The Snite Museum of Art announces important acquisition of Cabinet
Card portrait of Oscar Wilde
Notre Dame, IN: The Snite Museum of Art at the University of Notre Dame has
added to its impressive collection of over 10,000 photographs with the addition of
a cabinet card portrait of the writer Oscar Wilde taken by Napoleon Sarony.
David Acton, Curator of Photographs at the Snite Museum, states ”In the latter
half of the nineteenth century, Napoleon Sarony was regarded as the leading
photographic portraitist in New York. From his studio in Union Square, he also
produced fashionable celebrity photographs, mostly in the small, collectible cartede-visite format. Sarony photographed virtually every star of the New York stage
during the 1860s through the 1890s, his work helping to create and perpetuate his
subjects’ fame.”
In 1882, at age twenty-six, Oscar Wilde arrived in New York. He had just published
his first volume of poetry and had recently enjoyed acclaim in London social
circles for his epicene character and sharp wit. To promote his career in the US,
Wilde signed with agent Richard D’Oyly Carte, who was also the producer of the
Gilbert and Sullivan comic opera Patience; or Bunthorne’s Bride. Wilde embarked
on a lecture tour in association with the opera, a work that tells the story of the
rivalry between two poets—Bunthorne and Grovesnor—for the attention of
female admirers. The opera satirizes the English aesthetic movement in literature
and art, and the pretension of all stylish fads. Appearing on stage dressed in kneebreeches and pumps, Wilde both celebrated and poked gentle fun at aesthetic
movement poetry and Pre-Raphaelite art with his trademark witty selfdeprecation.
Before the tour, Wilde visited Sarony’s studio to pose for a series of publicity
photographs, of which the Snite Museum’s photograph became one of the most
famous. They were sold at tour stops, at Sarony’s, and other fashionable
photography studios, and exported to Britain. After a successful New York
engagement, Wilde toured the American continent, presenting 141 lectures over

eleven months. Although his style and subject invited ridicule, his effortless ability
to humiliate attackers with sharp wit delighted audiences.
“The Museum’s collection of nineteenth-century photography ranks as among the
finest in the United States, and this acquisition will make an important
contribution, individually and collectively,” stated Joseph Antenucci Becherer,
PhD, Director of the Snite Museum of Art. “As we work towards an important
volume and exhibition on this aspect of our collection, this particular image will
surely resonate visually and historically with scholars and museum-going
audiences alike.”

Napoleon Sarony (American, born in Canada, 1821–1896)
Oscar Wilde, 1882
Albumen print from wet collodion negative, mounted as boudoir print
30.5 x 18.4 cm (12 x 7 ¼ in.) Sheet,33.0 x 19.0 cm (13 x 7 ½ in.) Mount
Milly and Fritz Kaeser Endowment for Photography, 2020.012
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About the Snite Museum of Art, University of Notre Dame
Considered one of the premier university art museums in America, the Snite
Museum’s permanent collection contains nearly 30,000 works that represent
many cultures and periods of world art history. Exceptional holdings include the
Jack and Alfrieda Feddersen Collection of Rembrandt Etchings, the Noah L. and
Muriel S. Butkin Collection of 19th-Century French Art, the John D. Reilly
Collection of Old Master and 19th-Century Drawings, the Janos Scholz Collection
of 19th-Century European Photographs, the Mr. and Mrs. Russell G. Ashbaugh Jr.,
Collection of Meštrović Sculpture and Drawings, the George Rickey Sculpture
Archive, and the Virginia A. Marten Collection of 18th-Century Decorative Arts.
Other collection strengths include Olmec and Mesoamerican art, 20th-century
art, and Native American art.
Sculpture is displayed in the Mary Loretto and Terrence J. Dillon Courtyard and in
The Charles B. Hayes Family Sculpture Park.
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Due to restrictions by the University of
Notre Dame during the COVID-19
pandemic, the Snite Museum of Art is
currently only open to the University of
Notre Dame, Saint Mary’s College, and Holy
Cross College students, staff, and faculty.
Admission is free

