In 1898,
the town-planning enthusiast Sir Ebenezer HowaB85@11928) argued that while
towns were valuable for the establishment of comitias) 'the country is the symbol

33 Bert O. States, 'The Phenomenological Attit@igical Theory and Performanceds. Janelle
G. Reinelt and Joseph R. Roach (U.S.A: Univerditylizhigan Press, 2007), pp. 26-36; 28.
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of God's love and care for man [...] its beauty spination]...] it is the source of all
health'3* It follows that travelling between the town anduntryside was a
simultaneous accumulation of experience, wellb&nd a widening of ideological
spheres.

This idea that physical and mental identity careb®blished through the act
of territorial shifting evokes Salman Rushdie's ntieth-century theories of
migration as integral to artistic productivity. Fukse claims that the process of being
uprooted through travel enables individuals to tlgvea 'fractured consciousness'
which provides 'new angles at which to enter rgdfitThis, incidentally, seems to
echo Wilde's image of a stable personality beingaaged or 'lost' in the act of
travelling out of doors. Perhaps more pertinerthtissue of self-discovery through
urban and rural travel or 'migration’, is Rushdietncept of the homeland as
‘imaginary’ and, ultimately, independent of phykitarritory and geographical
location (p. 10).

Rushdie's conception of the imaginary ‘'land’ iguably, a helpful way of
approaching the problem of the off-stage glasshéwskvers. Despite the signifiers
of escape: the trees and plants that audiencesmassue contained in the
conservatory, the very fact that neither it nomidggural contents can be seen suggests
that escapism is, to some extent, imaginary anertignt not on locations or even
surroundings, but on the propensity to create aahepace within which the rules of
normality associated with town life can be decarded.

It is necessary, then, to return to the originagions posed earlier: why the
combination of romance, the conservatory and tteginary? What can the dramatic
fusion of self-development, nature and romancealeabout late Victorian theatre?
What, if anything, does the 'imagined' space ofdbmservatory bring to the study of
late nineteenth-century drama? It seems that thealimarginality of the escapist
territory in both plays implies that the convenabrramatic trope of the romantic
‘pastoral’ retreat had become a commonplace anthef the nineteenth century. The
temperate, contrived and domestic conservatorydamagéure in much the same way
that audience expectation of comic linear plots k&ipped love making of its
'romance’ and spontaneity. The self-consciousitjutdf the love plots in both
Pinero's and Wilde's comedies draws attentiondgcetjually superfluous construction
of the expensive, aesthetic glasshouse, and so dmiktructs, romance and the
conservatory, become peripheral. The only way jectran element of real romance,
however ironic, back into this 'mundane' wooingaif was to shift the entire episode
and its 'green world' surrounding to an imaginemyisible territory: the off-stage.

34 Ebenezer Howar@arden Cities of TomorrolLondon: Faber and Faber Ltd., 1946), p. 48.
35 Salman Rushdiégmaginary Homelands: Essays and Critici4#®881-1991(London: Granta
Books, 1992), p. 12.
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Conclusion

When transferred onto a stage signifying a townaarsl travel betweehresholds
rather than geographically and ideologically disparterritories, the uprooting,
challenges, and regeneration of characters thatildhoccur through movement
between town and country enter this microcosmic ldvaf on- and off-stage
movement. In an age when transport between town cawetry could be made
frequently with ease, the rural haven, to some ekegwas losing its novelty and,
more importantly, in its very accessibility, wasvdel of social exclusivity. It was, it
seems, within the domain of upper and middle alsban gardens and conservatories
that escape could be, not necessarily found, bitaingy evoked in the same way that
drama does not transport audiences to, but ratgeifiesother worlds.

Levine's notion of drawing together the 'subliar@d 'mundane’ in Victorian art
hinges around the imagination in a similar way tat&' phenomenological theatre
where the real and unreal coalesce rather thaieoll
As Wilde argued:

Art is our spirited protest, our gallant attemptéach Nature her proper place.
As for the infinite variety of Nature, that is arpumyth. It is not to be found in
Nature herself. It resides in the imagination,ardy Decay of Lyingp. 909).

The 'myth' that nature is implicitly purifying andltimately, ideal, is asserted by the
imagination and its manifestation, art. Fashionsngerfect natural retreat under a
glass roof is arguably the quintessential aesthregponse to the tension between
reality and the fancy. It is, essentially, withimetimagination that all alternative,
escapist and even romantic experiences occur;hamnd ts no better way, both Pinero
and Wilde seem to suggest, to convey this ambigweugory of the mind than
within the equally imaginative parameters of thensparent, unnatural conservatory
that is not-quite present on the phenomenon thheistage.
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