
flowers from Dickinson as early as 1855, with ‘a
note and two flowers’ recorded in January 1860,
and that Mattie shared another Dickinson poem
with her friend Julia Goddard in 1884.9 One won-
ders, then, what other glimpses into the poet’s life
this marvellous, but not fully mined, set of corre-
spondences has yet to yield.
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9 A letter from Goddard to ‘My Dear Little Mattie’ dated
‘Newbury, June 12 – 1884’ acknowledges a transcript of the (un-
identified) poem. Amherst College, Special Collections, Cushing-
Tuckerman-Esty Family Papers, MA 293.

THE ROOTS OFWILDE’S TUBEROSE
In 1885 Oscar Wilde sent a letter to the Pall Mall
Gazette on the subject of Agave amica, the flower-
ing plant commonly known in English as
‘tuberose’. The letter was a reply to the poet Marc-
André Raffalovich’s response (entitled ‘The Root
of the Matter’) to Wilde’s review of Raffalovich’s
own collection of poems, Tuberose and
Meadowsweet; the whole exchange took place in
the same magazine. The immediate disagreement
between the two men concerned the not overly mo-
mentous topic of whether the word ‘tuberose’ has
two or three syllables; but Wilde managed, en pas-
sant, to articulate a striking if tongue-in-cheek dis-
tillation of aestheticism’s attitude towards the
divide between scientific knowledge and aesthetic
appreciation, through that most aesthetic of objects,
the flower. Raffalovich had stressed that the tuber-
ose’s name has nothing to do with tubes or roses,
but rather with the feminine form of the Latin ad-
jective t�uber�osus, ‘knobbly-rooted’, and should
therefore be a trisyllable.1 Wilde replied thus:

I am deeply distressed to hear that tuberose is so
called from its being a ‘lumpy flower’. It is not at
all lumpy, and, even if it were, no poet should be
heartless enough to say so. Henceforth there real-
ly must be two derivations for every word, one
for the poet and one for the scientist. And in the
present case the poet will dwell on the tiny trum-
pets of ivory into which the white flower breaks,
and leave to the man of science horrid allusions
to its supposed lumpiness and indiscreet revela-
tions of its private life below ground.2

Between (1) aestheticism’s penchant for explor-
ing the metaphorical potential of flowers as both the
archetype of beauty and an image of the alluring
perversity of the aesthetic life, starting with Charles
Baudelaire’s most famous collection, continuing
with Wilde’s own youthful association with lilies
and sunflowers, and culminating with J.K.
Huysmans’s chapter on tropical plants in his �A
rebours, published the previous year; (2) the reson-
ance of the allusion to the ‘private life below
ground’ which was just then beginning to affect
Wilde’s marriage and which equally involved the
as-yet-covertly homosexual Raffalovich; (3) the par-
allel between the metaphor of the beautiful flower
springing from an ugly root and the critical debates
of the time about the relative weight we should ac-
cord to the formal aesthetic features of literary works
and the potentially unlovely biographical elements
underlying them—debates that would explode with
the publication of The Picture of Dorian Gray half a
decade later; and (4) the fact that Wilde seems to
call into question the whole fact- and depth-based
model of inquiry underlying both philology and the
natural sciences, valorizing instead the pursuit of
surface beauty (all this while simultaneously joking
on his own weight): the generative potential of this
passage is remarkable, and several scholars have
paid attention to it accordingly.3

What has not hitherto been noticed is that, as in
many other cases, Wilde had magpied his central

1 With a move Wilde would have abhorred, I feel it necessary
to signal that the OED brings out Raffalovich’s point. ‘Tuberose’,
noun and adj., The Shorter Oxford English Dictionary, 3rd edn.
revised with addenda (Oxford, 1956), 2260.

2 Oscar Wilde (Merlin Holland and Rupert Hart-Davis eds.),
The Complete Letters of Oscar Wilde (London, 2000), 255–56.

3 John Wilson Foster, ‘Against Nature? Science and Oscar
Wilde’, University of Toronto Quarterly lxiii (1994), 328–46; Ed
Madden, ‘Say It with Flowers: The Poetry of Marc-Andre
Raffalovich’, College Literature xxiv (1997), 11–27; Nazia
Parveen, ‘The Body-Mind of Oscar Wilde's Reviews for the Pall
Mall Gazette’, European Review of History—Revue européenne
d'histoire xvii (2010), 303–15; Frederick S. Roden, ‘Marc-Andre
Raffalovich: A Russian-French-Jewish-Catholic Homosexual in
Oscar Wilde's London’, in Frederick S. Roden (ed.), Jewish/
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image from elsewhere—in this case, from one of
his own former professors (who, as I will show,
had got it from yet another author). John Campbell
Shairp (1819–’85) was Oxford’s Professor of
Poetry from 1877 to 1884, thus partly overlapping
with Wilde’s time as a student there (1874–’78). In
1881, like some of his predecessors, Shairp col-
lected the lectures he had delivered up to that point
into a book, Aspects of Poetry. Shairp’s own incli-
nations were more religious than aesthetic, and
most of what he has to say is both un-aestheticist
and rather bland; however, in one passage of the
opening lecture, ‘The Province of Poetry’, Shairp
does strike a note that the young Wilde would
have found congenial, while justifying his decision
not to offer a new definition of poetry:

[D]efinitions do not really help us better to under-
stand or appreciate subjects with which we have
been long familiar, especially when they are, as
poetry is, all life and spirit. As my friend the au-
thor of Rab and his Friends has well expressed it,
‘It is with Poetry as with flowers and fruits. We
would all rather have them and taste them than
talk about them. It is a good thing to know about
a lily, its scientific ins and outs, its botany, its
archæology, even its anatomy and organic radi-
cals, but it is a better thing to look at the flowers
themselves, and to consider how they grow.’ So
one would rather enjoy poetry, than criticise it
and discuss its nature. But, as there is a time for
studying the botany of flowers, as well as for
enjoying their beauty, there is a time also for
dwelling on the nature and offices of poetry, and
that time seems to have come to-day.4

One can almost hear the resigned sigh accompa-
nying this last remark; but inspiring or not, the re-
lationship between this passage and Wilde’s
‘tuberose’ letter is to my mind one of clear deriv-
ation, and one that follows the usual pattern of
Wilde’s unacknowledged borrowings from other
sources: a congenial idea in a high-brow and rela-
tively obscure source is repurposed in a more
popular setting, maintaining the original content
but adding zest and more generally improving
the expression.

Of course, Shairp’s ‘aestheticist’ quote about the
plaisir du texte serves him as a foil, his own point
being the opposite one that analysing poetry is in-
deed a valuable pursuit. Thus, Wilde is not in fact
borrowing from Shairp, but from his ‘friend’, only
identified here by periphrasis. As it turns out, ‘Rab
and His Friends’ was a very popular short story
about a combative mastiff and its owners, first pub-
lished in 1859, and its author was Shairp’s fellow
Scot John Brown (1810–’82), a physician and
writer. Brown republished the story in 1861, along
with several essays on literary topics, as the second
instalment of his series Horæ subsecivæ in the UK
and under the translated title of Spare Hours in the
USA.5 It is from one of these additional essays,
‘Vaughan’s Poems &c.’, about the seventeenth-
century Welsh poet Henry Vaughan, that Shairp
borrows. The passage reads thus:

It is with poetry as with flowers and fruits, and
the delicious juices of meats and fishes; we
would all rather have them, and smell them,
and taste them, than hear about them. It is a
good thing to know all about a lily, its scientif-
ic ins and outs, its botany, its archæology, its
æsthetics, even its anatomy and ‘organic radi-
cals,’ but it is a better thing to look at itself,
and ‘consider’ how it grows – ‘White, radiant,
spotless, exquisitely pure’ (315).6

Shairp, as can be seen, alters some parts of the
passage and omits others, including a reference to
‘æsthetics’ as a province for analysis rather than
appreciation, which might reasonably be taken to
contradict Brown’s own point. A cavalier attitude
towards quotation and citation, thus, was not the
exclusive province of glib self-entitled ‘professors
of aesthetics’ such as the young Wilde, but was
shared by actual professors writing for a university
press, such as Shairp.
At any rate, there is a clear line of continuity

between Brown, Shairp, and Wilde. The latter
could conceivably have got the idea from Brown’s

Christian/Queer: Crossroads and Identities (London, 2016), 127–
37; Andrea Selleri, ‘Oscar Wilde on the Theory of the Author’,
Philosophy and Literature xlii (2018), 49–66; Kimberly J.
Stern, Oscar Wilde: A Literary Life (2019), 133–34.

4 J. C. Shairp, Aspects of Poetry (Oxford, 1881), 1–2.

5 Respectively: John Brown, Horæ subsecivæ: A Second Series
(Edinburgh, 1861); Spare Hours, First Series: Rab and His
Friends and Other Papers (Boston & New York, 1861).
Henceforward I quote from the British edition.

6 Brown’s last quotation is from William Wordsworth’s 1819
poem ‘November 1’, where it refers not to a flower but to a moun-
taintop. The word ‘consider’ does not appear in it, and is evidently
an echo of Matthew 6:28, ‘Consider the lilies of the field, how
they grow’. William Wordsworth, Complete Poems (New Haven
& London, 1977), II, 318.
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essay directly, and indeed it is not necessary to
postulate that Shairp’s book was an intermediary;
however, there was a direct personal connection
between Wilde and Shairp, whereas there was
none between Wilde and Brown, so, to my mind,
the balance of probability weighs in favour of a
mediated response to Brown through Shairp.
A broader consideration arising from this episode

is that in the time bracket considered here (1861–
85) aestheticist ideas were not limited to aesthetes
proper, but featured, in more or less watered-down
form, in the work of more respectable individuals,
be they professors at conservative institutions such
as Shairp or authors of fairly sentimental literature
such as Brown. As early as 1861, when aestheti-
cism was still an almost exclusively French phe-
nomenon, Brown can say things like the following:

Poetry is the expression of the beautiful—by
words—the beautiful of the outer and of the inner
world; whatever is delectable to the eye or the ear,
the every [sic] sense of the body and of the soul—
it presides over veras dulcedines rerum (7).

Although the reference to the ‘inner world’
opens the door to a moral conception of beauty, the
main drift of the passage is close enough to what
would become the standard aesthetic position a few
years later—that poetry’s supreme aim is to express
beauty. In his own book, written when aestheticism
enjoyed much cultural currency but little respect-
ability, Shairp does offer some qualifications to this
view, but his distance from aestheticism on this
particular point is actually quite small:

The poet’s peculiar domain has generally been
said to be Beauty; and there is so much truth in
this that, if the thing must be condensed into a
single word, probably none better could be
found. [. . .] But this one word is too narrow to
cover all the domain over which the poetic spi-
rit ranges. [. . .] Therefore I should rather say
that the whole range of existence, or any part
of it, when imaginatively apprehended, seized
on the side of human interest, may be transfig-
ured into poetry. (4–5).

If I am right that these are some of the less ob-
vious roots of Wilde’s aestheticism, there are
nonetheless significant differences between them
and the flower itself. One quick illustration of this
is Shairp’s second invocation of the image of the

flower as something to be contemplated and
enjoyed rather than analysed and dissected:

The botanist can take the flower to pieces, show
you the stamens, pistil, calyx, corolla, and all the
rest of it, but can he put them together again?
Can he grasp or recreate the mysterious thing
which held them together and made the living
flower? No, life has escaped his grasp (50).

The imagery is similar to the passage discussed
above, but the gist here is the quite different point
that the composition of poetry defies rational ex-
planation. Like science, ‘learning, criticism, study,
reflection’ may ‘kill [. . .] but not create’ (51).
Genius is not rational but organic (‘like the colour
of a flower which dims and changes as it is devel-
oped’ (194) and uncritical (‘[a]t those moments
when it is least conscious, it achieves most’ [51]).
Here are echoes both of Plato’s Ion and William
Wordsworth’s Preface to the Lyrical Ballads; but
also a very definite distance from what would be-
come the position expressed by Wilde’s Gilbert in
‘The Critic as Artist’ (1891):

[T]he work that seems to us to be the most nat-
ural and simple product of its time is always the
result of the most self-conscious effort [. . .] there
is no fine art without self-consciousness, and
self-consciousness and the critical spirit are one.7

Whether or not Shairp played a role in crystal-
lizing for Wilde the standard, purportedly uninter-
esting position that the latter attributed to Ernest in
his dialogue, the later Wilde’s ambivalent feelings
of attention and rejection towards Oxford and its
‘stuffy dons’ would make both the derivation and
the incompatibilities in the respective treatments
of the topic hardly surprising.
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7 Oscar Wilde (Josephine Guy ed.), The Complete Works of
Oscar Wilde. Volume 4. Criticism: Historical Criticism,
Intentions, The Soul of Man (Oxford, 2007), 143.
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