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Aesthetic London
Wilde appeared on London’s cultural scene at a propitious moment; 
with the opening of the Grosvenor Gallery in May 1877 the Aesthetes 
gained the public platform they had been denied. Sir Coutts 
Lindsay and his wife Blanche, who were behind this audacious 
enterprise, invited Edward Burne-Jones, George Frederick Watts, 
and James McNeill Whistler to participate in the first exhibition; 
all had suffered rejections from the Royal Academy.1 The public 
were suddenly confronted with the avant-garde, Pre-Raphaelitism, 
Symbolism, and even French Naturalism. Wilde immediately 
recognized his opportunity, as few would understand “Art for Art’s 
sake,” that paintings no longer had to be didactic or moralizing. 
Rather, the function of art was to appeal to the senses, to focus 
on color, form, and composition. Moreover, the aesthetes blurred 
the distinction between the fine and decorative arts, transforming 
wallpapers and textiles into objets d’art. The goal was to surround 
oneself with beauty, to create a House Beautiful. Wilde hitched his 
star to Aestheticism while an undergraduate at Oxford; his rooms 
were noted for their beauty, the panelled walls thickly hung with 
old engravings and contemporary prints by Burne-Jones and filled 
with exquisite objects: Blue and White Oriental porcelain, Tanagra 
statuettes brought back from Greece, and Persian rugs. He was also 
aware of the controversy surrounding Aestheticism; debated in the 
Oxford and Cambridge Undergraduate in April and May 1877, the 
magazine at first praised the movement as a civilizing influence. 
It quickly recanted, as it sought “‘implicit sanction’” for “‘Pagan 
worship of bodily form and beauty’” and renounced morals in the 
name of liberty (Ellmann 85, emphasis in original). 

As the “Professor of Aestheticism,” Wilde launched his career 
as an art critic. He published a review of the opening exhibition 
at the Grosvenor in the Dublin University Magazine (Stokes and 
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Turner 2). He followed this with another review for the Irish Daily 
News in 1879 (Stokes and Turner 16). As an art critic, Wilde’s 
success rested upon demonstrating that he had better taste and 
knowledge than his readers. Many doubted his abilities, especially 
Whistler who ranted “‘What has Oscar in common with Art? . . . 
Oscar—with no more sense of a picture than the fit of a coat, has the 
courage of the opinions—of others!’” (Ellmann 257). The painter 
William Powell Frith also considered him an imposter, placing 
Wilde center stage in The Private View at the Royal Academy 1881 
(1883, Private Collection). Writing much later in his Autobiography, 
Frith maintained:

Beyond the desire of recording for posterity the aesthetic craze as 
regards dress, I wished to hit the folly of listening to self-elected 
critics in matters of taste, whether in dress or art. I therefore planned 
a group, consisting of a well-known apostle of the beautiful, with a 
herd of eager worshippers surrounding him. (256–57)

An “exquisite,” who lauded a correctly worn tie, Wilde’s persona was 
apparently attractive to women. As Michèle Mendelssohn reminds us, 
“today Wilde’s semi-seduction seems surprising because we think of 
him as a homosexual, and not—as the Victorians did—as a lover of 
women” (82). Frith implies Wilde is a phony art-flirter, the shadow 
rather than the substance, a ruse feigned to dupe gullible women. His 
real purpose was to get on in Society, to become rich and famous. 
In A Woman of No Importance, Lord Illingworth observes that to be 
outside Society was a tragedy. At the height of his notoriety, Wilde 
was welcomed into London’s most fashionable drawing rooms. As 
the American writer Vincent O’Sullivan observed:

In the upper reaches of English society, it was not the men, who 
mostly did not like him, who made his success, but the women. He 
was too far from the familiar type of the men. He did not shoot or 
hunt or play cards; he had wit and took the trouble to talk and be 
entertaining. (78)

Wilde satirized his own behavior. 
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As an alternative to the staid Royal Academy, the Grosvenor 
attracted an elite clientele, not just the moneyed but the cultured: 
“The glamour of fashion was over it, and the great help that Lady 
Lindsay was able to give by holding Sunday receptions there made it 
one of the most fashionable resorts of the London season” (Gere, 19). 
Wilde was able to rub shoulders with theatrical stars, Henry Irving, 
Ellen Terry and Mary Anderson, the so-called Professional Beauties, 
Lady Violet Lindsay and Mrs. Cornwallis West, who were famed for 
their “aristocratic loveliness,” as well as the artistic establishment 
led by Frederic Leighton. This social mobility would enable Wilde, 
who graduated from Oxford in 1878, to move in rarefied circles. At 
this stage he was “the young dandy who sought to be somebody, 
rather than do something” (Ellmann 112). However, as winner of the 
Newdigate Prize (1878), Wilde aspired to be a poet; Edmund Yates, 
the editor of The World, initially supported Wilde, by publishing 
Phêdre and Queen Henrietta Maria (1879). His volume of Poems 
was published in June 1881.

Lodging with artist Frank Miles, first in Salisbury Street, off the 
Strand, and later at Keats House, Tite Street, Wilde hosted “beauty 
parties.” In a letter to Harold Bolton, dated 1879, Wilde writes: “I 
was very sorry you did not come to tea as I could have introduced 
you to some very beautiful people Mrs Langtry and Lady Lonsdale 
and a lot of clever beings who were at tea with me” (Holland 
and Hart-Davis 86–87). Langtry’s relationship with Wilde was 
reciprocal: both benefited from each other’s notoriety. His antics 
attracted the Punch cartoonist George du Maurier’s attention. This 
popular satirical magazine had already pilloried the Pre-Raphaelite 
artists; now it was the turn of the Aesthetes. Initially du Maurier set 
his sights on Oxford don Walter Pater (his “Conclusion” to Studies 
in the History of the Renaissance [1873] was taken as the aesthetic 
credo), the symbolist poet Algernon Charles Swinburne and the 
pugnacious Whistler. William Morris ushered in the fashion for 
tertiary colours, olive green, ochre and terracotta or russet, although 
even Lady Wilde admitted “‘tints of decomposed asparagus and 
cucumber do not suit the long, pale English face’” (Mendelssohn, 
55). Du Maurier’s cartoon Nincompoopiana–The Mutual 
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Admiration Society (Figure 1: Punch, vol. 78, 14 Feb. 1880, p. 66), 
which introduced Maudle, a painter, and Jellaby Postlethwaite, a 
poet, who “puff” each other’s work, appeared in February 1880. The 
Nincompoopiana series goes further than the earlier cartoons, openly 
suggesting dubious or even immoral behavior. They also seem more 
directly aimed at Wilde; Prigsby, a bogus art critic who leads the 
gullible astray, clearly references Wilde’s long hair and mannerisms. 
Following the publication of Poems, Wilde was openly lampooned 
in Edward Linley Sambourne’s cartoon O.W. Oh, I feel just as happy 
as a bright Sunflower! Lays of Christy Minstrelsy: “Aesthete of 
Aesthete! What’s in a name? The poet is Wilde, But his poetry’s 
tame” (Figure 2; Punch, vol. 80, 25 June 1881, p. 298).2 With the 
publication of his poems Wilde had at last achieved celebrity. The 
sunflower frames Wilde’s face like a lion’s ruff; above all Wilde 
wanted to be one of society’s lions. Du Maurier nicknamed those 
who courted the famous lion hunters. Alluding to the Greek myth of 
Clytie, the sunflower, an Aesthetic emblem since the 1860s, signalled 
“hopeless longing and unfulfilled desire.” Wilde was now indelibly 
associated with the sunflower, alongside his talismanic lily. These 
associations would be mercilessly exploited by American satirists. 
Yet rather than derailing Aestheticism, the cartoons spawned a cult 
and gave the public readily identifiable stereotypes. 
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Figure 1: George du Maurier,  
Nincompoopiana—The Mutual Admiration Society; Punch, 

Vol.78, February 14, 1880, 66.
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Figure 2: Edward Linley Sambourne, O.W. Oh, I feel just as happy as 
a bright Sunflower! Lays of Christy Minstrelsy: “Aesthete of Aesthetes! 

What’s in a name? The poet is Wilde, But his poetry’s tame”;  
Punch, Vol. 80, June 25, 1881, 298.
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The “Mutual Admiration Society” acquired popular currency 
through Francis Burnand, the editor of Punch, who animated them 
on the stage in The Colonel (February 1881). By this time the public 
were familiar with dandies and their lovelorn acolytes, ensuring both 
the success of The Colonel and Gilbert and Sullivan’s Patience, which 
opened shortly after in April 1881. Patience pitted two rival poets, 
Reginald Bunthorne and Archibald Grosvenor, for the affections of 
a chorus of “lovesick maidens”; many believed the effete Bunthorne 
was based on Wilde. These stage productions spawned popular music 
hall songs; My Aesthetic Love (1881, cover by Alfred Concanen, 
V&A) ridiculed aesthetic pretensions, especially their affected 
language: “She’s utterly utterly consummate too too! And feeds on 
the lily and old china blue, And with a sunflower she will sit for an 
hour.” The sunflower, the lily (purity), the peacock feather (eternal 
beauty) were aesthetic totems. Old Blue, Oriental blue and white 
porcelain, had acquired cult status through du Maurier’s cartoon The 
Six-Mark Teapot, which was said to be based on Wilde’s infamous 
claim “I find it harder and harder every day to live up to my blue 
china” (Ellmann 43): 
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Aesthetic Bridegroom: “It is quite consummate, is it not!”
Intense Bride: “It is, Indeed! Oh, Algernon, let us live up to it!” 

Figure 3: The Six-Mark Teapot. Punch, vol 79,30 Oct. 1880, p.194.
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This in turn led to the so-called Patience or Aesthetic Teapot (1881, 
Figure 4), literally a limp-wristed and hand-on-hip caricature of 
Wilde and his coterie. Modeled by James Hadley for the Royal 
Worcester Company, one side features a long-haired effete artist, 
wearing sage green velvet, a floppy purple cap and sporting a 
sunflower, while on the other side a mournful maiden with a calla 
lily recalls Gilbert’s “doleful train” of lovesick maidens. Inscribed 
“Fearful consequences through the laws of Natural Selection and 
Evolution of living up to one’s teapot,” the vessel took a swipe at 
Darwin’s theories of evolution, as well as Wilde’s famous aphorism. 
Rarefied and hype-sensitive aesthetes were apparently suffering 
from a surfeit of culture. Aesthetic men were hardly manly; perhaps 
they had evolved “too far,” to the point of emasculation.

Figure 4: Patience or Aesthetic Teapot, James Hadley for the Royal 
Worcester Company; Art Institute of Chicago, 1881.

Wilde’s World
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The Wildean type also circulated in fiction; Walter Besant and James 
Rice, Monks of Thelema (1878) gives us Paul Rondelet, a fellow 
of Lothian College, who writes “mystic and weird” poems, while 
Rhoda Broughton’s Francis Chaloner in Second Thoughts (1880) is 
a “long pale poet” with a Botticelli head who holds a “lotus lily in 
one pale hand” (Broughton 135, 138). Maudle and Postlethwaite left 
the pages of Punch in May 1881; the joke was no longer funny, as 
Aestheticism had entered the mainstream. Punch, ever more hostile 
to aesthetic culture, now openly lampooned Wilde. Walter Hamilton 
attempted to defend aesthetic culture, publishing the movement’s 
first history, The Aesthetic Movement in England (1882). For his 
part, Wilde believed he was the original of Maudle, while (A) 
Postlethwaite was a composite based on members of his aesthetic 
circle (Lewis and Smith 46). Leonée Ormond has convincingly argued 
that Wilde turned the tables and assumed aspects of du Maurier’s 
characters to capitalise on the publicity generated by The Colonel 
and Patience. Small wonder Richard D’Oyly Carte chose Wilde to 
promote Patience in the United States. Fearing Americans were less 
familiar with aesthetic eccentricities, “Carte expected Patience to 
give a fillip to Wilde’s lectures, and the lectures to give a fillip to 
Patience” (Ellmann 144). Burnand sarcastically observed: “From 
the constant mention of this well-known English entrepreneur’s 
name and his entertainments, we are almost induced to believe that 
the gifted Aesthetic [Wilde] simply appears in America as a sort 
of peripatetic showman’s advertisement for Mr Carte’s numerous 
ventures” (Punch, vol. 82, 22 Apr. 1882, p. 192). The lecture tour 
was certainly a financial success; Wilde received a half-share of the 
profits of $11,210 (Ellmann 182).

Aestheticizing America
Wilde was 27 when he arrived in New York in January 1882. He was 
not the first to recognize the financial benefits of an American tour: 
Charles Dickens went before him in 1842. But he would also have 
been aware that Dickens found the “Americans were simply not 
English enough” (Meckier). What became known as his “Quarrel 
with America,” Dickens resented how many tried to make money 
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out of his fame; an enterprising barber claimed to be selling locks of 
his hair. Wilde was similarly exploited; the characters from Patience 
were used to sell everything from tea to cigars (Figure 5: Hegan 
Brothers Wallpapers, Louisville, c. 1882). The famous photographs 
of Wilde taken in New York by Napoleon Sarony on the eve of his 
tour were pirated for trade cards3; his face promoted “Neilson’s 
Secret Mm Marie Fontaine Freckle Cure.” Some of the images are 
not very kind; a trade card for “Mitchell’s Prodigious Pharmacy” 
lampoons his stage attire, as well as his lust for money. Wilde’s 
outrageous clothes and worship of the sunflower (now with a dollar 
sign on its face) was simply a money-making ploy; notoriety at any 
cost was better than invisibility. “Clark’s O.N.T. Spool Cotton—the 
best thread for hand and machine sewing,” has Oscar performing 
besides Jumbo the Elephant, billed as “the largest known animal 
in creation.” Formerly a resident of London Zoo, Jumbo arrived in 
the United States in 1882, courtesy of another empresario, Phineas 
T. Barnum. As the star attraction of the Barnum and Bailey Circus, 
Jumbo, like Wilde, travelled the length and breadth of America. Mr 
Punch observed, “Mr Barnum having got Jumbo has refused D’Oyly 
Carte’s offer of his Aesthetic Two-Twoness Oscar . . . Hail, Prince 
Barnum of Moneygo!” (Punch, 1882, vol. 81, p. 192). Jumbo’s life 
came to a dramatic end being hit and killed by a train in 1885. The 
greatest show had to go on, so Jumbo was stuffed; “If I can’t have 
Jumbo living, I’ll have Jumbo dead, and Jumbo dead is worth a 
small herd of ordinary elephants,” Barnum told the New York Times.

http://query.nytimes.com/gst/abstract.html?res=F00910FE355D10738DDDAE0994D1405B8584F0D3
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Figure 5: Trade card ‘Hegan Brothers Wallpapers, Louisville’ based on a 
character from Patience, c.1882.
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The most vicious attacks came from the cartoonist Thomas 
Nast, from whom it is said we get the term “nasty.” Nast redrew 
du Maurier’s cartoon A Love Agony. Design by Maudle (Figure 
6; Punch, vol. 78, 5 June 1880, p. 254) with Wilde as a modern 
Narcissus, the voice of Echo ringing from the hills “He is an 
Aesthetic sham”. 4 The sunflower clenched in his hand is inscribed 
Notoriety; in the reflection the sunflower bears a dollar sign, while 
Wilde’s silhouette resembles a lion; “Mr O’Wilde you are not the 
first one that has grasped at a shadow” (c. 1882, British Library; 
Figure 7) Nast was not fond of the Irish. Several of the cartoons 
are racist; a foreign interloper, Wilde was an Irishman posing as 
an English gentleman. The six cards drawn by E. B. Duval offer us 
“National Aesthetics” depicting the aesthete as Irish (“Begorra and 
I belave I am Oscar himself”), Chinese, French, German, black and 
finally, as a white American who will sell anything. Confused by his 
“soft effeminate flesh,” “graceful form” and “certain womanly air,” 
newspaper critics even posed the question Could he be a “she”? 
(Mendelssohn 150). Interior decorating was hardly a manly pursuit.

Figure 6:  George du Maurier, A Love Agony: Design by Maudle;  
Punch, Vol. 78, June 5, 1880, 254..
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Figure 7:Thomas Nast, Mr. O’Wilde, You Are Not the First One That Has 
Grasped at a Shadow; British Library; c.1882

Disliking the expression “Aesthetic Movement,” Wilde began 
his tour with “The English Renaissance of Art,” first given in New 
York on January 9, 1882. Wilde abandoned this lecture as it proved 
unpopular. Wilde was quick to switch his allegiance from the 
“inaccessible” higher arts to the popularist cause of home decorating. 
Kevin O’ Brien considers Wilde picked an unpromising subject; but, 
in fact, this was far from the case (42). By the early 1880s taste had 
become a contentious issue. Interior decorating had been elevated 
to an art form. It was now considered equal to painting as a means 
of self-expression; arranging a room was likened to painting a 
composition or orchestrating a symphony. Objects, now strokes of 
color or musical notes, were valued for their tint and form; however, 
“a single false colour or false note destroys the whole” (Wilde, 915). 
The watch word was harmony, as objet d’art, a blue and white vase, 
piece of Venetian glass or a delicate embroidery, were to be arranged 
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to form a pleasing whole. No style or period was singled out; the 
antique could be blended with the modern, as taste was a matter of 
personal preferences. Above all a room was to be unique, reflecting 
the individuality and personality of the homeowner. 

Lacking expertise, the wealthy could turn to an interior decorator, 
a profession that was just emerging. Many relied on the numerous 
domestic advice manuals that suddenly mushroomed; an expert 
on dress and interior décor, Mrs. Haweis declared “most people 
are now alive to the importance of beauty as a refining influence. 
The appetite for artistic instruction is even ravenous” (2). For his 
House Beautiful lecture Wilde requested copies of the Rev. William 
J. Loftie’s A Plea for Art in the Home (1877) and Mrs. Haweis’s Art 
of Dress (1879) from Colonel Morse, manager of the lecture tour.5 
O’Brien gives examples of Wilde’s borrowings from Ruskin’s The 
Two Paths (1859) and Morris’s Hopes and Fears for Art, a lecture 
series given from 1878 to 1881, published in 1882 (150). He came 
close to plagiarizing Morris: “Have nothing in your house that is not 
useful or beautiful” (914). Wilde’s lack of originality was noted at 
the time. Ambrose Bierce, whose stinging denunciation came in The 
Wasp (April 1882) declared “In Mr Wilde’s lectures there is nothing 
to criticise, for there is nothing of his own.”

The title of Wilde’s lecture was apparently purloined from 
Clarence Cook’s highly influential House Beautiful: Essays on Beds 
and Tables, Stools and Candlestick6s (Walter Crane, frontis, 1878; 
Figure 8). Cook, the rather caustic art critic of the New York Tribune, 
dedicated his book to his wife: “To Her whose happy union of 
head, hands and heart, has made one house beautiful through many 
chequered years.” In the same league as Charles Locke Eastlake’s 
influential Hints on Household Taste (1868), Cook’s Anglo-Japanese 
aesthetic was more appealing to Wilde than Eastlake’s neo-Gothic 
style. Wilde established his aesthetic credentials by roundly stating, 
“French furniture, gilt and gaudy, is very vulgar, monstrous and 
unserviceable” (919). Although he stressed “every home should 
wear an individual air in all its furnishings and decoration” and 
“should express the feelings of those who live in it,” Wilde laid 
down certain broad principles (914). These broad principles were 
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more like rules. The entrance hall should not be papered, as it was 
too close to the elements; wooden panelling was better. As regards 
floors, don’t carpet at all. Secondary colours should be used on 
walls and ceilings. Large gas chandeliers should be replaced by 
side brackets with delicate shades to avoid glaring light. Ugly cast-
iron heating stoves must give way to “the healthy, old-English open 
fireplace” (920). His grandson Merlin Holland likens Wilde’s advice 
to a “Conran manifesto from the 1970s, advocating plain rather than 
heavy cut glass, the simple beauty of natural wood and if you cannot 
afford the finest and most expensive in Persian rugs, put down 
elegant rush matting . . . the message of beauty and simplicity” (20).

Figure 8: Walter Crane, frontis, Clarence Cook, House Beautiful; Essays 
on Beds and Tables, Stools3 and Candlestick; 1878.1878.
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Back Home: Tite Street
Having done his part to civilize America, Wilde returned to England 
in January 1883. He attempted to launch his career as a playwright, 
staging Vera, his first play, in New York. It was initially well 
received by the audience, but the critics were lukewarm; the play 
closed a week after it had opened. The following years were given 
over to touring Britain offering audiences his Personal Impressions 
of America, The Value of Art in Modern Life, and Dress. The varnish 
and paint manufacturer Theodor Mander heard Wilde speak in 
Wolverhampton in 1884; three years later he began to build his 
own House Beautiful, Whitwick Manor, one of the finest surviving 
aesthetic houses. Engaged to Constance Lloyd in 1884, Wilde at 
last got the chance to create his own House Beautiful; fortuitously 
Constance was given £5000 in advance of her inheritance to lease 
and furnish a house. Wilde had pontificated for so long on the subject, 
he was expected to practice what he preached. As Whistler pointed 
out: “You have been lecturing to us about the House Beautiful; now 
is your chance to show us one” (Ellmann 234). Wilde turned to E.W. 
Godwin, Whistler’s architect, “the greatest aesthete of them all”! 
A modest terraced house, No. 16, Tite Street, Chelsea, was duly 
renovated in seven months at considerable expense (Figure 9). Sadly, 
no images are known of the interiors Godwin created, although a 
full description survives (Hyde 1951). Godwin favored using tones 
of a single color when decorating a room; for Wilde he chose white. 
Wilde described the chairs for the dining room as “sonnets in ivory” 
and the table “as a masterpiece in pearl.” Godwin’s instructions were 
precise: “the whole of the woodwork to be painted enamel white 
and the walls pt [sic] in oils enamel white and grey to the height 
of 5ft 6 ins. The rest of the walls and ceiling to be finished in lime 
white with a slight addition of black to give a white greyish tone’” 
(Aslin 19). The dining room was “a study in lightness, delicacy and 
simplicity” (Hayes 47). Describing his own drawing room in terms 
of music, Godwin sought “tenderness” while “the ultra-refinement 
of the delicate tones of colour” were to form the background to a 
few “but unquestionable gems in the exquisitely sensitive room”: “I 
say sensitive for a room has a character that may influence for good 
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or bad the many who enter it, especially the very young” (Aslin 
19). Judging from the raising of his own children, whose nursery 
walls were lined with Japanese prints and fans, Godwin was raising 
the next generation of aesthetes; Wilde’s children would grow up in 
exceptionally artistic surroundings. 

Figure 9: No. 16 Tite Street, Chelsea, Wilde home from c.1884 to 1895; 
Anne Anderson, 2018. 
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While Tite Street lay at the heart of bohemian Chelsea, many 
of Wilde’s neighbors were from the highest echelons of Society. 
Following bankruptcy and loss of his precious White House, 
Whistler returned to Tite Street in 1881, residing in the ground floor 
apartment of a studio block (No. 33). Perhaps unable to stomach 
the reappearance of Wilde on his doorstep, by 1885 Whistler was 
living with his mistress Maud Franklin in The Vale, Chelsea. His 
place was taken in the Tite Street flat by John Singer Sargent, the 
most fashionable and highest paid portrait painter of the day. Other 
notable artists resided on Tite Street: Archibald Stuart Wortley, 
the Hon. John Collier, and Anna Lee Merritt. Along the Chelsea 
Embankment one could find the barrister Wickham Flower, who 
lived in the beautiful Swan House decorated by Morris & Co., Lord 
Monkswell, father of Hon. John Collier, the Marquis of Ripon and 
Ralph, and Lord Wentworth, Byron’s grandson. Wilde had achieved 
his goal; paraphrasing Lord Illingworth, he had fitted himself to the 
“best society.”

Notes
1. The Lindsays invested £150,000 of their own money, building a 

splendid gallery on New Bond Street, the smartest part of London.
2. Mendelssohn has shown that Punch put the words to The Big 

Sunflower, a time-honored minstrel song, in Wilde’s mouth (285).
3. One of Sarony’s portraits of Wilde (No.18,1882) became the subject 

of a U.S. Supreme Court case, Burrow-Giles Lithographic Co. v. 
Sarony 111 U.S. 53 (1884), in which the Court upheld the extension 
of copyright protection to photographs.

4.  Harper’s Weekly pirated du Maurier’s cartoons.
5. “The House Beautiful” was apparently composed in Chicago and 

first given on March 11, when it was entitled “Interior and Exterior 
House Decoration.” Looking for a more eye-catching by-line, the 
title may have been coined by the press. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/U.S._Supreme_Court
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Burrow-Giles_Lithographic_Co._v._Sarony
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Burrow-Giles_Lithographic_Co._v._Sarony
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Copyright
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