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Abstract: Oscar Wilde was remarked as “a man of action, a born dramatist.” Although people did not recognize him as a serious playwright until the 1890s, Wilde had managed to find other outlets for his theatrical passion, for example in fiction writing. In this paper, it is argued that Wilde incorporates metadrama into his 1888 fairy tale collection, The Happy Prince and Other Tales. The discussion focuses on how Wilde employs the metatheatrical devices of the-play-within-the-play and role-playing to treat the social problems of self-immolating altruism and identity crisis respectively. In representing the social malady of exaggerated self-sacrifice, Wilde adopts the satirizing strategy which maintains the sense of the illusion evoked by the inset tale while simultaneously estranging the outer/inner story connection by dint of nonrecognition. Similarly, identity crisis is reflected through an estranged mode of role-playing: Wilde’s characters impress the reader as performing too much to have a real-life identity. The ironic detachment enabled by the two metadramatic tactics in question constructs a mask, which allows Wilde to criticize social problems in a non-imitative manner, the central aim of the 1888 volume. In Wilde’s fairy tales, the use of metadrama, in facilitating representations from a critical distance, can be seen as an example of what is labeled as “sincere mannerisms.” Beneath the mask of his insincerity, Wilde is truly a serious humanist, assiduous in imparting to us the knowledge of ourselves and our existential condition.  
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Introduction:

Oscar Wilde was described by W. B. Yeats as “a man of action, a born dramatist” (qtd. in Juan, 1967, p. 4). However, neither of his early plays, Vera: or The Nihilists (printed privately in 1880) and The Duchess of Padua (finished in 1883), reaped the theatrical fame he had desired. It is not until 1892, the year of the production of Wilde’s social comedy, Lady Windermere’s Fan (1893), that people began to recognize him as a serious playwright. The final success, it seems, was inseparable from his persistent devotion to theatre. For example, Wilde worked as a practicing critic in the mid-1880s. Most notably, in 1885, he published a collection of essays on the productions of Shakespeare’s drama, such as “Shakespeare on Scenery,” “Shakespeare and Stage Costume” and “Hamlet at the Lyceum.” It is important to note that during the gap years in between, Wilde turned to invest his passion for theatre in not just literary criticism but also fiction writing. Indeed, as Maho Hidaka observes in “Play on Life: Exploring the Theatrical World of The Picture of Dorian Gray” (2006), Wilde’s 1891 novel “consists of a variety of theatrical components” and “would have served as one of the cornerstones of Wilde’s later theatrical success” (p. 97). Hidaka’s illuminating study piques my interest in exploring the (meta)theatricality in Wilde’s shorter fiction and the focus of this paper is on his 1888 fairy story collection, The Happy Prince and Other Tales.1
The Happy Prince and Other Tales, as Yeats notes, contributes to depicting Wilde’s “serious literary side” (1986, p. 252). In a more specific sense, Wilde’s seriousness manifests itself in the satirical quality of this volume. As one unsigned reviewer writes in an 1888 notice:

[t]here is a piquant touch of contemporary satire which differentiates Mr. Wilde from the teller of pure fairy tales; but it is so delicately introduced that the illusion is not destroyed and a child would delight in the tales without being worried or troubled by their application, while children of larger growth will enjoy them and profit by them. (Beckson, 1970, p. 60)

Consistent with Robert Phiddian’s claim that “satire’s underlying fiction has always been that it provides an antidote to corruption in public life” (2017, p. 254), Wilde’s choice of the genre of fairy tale, which according to Jessica Tiffin displays “an awareness and encoding of itself as text” (qtd. in Tatar, 2017, p. 145), would work well with the satirical purpose of The Happy Prince and Other Tales, a volume notable for Wilde’s “political aspirations” (Kooistra, 2017, p. 93). While acknowledging that the artificiality of the fairy tale genre, in itself, facilitates sociopolitical criticism in a subtle manner, I would further suggest that Wilde’s incorporation of metadrama into the book also helps to create an ironic distance for his intended readers, “partly [...] children, and partly [...] those who have kept the childlike faculties of wonder and joy” (Wilde, 2000, p. 352), from a head-on confrontation with the agent causing troubled feelings. In his letter to Amelie Rives Chanler, Wilde describes the Happy Prince collection as “an attempt to mirror modern life in a form remote from reality－to deal with modern problems in a mode that is ideal and not imitative” (p. 388). Simply put, this reiterates the basic question regarding art, the relationship between representational form and subject matter. As I intend to show, in his Happy Prince volume, Wilde employs metatheatre to represent the social problems of self-immolating altruism and identity crisis. 

Since Lionel Abel formulated the term in his seminal essay collection, Metatheatre: A New View of Dramatic Form (1963), the definition and application of metatheatre have been debated and developed by numerous academics. A general sense of the concept can be grasped from the fourth edition of The Oxford Dictionary of Literary Term (2015): “Drama about drama, or any moment of self-consciousness by which a play draws attention to its own fictional status as a theatrical pretence.” Admittedly, Abel made an original contribution to coining the term, but because of his “general reluctance to outline a definitive model” (Stephenson, 2006, p. 166), the basis for my own understanding of the concept’s form and function comes from Richard Hornby, who as Leigh Johnathon Oswin summarizes it, “is a stickler for the device driven metatheatre” (2007, p. 9). “At times,” says Hornby in Drama, Metadrama, and Perception (1986), “metadrama can yield the most exquisite of aesthetic insights, which theorists have spoken of as ‘estrangement’ or ‘alienation.’ This ‘seeing double’ is the true source of the significance of metadrama” (p. 32).2 Hornby’s study presents us with five metadramatic devices; my discussion draws upon two of them, the-play-within-the-play and role-playing-within-the-role. The pair of techniques epitomize the fundamental importance of estrangement for metatheatre: “the principle of [...] estrangement, which is applied to the play as a whole when the play within the play device is used, is applied to the individual character whenever role playing within the role is used” (p. 67). As suggested by previous commentaries, Wilde’s fairy stories provide him a vital space to explore the notion of estrangement. While Rebecca A. Vaccaro notices that in terms of characterization, Wilde’s figures “frequently behave in emotionally or morally problematic ways that estrange them from readers” (2015, p. 204), John Sloan observes how “Wilde’s estranging techniques” are applied to the plot of his tales, as manifested by the denial of “unqualified conclusions or enduring ‘happy ever afters’” (2003, p. 82). Most recently, as Yuanyuan Liang points out in “Dance of Estrangement: Divisions in Oscar Wilde’s Fairy Tales” (2020), Wilde seems to embrace what Viktor Shklovsky theorizes as the literary technique of estrangement in his essay “Art, as Device” (1917): “Wilde’s assertion that form significantly enriches content suggests a similarity between his writing and the Russian formalist idea of defamiliarization, which aims at making strange the form” (p. 546). While the 2020 article offers “a double reading of estrangement in Wilde’s fairy tales, as referring to social and internal division, and in the sense of making strange and uncanny” (p. 547), this essay, building on the observation of the affinity between Wilde’s idea and Shklovsky’s, mainly deals with the ironic detachment enabled by the estrangement-effect of metatheatre. 

Liang’s noting of Wilde’s admiration for Leo Tolstoy and Shklovsky’s particular attention to the Russian writer might serve as a good starting point to establish the critical context (p. 546). In “Art, as Device,” Shklovsky enumerates a list of examples, showing how the “method of seeing things outside their context led Tolstoy to the enstrangement3 of rites and dogmas in his late works” (2015, p. 167). In some way, the approach of “seeing things outside their context” recalls Wilde’s notable “mask of ‘the modern spirit,’” which as Sloan describes it, is characterized by “the spirit of restlessness, inner division, paradox, and shifting moods” (2003, p. 84). “For Wilde,” Sloan continues, “the mask was an ironic, self-cancelling device through which he was able to inhabit and at the same time self-consciously distance himself from different states of being” (p. 84). While the alienating effect of Wilde’s mask evokes Tolstoy’s estranging strategy, it further resonates with what Ernest Bloch propounds in his essay “Entfremdung, Verfremdung: Alienation, Estrangement” (1970): “Strangeness that does not betray and sell us [...] makes the beholder look up” and “contemplate experience separated, as in a frame, or heightened, as on a pedestal” (p. 123). Bloch goes on to cite Hamlet’s inset play, Mousetrap, as a “locus classicus” of estrangement-effect, which “in extreme cases [...] reaches an effect of ‘tua fabula narratur, tua res agitur’”: “the play-within-the-play mirrors the main play’s concern to solve a crime committed before the play itself began” (p. 124). Interestingly, while analyzing Hamlet, Wilde sees the point that “by means of the play within the play and the puppets in their dalliance, Hamlet ‘catches the conscience’ of the King” (2013b, p. 152). Wilde also makes a remark on the Danish prince’s role-playing: Hamlet’s feigned insanity is interpreted as “a mere mask for the hiding of weakness,” whereby “[h]e makes himself the spy of his proper actions” and “the spectator of his own tragedy” (p. 151). It is here that we may claim Wilde’s awareness of the critical distance enabled by metatheatre’s estrangement-effect. Put differently, Wilde’s commentaries on Hamlet denote his knowledge that the ironic detachment created by tensions between the inner play and outer play and by role-playing facilitates exposing what would be hard to broach otherwise. Suffice to say, then, that the pair of metadramatic tactics in question, which lie at a double remove from reality, offer Wilde excellent potential for reflecting social problems in a non-imitative manner, the central aim of the Happy Prince volume.

More specifically, I propose that in this collection, Wilde uses the device of play-within-the-play to expose the harm of self-immolating altruism, which is later rebuked as “unhealthy and exaggerated” in his 1891 essay, “The Soul of Man Under Socialism” (1989, p. 1079). In much the same way as “a play within the play raises existential questions,” “a role within the role raises questions of human identity” (Hornby, 1986, p. 68). “[T]he question of human identity,” as Epifanio San Juan observes in The Art of Oscar Wilde (1967), is fundamental to “Wilde’s critical writings as a whole” (p. 75) and “all his comedies” (p. 143). Drawing on Juan’s study, I will examine how role-playing operates as a symptom of identity crisis in Wilde’s fairy tales. In the Happy Prince volume, the deployment of metatheatre enables estrangement-effect, whereby it constructs a mask which allows Wilde to criticize social maladies at a distance while ensuring the aesthetic pleasure of reading the tales. 

Play-within-the-Play and Unhealthy Altruism
As Hornby declares, one requirement for a play-within-the-play situation to be fully metatheatrical is “the outer play [having] characters and plot (although these may both be very sketchy)” (1986, p. 35). “The Happy Prince,” the first tale in the collection, leads the way in meeting this prescription. The story proper is embedded in a frame, which draws a sketch of the townspeople’s life. At the opening of the outer tale, the Happy Prince, a statue covered with ruby, sapphires and gold leaves, is described as standing “[h]igh above the city, on a tall column” (Wilde, 1979, p. 95). If the height may evoke a stage-like setting, the townsfolk go on to impress the reader as choric figures, for they express their different views on the statue. After that, the inner story begins. One night, a Swallow, en route to warm regions, stops over at the statue for a rest, but he ends up acting as the Prince’s messenger. The plot of the inset story centres around the Prince’s distribution of his luxuries to the poor with the bird’s help. As their good deeds progress, they become committed lovers. However, tragedy soon strikes: missing the migratory season, the Swallow freezes to death; bereaved, the Prince dies of a broken heart. As soon as the inner story closes, the framing tale continues. Repelled by the shabby look of the Prince, the Mayor and Town Councillors decide to pull down and melt the statue. Yet, the Prince’s broken heart and the Swallow’s dead body are selected by God’s Angel as the two most valuable things in the city, so the couple together ascend to heaven. While the contrasting treatment of the Prince and the Swallow in the earthly and heavenly realm, according to Sloan, demonstrates that “Wilde employs another favourite device of the skilled raconteur－the double ending or take－to equal effect” (2003, pp. 122-123), I would suggest one more interpretation: Wilde makes a return to the frame. Earlier in the outer tale, the statue is remarked by one philistine councilman as “beautiful” but “not quite so useful,” whereas the Charity Children claim that the Prince “looks just like an angel” (Wilde, 1979, p. 95). At the end of the framing tale, the council’s destruction of the statue echoes the official’s shallow view, but the children’s perception is elevated to a spiritual truth. 

To contrive a fully metatheatrical play-within-the-play pattern, the other requirement is what Hornby labels as “integration”: the outer play “must acknowledge the existence of the inner play” and “acknowledge it as performance” (1986, p. 35). Integration is exemplified by the occasions when characters in the framing play are captured remarking on the inset play (p. 34), or in other words, making meta-commentaries. It seems that Wilde gives the second criterion an exceedingly ironic twist, which turns out to serve his criticism of self-immolating altruism well. The satire lies largely in that the city folk recognize the presence of the actors instead of their action. In the inset story, the Prince and the Swallow are evocative of stage actors. The statue is remarked as “[speaking] in the manner of a singer” (Liang, 2018, p. 86). The bird, on one occasion, is captured talking to himself, but being “too polite to make any personal remarks out loud” (Wilde, 1979, p. 97). This reminds us of the stage direction “aside,” following which the performer speaks lines that should not be heard by the fellow players onstage. The Prince and the Swallow put on a show of philanthropy, but the townspeople are incapable of recognizing it. At the sight of the Swallow, the Professor of Ornithology exclaims: “What a remarkable phenomenon [...]. A swallow in winter!” (p. 99). As a foil for the people, “the Sparrows chirruped, and said to each other [about the Swallow], ‘What a distinguished stranger!’”(p. 99). Moreover, the poor appear too ready to accept the gifts, without taking an interest in the patron. Their ungratefulness is made plausible, thanks to “the constructed, artificial nature of the fairy-tale universe” (Tatar, 2017, p. 146). For example, when the Swallow sends the Prince’s sapphire to an impoverished writer, “[t]he young man had his head buried in his hands, so he did not hear the flutter of the bird’s wings, and when he looked up he found the beautiful sapphire lying on the withered violets” (Wilde, 1979, p. 100). 

The portrayal of Wilde’s minor characters harks back to the plot of “nonrecognition,” as discussed in “Art, as Device” (Shklovsky, 2015, p. 170). Although Shklovsky’s essay emphasizes how the estrangement of erotic imagery entails failed recognition (pp. 169-171), it might be said that literature in general applies the principle of (non)recognition, since “[a]ll Art,” claims Wilde, “is at once surface and symbol” (1989, p. 17). Just as “pretending not to recognize [sexual organs]” functions as an estranged version of eroticism (Shklovsky, 2015, p. 170), so also the townsfolk’s ignorance can be interpreted as a made-strange integration between the inner and outer tale. 

In addition to people’s shallow meta-commentaries, Wilde’s criticism of unappreciated self-sacrifice is further embodied in the design that the Prince and the Swallow enact at nighttime, whereby the inset story is tinged with a dreamy, ethereal quality, as if indicating Wilde’s metatheatrical awareness that “the inner play is an obvious illusion” (Hornby, 1986, p. 45). Because altruism is associated with a sense of the unreal, its redemptive power cannot last long. Receiving the sapphire, the young writer “looked quite happy” and cried: “Now I can finish my play” (Wilde, 1979, p. 100, emphasis added). By the same token, the needy children to whom the Prince distributes his fine gold happily exclaim: “We have bread now” (p. 102, emphasis added). The recurring word of “now” betrays the bleak reality that the altruistic deeds of the Prince and the Swallow merely bring temporary relief rather than provide a practical resolution to poverty.
“The Nightingale and the Rose,” the second tale in the volume, echoes “The Happy Prince” both thematically and stylistically. It opens with a frame story featuring a lovelorn Student who wishes to woo the daughter of a Professor. In his monologue, the young man’s trouble is revealed: the girl asks him to bring her red roses so that she will dance with him, but there is none in his garden. Overhearing the Student’s problem, the Nightingale decides to help him. Like the Happy Prince, the Nightingale is reminiscent of a stage actor. She makes her first appearance on a holm-oak tree, whose height evokes a quasi-stage. “[A] remarkable musician,” the bird sings for love every night (Liang, 2018, p. 85). The Nightingale’s altruistic motive initiates the main plot of the inner story: she sacrifices her own life to give birth to a red flower in the moonlight. Upon the Nightingale’s demise, the framing tale resumes. Enraptured, the Student finds the rose the next day and takes it to his love, only to be rejected. The girl contrasts his red flower with the real jewels sent from a wealthy suitor. Disenchanted, the young man throws the rose into a gutter and turns to a book for solace.

With the Student’s courtship constructing the plot of the framing tale, it fulfills the first criterion for a metatheatrical play-within-the-play situation. Meta-commentary related to nonrecognition also appears in “The Nightingale and the Rose.” Similar to the ignorant townspeople, the Student shows a lack of judgment on the loving bird: “she is all style, without any sincerity. She would not sacrifice herself for others” (Wilde, 1979, p. 107). Predictably, the Student is absent from the inner story in which the bird gives a musical performance: while singing an ode to Love, she presses herself on the thorn of the Rose-tree thereby using her heart’s blood to color the flower red. No one watches her show, but the Nightingale has Nature as her appreciative audience: 

Then she gave one last burst of music. The white Moon heard it, and she forgot the dawn, and lingered on in the sky. The red rose heard it, and it trembled all over with ecstasy [...]. Echo bore it to her purple cavern in the hills [...]. It floated through the reeds of the river, and they carried its message to the sea. (p. 108)

Unfolding during the enchanted night hours, the inner story is again saturated with dream-like other-worldliness, which foreshadows the short-lived effect of the bird’s aesthetic martyrdom. As noted above, the Student eventually gives up his courtship, which is the diametrical opposite of the Nightingale’s belief that he “will be a true lover” (p. 107). Just like in “The Happy Prince,” Wilde criticizes self-effacing altruism in “The Nightingale and the Rose” via meta-commentary of nonrecognition and dramatic illusion conjured by the device of play-within-the-play. 
Whereas “The Happy Prince” concludes with a seemingly rosy prospect, because Wilde allows an ascension in which his altruistic characters are welcomed by God, the ending of “The Nightingale and the Rose” points to a nihilistic immolation. In the final scene of the inset story, the bird is described as “lying dead in the long grass, with the thorn in her heart” (p. 108). Although transcendence is achieved only to be subverted too soon, it seems to pave the way for the fourth tale in the volume, “The Devoted Friend,” which represents self-sacrifice to the point of the ludicrous. Or as Isobel Murray expresses it, “this is only made acceptable by the ingenious framing of the story” (1979, p. 11). In “The Devoted Friend,” the conversation between a trio of pond animals constructs the outer frame. The Water-rat initiates a talk with a Duck who is instructing her children in how to stand on their heads in the water. As the topic segues into friendship, a Green Linnet joins, narrating the comically awful story in which Hugh the Miller, under the guise of a devoted friend, endlessly exploits the young lad, little Hans, until he is drowned while doing business for Hugh. When Hans’s tragic story is finished, the frame tale takes over. The Water-rat expresses his identification with the Miller, and is duly criticized for not seeing the moral of the story. As the Water-rat indignantly departs at being told a story with a moral, the Duck voices her opinion that telling such a story is always a very dangerous thing to do. The text closes with Wilde the narrator’s confirmation of the Duck’s view.
Not only does the outer frame have plot and characterization, “The Devoted Friend” also fulfills the second criterion of integration. In other words, the pond animals acknowledge the inset tale as a work of fiction: 

“Is the story about me?” asked the Water-rat. “If so, I will listen to it, for I am extremely fond of fiction.”

“It is applicable to you,” answered the Linnet; and he flew down, and alighting upon the bank, he told the story of The Devoted Friend. (Wilde, 1979, p. 116)

The dialogue reads like a parody of “tua fabula narratur, tua res agitur” (Bloch, 1970, p. 124), because the Water-rat wrongly identifies himself with the Miller all the way through. “By drawing clear parallels between the Water-rat and the Miller,” asserts Anne Markey, “Wilde collapses the divide between frame and story, thus highlighting the fallacy of insisting on a clear distinction between fiction and life” (2011, p. 127). Markey’s observation is consistent with the representative paradox lying at the centre of the play-within-the-play, which “at once intensifies the illusion of reality” and “calls attention to what is required in order to bring any of the interconnected worlds of this play to life” (Greenblatt, 2016, p. 1044). Yet again, Wilde adopts the satirizing strategy which maintains the sense of the illusion created by the inset tale, while simultaneously by dint of nonrecognition, estranging the connection between the outer and inner layer of the narrative. Thus, although the pond animals acknowledge Hugh and Hans as fictitious characters, the moral of the inner tale still remains unclaimed.

Besides characterization, the Water-rat’s meta-commentary concerns the manner of story-telling and serves to extend the critique of individual self-sabotaging actors to that of social institutions which promote unhealthy altruism. As soon as the Linnet finishes the beginning, the Water-rat interrupts: 

“Is that the end of the story?” asked the Water-rat. 

“Certainly not,” answered the Linnet, “that is the beginning.”

“Then you are quite behind the age,” said the Water-rat. “Every good story-teller nowadays starts with the end, and then goes on to the beginning, and concludes with the middle. That is the new method. I heard all about it the other day from a critic who was walking round the pond with a young man. He spoke of the matter at great length, and I am sure he must have been right, for he had blue spectacles and a bald head, and whenever the young man made any remark, he always answered ‘Pooh!’ (Wilde, 1979, p. 118)

The story-telling method in fashion impresses the reader as a kind of topsy-turvy narrative, and the Water-rat’s specious claims point to the theorist’s role as an imposter. The scholar’s disdain for the young man’s opinions shows him as a repressive figure. It is noteworthy that a similar unwholesome master/disciple relationship exists between Hugh and Hans: “the Miller said all kinds of beautiful things about friendship, which Hans took down in a note-book, and used to read over at night, for he was a very good scholar” (p. 123). At the close of the framing tale, the Water-rat sympathizes with both Hugh and the critic, a pair of hypocritical oppressors, first concerning himself with “what became of the Miller” and then quoting the scholar’s contemptuous expression of “Pooh” (p. 125). The Water-rat grumbles to the Linnet: 
‘I think you should have told me that [the story has a moral] before you began. If you had done so, I certainly would not have listened to you; in fact, I should have said “Pooh,’ like the critic. However, I can say it now;’ so he shouted out ‘Pooh,’ at the top of his voice [...] and went back into his hole. (p. 125)

The portrayal of the critic and the Miller as mirroring characters merits further attention. Aligned with Sarah Marsh’s interpretation of Hugh as “a dubious agent of Christian patriarchy” (2008, p. 83), Markey remarks as follows: “Wilde implies that the Christian ideal of devoted friendship can be a smokescreen that allows self-interest to triumph over self-sacrifice” (2011, p. 126). If the Miller may be an embodiment of the Church, the critic is analogous to the teacher. With recourse to the device of meta-commentary, Wilde exposes the corruption of the social institutions, which impose suppression and self-immolating altruism upon the minds of the young. 
Role-Playing and Identity Crisis

Since Hansian self-sacrifice, as Marsh notices, equals surrendering “[one’s] sense of individual worth” (2008, p. 86), altruistic acts could raise the question of self-identity. Aside from offering a critical space in which self-effacing altruism can be examined, “The Devoted Friend” further deals with the social problem of identity crisis. “The requirements of Victorian society,” as Jody Price points out in her study, “A Map with Utopia: Oscar Wilde’s Vision for Social Change” (1988), “destroy any appreciation for the individualist and create values and morals which force men and women of all classes to reject their true selves in order to be accepted or simply survive in such a social order” (p. 53). As a consequence of denied selfhood, subjectivities are either masked or deprived, so people end up living as role-players. In his fairy tales, Wilde’s use of role-playing-within-the-role, which as defined in Hornby’s book refers to a character “[taking] on a role that is different from his usual self” (1986, p. 67), reflects the identity crisis which the Victorians struggled with. 
“The Devoted Friend” presents us with two extreme or made-strange cases of role-playing. Whereas Hugh never takes off his mask, Hans appears too sincere to assume one. The opposite poles of role-playing might help to explain why previous scholarship puts Wilde’s fairy-tale characters into a clichéd category, lacking, as Mary Shine Thompson expresses it, “intimating depth and roundness” (2001, p. 197). However, it is important to note that in his 1886 review “Ben Johnson,” Wilde voices his critical stand that “a ready-made character is not necessarily either mechanical or wooden”: “If a character in a play is life-like, if we recognize it as true to nature, we have no right to insist on the author explaining its genesis to us” (2013a, p. 94). From Wilde’s perspective, then, “ready-made” and “life-like” are not mutually exclusive. This could well describe the characterization of Hugh, who is ready-made in the sense of being the incarnation of evil, but he also appears life-like because of his role-playing. “Even when the role within the role is patently false,” declares Hornby, “the dualistic device still sets up a feeling of ambiguity and complexity with regard to the character” (1986, p. 67). Indeed, the representation of Miller’s “devotion” to Hans is not straightforward but saturated with dramatic irony. It is exemplified by the absurd episode in which Hugh’s wife enthusiastically applauds his misleading claim that “when people are in trouble they should be left alone, and not be bothered by visitors” (Wilde, 1979, p. 117). The Miller’s role-playing deceives all but his little son, who is scolded for problematizing Hugh’s “devotion” to Hans. As Wilde warns us, “[a]ll art is at once surface and symbol. Those who go beneath the surface do so at their peril” (1989, p. 17). If we follow the boy’s step to unmask Hugh, we would be unsettled by his true identity as a fiend. But Wilde is far too complex and sharp to stop here. Following “The Devoted Friend” comes the last story of the Happy Prince volume, “The Remarkable Rocket.” Beneath the endless performances of the eponymous protagonist hides a more grotesque reality where selfhood is repressed to the point of becoming a sheer vacuum. 
The significance of role-playing for the Rocket’s characterization is suggested at the beginning of the tale, which opens with the celebration of a royal wedding. At the King’s command, “a great stand” is set up for the grand finale of a firework show (Wilde, 1979, p. 127). With the arena serving as the simulacrum of a stage, the fireworks, eloquent and expressive, bear striking resemblance to dramatic actors. Although the Rocket is remarked as one of Wilde’s “flat” characters (Thompson, 2001, p. 197), the humanized firework, “a master of language” (Markey, 2011, p. 128), performs self-consciously throughout the text, hence his life-likeness. “He always coughed before he made any observation, so as to attract attention”; “[h]e spoke with a very slow, distinct voice, [...] and always looked over the shoulder of the person to whom he was talking. In fact, he had a most distinguished manner” (Wilde, 1979, p. 128). The Rocket’s linguistic acuteness well suits the portrayal of him as an actor, but more interestingly, he typifies a special kind of role-playing, which Hornby notes as “a character [playing] at being himself” (1986, p. 78). Whereas the Rocket incessantly boasts about his greatness in the face of other fireworks, he turns out to be the only unremarkable one, failing to explode on the night of the royal wedding. Enthralled by his own verbal performance, he wets himself with tears so that he cannot ignite. The next day, the Rocket is thrown into a ditch and is exposed to the taunts from a group of pond animals (Wilde, 1979, pp. 132-136). The poignant scene confirms Perry Nodelman’s reading of the Rocket’s character: “His egotism is so intense that there seems to be no way to understand him at face value as the worthy being, the good guy he assumes himself to be” (2017, p. 190). Paradoxically, the Rocket’s talk show, flowery and restless, somehow divulges his latent self-doubt, which goes so far as to utter self-deception. On hearing himself called a bad firework, he dismisses the criticism as “impossible,” claiming instead: “Grand Rocket, that is what the man said. BAD and GRAND sound very much the same, indeed they often are the same” (Wilde, 1979, p. 133). In keeping with Murray’s observation that “[t]he Rocket is indefatigable in his determination to see the world as he wishes to” (1979, p. 12), we may suspect him as a neurotic, since “[n]eurotic behavior, by definition, is supposed to be out of keeping with reality” (Hornby, 1986, p. 69). The Rocket remains such a delusional individual until the very last moment of his life. When two little boys eventually set off the firework, nobody takes heed, but the Rocket insists that “[he] knew [he] should create a great sensation” and then “he went out” (Wilde, 1979, p. 137). On the distinction between a good actor and a neurotic person, Hornby writes: 

there is a world of difference between a successful actor in the theatre, who can easily put aside his everyday identity (with genuine benefits to both himself and society), and the neurotic in real life, whose sense of self is so weak that he dare not. The existential psychoanalyst R. D. Laing has used the term ‘elusion’ to describe how a person with a weak identity feels as if he must play the role that he in fact actually has. The life of such neurotic individuals seem an endless, sad masquerade. (1986, p. 72)
This could be a depiction of the Rocket, who appears to be too obsessed with acting to have a real-life selfhood. In other words, the character suffers identity crisis. Since “[Wilde’s] various works,” according to Kelley L. Logan, demonstrate that “the dearly held mainstays of Victorian life did not, as they proposed to do, give meaning to life” (1998, p. 61), the Rocket’s endless role-playing is symptomatic of the struggle to establish self-identity in the context of contemporary life. 

Conclusion 

In Acting Wilde: Victorian Sexuality, Theatre and Oscar Wilde (2009), Kerry Powell remarks: “Wilde was among the first to discern that life is a continuum of performance, and everyone an actor－not metaphorically, as in Shakespeare’s ‘All the world’s a stage,’ but really” (p. 1). Wilde’s awareness of the blurred boundary between life and theatre, people and performers, attests to his metatheatrical consciousness, which is embodied in his incorporation of metadrama into The Happy Prince and Other Tales. In this fairy tales collection, Wilde represents the social problems of self-immolating altruism and identity crisis, with recourse to the-play-within-the-play and role-playing respectively. The employment of the two metadramatic tactics creates a double remove from reality, thereby constructing a mask which allows Wilde to criticize social maladies in a non-imitative manner while ensuring the pleasure of reading these tales. 

The ironic detachment enabled by the fairy stories’ metatheatricality also complies with Aestheticism’s slogan, “art for art’s sake,” which Wilde champions passionately. In the preface to The Picture of Dorian Gray, he writes that “[n]o artist has ethical sympathies. An ethical sympathy in an artist is an unpardonable mannerism of style” (1989, p. 17). “The aphorism,” as Jason Camlot argues in Style and the Nineteenth-Century British Critic: Sincere Mannerisms (2008), “does not admonish the artist who hopes to convey something meaningful, but only the artist who wrongly believes [...] that meaning can be conveyed by establishing a sincere, sympathetic relationship with his reader” (p. 1). In Wilde’s fairy tales, the incorporation of metadrama, in its function of reflecting social problems from a critical distance, can be seen as an example of what Camlot labels as “sincere mannerisms.” Although Wilde claims that “the artist is the only person who is never serious” (1989, p. 1203), Wilde (beneath the mask of his insincerity), turns out to be a serious humanist, assiduous in imparting to us the knowledge of ourselves and our existential condition.  

Notes:

“The Selfish Giant,” the third tale in the Happy Prince volume, is not included in my discussion. Unlike the other four pieces, theatricality is not a key feature of this story. The ambiguous authorship of the writing, as noted in recent studies, may contribute to explaining its difference from the others. As Joseph Bristow tells us, “the Morgan Library acquired a manuscript of [...] ‘The Selfish Giant’ (1888), which is unexpectedly in his spouse’s handwriting” (2013, p. 4). “This document,” Bristow continues, “has raised speculation about the role that Constance Wilde, herself a talented adapter of children’s tales, might have played in the composition of a cherished fairy story traditionally attributed to her husband” (p. 4). In a more recent study, Ian Small further suggests that the Giant tale might be “the product of an informal collaboration” between the couple (2017, p. xxiv). 
While Hornby prefers his own term, metadrama, over Abel’s metatheatre, this paper shows no preference and uses the two words alternately. 
The English translation today is commonly “estrangement” or “defamiliarization,” which are the terms I will use in the following.
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