Oscar Wilde at Toad Hall: Kenneth Grahame's Download Here

Drainings and Draggings.

m NO INSTITUTIONAL AFFILIATION

D —

() Oscar Wilde at Toad Hall: Kenneth Grahame's Drainings
and Draggings

U. C. Knoepflmacher

The Lionand the Unicorn

Johns Hopkins University Press

Volume 34, Number 1, January 2010

pp. 1-16

10.1353/uni.0.0482

ARTICLE

View Citation

In lieu of an abstract, hereis a brief excerpt of the content:

Oscar Wilde at Toad Hall:

Kenneth Grahame's Drainings and Draggings

U. C. Knoepflmacher (bio)


#skip_target
/account/authenticate
#
#
#
#
#
#
#
#
#
/search?action=search&query=author:U. C. Knoepflmacher
#back
http://blogttn.info/dspace/mx/T3NjYXIgV2lsZGUgYXQgVG9hZCBIYWxsOiBLZW5uZXRoIEdyYWhhbWUncyBEcmFpbmluZ3MgYW5kIERyYWdnaW5ncw==

In 1888, the yearin which he published The Happy Prince and Other Stories,
Oscar Wilde explained that his fairy tales were only "meant partly for
children," since they also addressed "those who have kept the child-like
faculties of wonder and joy, and who find in simplicity a subtle
strangeness" (Letters 215). He seemed to have changed his mind,
however, afterthe 1891 appearance of his Dorian Gray. In a letter in which
he boasted about having become enmeshed in "red roses of pleasure,"
Wilde abruptly dismissed fairy tales as a tepid and bloodless form
unsuited for "bodies of flesh" and "souls in turmoil." He thus advised a
friend who had sent him a fairy tale manuscript to abandon "such fanciful,
winsome work," proclaiming that those who truly "know what passioniis,
what passions are" should clothe them in "their red raiment, and make
them move before us" (315). Yet nearthe end of his career, Wilde
signaled stillanother turn. In De Profundis, the confessional work written
after his humiliating imprisonment, he claimed that tales such as "The
Happy Prince" and "T he Young King" might well offer some salutary
alternatives to "the primrose path" he had taken (De Profundis 92).

Oscar Wilde's oscillations provide me with a frame for this essay's
contentionthat The Wind in the Willows can be read as Kenneth
Grahame's attempt to distance himself from the excesses of the
Aesthetic Movement with which he had once beenidentified. Forthe
bookthat begins and ends with acts of house-cleaning undertaken by
Grahame's band of male friends tries to domesticate Walter Pater's and
Oscar Wilde's more extravagant versions of "The House Beautiful."!
Begunin 1906, The Wind in the Willows appeared in 1908, a bare three
years after the posthumous publication of De Profundis and inthe same
year in which Robert Ross brought out a fourteen-volume edition of
Oscar Wilde's Complete Works. [End Page 1]

Grahame's lyric exaltation of the benign pastoral haven shared by
Mole, Rat, and Badgeris in keeping with his much earlier insistence, in his
1893 Pagan Papers, that it was "good to get back" to unencumbered
and "sequestered" naturalsites (Pagan Papers 23, 28). The comic mis-

adventures of Mr. Toad, the garrulous speedsterwho is thrown into jail
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for his socialtransgressions and whose ancestral Hallbecomes
possessed by the anarchic inhabitants of the Wild Wood, now act as a foil
to the wholesomeness of a reclusive life that features a de-eroticized
male bonding. Unlike his more decorous animalfriends, the attention-
seeking Mr. Toad is childishly uninhibited. As I willtry to show, Toad bears
more thanthe casualresemblances to OscarWilde that both Seth Lerer
and Annie Gauger have noted intheirrecent annotated editions of The
Wind in the Willows.? Still, Grahame's mockery of a cigar-smoking Toad he
dressesindrag is not his only means to signala retreat from the
excesses of the 1890s. As | willshow at the end of this article, eventhe
most reliable of the river-bank's band of male friends, Water Rat, must

be drained of any proclivity for untrustworthy Wildean "passions."

The pastoralriver bankthat acts as the prime setting for The Wind in
the Willows is a version of the landscape to which Kenneth Grahame and
his mot herless siblings were transported when he was but five years old.
In 1906, two years before the book's publication, Grahame resettled in
Cookham Dene in Berkshire after more than thirty years of life in London.
The river-islands, weirs, and backwaters where animaginative child had
once watched otters, moles, water-rats—and toads—were now
revisited ina sort of Wordsworthian return. Yet this river-world also
contained a very different memorial. As Peter Green notes in his fine
Grahame biography, Cookham Dene was "almost insight of Reading
Gaol," a prison bordered by the Thames marshes (Green 284). As the site
of OscarWilde's incarceration and literary recantations, Reading Gaol

must...
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fior children” since they ako addressed “thoee who have kept the child-like
faculties of wonder and jov, and who find in simplicity a subde srange-
ness” ( Lemers 215). He seemed w0 have changed his mind, however, after
the 1891 appearance of hie Dodan Gray. In a letter in which he boasted
about having bacome @ nmes had in“ned mees of plensure.” Wilde abruptly
dismissed fairy tales & a tepid and bloodless form ursuited for “bodies
of flesh™ and “souk in armoid.”™ He thie advised a friend who hod sent
him a fary tale mamecript o abandon “such fanciful, wisome work,”
proclaiming that those who ruly “know what pession is, what pessions
are” should clpthe them in “their red miment, and make them move be-
fore 1™ (315). Yet rear the end of his coreer, Wilde signaled still another
ner [nDe Prefondis, the cordfessioml work wrinen ofter his orsilioting
imprisonment, he claimed that tales such as “The Happy Prince™ and “The
Young King™ might well offer some sahatary alermatives 1o~ the primross
path™ he had mken (De Profundis 92).

Oscar Wilde's cecillatione peovide me with a frame for the essay's
oorte rion that The Wind i the Willowsy can be rend s Kenneth Grahame's
attempt © distunce himself from the excesses of the Aesthetic Move ment
withwhich he had once been dentified. For the book that begire and ends
with oo s of house -cleaning undertaken by Grahome’s band of male friends
ries to domestica® Walter Pater s and Oscar Wilde's more exravagant
versiors of “The Howme Beouriful ™ ° Begun in 1906, The Wind in the Wil-
fowy appearad in 1908, a bare theee years after the pos thumows publication
of De Profundiy and in the same vesr in which Robert Ross brought out
a Foures nevolurne edition of Oscar Wilde's Comgplere Works.
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