An Ideal Husband | Character Analysis
Sir Robert Chiltern
At the start of the play Sir Robert Chiltern is the "ideal husband" who gives the play its title. He is 40 years old, clean cut, and good-looking. Dark-haired and dark-eyed with a personality of mark and deeply respected by the many. Perfect manners with a touch of pride.
In Act 1 he is proud of himself and all he has done in his career and for his country. He is also content with and proud of his marriage. However, his career rests upon a secret: when he was just starting out he sold a government secret illegally to a speculator, who used it to make himself and Sir Robert a lot of money. He is therefore not nearly as pure as he would claim, or as strong: when Mrs. Cheveley, a blackmailer, threatens to expose his secret if he doesn't do what she wants, he crumbles quickly. When he asks his friend Lord Goring for help with the situation, he spends a lot of time justifying his actions. Instead of telling his wife the truth, he initially conceals it from her. Sir Robert is a good man but he has, as he himself points out, "feet of clay." Sir Robert is both honorable in his career, his politics, and his love for his wife but dishonorable in his criminal past and the way he has lied about it. The tension between these opposites form his character and challenge the audience to consider what it means to be flawed. British audiences might recognize something in Sir Robert's name that American audiences would not. Members of Parliament cannot technically resign their posts. Instead they take a paid government position, which disqualifies them to serve. The term for this is "taking the Chiltern Hundreds." Chiltern's last name would by itself signal a character who will have to resign from the government in disgrace.
Lady Chiltern
Wilde describes 27-year-old Lady Gertrude Chiltern as having a "Greek beauty." She loves her husband, but she also loves the idea of her husband, who she believes is beyond moral reproach. She loves his success and his reputation as an ethical statesman. She has held to strict ethical standards since she was young, but circumstances challenge her in this play, forcing her to change her insistence on moral purity. When she first learns her husband isn't as perfect as she had thought, Lady Chiltern essentially threatens to leave him. Later she must find a way to love him despite his flaws, which she does. Along the way she discovers that she herself is capable of moral flaws and that forgiveness of others' moral shortcomings is, in itself, a virtue. Lady Chiltern also represents a more traditional view of women: in the end she forgives her husband in order to allow him to fulfil his ambitions.
Mrs. Cheveley
Mrs. Laura Cheveley is tall and rather slight. Her lips are very thin and highly-coloured, a line of scarlet on a pallid face. Venetian red hair, aquiline nose. Extremely graceful, a work of art but showing the influence of too many schools. She looks like an orchid and she is the play's villain. She is continually bad but also multi-layered. She enjoys flirtation and values money and social connections. However, she is also good-looking and charming enough that she and Lord Goring had planned to marry once upon a time. 
She pulls off some of the play's wittiest observations. Her primary crime in the play is attempting to blackmail Sir Robert so she can make a lot of money on the Argentine Canal scheme. However, there are other crimes in her past. She stole a diamond brooch from Lord Goring's cousin Mary Berkshire and was expelled from school for theft when she was young. Mrs. Cheveley is openly out for her own good and doesn't try to hide it, although her means are underhanded. While she clearly lusts after money and material goods, she sometimes has other goals in mind. When she attempts to blackmail Sir Robert, she is after more than money. She despises Lady Chiltern's attitude of moral purity and therefore superiority. Blackmailing Sir Robert, who wants to hide his dirty dealings in the past from his clean-minded wife, gives Mrs. Cheveley an opportunity to disrupt the Chilterns' marriage by exposing its underlying moral hypocrisy. This would give her as much satisfaction as making a financial profit from the transaction.

Lord Goring
Lord Arthur Goring, also known as Viscount Goring, is 34 years old. Handsome and intelligent, he lives a life of pleasure and idleness as a dandy, devoting himself to the latest styles and fashions. This often makes him appear superficial, but while Wilde's stage directions say he plays at life, in reality he alternates between being verbally playful, often with Mabel Chiltern or his father, Lord Caversham, and being quite serious and direct. In this respect he is one of the play's most paradoxical characters. While his superficiality and seriousness appear contradictory, they are, in fact, attributes shared by one person. Lord Goring says provocative things and plays with social conventions. More than one critic has seen Goring as Wilde's mouthpiece in this play because his verbal style, packed with witty epigrams, so closely resembles the author's. However, in action Lord Goring is very much the play's hero. He gives Sir Robert good advice when his friend comes to him in trouble, helps Lady Chiltern, and acts boldly to retrieve the letter Mrs. Cheveley uses to blackmail Sir Robert. Wilde rewards Goring's heroism by marrying him off to his true love (Mabel Chiltern) at the end of the play.
Mabel Chiltern
Wilde's first descriptions of Mabel Chiltern, Sir Robert's sister, make her sound not just young but innocent, even naive. However, throughout the play she proves herself witty, and in her own way a skilled manipulator. She charms and redirects Lord Caversham at will. She's aware of Lord Goring's love for her before he is, and matches him comment for witty comment. She even, at the very end of the play, rejects the idea of an ideal husband, seeking to craft a realistic and functional relationship with Lord Goring instead.
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AN IDEAL HUSBAND ACT 1 SUMMARY
 
· The stage directions tell us we're in a large, brilliantly lit room in posh Grosvenor Square. It's a party.
· It's Lady Chiltern's house, so she greets the guests. She's 27, beautiful, and deathly serious.
· The Chilterns are clearly very well off: there's a big chandelier, an antique French tapestry depicting "The Triumph of Love," and a string quartet in the next room. Not bad.
· Mrs. Marchmont and Lady Basildon are chatting on a sofa about boring parties. Then go into the music-room, joined by the Vicomte de Nanjac. He's wearing a fancy tie.
· Mason, Robert Chiltern's butler, is announcing guests.
· Lord Caversham arrives. He's an old aristocrat and politician. Lord Caversham asks if his troublemaker son, Lord Goring, is here yet. Lady Chiltern says no.
· Mabel Chiltern (Lady Chiltern's sister-in-law) joins the conversation. She's probably in her late teens or early twenties, and a natural beauty complete with apple cheeks and rosebud lips, that sort of thing.
· Lord Caversham thinks his son's a slacker, but Mabel begs to differ (she likes him).
· Lord Goring rides horses, goes to the opera, eats out a lot, and is really into what he wears. He's actually very busy with all that stuff.
Lord Caversham thinks Mabel's adorable.
· Two new ladies arrive on the scene: Lady Markby and Mrs. Cheveley.
· Lady Markby is a nice middle-aged woman with good lace, say the stage directions.
· But the real dish is Mrs. Cheveley. She is Done Up. Tall and thin, with bright red hair, bright red lips, and dressed in heliotrope with diamonds. Heliotrope? Think bright purple.
· Lady Markby introduces this fascinating lady to our hostess, Lady Chiltern. Uh-oh, we smell a fight. Turns out they went to school together and were totally not BFFs.
· Mrs. Cheveley drops a hint…she's looking forward to meeting Lady Chiltern's husband, whom she's heard a lot about in Vienna. Lady Chiltern is none too cool with that and says they couldn't possibly have anything in common. She leaves the conversation.
· The Vicomte de Nanjac approaches Mrs. Cheveley, whom he knew in Berlin. They have a little flirt.
· Sir Robert Chiltern enters and the stage directions give a lot of time to his looks. Your mom would dig this guy – he's 40 but looks younger; he's confident and successful and respected in the House of Commons. His face doesn't quite agree with itself, though; it has a poet's eyes but a businessman's jaw. We sense some inner conflict coming…
· This dreamboat greets Lady Markby and requests an introduction to Mrs. Cheveley, whose reputation has preceded her. Sir Robert and Mrs. Cheveley proceed to have a banter-fest that covers women, philosophy, modern literature, science, and women again. (This happens a lot in Wilde's plays.)
· Mrs. Cheveley confesses that she's in London to ask a favor of him. When she mentions a common acquaintance – Baron Arnheim – Sir Robert reacts with a start. It's not a name he wants to hear.
· Lord Goring enters, announced by the butler, Mason. The stage directions tell us he is thirty-four but says he's younger. He is a dandy, meaning he pretends that the most important things in life are dressing well, socializing, and being witty.
· Sir Robert introduces Lord Goring to Mrs. Cheveley. Sure enough, they already know each other. Mrs. Cheveley teases Lord Goring about his perpetual bachelorhood. He kind of hopes she won't be staying long.
· Mrs. Cheveley exits with Sir Robert, and Lord Goring is freed to talk to Mabel. They flirt. Mabel likes his bad boy image.
· Lord Goring inquires who on earth invited this Mrs.-Cheveley-in-heliotrope. It was Lady Markby, says Mabel, why?
· Because he hasn't seen her in years. Mabel gets jealous.
· The Vicomte de Nanjac interrupts with some nonsense about English ladies and good taste. Apparently on the prowl, he asks to escort Mabel in to the music room. She doesn't want to leave Lord Goring, but she does.
· Lord Caversham swoops in on his son, Lord Goring, and lays into him. Lord Caversham says his good-for-nothing son dances all night, talks about nothing, and lives only for pleasure. Lord Goring cheerfully agrees with this assessment.
· Leaving Dad for pretty Lady Basildon and Mrs. Marchmont, Lord Goring exchanges pleasantries about politics and marriage. The ladies complain about their husbands, who are so good they are boring. The wayward Lord Goring feigns shock.
· The conversation turns to Mrs. Cheveley. She's insulted London society and offended the ladies. Mabel joins in the trash talk.
· Lord Goring and Mabel go in to dinner. She fusses at him for ignoring her all evening. He tries to smooth her feathers.
· Lady Basildon and Mrs. Marchmont complain about how hungry they are. In this play, women clearly can't eat without a man. Luckily the Vicomte de Nanjac comes to Lady Basildon's rescue, and a Mr. Montford saves Mrs. Marchmont.
· With the octagon room cleared out, Mrs. Cheveley and Sir Robert come in for a chat. The siren makes her move.
· She wants to talk about a venture of the Argentine Canal Company.
· He doesn't. This Argentine thing is a moneymaking scam. He's looked into it. There's been no progress on the canal, nobody knows what's happened to the money raised so far, and the whole thing's going to fail.
· But Mrs. Cheveley has invested in it. Big time.
· Sir Robert asks why the heck Mrs. Cheveley would you do that.
· Mrs. Cheveley responds that it's because her dear friend Baron Arnheim has advised her to do so.
· Sir Robert doesn't like the second mention of this name. He tries to distract Mrs. Cheveley with some paintings.
· She's having none of it.
· Sir Robert advises her to get out of this Argentine Canal deal, because the House of Commons (the legislative body in Parliament – kind of like our Senate) will shut the whole thing down once he delivers his report tomorrow.
· But Mrs. Cheveley says that Sir Robert shouldn't do it, for his own good. She lays it out: withdraw this negative report and promote the Argentine Canal. Or else.
· Sir Robert can't believe she's serious. There's no way he'll do this.
· But she'll pay him.
· Sir Robert tells her to leave immediately.
· Mrs. Cheveley traps him with her fan and drops the bomb. She knows that as a young man, Sir Robert made his fortune by selling a state secret to a Stock Exchange speculator. She has a letter proving it. A letter addressed to Baron Arnheim.
· Uh-oh. This is bad for Sir Robert.
· Mrs. Cheveley generously offers to barter this letter for Sir Robert's public support of the Argentine scheme. She points out that the moral climate in England is such that politicians like him have to be perfect. Scandals used to be fun but now they are deadly. If the public finds out Sir Robert built his fortune and career on an unethical act – selling state secrets – he is done.
· She wants an answer now, or she's going straight to the newspapers. Those vultures will looooove this.
· At this point Sir Robert is pretty much ready to be sick. Could he give her money instead?
· No way, she says. Make a speech supporting the Argentine Canal, and she will give him the letter. She makes to leave. No time to think about it.
· He agrees.
· The crowd comes in from dinner and Lady Markby asks Mrs. Cheveley if she has enjoyed herself. Oh yes, she has. Sir Robert Chiltern is very interesting. And Lady Chiltern, says Mrs. Markby, has the highest principles. Which make for boring dinner parties.
· Lady Markby leaves on Lord Caversham's arm.
· Approaching Lady Chiltern, Mrs. Cheveley complements her house, party, and husband. Then she shares the news: Sir Robert will make a speech supporting the Argentine Canal.
· Lady Chiltern can't believe that this is true.
· But it's all settled, counters Mrs. Cheveley. She explains that it's a secret until tomorrow, though…so Lady Chiltern can't tell.
· Sir Robert comes in to get rid of her. Mrs. Cheveley says goodbye to Lord Goring and goes out with Sir Robert. Lady Chiltern looks on with worry.
· Mabel and Lord Goring tease each other and sit down on the sofa, where Mabel finds a diamond brooch.
· Lord Goring seems to recognize it – he knows it can be worn as a bracelet. He asks her not to mention that he's keeping it but to let him know if someone asks for it.
· Mabel leaves and Lady Chiltern enters. The topic of Mrs. Cheveley naturally comes up.
· Lady Chiltern tells Lord Goring that Mrs. Cheveley wants Sir Robert to support to Argentine Canal. They both agree it is impossible for someone as morally sound as Sir Robert to do such a thing.
· Sir Robert comes in and wants Lord Goring to stay. He can't – more parties await.
· The husband and wife are left alone. He flatters her, saying she's beautiful. She's not biting, and asks him what's going on with the Argentine thing.
· Lady Chiltern says that Sir Robert shouldn't trust this Mrs. Cheveley. As a young girl she was manipulative, dishonest, and a thief. And people don't change.
· Sir Robert begs his wife not to judge others entirely on their past.
· Lady Chiltern takes a hard line, claiming that the past makes the man.
· Sir Robert is naturally a little uncomfortable with this statement.
· Lady Chiltern can't believe he's going to support something she just heard him describe as a total fraud.
· Sir Robert prevaricates (i.e., does a little shuffle around the truth). He was wrong, the report was biased. And besides, private and public life are two different things.
· No, she says. A man should be perfect in both.
· Sir Robert draws a line. He's made his decision and he doesn't want to talk about it.
· Lady Chiltern senses something, and asks if he's telling her the whole truth.
· Again, he evades, and gives her some platitudes about the complexity of truth and the necessity of compromise in politics.
· She can't believe what she's hearing. Her principled husband talking compromise? What happened?
· In her opinion, Sir Robert always stood apart from others, above others, above reproach. That's why she loves him. She worships him. And that love is threatened by what he's about to do. Is there some dark secret he's not telling her? Because if there is, she's out of the relationship.
· He lies: nope, nothing she doesn't already know.
· Lady Chiltern, relieved, asks him to write Mrs. Cheveley and take it all back. In fact, she's pretty pushy about it.
· Sir Robert sends off the letter, and Lady Chiltern gets all lovey-dovey. She's saved him from shame and horror and she'll love him forever because he'll always deserve it.
· She kisses him and exits.
· Sir Robert sits alone with his head in his hands. He asks Mason to put out the lights.
· The only thing illuminated is the tapestry of the Triumph of Love.
· End of Act 1.
· 


