Oscar Wilde and his Contexts (ENGL/GNSE 21919; ENGL 41919)
Professor Benjamin Morgan
Rosenwald 415A
Office Hours: M 3-5pm 
Oscar Wilde and his Contexts

Wilde to Whistler: “How I wish I had said that.” Whistler to Wilde: “You will, Oscar. You will.” (Ellmann 133)
Wilde at US customs: “I have nothing to declare except my genius.” (Apocryphal)
Course Description
In this course we read the work of Oscar Wilde in its historical, theoretical, and cultural contexts. The basic goal of this course is to provide you with a sense of the literary history of the late-Victorian period and to introduce you to some of the questions that literary scholars have asked about Oscar Wilde’s work. We will read extensively in Wilde’s writing, supplementing that reading with the writers with whom Wilde was in dialogue (John Ruskin, Walter Pater, Dante Gabriel Rossetti, William Morris, James Whistler, Henry James, Émile Zola and others). Our discussions will be guided by the major questions that have emerged in Wilde criticism over the past thirty years, when Wilde’s work has undergone a major reconsideration. In particular, we will focus on two questions that have been central to this reconsideration: 1) How does Wilde help us understand relationships among art, literature, cosmopolitanism, and the nation?; 2) How does Wilde help us understand the modern emergence of queer identity? We will read selected critical and theoretical texts that will help us develop these questions rigorously over the course of the quarter. 
The method of our reading will be both to contextualize and to decontextualize Wilde. What this means is that we will first read the work as inseparable from the particular literary context within which it was produced, often through plagiarism and pastiche. We will study how and why Wilde uses specific sources, from Plato to Pater, in a particular way, and investigate the complex play of originality and unoriginality that characterizes his work. But we will also attend to the ways in which Wilde transcends his historical context to an extent rivaled by few other authors, reading his work in relation to selected pieces of aesthetic, political, and queer theory. How might Wilde’s writing offer us unique resources with which we can theorize and refine concepts like irony, liberalism, critique, affection, desire, temporality, and sociality?
This course requires a considerable amount of reading. In addition, you will write two papers, and you will be responsible for emailing me discussion questions once a week throughout the quarter. I have left open the final three course meetings. We will decide together how to use that time.
Required Books (at Seminary Co-Op):
· The Collins Complete Works of Oscar Wilde // 0007144369
· Richard Ellmann, Oscar Wilde // 0394759842
· Moisés Kaufman, Gross Indecency // 0822216493
· Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray (Belknap “uncensored” edition) // 9780674066311
· Other readings are on Chalk
Requirements
· Discussion questions and participation: 10%
· Midterm paper: 30%
· Final paper/project: 60%
Policies
· I prefer that you don’t use iPads/Laptops in class.
· Please print readings from Chalk so that you can take notes on them and bring them to class.
· Each unexcused absence will drop your final course grade by one-third. Please give me 24 hours notice if you need to miss class.
· My office hours are after class, by appointment. You can make an appointment on the course website in the navigation bar at left.
· Please allow 24 hours for responses to emails.
· I take plagiarism and academic dishonesty seriously; engaging in either may be cause for failing the course and disciplinary action by the university.
Assignments
1. Discussion questions. At the beginning of the course you’ll be assigned to submit a discussion question to me by email each Monday or Wednesday. These questions should be no longer than 200 words and should be genuine questions that you think would produce a good, interesting discussion. I’ll grade these 1 (OK), 2 (good), or 3 (excellent), based on how effectively I think they will stimulate discussion. I recommend basing your question on a particular part of the primary or secondary readings (i.e., you might provide a passage with a page number along with your question).
2. Papers/Projects. Everyone will write a 5-7 page midterm paper. I encourage you to meet with me to develop a topic. For your final project you have a few options. All of these must reflect your having done some research beyond reading the assigned texts on the syllabus:
1. Critical bibliography
2. Conference paper
3. Academic essay
4. Digital project
I will explain these options in more detail at some point during the first few weeks of class.
Schedule
NB: I have not assigned page numbers for Ellmann’s biography, but I expect you to read it. You can decide for yourself how and when to do so. You might want to read the entire book at the beginning of the course, or follow along as we go.
Part 1: Transnationality, Politics, Cosmpolitanism
Week 1
4/1: Introduction
Keats, “Ode on a Grecian Urn” **(any edition)
4/3: Some of Wilde’s Sources
Pater, “Preface” and “Conclusion” to The Renaissance 
Rossetti, “The Blessed Damozel”
Wordsworth, “London, 1802” 
**Due: 750-word explication of one paragraph of Pater’s “Conclusion”**
Further Reading:
Rossetti, “Nuptial Sleep”; “The Kiss” 
Week 2
4/8: Wilde’s Poetry
Cleanth Brooks, “History Without Footnotes” (1944) http://www.jstor.org/stable/27537490
Wilde’s Poetry
Main discussion:
Charmides (797-813)
To Milton (774)
The Grave of Keats (770)
La Bella Donna della mia Mente (773)
Libertatis Sacra Fames (858)
Helas! (864)
Also read:
San Miniato (749)
Sonnet on Approaching Italy (768)
The Dole of the King’s Daughter (755)
The Grave of Shelley (775)
Impression du Matin (862)
Symphony in Yellow (872)
The Harlot’s House (867)
Further Reading:
“The Rise of Historical Criticism” 
Read around in the rest of the poetry
Look at Plato, first section of Charmides (Jowett translation available online)
Rita Felski, “‘Context Stinks!’” (http://muse.jhu.edu.proxy.uchicago.edu/journals/new_literary_history/v042/42.4.felski.html)
Martin Jay, “Historical Explanation and the Event: Reflections on the Limits of Contextualizaiton” (http://muse.jhu.edu.proxy.uchicago.edu/journals/new_literary_history/v042/42.4.jay.html)
4/10: Wilde’s Cosmopolitanism
Paul Giles, “Aestheticism, Americanization, and Empire” 
Wilde: Lectures delivered in America
"The English Renaissance of Art" (1882) Miscellanies 
"House Decoration" (1882)  
Artstor: look at Edward Burne-Jones paintings; William Holman Hunt paintings; William Morris crafts, tapestries
Ruskin, "The Nature of Gothic” (pp. TBD) 
William Morris, "The Lesser Arts” (pp. TBD) 
Further Reading:
Julia Prewitt Brown, “Wilde and his Predecessors”  
Pheng Cheah, “Cosmopolitanism and Nationalism: Some Philosophical Arguments,” Cosmopolitics
Wilde, "Art and the Handicraftsman," (1882) 
Wilde, "The Irish Poets and Poetry of the Nineteenth Century" (1882)
Wilde’s Oxford notebooks (for philosophical/intellectual/scientific context)
Week 3
4/15: Transatlantic Wilde
Wilde: Essays and stories about the US
“The Canterville ghost” (1887)
“The American Invasion” (1887) 
“Personal impressions of America” (1883)
Henry James, “The Author of the Beltraffio” 
Further reading:
Armitage, “Three Concepts of Atlantic History” 
Gilbert & Sullivan, Patience 
Jonathan Freedman, “British Aestheticism and American Culture” 
Whistler, The Gentle art of Making Enemies 
(newspaper accounts:)
“The Apostle of Art,” Chicago Inter-Ocean (11 February 1882, 4)
“Truly Aesthetic,” Chicago Inter-Ocean (13 February 1882, 2)
“Philosophical Oscar,” Chicago Times (1 March 1882, 7),
“Oscar Arrives,” Sacramento Record-Union (27 March 1882)
Bierce, untitled column on Wilde, Wasp (31 March 1882)
4/17: Art and Life
Wilde: “The Decay of Lying” (1888)
Zola: “The Experimental Novel” 
Further reading:
Wilde: “The Critic as Artist”
Arnold: “The Function of Criticism at the Present Time” 
Week 4
4/22: Aesthetics and Politics
Susan Sontag: “Notes on Camp” 
Wilde, “The Soul of Man Under Socialism”
Further Reading:
Halberstam, The Queer Art of Failure
Gautier, Preface to Mlle. de Maupin 
Nehamas, Only a Promise of Happiness 
Wilde, “The Portrait of Mr. W.H.” 
PART 2: GENDER, SEXUALITY, DESIRE, DECADENCE
4/24: Dorian Gray and Same-Sex desire: Classical Contexts
The Picture of Dorian Gray (Ch. 1-3)
Plato: “Great Speech” from Phaedrus 
Plato: selections from Symposium (TBD)
Further Reading:
Pater, “Winckelmann”
J.A. Symonds, from A Problem in Greek Ethics (TBD)
Sedgwick, “Some Binarisms (II),” The Epistemology of the Closet
Dowling, from Hellenism and Homosexuality in Victorian Oxford
Butler, “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution” 
Week 5
4/29: Dorian Gray and Same-Sex Desire: Victorian Contexts
Nunokawa, “The Dividends of Boredom” 
The Picture of Dorian Gray (entire)
Uranian poetry: 
    Nicholson, “Your City Cousins”
    Symonds, “The Song of Love and Death”
    Douglas, “Two Loves”
    Housman, “To an Athlete Dying Young”
Further Reading:
Joseph Bristow, “A Complex, Multiform Creature” 
Dellamora, “Representation and Homophobia”
Matt Cook, London and the Culture of Homosexuality
5/1:  Interlude, on reading
Sedgwick, “Paranoid Reading and Reparative Reading,” in Touching Feeling 
Best and Marcus, “Surface Reading: An Introduction” 
**FRIDAY MAY 3: MIDTERM PAPER DUE**
Week 6
5/6: Dorian Gray, continued
The Picture of Dorian Gray, cont.
John Gray, poems from Silverpoints 
Further Reading
Matt Cook, London and the Culture of Homosexuality
Henry James, “The Liar” 
5/8: Society Comedies and Queer Reading
Cristopher Craft, “Alias Bunbury”
The Importance of Being Earnest
Further Reading
Sedgwick, “Tales of the Avunculate: Queer Tutelage in The Importance of Being Earnest” Hichens, The Green Carnation
Gilbert, Engaged
Dumas fils, Francillon
Week 7
5/13: Society Comedies and Queer Reading
Amanda Anderson, “Introduction” and “Manners before Morals,” The Powers of Distance
Lady Windermere’s Fan
Further Reading:
An Ideal Husband
Gagnier, from Idylls of the Marketplace (TBD)
Riquelme, “Wilde’s Anadoodlegram” 
5/15: Decadence and Perversion
Heather Love, “Forced Exile: Walter Pater’s Backward Modernism” 
Wilde, Salome
Wilde, “The Sphinx”
Beardsley, Illustrations for Salome **GBooks
Further Reading:
Strauss, Salome
Gustave Moreau, images of Salome
Le Gallienne, “The Decadent to his Soul” 
Week 8
5/20: Trials, Prison, and Writing the Self
Judith Butler, from Giving an Account of Oneself (TBD)
De Profundis 
5/22: Wildean Legacies, Afterlives, and Futurity
Kaufman, Gross Indecency
Further Reading:
The Ballad of Reading Gaol (1898)
Poems in Prose
Edelman, from No Future (TBD)
Week 9
5/27: no class
5/29: TBD
Week 10
6/3: TBD
**WEDNESDAY 6/5: FINAL PROJECT DUE**
Note: options for these final two weeks may include the following. We will decide democratically based on the interests that have emerged among the group.
· a “conference panel” at which you share your research and writing on Wilde
· twentieth-century homages to and adaptations of Wilde’s work (Will Self, Dorian; Peter Ackroyd , The Last Testament of Oscar Wilde; Neil Barrett, Who Was That Man)
· further reading in criticism and theory
· parts of Wilde’s corpus that we have not yet explored (the fairy tales, Vera, “Lord Arthur Saville’s Crime,” the Chatterton essay)
· modernist writers in relation to Wilde (Yeats, Joyce, Forster)
Recommended further reading:
W.H. Auden, “An Improbable Life,” New Yorker (March 9, 1963)
