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' DE PROFUNDIS: A PROLEPTIC AGENDA

One way of describing the letter known as De Profundis, Wilde’s longest
letter (some 50,000 words written in Reading Gaol after his imprisonment
for “gross indecency”), is to leave the job to Wilde “himself”." Wilde called
the letter “the most important letter” of his life and stressed that it dealt with
his “future mental attitude towards life”: i.e. how he was to confront the
" world after release, the development of his character, his losses, self-
/ realization and goals.2 Given this proleptic agenda I shall concentrate on one
+ parrative strand within the letter: i.e. that of the future. Why the stress on
future time? Because it is the continuum in which identity (both self. and
other) can be forged with relation to the immediate past and the material
conditions of the present. This brings me on to the theoretical basis of the
essay. Within a semiotic framework, I shall adapt Bakhtin’s idea of the
chronotope (as a structuring device of narrative).” I call this management of
time and space the chronotope of post-prison time which will consist of a
certain “Lac(k)anization” of it.* So, by knitting together these diverse
approaches I attempt to account for Wilde’s fashioning of the self, whose
composition, dynamic, and survival may be seen in terms of economic and
phallic laws. This will involve discussion of the letter’s addressee, a topic
that has not received much detailed criticism.” Rather than insist, as in much
contemporary criticism of Wilde, on questions of gender, sexuality and the
homophobic,® I shall put emphasis on what I call “the economy of the
homomorphic”; which not only focuses on the fashioning of the self but
shows how that fashioning is partially dependent on the insistence that the
other fashions itself in its own image. If this sounds partially Greenblattian,
then it is. But more of this later.
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. NEGATIVE. SPACES AND THE SUPREME. VICE OF
SOCIETY: A SECTION IN WHICH THE PHALLUS
MAKES A TIMELY ENTRY

Wilde, in Reading Gaol, was paying his debt to society affirming th
lay before him in the days that remained of his sentence was “to zbs
[his] nature” all that had been done to him and “accept it without ¢q
- fear or reluctance”. This leads to the assertion: “The supreme vice i

shallowness” (Hart-Davis 1962: 915-916). This absorption of everything tg
deepen the soul involves the teaching of the self not to be ashamed of bein
“the common prisoner of a common gaol” (916). Even though Wilde admitg
that there were many things he was convicted for that he had not done (“and 5
still greater number of things” for which he “was never convicted at all”) he
concludes that he must accept the punishment because “if one is ashamed of
having been punished, one might just as well never have been punished at
all” (916).

From the Lac(k)anian perspective Wilde seemed to accept the authority
exercised in culture and symbolized in the Lac(k)anian system by the Phallus
(I capitalize the word to indicate its symbolic worth). On the one hand Wilde
is prepared to submit to or accept the punishment that has been meted out to
him; on the other (as I shall try to show), in accepting these conditions, he
was striving towards what the Phallus can concede (at a symbolic level):
namely the following old Lac(k)anian chestnuts (which might have been
dispensed with but for the fact that they may still —in the present context—
retain some descriptive value): a certain (illusory) power expressed in
authority over the self (in forms of perfection or realization), in security,
authenticity of meaning, or undivided wholeness of being (which subjects
desire but ultimately lack).” The acceptance of the rules, regulations and
prohibitions of authority effectively provide the basis for a construction of
the self. '
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2. WILDE AS HOMO ECONOHICUS: BACK TO THE
FUTURE OR SYMBOLIC EXCHANGE AND DEBT®

In the final paragraph of the letter, which contains one of Wilde’s many
paradoxes based on a simple antithesis, he claims that: “What lies before me
is my past” (957). This involves the question of having to make himself and
others (including God) look on his past life with “different eyes”. This
follows a passage where Wilde asserts his phallic power and claims that
things in their essence are “what we choose to make them”. However, there
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was at least one area that was not open to hermeneutical or ontological
Jegotiation, where the interpretive phallus was apt to shrink into useless
deglmescence: the question of his debts. Thus one of the connecting themes
of the chronotope of post-prison time is one of the material contexts of the
Jetter, the idea of payment. At this point it may be convenient to remind the
reader that, although the addressee’s name was systematically erased from all
carly editions of the letter, it was addressed to Lord Alfred Douglas (Bosie),
whose family played such an important part in Wilde’s fate.”

The idea of payment in the letter takes two forms: one which pertains to
wilde, the other which applies to Douglas. The first form of payment, which
was hermeneutically non-negotiable, was related to the paying of monetary
debts left unpaid by bankruptcy. The second form of payment (which related
to Douglas) was the symbolic honouring of the past in the form of a kind of
settling of the wages of dissipation (a form of unreturnable return). So
Wilde’s notion of future selves can be seen literarily (Wilde as bankrupt) and
metaphorically (Douglas as morally bankrupt).

Like most sections of the letter the thematics of bankruptcy can hardly
be separated from the abiding binary presence/ absence of Douglas. Wilde
begins his discussion of his future economic life by reminding Douglas of
the past, the extent of his losses, the deleterious effects of maintaining a
friendship with him, the extent of the debts accrued on account of Douglas’

_immoderate demands, and the impossibility of restitution. He reminds

Douglas that he had spent his art, life, name and place in history on him and
that even if Douglas’ family had “all the marvellous things in the world at
their command” it would not be enough to repay “one tithe of the smallest
things” that had been taken from him, or “one tear of the least tears” that had
been shed (952). This is hardly to be wondered at given Wilde’s notorious
fashioning of himself :

. I'was aman who stood in symbolic relations to the art and culture
of my age. I had realised this for myself at the very dawn of my
manhood, and had forced my age to realise it afterwards. Few men
hold such a position in their own lifetime and have it so
acknowledged ... The gods had given me almost everything. I had
genius, a distinguished name, high social position, brilliancy,
intellectual daring ... (912)

-
This exercise in positive self-fashioning at the “expense” of Douglas
establishes the impossibility of adequate repayment in terms of non-monetary
metaphorical forms of debt. Wilde follows these assertions with the phrase,
“of course, everything one does has to be paid for” thus drawing himself and
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Douglas into a complex of symbolic/ economic relations. Ho
Wilde has lost cannot be repaid —the signs of art, life, na
history have no adequate exchange value in the economy of
relations. '

wever, What
me, Place in
1nter-personal

3. LITERAL DEDPTS: FROM THE HAPPY PRINCE
THE DOOR-SCRAPER: CONFISCATION AND THETL?;\H

Wilde explains how his being made bankrupt (a condition laid at th
Queensberry family’s door for reneging on their promise to honour the
payment of the court costs of Wilde’s trials) involved the confiscation of 1(;
h1§ property (“everything in fact from The Happy Prince angd Laji
Windermere’s Fan down to the stair-carpets and the door-scraper of my hou .
... (952)). The law forces debtors like him “to pay every one of his debtsf?

and if he fails to do so leaves him as “penniless as the commonest mendicant .

who stands in an archway, or creeps down a road” (954). Wilde is

not only had the law taken everything he possessed bl)lt eve:rythilic;}v ir: 3/1::
going to possess in the future.'” This included his interest in the famil
estate which draws the comment: “Your father’s seven hundred pence - Oyr
pounds is it? - stand in the way, and must be refunded”; a reminder that it was
the unpaid court costs which the Queensberry family had promised to pay
that precipitated Wilde’s complete financial ruin. -

However, the following paragraph indicates that forms of insolvency
predated the trials (“Even when I am stripped of all I have, and am ever to
have, and am granted a discharge as a hopeless Insolvent, I have still got to
pay my debts” (952)). A long list of dinners at the Savoy, and suppers at
Willis’s brings out something of the sumptuousness of life with Douglas
and the way in which Wilde fashions the expenditure in terms of how muc};
of it was directed towards Douglas’ tastes (Wilde slipping in phrases such as
“Dagonet 1880, I think, was your favourite wine?”). Douglas seems
fashioned not only as co-consumer but also as an ingrate incapable of
appreciating the generosity that had been lavished on him. At the same time,
although Wilde shared in this opulent way of life, he tends to represent
himself as remaining on the outside —a more sober man, the creative
intellectual drawn in by the excessive demands of the young profligate.

) Why the references to the past? Part of the chronotope of post-prison
time includes the idea that if Wilde is to pay materially for the past then
Douglas will need to honour some debts of his own, which introduces the
nqtion of symbolic exchange and debt. “And what is true of the bankrupt”
Wilde stresses, “is true of everyone else in life. For every single thing that is

DE PROFUNDIS AND THE CHRONOTOPE OF POST-PRISON TIME 163

Jone someone has to pay” (953). This, however, will not take the form of
ﬁnancial remuneration but “atonement”: “Even you yourself - with all your
" gesire for absolute freedom from all duties, your insistence on having
everything supplied to you by others, your attempts to reject any claim on
your affection, or regard, or gratitude - even you will have some day to reflect
seriously on what you have done, and try, however unavailingly, to make
some attempt atonement” (953). Wilde explains that this will not be
ossible, but the fact that Douglas will not be able to do so will be a part of
upis [Douglas’] punishment”. There is a sense in which, paradoxically, the
pound of flesh will need to be exacted, but its very impossibility will be part
of the punishment. Within the metaphorical terms of economy, the exchange
value of Wilde’s loss is nothing. And it is this lack, in what might be seen
as a precursor of the Lac(k)anian view of subjectivity, which will, as a
condition of being, be its own punishment. Lack, though, is insufficient
currency. It would promise no return (on the unreturnable), and so the only
thing left for Douglas is to acknowledge the unpayable debt. What this
means is that Douglas will have to go through a process of self-realization
(as Wilde claimed he himself had to) which will involve the recognition and

worth of the other:
You can’t wash your hands of all responsibility, and propose with

feast. You can’t treat all that you have brought upon me as a
sentimental reminiscence to be served up occasionally with the
cigarettes and liqueurs, a picturesque background to a modemn life of
pleasure like an old tapestry hung in a common inn ..." Either
today, or tomorrow, or some day you have got to realise it. (953)

This introduces what might be called an economy of the homomorphic:
Wilde wants Douglas to fashion himself in his own image as penitent and to
become fully cognizant of what he has done (as society must realize what it
has done to Wilde in the way of punishment). The reason why Douglas must
atone has to do with another notion which characterizes Wilde’s future life:
self-realization through the faculty of imagination. Otherwise Douglas may
“die without having done so”, which would result in a “starved,
unimaginative life”. Wilde bids Douglas to “remember that imagination is
the quality that enables one to see things and people in their-real as in their
ideal relations ... I have had to look at my past face to face. Look at your
past face to face ...” (953). The future is to be characterized (as a moral
imperative) by the two men following parallel paths of self-realization and
understanding; in the absence of the unreturnable return the two men are

a shrug or a smile to pass on to a new friend and a freshly spread
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joinf:d in the mutual homomo
avoiding trivialization.

4. MORE MORAL IMPERATIVES |
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cople”- Douglas has been living on credit too long, and abuses the political
onomy of inter-personal relations by simply refusing to pay the bill: he is
le 0 congratulate himself and revel in the moral rectitude of saving his
' mother money, but only at Wilde’s expense. Wilde, here, may be compared
0a national bank pouring money into a failing currency: his investment
akes 10 return and only serves to line the pockets of others.

Another way Douglas can achieve the goals of atonement is by speaking
¢ brother, Percy, and allowing him to read the letter that is in the
being written, just as Douglas is implored to allow his mother
(whose weakness is seen to be a contributory factor to Douglas’ selfishness
945f.) 2o read sections of it. So part of the future should be characterized by
the circulation of the letter amongst the Douglas family —something which
was never to be cealized. This connects these passages, through the
chronotope of post-prison time, to Wilde’s concern about history and how he
will be viewed in the future (e.g. Wilde’s attempt to provide, in Barthes’
terms, an alternative proairetics (Barthes 1975 :19)). The letter, then, itself is
to enter into the relations of use and exchange value. It is to be a kind of
commodity catalyst which remains stable but which will provoke others into
change by converting their vision of people and past events. One of the
proleptic functions of the letter as catalyst is in its use value: i.e. its role in
changing Lady Queensberry’s mistaken view that Wilde, as older man,
exercised a megative influence over her son. Wilde rouses himself on the

matter to excoriate Douglas as the negative other:

to hi
rocess of

I need not ask you what influence Ihad over you. You know I had
none. It was one of your frequent boasts that I had none, and the
only one indeed that was well-founded. What was there, as a mere
matter of fact, in you that 1 could influence: Your brain? It was
undeveloped. Your imagination? It was dead. Your heart? It was not
yet born. Of all the people who have ever crossed my life you were
the one, and the only one, I was unable in any way to influence in

any direction. (945)

This disclaimer seems to invalidate, or make futile, one of the dominant
strands of the chronotope of post-prison time: i.e. Wilde’s seeming efforts to
influence Douglas for the better. In this Wilde seemed to be asking a lot from
a man he had characterized as from “the mad, bad line” and whe he portrayed,
amongst other things, as witless, remorseless, reckless, thankless, heartless
and feckless. Douglas, in short, was a bad investment.
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s to the idea of homomorphism: just as Wilde had lost his social-artistic
ition SO Douglas, through the loss of his name, is no longer to be marked
his social status. Wilde here takes upon himself the phallic power in
sed forms of authority over the self and the other. Wilde, having
ited himself to the rules, regulations and prohibitions of authority,
e Phallic exchange, takes them up himself to lay down the law (of
y to Douglas. Wilde, having established the conditions of the

s: “I hope that our meeting will be what a meeting between you

S. A NAMELESS MEETING ACROSS THE, CHASM
: S

Despite the rather inauspicious signs which Wilde £
ﬁg;i;r,bgﬁgezrfl t?he cilronotope of post-prison time dealfsm\(zzsiﬂina Doug_las ‘
ol lace?t vs_/lo1 men after. Wilde’s release from prisonpoSSIbI e
Tieetie t pringi e ; tW1 .be under circumstances that will divegy WIf subm! th
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o :Ce on hil;n aﬁ:? " rvivslonhe{;fﬁl ;o_name.. Given that “Society” Willll }‘;V o o tFlito e;dd

» Wilde is destined to wander a av I;:;fierng’shOuld be, after everything that has occurred”. This provides one of

although “Nature, whose sweet rai i homele
’ ins fall ; L CACSS ma
4" on just and unjust alike” w; o the enigmas of the concluding paragraphs of the letter because Wilde seems
gmbiguous about what the meeting “should be”.

acégi;tlseigstshﬁ chCks” gvhere he might hide. Benign nature, if it serves t
me and purify (it will “cleanse” Wilde in  offer
2150 serve to hide Wilds from g woes op e ZVl(Iide 10 “great waters”), ipj - On the one hand the substitution of names will allow Wilde to cash in,
nd erase the visib i it were, on anonymity, for the meeting seems to herald a possible
reconciliation between the two men. This interpretation appears to receive

?Iistggizzrﬁce: “shc_ethwill hang the night with stars so that I may \al/:lliig};ls o
ness without stumbling, and A1woad
g send the - ome support from Wilde’s talk of love (“Even if I had not been waiting [for
 etter] but had shut the doors against you, you should have remembered that

wind over my footprints gq
40 one can possibly shut the doors against Love for ever ... There is 1o

that none may track me to m i

. y hurt” (955). The “clefts” i : : ‘

h ; . $” in which :

arlgze f‘l:l‘zgﬁ E?e:ilggtgv %)lrlg an 11rnpo;tant part of his identity with leelgieor 1tll

ith Douglas. This wi : 0 «
. vill relate o a series of lacks: lack of ' prison in any world into which Love cannot force an entrance” (956)). Here

in the symbolic reversal, which involves an ironic exchange, Douglas, as the
pearer of love, is put into the position not of the man of bad credit who never

home, lack of name and i i
ground” between the two I;V:r?t might be called a certain “lack of common
nonours his debts but of a criminal who will force an entrance. This entrance
(following his metaphorical deflowering) will not be into the usual deposit
(the bank), but the place which holds the sexual dissident, or the man who
has enjoyed forbidden pleasures. The symbolic debt will be paid for through
satisfying what lies behind all investment: desire. (The structure here, given
the way I have worded it, might serve another form-of desire: that of vulgar
Freudianism.)
On the other hand, the possible future coming together, if it occurs, will
threaten to reveal an unbridgeable rift between the two men. Earlier Wilde had
written that he hoped that between himself and art there was no gulf (936)
but Wilde suggests at the end of the letter that an enormous gulf had always
separated him from Douglas, which, given the recent past was even wider:
“In old days there was always a wide chasm between us, the chasm of
achieved Art and acquired culture: there is a still Wider chasm between us
now, the chasm of Sorrow ...” (956).

However, the idea of gulfs or chasms, either within the sglf or between
the self and Douglas, does not seem to stand in the way of a‘reconciliation:
“but to Humility there is nothing that is impossible, and to Love all things
are easy” (956). So the entire economy of symbolic exchanges with their
unpayable debts is conducted in the name of Eros, whose wings will bridge

6. ADANDONING A NAME, ONCE. SO MUSICAL IN

THE MOUTH OF FAME.:
FROM THE  CHASL E: A FEW SPECULATIONS

Z:(;vtzilrgs ihe ’e;nd of the l;tter Wilde outlines “the conditions, circumstances
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, ribed above, that society will have no place for hi

on to name the possible place where a meeting may takz ;T:ce?:r fimand goes

At the end of a month ... I will, if I feel able, arra
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sol Vaiivc_e todchange your name. The little title of which you were

a an 1pdeed it made your name sound like the name of a
ower - you will have to surrender, if you wish to see me: just as

my name, once so musical in the mouth of F i :
abandoned by me, in turn, (955) e, vl have o be

This symbolic exchangin ing o
b 100 g or replacing of names (a kind of metaphoric
deflowering”) for anonymity results in a form symbolic devaluation 1i;vhilc’:lh_
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the chasms_of art, culture and suffering which threaten
men. Dcsplte vitriolic attacks on Douglas, the livi
Zeitgeist of an age that has no soul, his pl,ace in W?lgd
dispensed with. Hc? may be the negative other, but his
;ilgescilsbyoiubtc})lrqunﬁg himself to something which
lysis ¢ eighteenth- and nineteenth-century adminjsras:
o . adm
gflgilll‘rrz:zg gF}c;;Jcault b1975). By subjecting himself to }elm interllzzlsitzr:él(:{l of
ot oo e c?;l ecome Worthy of continued acceptance. Beg s
warthy der oct wh% Iclecuon, he can join in the struggle to avoid the %mmg
Thioal desire ,a ich seems so 1mpprtant to the integrity of Wilde’eath of
on the chasms w%ii:tlflcsuelgrar‘;teewv&?iflélel S;:srg 't Tt‘k:, . %magraphs o e p:s::}ri
. : _ , rts that the i 4 o
illldD zh;tr ;;r}iis agcrlln their essence ‘fwhat we choose lzgsfnlsklelotilerlrl;r’?vocabl'e”
Bos ke tz; i eld de had. characterized the past as a “Symphony of AS(Earhe,r,
b hi :11 . to. re{nfor.ce the unchangeable nature of a detez;rp\y
ASS,' " scgvne with, in hindsight, a fixed and recoverable thematics). e
oo r(;,l a(a semantic posglbility, and a gap) this passage c.ould be
perpreted in I ny ways: did Wilde, towards the end of the letter, be i
e neart In b reg;ctlon of Dc_>ug1as or his construction of him? V\,foulﬁ I:ht'o
o hermeam iguous relguqn to history as fixed, predetermined, and o
oy o thneutlcal' negotiation? Did a flexible or negotiable xr’xodel ye;
Dowory e | e /pots>s1b111ty of changing his fashioning of Douglas? H;Sd
oo {:V OUIg em:‘ieha sence become so vital to Wilde’s sense of se{if tﬁat it
The final 1;11; Zéoflfeof;gat o 1 §
inal letter may lead to a plausible re i i
gts)iclgglgftslﬁl is allov&;led). Perhaps”, Wilde conclgdes, “Tam Elllzséf tg géztclg
e o gTrﬁl.uc. more wonderful, the meaning of Sorrow, and its
Sy 957 s o is ip turn puts the letter back into the conte),(t of the
ety e ha-lrfeg ization; only .here Wilde fashions himself as the
N ey other b bm the pedagogical relation between teacher and pupil
oy the let repr:se ;t es(,ieei, n:t SO cr}nuc(;,h as a confession (as a number of
: : : e.g. Gordon 1970; Kail 1979)"
Cp;fg;glg;g;cilot;act, t1n t_he ep;stolgry form. The final justificatign \?:t;ur? Sth::1
chrono epdific a;l)t?s -prison t1mells_that the prolepric Wilde will continue the
ok oF edificat otr; Tno}d or}ly In instructing and improving Douglas but, to
e e WO 10 113 s Latin .ro?‘t (_edzﬁcare), to continue the process, of
con letter' o ﬁ/ ecause E%us edification” of Douglas, within the terms
S oeitive self’ _theelnegatlve other”'so necessary to the construction of the
positive sel ; oss of the one, in gulfs or chasms, could all too easil
e loss of the Other. This would entail, from the Lac(k)anian poin};

to separate ¢

embodiment h;:f tglo
e’s future canpoy b:
place as lover can be
resembles Foucay]ps

a

: Of view,

DE PROFUNDIS AND THE. CHRONOTOPE OF POST-PRISON TIME 169

not only the loss of the “other” as objet petit a (if this is understood
2 @ NECessary and indistinguishable complement to the self)” but also the
joss of the desiring self, because the complement, the negative in Douglas’
case, would remove the binary structure upon which a sense of positive
identity was based. ‘

And this is where the present study, with its theoretical debts to
semiotics, Lac(k)an and Bakhtin, partially overlaps with Greenblait’s
Renaissance Self-Fashioning. Greenblatt observes that self-fashioning in
sixteenth-century England is achieved “in relation to something perceived as
alien, strange, oOf hostile” (9), a role Wilde ascribes to Douglas. This
«hreatening Other”, for the Renaissance self-fashioner has to be attacked and
destroyed; however, fin-de-siecle Wilde cannot g0 sO far because the effect
would be internecine. Another aspect of the generalizations that Greenblatt
extracts from his readings of constructed selves from More to Shakespeare
can be moulded more fully to fit the Wilde fashioned in this article.
Greenblatt concludes his introduction (which may serve as part of my
conclusion) that: “... self-fashioning occurs at the point of encounter between
an authority and an alien, that what [sic] is produced in this encounter
partakes of both the authority and the alien that is marked for attack, and
hence that any achieved identity always contains within itself the signs of its
own subversion or loss” (9).

Within this Greenblattian framework what might have looked at the
beginning like an incompatible mish-mash of theoretical approaches can be
combined into a theoretical mongrel to fashion the portrait of Wilde
concocted here. The chronotope of post-prison time can be seen as one of
perpetuation and survival: economic and Phallic laws must be obeyed (Wilde
must pay his literal debts and accept the law. But in accepting the law he
perpetuates it by attempting to exercise it over Douglas while using it to
construct a coherent self and realize desire). Douglas’ debts cannot be paid,
but as lack is insufficient currency which would promise no returm, Douglas
is to acknowledge the unreturnable. What this means is that Douglas will
have to go through a process of self-realization (just as Wilde claimed he
himself had to) in order to maintain the economy Wilde was setting up in
the letter; this involves the recognition and worth of the other. Given the
lack of any adequate return for his generosity, Wilde constructs a kind of
Phallic exchange standard —Phallic because it functions as a -moral
imperative (although there can be no literal payment there is7still a law of
obligation), and because Douglas must be primed to fulfil his role in the
realization of desire. Here emotions and attitudes become commodities with
their use and exchange values. Eros functions not only as the classical god of
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love but as he does withi
in the modern mytholo
i gy of
g::;ugze}s:yer of life. Although Wilde tends to prisisl}écg}éoznal .
at desiro. Tt (1:5 nl%tbprepf_:lred to go “beyond the pleasure pring; 11{1’01:66rln
Mytholo.oy” O:‘_lhat fh said, in a variation on a theme found in DP;; da he Stops
o) e “general ecoHomyu that Wi ’g :
tt i . ilde .
ii'r :;?}é;;léciossrog “from §00n0111ation but is based ups(:s t 11115 tl115 one thyy
; 0SS, expenditure without reserve”, whi Teat of g
on union/ love) menaces him wi . » Which (rather than cagp ;
the with an unbridgeable gap.” sh in
Wayun;g::;‘me Irtiturn the two men are to be joinedgb)I/) thgntetf1 © absence of
deepenin cthgwa lfexchange, and through the homomorphic IES qf 2 One-
triViaIiza%iolleTS;- and (through love/ desire) avoiding gaps C‘;Smess of
added to the alr ee:csl was.thfelfuture. The alternative, perhaps, w Oilld C?Sins and
a : ’ n
and other. && y paintul and rebarbative present —symbolic loss Z)’fhsae\;?

NOTES

1
The ti ;
literar;ltiiegftgroﬁl::m Wwas not chosen by Wilde (Hyde 1976: 408) by ;
posted. See Ha;t-Davei;t 1(11095789 Thleslzeftter was written in Reading Gaol ltlyutb i]xehls
s : .) for a brief i ver
publishing history. All references to the text are to the gz(lill;vx:: :diggnﬂg%;;t)teis
- At

the risk of teaching the read
Genetis (1980, g ader to suck eggs... prolepsis is, of course, taken from

2
See the opening sections ‘
. of the letter and ;
writing of De Profundis (Hart-Davis 1962:a21lgine written to More Adey on the

3
The chronotope impli i
naraga onete c?rts,a iciu Zgnfhfy Bakhtm,' are coordinating principles of an
, otope Iries to give an account of what kinds of even);

govern a narrative and i
4 how these events are organized in time (Bakhtin 1981:

4
I use the spellin h
. g Iusually adopt W. writi
ke . . . €n ntmg Lacan’ name —as a means o
eping in mind the mmportance of lack to Lactk)aniasn theiry— anderae S' df
min

myself
y. and my readers that my deployment of Lac(k)an is as subject to lack as

allythmg clse. II] usin p
1 g LaC(k an I am
) not so much lnterested m ex IOIIIIg the

: $ as in adaptin, ian i
o e ‘ g some Lac(k)anian id i
s Althusser c1a1med, as Lac(k)an’s ideas gradually pas; i?ti ttﬁesglflblﬁz

si
Ysis as the
g Over-

R
Jetter- Althoug
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main, critics tend fo use what they find in their own ways, and to their own
goﬁt (Althusser & Balibar 1971: 13).

Wayne Koestenbaum’s essay, “Wilde’s Hard Labour and the Birth of Gay 3
cading” (in Boone & Cadden 1990) addresses the role that Douglas played in the “i‘ii

h 1 limit the addressee here to Douglas, an argument might be made o
directly addressing other readers like Douglas’ family, Wilde's f

for the letter in 1 :
thorities, and even future generations.

friends, the prison au

6 Four fairly recent books which have made an impact in these areas of discussion i
on Wilde are Dollimore (1991), Cohen (1993), Edelman (1994) and Sinfield b
(1994). Of course, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s Epistemology of the Closet (1991) “‘
has inspired much research into questions of the homosocial and homophobic. ]

7 For Lac(k)an’s Phallus, as it were, see “The signification of the phallus” (1977: i
281). b
8 Here I adapt the title of Baudrillard’s book entitled Symbolic Exchange and
Death (1993). ' '

9 For an account of the letter’s publishing history see Hyde (1976) and Roitinger
(1980).

10 Much anxiety about his financial fﬁture was brought about by the terms of an

allowance he was to receive from his estranged wife. For the terms see Ellmann

(1988: 468, 522-523). Lord Queensberry brought about Wilde’s bankruptey by
suing him for the costs of the first trial (Wilde, at the instigation of the
Queensberry family, had originally tried to sue Lord Queensberry for libel but lost

the case).

U This title is borrowed from Baudrillard (1993: 114) and has only the most
peripheral relation to the context in' which he uses it (i.e. he is analyzing the

economy of the body as a sign).

12 These words actually describe the situation of material goods, language and
sexuality (the body) since the Industrial Revolution. However, they work just as
well in the present context which could be “economized” in a similar way if space

permitted (Baudrillard 1993: 114).

-~
 To justify this claim it is worth quoting the passage more fully. Wilde wrote
that:
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So much in this place do i
i men live by pain that i
g/ootrlr,l eu;l t‘l;g ;:ay throu%h which I am forced to refanrrflr:: i ship With
e alw as a prelude consonant with tho,
y se i
?hnflllllse}i/ :IllhlZ}; ft:ECh d;y I have to realise; nay mo‘r,:ryt?g odes o
; ough my life, whatever it had see Tocessitate
and others, had all the while been a real Symphons o2 Tsels
EGSOIng_ through its rhythmically-linked movement o
ution, with that inevitableness that in Art -y
treatment of every great theme. (884) charac

ItS. Certain
terises the

14
I a; i
“curiiflieh‘;tlwﬁld’}’z(()gﬁey Shewan that the letter, while containing ¢
tract which macs ewan 1977: 194), but would add the dimensi ohtes
» as far as I can make out, has not been suggested on of pe

sion, is a
dagogical

15 )
The te j ] j »
Tm objet petit a (short for objet petit autre —literally “the little b
object of

the other”) can be unders i
) tood, very simpl i ich i

o very ply, as anything whi i

(voice, %‘ZQF Zt;r.);utdnot perceived as such. Lac(k)an,ghowe‘\:/};rlsir?ms}de fhe self

e, e readun amental Concepts of Psycho-analysis refilsedi tran;lator’s

pirae he:ersh afgbmatk.e f{lp their own minds (Lacan 1979-02d862f;ne"1t“he
. een influenced b ja Si ’ ‘ - ne

her book The’ Subject of Semiotics (1983).  Kaja Silverman Ve of sceing it in

16 . . . . . .
It 18 bCyOIld the pleaSuIe prlnCIplC Whele the hfe instinct E]() IS 1t
aim and OppOSlte (Ihanatos) (I Ieud 19 61) ( S) Freoume :

17
See the Exergue to the e
; ssay. I have adapted
which reads (an . pted the words of th ,
one thafas hso(w sdh?)lix?tes from Derrida): “For Derrida, the “gener£ ;t?ji?;ois‘ e
based upon an irre ducnilglt:%l;yszcs’s eternal attempt to profit from its veituisesthe
$s, an “ex; iture wi g o 18
there could be no idea of profit” (Dem'dierllglgl e20"(9/;thc’ut rescrve” without which
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