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Chronology of Wilde’s Life









	Year

	Age

	Life




	 

	 

	 




	1854

	 

	Born in Dublin 16 October




	 

	 

	 




	1864–71

	10–17

	Attends Portora Royal School, Enniskillen




	 

	 

	 




	1871–4

	17–20

	Reading Classics at Trinity College, Dublin. Granted scholarship to Magdalen College, Oxford




	 

	 

	 




	1874–8

	20–24

	At Oxford, starts contributing poems to literary journals. Takes First in Classical Moderations (1876) and in Literae Humaniores (1878). Wins the Newdigate Prize for Poetry with ‘Ravenna’, which he publishes the same year




	 

	 

	 




	1879

	25

	Moves to London, as self-styled ‘professor of aesthetics’




	 

	 

	 




	1881

	27

	Poems published




	 

	 

	 




	1882

	28

	Lectures in North America. Revised Poems published




	 

	 

	 




	1883

	29

	Spends three months in Paris. His first play, Vera; Or the Nihilist, produced in New York




	 

	 

	 




	1884

	30

	Marries Constance Lloyd; moves to Chelsea. Begins regular book-reviewing




	 

	 

	 




	1885

	31

	Son Cyril born




	 

	 

	 




	1886

	32

	Son Vyvyan born. Wilde meets Robert Ross




	 

	 

	 




	1887–9

	33–35

	Editor of Woman’s World monthly magazine




	 

	 

	 




	1888

	34

	The Happy Prince and Other Tales published




	 

	 

	 




	1890

	36

	First version of The Picture of Dorian Gray published




	 

	 

	 




	1891

	37

	The Duchess of Padua – with the title Guido Ferranti – produced in New York. Meets Lord Alfred Douglas. Publishes the revised Dorian Gray, Intentions, Lord Arthur Savile’s Crime and Other Stories and A House of Pomegranates. Visits Paris (meets Gide, Proust and Mallarmé)




	 

	 

	 




	1892

	38

	Lady Windermere’s Fan produced. London production of Salomé refused theatre licence.




	 

	 

	 




	1893

	39

	Salome published in English translation. The Sphinx and A Woman of No Importance published




	 

	 

	 




	1895

	41

	An Ideal Husband and The Importance of Being Earnest produced. Wilde unsuccessfully sues the Marquess of Queensbury for criminal libel. Wilde charged with ‘acts of gross indecency with other male persons’. A first trial fails to deliver a unanimous verdict. Wilde is found guilty at the second trial and given two years hard labour, served at Holloway, Pentonville, Wandsworth and Reading Gaol




	 

	 

	 




	1896

	42

	Death of mother. Salomé produced in Paris




	 

	 

	 




	1897

	43

	Writes De Profundis in prison. On release settles at Bernevale, near Dieppe, then visits Italy with Douglas




	 

	 

	 




	1898

	44

	The Ballad of Reading Gaol published. Moves to Paris. Death of Constance Wilde




	 

	 

	 




	1899

	45

	The Importance of Being Earnest and An Ideal Husband published. Travels in Europe




	 

	 

	 




	1900

	46

	Visits Rome and Naples. Returns to Paris. Baptized a Roman Catholic during severe illness. Dies 30 November







Chronology of his Times









	Year

	Artistic Events

	Life




	 

	 

	 




	1854–6

	 

	Crimean War




	 

	 

	 




	1856

	Flaubert, Madame Bovary

	 




	 

	 

	 




	1857

	Baudelaire, Les fleurs du mal Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Aurora Leigh

	Indian rising (‘Mutiny’)




	 

	 

	 




	1859

	Darwin, The Origin of Species Tennyson, Idylls of the King

	 




	 

	 

	 




	1861–5

	 

	American Civil War




	 

	 

	 




	1862

	Whistler’s ‘Symphony in White, No. 1: The White Girl’ exhibited

	 




	 

	 

	 




	1864

	Browning, Dramatis Personae Newman, Apologia pro Vita Sua

	 




	 

	 

	 




	1865

	Arnold, Essays in Criticism

	President Lincoln assassinated




	 

	 

	 




	1866

	Swinburne, Poems and Ballads

	Nobel invents dynamite




	 

	 

	 




	1868

	Browning, The Ring and the Book

	Gladstone becomes Prime Minister




	 

	 

	 




	1869

	Arnold, Culture and Anarchy

	College for Women opens in Cambridge Von Kertbeny coins the term ‘Homosexuality’




	 

	 

	 




	1870

	D. G. Rossetti, Poems Death of Dickens

	Franco–Prussian War (to 1871) Elementary Education Act




	 

	 

	 




	1871

	Eliot, Middlemarch Swinburne, Songs before Sunrise

	Trade Unions legalised Paris Commune




	 

	 

	 




	1872

	Robert Buchanan, The Fleshly School of Poetry

	 




	 

	 

	 




	1873

	Pater, Studies in the History of the Renaissance

	 




	 

	 

	 




	1874

	Flaubert, Temptation of St Antony Monet’s ‘Impression: Sunrise’ exhibited Eliot, Daniel Deronda

	Disraeli becomes Prime Minister




	 

	 

	 




	1877

	Grosvenor Gallery opened W. H. Mallock, The New Republic

	Queen Victoria made Empress of India




	 

	 

	 




	1878

	Hardy, The Return of the Native

	London electric street lighting established




	 

	 

	 




	1879

	Meredith, The Egoist Ibsen, A Doll’s House

	London telephone exchange established




	 

	 

	 




	1880

	Death of George Eliot

	Gladstone becomes (Liberal) Prime Minister




	 

	 

	 




	1881

	James, The Portrait of a Lady Ibsen, Ghosts D. G. Rossetti, Ballads and Sonnets Gilbert and Sullivan’s Patience is produced

	Irish Land Law Act




	 

	 

	 




	1882

	Walter Hamilton, The Aesthetic Movement in England

	Irish Chief Secretary assassinated Married Women’s Property Act




	 

	 

	 




	1883

	R. L. Stevenson, Treasure Island

	Karl Marx dies




	 

	 

	 




	1884

	J-K Huysmans, A Rebours

	The Mahdi takes Omdurman




	 

	 

	 




	1885

	Pater, Marius the Epicurean Whistler delivers his ‘Ten O’Clock Lecture’

	Berlin Conference Gordon dies at Khartoum Criminal Law Amendment Act (against homosexual practices)




	 

	 

	 




	1886

	R. L. Stevenson, Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde Krafft-Ebbing, Psychopathia Sexualis

	Gladstone re-elected Irish Home Rule Bill defeated




	 

	 

	 




	1887

	Pater, Imaginary Portraits

	Queen Victoria’s Golden Jubilee




	 

	 

	 




	1888

	Arnold, Essays in Criticism (second series) Death of Arnold

	Local Government Act Eastman’s Kodak box camera




	 

	 

	 




	1889

	Pater, Appreciations Yeats, The Wanderings of Oisin

	Cleveland Street scandal over homosexual brothels Parnell named in O’Shea divorce case




	 

	 

	 




	1890

	Ibsen, Hedda Gabler James, The Tragic Muse Death of Newman

	Parnell resigns as Irish Nationalist leader




	 

	 

	 




	1891

	Hardy, Tess of the D’Urbevilles Morris, News from Nowhere

	 




	 

	 

	 




	1892

	Kipling, Barrack Room Ballads Death of Whitman Death of Tennyson

	Gladstone’s fourth Ministry




	 

	 

	 




	1893

	Pater, Plato and Platonism

	Independent Labour Party formed Lords reject Irish Home Rule Bill




	 

	 

	 




	1894

	Pater, The Child in the House Shaw, Arms and the Man First issue of The Yellow Book (to 1897)

	Trial of Dreyfus in Paris Gladstone resigns




	 

	 

	 




	1895

	Hardy, Jude the Obscure Pater, Greek Studies Yeats, Poems Max Nordau’s Degeneration (1893) translated into English

	Lumière Brothers invent cinematography Jameson Raid into the Transvaal




	 

	 

	 




	1896

	A. E. Houseman, A Shropshire Lad

	 




	 

	 

	 




	1897

	James, What Maisie Knew Havelock Ellis, Sexual Inversion

	Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee Second Colonial Conference




	 

	 

	 




	1898

	Hardy, Wessex Poems James, The Turn of the Screw Shaw, Mrs Warren’s Profession

	Kitchener defeats Dervishes at Omdurman




	 

	 

	 




	1899

	A. Symons, The Symbolist Movement in Literature Yeats, The Wind Among the Reeds

	Outbreak of the Boer War




	 

	 

	 




	1900

	Conrad, Lord Jim Shaw, Three Plays for Puritans Death of Ruskin

	British Labour Party founded Relief of Ladysmith and Mafeking







Introduction


The biographical ‘facts’ about Oscar Wilde the poet can be dealt with in relatively few sentences. He started contributing poems to periodicals while still at Oxford, and in 1878 he won the Newdigate Poetry Prize with ‘Ravenna’. In 1881 he published Poems at his own expense. This he revised slightly and re-issued the following year. During the 1880s, while he was making his name as a lecturer, journalist, essayist and fiction writer, he published a handful of poems in various journals. The Sphinx appeared in 1894. And, following his two years’ imprisonment, Wilde published his final poem, The Ballad of Reading Gaol in 1898.

Wilde’s reputation as a poet is almost as slight as its biographical outline. When the Oxford Union rejected the 1881 Poems, having themselves originally solicited it, they set the tone for subsequent critical opinion. The major charge was that of plagiarism; and echoes of this response have sounded well into the present century, with criticism often resembling a game of ‘snap’, as the critic matches the poet’s ‘borrowing’ with his or her own comprehensive knowledge of Wilde’s sources. The notion of Wilde the poet, when compared with Wilde the playwright, paradoxist or personality, is rarely given serious consideration. And yet Wilde considered poets to be the ‘supreme’ artists, and to the end counted himself among them. Shortly before his death he prophesied that he would be remembered as ‘the Infamous St Oscar of Oxford, Poet and Martyr’ (Letters, p. 720). We have readily accepted the latter distinction, so why not the former? Perhaps the notion that this aspect of Wilde’s life and work can be excused, ignored or discounted needs to be re-examined. Wilde the poet ought to be given a hearing.

In 1868 the critic Walter Pater published a review of William Morris’s poetry (this he revised, and published as ‘Aesthetic Poetry’ in 1889). This is how Pater characterises such poetry: ‘Of that world [already transfigured by poetry] this new poetry takes possession, and sublimates beyond it another still fainter and more spectral, which is literally an artificial or ‘‘earthly paradise’’. It is a finer ideal, extracted from what in relation to any actual world is already an ideal. Like some strange second flowering after date, it renews on a more delicate type the poetry of a past age, but must not be confounded with it’ (Pater, p.300). This description could be applied to many of the poems found in Wilde’s first volume, produced when the author was most under the influence of Pater. Like Morris’s ‘extraction’ from Medieval romance, Wilde’s ‘ballades’, ‘villanelles’ and elaborate Ovidian narratives ‘renew on’ poetry of the past, mastering earlier forms and adapting them to new uses. Thus ‘The Garden of Eros’ (1881) adopts a genre which owes much to the examples of Chaucer and Spenser, infuses this with Keatsian imagery and Arnoldian pastoral topography, and cultivates what is largely a defence of the Aesthetic ideal in the face of mercantile, industrial and scientific ‘philistinism’. Wilde would champion this cause throughout his career, and ‘The Garden of Eros’ provides an early and self-consciously artistic, or even ‘artificial’, articulation of it. Significantly, Morris is among those whom the poem eulogises for carrying the torch of the ‘Spirit of Beauty’. To such writers the young poet explicitly acknowledges a debt. This debt was perhaps a version of the aestheticised appropriation which Pater attributes to Morris. Wilde’s lines on Morris from this poem can perhaps be considered in this light. Here Morris is hymned as the ‘heritor of Spenser’s tuneful reed’, and the progenitor of further verse:


… how oft, in some cool grassy field

Far from the cricket-ground and noisy eight,

At Bagley, where the rustling bluebells come

Almost before the blackbird finds a mate

…Have I lain poring on the dreamy tales his fancy weaves,

And through their unreal woes and mimic pain

Wept for myself, and so was purified,

And in their simple mirth grew glad again;

For as I sailed upon that pictured tide

The strength and splendour of the storm was mine

Without the storm’s red ruin, for the singer is divine,

(‘Eros’, 174–86)



Here we find perhaps a semi-autobiographical vignette of the fledgling poet at Oxford, absorbing the influence of a master, but also developing the aesthetic which both defends his present poetic practice, and which would later form the basis of his critical theory. As Vivian in ‘The Decay of Lying’ declares: ‘To us, who live in the nineteenth century, any century is a suitable subject for art except our own. The only beautiful things are the things that do not concern us. It is… exactly because Hecuba is nothing to us that her sorrows are so suitable a motive for a tragedy’ (Intentions, pp. 53–4). Thus the ‘strength and splendour’ of another poet’s art becomes his own, and the ‘unreal woes’ which are, in Pater’s words ‘already an ideal’, provide strange second flowerings in Wilde’s ‘Garden of Eros’. To call this approach plagiarism, and to lay the charge of insincerity which such an accusation implies, is perhaps to disregard the spirit in which such verse was written, and to misunderstand the principles of the ‘Aestheticism’ which Wilde was self-consciously advocating at this time.

The modern critic’s concurrence with those who rejected Wilde’s first poetic offerings also overlooks the fact that Wilde developed as a poet, and that this development mirrors that of his artistic culture in general. Even within the first volume of 1881 there is evidence that the author was experimenting with new forms, and that he was refining his poetic according to his own understanding of its strengths and weaknesses. Poems is divided into a number of sections which accommodate its various modes and genres. Thus the ‘devotional’ poems of the ‘Rosa Mystica’ section, produced while he was attracted to Roman Catholicism, offer a contrast to the more abstract ‘Impressions’, most of which were written in 1881 and placed in the ‘Wind Flowers’, ‘Flowers of Gold’ and ‘The Fourth Movement’ sections of Poems. Wilde’s development as a poet is also evident in his revision of poems that had appeared earlier. ‘By the Arno’ is a case in point. It was originally part of a longer poem entitled ‘Graffiti D’Italia. San Miniato. (June 15)’ from 1876, the first part of which would later appear as ‘San Miniato’. Wilde’s division of the original poem, and his placing each part in different sections of the 1881 volume, was appropriate, and testifies to his understanding of his own development. ‘San Miniato’ retains the ‘occasional’ and devotional qualities of the earlier poem. It still describes a significant event, a form of pilgrimage. The beauties of the church and its surroundings are subordinate to the prayer to the Virgin which the occasion brings forth. ‘By the Arno’, on the other hand, is largely descriptive. The interest is in the beauty of the Florentine setting, and in capturing its atmosphere. And whilst the poem is not yet purely descriptive (as Wilde’s later ‘Impressionistic’ poems would strive to be), its more Romantic elements, such as the inclusion of the nightingale as motif for the poet’s ‘heart’s delight’, are unobtrusive and evocative of mood, rather than strictly symbolic or allegorical. Hence he places ‘By the Arno’ in the ‘Flowers of Gold’ section, alongside more selfconsciously ‘Aesthetic’ pieces such as ‘Les Silhouettes’ and ‘In the Gold Room’.

Wilde continued to experiment in the mode represented by these latter poems. In the ‘Impressionistic’ and ‘Symbolist’ pieces he produced between 1882 and his imprisonment in 1895, he found his poetic niche. In poems such as ‘Le Jardin’, ‘Le Panneau’ and ‘Symphony in Yellow’, Wilde purged his art of the rhapsodic extravagance and overwrought imagery which mars some of his earlier poems. Where once he sought abundance, he now seeks precision, restraint and an economical evocation of mood, atmosphere and effect. Where his verse was once florid, it is now bejewelled and consciously artificial. Wilde’s verse was always ‘pictorial’; like Keats he appealed to the eye as well as to the ear. In his later poems, however, his idiom is often explicitly ‘painterly’, inviting analogies with the work produced at this time by the French Impressionists and their English counterparts Whistler and Walter Sickert. ‘Symphony in Yellow’ (1889) is a cityscape, suffused with the soft lights and shades of the Impressionistic palate:


Big barges full of yellow hay

Are moored against the shadowy wharf,

And, like a yellow silken scarf,

The thick fog hangs along the quay.



If, as Vivian in ‘The Decay of Lying’ suggests, the Impressionists were responsible for the London fogs – ‘To whom, if not to them and their master, do we owe the lovely silver mists that brood over our river, and turn to faint forms of fading grace curved bridge and swaying barge?’ (Intentions, p. 40) – then Wilde’s poem observes their effects through these painters’ eyes, producing an artistically mediated rendering of atmospheric effect.

Wilde was not solely preoccupied with the abstract ideals of literary Impressionism during this period. The late 1880s and 90s also witnessed his experiments in modes with which he has come to be firmly associated – Symbolism and Decadence. ‘The Harlot’s House’ (1885) – with its attention to sound as well as image, and it’s grotesque allegories of lust and shame – best illustrates Wilde’s ‘Symbolist’phase; while The Sphinx (1894) remains perhaps one of the few poems in English which can rightly claim the epithet Décadent. Here, the esoteria, erudition and ornate eroticism of the French masters of this mode (Baudelaire in poetry, Huysmans in prose and Gustave Moreau in painting) find their most consummate British practitioner. It is a mode which suited Wilde’s particular talents. The Sphinx is an extended erotic reverie, but also a catalogue of the bizarre and the recherché, providing an opportunity for the author to display his erudition and indulge to the full his delight in the exotic. Wilde’s verse had always worn its learning conspicuously. However, in early poems such as ‘The Burden of Itys’ (like ‘The Garden of Eros’ an Oxford Pastoral) this would sometimes impede the argument or narrative. The, at times somewhat formulaic and overwrought, Classical conceits and extended Homeric similes would often detract from the poem’s meaning or effect. But with The Sphinx what was once an impediment becomes a positive advantage. Here digression and are ends in themselves. The digressive style of this later poem perfectly conforms with the context or situation of the poem – the overheated reveries of a somewhat precocious undergraduate. His obsessions are hatched from and coloured by his learning, enveloping his object in an aura of mythological and mystical association. The form of the poem is also appropriate to its subject, and to Wilde’s particular genius. The longer lines, with their internal rhymes and cadences, suit perfectly the more fluid and ‘rhetorical’ demands of this particular poem. They are also closer to the patterns of that art which Wilde perhaps perfected above all others – speech:


With Syrian oils his brows were bright: and widespread as a tent at noon

His marble limbs made pearl the moon and lent the day a larger light.

His long hair was nine cubits’ span and coloured like that yellow gem

Which hidden in their garment’s hem the merchants bring from Kurdistan.



The same fanciful delight in language, its colours and its cadences, is found in so many of Wilde’s works, from the fairy tales of A House of Pomegranates (1891), to the rich prose poetry of his play Salome (1893-4), and the poetic prose of his criticism. Wilde’s verse should not therefore be dismissed as an adjunct to the main body of his oeuvre. It provided him with a medium for experimentation with thought, form and language, and allowed him to perfect that which graces his finest work – poetry. It also provides the reader with valuable insights into Wilde’s development as an artist and the evolution of his aesthetic.

The following selection emphasises this development. Its arrangement loosely conforms to the different phases of Wilde’s poetic output. The first phase, which includes his ‘political’ poems and his ‘devotional’ pieces, as well as the long pastorals prepared for the first volume of Poems, finds Wilde at his most Romantic. Following these poems are found those which display Wilde the Aesthete, experimenting in the ‘Impressionistic’ and ‘Symbolist’ modes. The poems within this section were mostly published between 1882 and 1894, and are arranged chronologically by their date of publication.

The last poem included in the selection is perhaps Wilde’s most famous. Whether its directness and relative simplicity, its didactic approach and its appeal to personal experience as an authority for art, suggest that Wilde’s art was passing into a new phase, is open to speculation. Wilde’s final and perhaps greatest poem was also his last work of art. In November 1900 the ‘Infamous’ St Oscar died, prophesying that he would become a martyr, and reminding us that he was also a poet.

ROBERT MIGHALL



Note On The Text


The policy of this edition is, wherever possible, to provide the most authoritative version of each text. This means the last version to be overseen by Wilde. Or, in the case of undated poems which remained unpublished during Wilde’s lifetime, the fullest version, or the version which was, in the editor’s view, the last to leave the author’s hands. For poems from the first volume of Poems, published in 1881, I have used the 1882 edition, as these were often amended slightly by Wilde. For those pieces not included in this edition, or published after 1881, I have consulted the original texts rather than the ones found in Robert Ross’s ‘Collected’ editions of 1908 and 1909. The few exceptions to this policy are indicated in the notes at the end of the selection. The text for The Sphinx is taken from the first edition, published by John Lane in 1894. However, as this edition is printed entirely in capitals, I have consulted the manuscript version of the poem held by the British Library for guidance.

In addition, there are a few poems which are taken from ‘manuscript’ sources, including ‘O Golden Queen of life and joy’, ‘Desespoir’, ‘Pan: Double Villanelle’ and ‘La Circassienne’. These are taken from transcriptions of manuscripts which remained unpublished during Wilde’s lifetime. These copies were made in 1908 by Walter Ledger, friend of Robert Ross and Stuart Mason who were working on the Collected Edition of Wilde’s works at this time. These transcripts belong to the Robert Ross Memorial Collection held by the Bodleian Library, Oxford (Ross. MS. 9). The original manuscripts belonged to Robert Ross and were copied by Christopher Millard (Stuart Mason), and then Ledger made his own copies. Millard’s copies of two of these poems (‘O Golden Queen’ and ‘Desespoir’) are found in the William Andrews Clark Library, Los Angeles (Finzi 2491). For the present edition, the texts for the four poems taken from Ledger’s copies have not been ammended in any way. Exceptions to this rule and details about these poems are found in the notes at the end of the selection.
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