
Throughout, Downs is at pains to establish that race was not a central factor in British
characters’ conclusions: while Nightingale and Gavin Milroy “made derogatory claims
about nonwhite racial groups, their main focus on was sanitary conditions” (198). In weighing
and ranking the degree of racial thinking in American discourse, Downs risks downplaying the
very real—yet even more masked—effects of its British counterpart.

Throughout the book, Downs repeatedly asserts thatMaladies of Empire is “an effort to shift
the focus away from medical theorists, doctors, and other professionals to the people whose
health, suffering, and even death contributed to the development of medical knowledge”
(7–8). This is a critically necessary act for historians of medicine, one that scholars have
acknowledged and grappled with for over thirty years. Downs is certainly right that the
expert continues to be a focal point in studies of imperial science and health. Yet despite
these observations, he often utilizes the records of “anonymous people” (195) in the same
way as the subjects he seeks to pivot away from, recounting their occupation, race, and
family status bluntly in the context of white experts’ reports. The latter are reinscribed as
Downs’s main characters. With the partial exception of chapter 3, his efforts to “excavate
the lives” (7) of his subjects more often consist of sparsely cited, speculative narration at the
start of chapters. While claiming to be guided by Black feminist criticism, there is a curious
lack of accounting for how dispossessed lives are recovered within the body of the text
itself. Downs often reaffirms the narrative that the oppressed were used by nascent epidemi-
ologists, without allotting them deeper character and agency.

Perhaps more clues lie within the textual forms that enabled disease study. Contrary to what
Downs suggests, the idea that “military and colonial bureaucracy. . . functioned as a subregime
of knowledge production” (85) is well established to historians of science and expertise. But
Downs updates this in notable ways that warrant further rumination. From India and
Jamaica to the United States, he muses on bureaucratic records that seem less like straightfor-
ward, data-driven treatises than detached yet personalized artifacts of local lives. Read as nar-
rative accounts rather than statistical files, these so-called narrative maps may hold more in
store to recover the experiences of the dispossessed. A book that prompts more questions
than it answers, Maladies of Empire nonetheless adds to the growing and vital debate on the
inequities of global health.

Hilary Buxton
Kenyon College
buxton1@kenyon.edu

NICHOLAS FRANKEL. The Invention of Oscar Wilde. London: Reaktion Books, 2021. Pp. 288.
$25.00 (cloth).
doi: 10.1017/jbr.2022.223

In a 1998 article, “The Invention of Oscar Wilde,” New Yorker critic Adam Gopnick surveyed
the recent critics, filmmakers, and playwrights who had occupied themselves with giving
Wilde’s legacy a makeover. There was much handwringing over reevaluations that made
Wilde a “hostage” to politics, critical fashions, and academic passions for, say, poststructuralist
discourse. “What the professors used to be drearily good at—putting texts in context, giving a
sense of what was original and what was just the way they did things then—is exactly what you
will almost never find in the new academic literature on Wilde,” Gopnick mourned (Adam
Gopnick, “The Invention of Oscar Wilde,” New Yorker, 18 May, 1998, p. 78–88, at 78).
This is, however, exactly what you will find in Nicholas Frankel’s 2021 The Invention of
Oscar Wilde. In twelve relatively brief and chronological chapters, Frankel explores the
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methods Wilde used to create himself, including writing English poetry, prose, and plays
(chapters 2, 5, 7); declaring his genius (chapter 3); thinking paradoxically and subversively
(chapter 6); loving pederastically and going to jail for it (chapters 8, 9, 10); and, in the
end, standing in symbolic relationship to the nineteenth century (epilogue). Frankel’s
writing is clear, and his ideas are accessible throughout. He compresses and summarizes
other critics’ research with skill, although their work is not always scrupulously attributed.
In chapter 6, Frankel demonstrates how, under Wilde’s pen, dialogue became “an intellectual
theatre” (153) that put absurdity and contradiction center stage. This is one of the strongest
chapters because it clarifies Wilde’s philosophy and demonstrates his seriousness as a
thinker. Much is made of Wilde’s revisions to his only novel, terrain previously covered in
Frankel’s The Picture of Dorian Gray: An Annotated, Uncensored Edition (2011). In the treat-
ment of the society comedies, Frankel gives detailed attention to graphic design and staging
in ways that enhance his argument about Wilde’s curiosity about sexual ambiguity. The treat-
ment of Wilde’s imprisonment usefully interpolates De Profundis with his correspondence to
reveal fascinating contradictions. Here again, Frankel’s best insights draw on his previous
books, Oscar Wilde: The Unrepentant Years (2017) and The Annotated Prison Writings of
Oscar Wilde (2018).

The book’s greatest strength is in Frankel’s explanations of Wilde’s thought and personal
history though the book’s narrative holds no surprises for anyone familiar with Wilde’s
story. That a wellborn Irishman became a brilliant Oxford pagan who took London by
storm and became “a taste maker of the very first order” (44) is not going to be a revelation
to readers of Richard Ellmann’s 1987 biography (still the standard in many circles). There is
nothing wrong with keeping to the road most traveled, but it would make all the difference if
lesser traveled and more recent critical roads had been signposted. Most of the fresh, relevant,
new research about Wilde’s self-invention is relegated to the bibliography.

Those attentive to the newer critical groove into which Wilde studies has ineluctably been
moving will quite reasonably wonder why these new developments aren’t addressed. In a 2018
Times Literary Supplement article, Kate Hext observed that several recent publications about
Wilde “highlight[ed] a broader change of perspective in the field, showing that there is
indeed new ground to cover” (Kate Hext, “Just Oscar: Defining the Wilde We Want to
See,” Times Literary Supplement, 23 November 2018). A few of the titles that might have
merited further acknowledgment by Frankel include Matthew Sturgis’s 2018 attempt to
surpass Ellmann, Oscar Wilde: A Life; my 2018 Making Oscar Wilde, which gives Irishness
and Wilde’s American tour a central place in his self-invention; and Gregory Mackie’s 2019
Beautiful Untrue Things: Forging Oscar Wilde’s Extraordinary Afterlife.

Perhaps not every critic wants to range forward and explore the ringing grooves of change.
In this case, however, the conservative approach makes Wilde criticism look static, when, in
fact, it has been particularly dynamic and incisive of late. For example, the omission of race
and empire in chapter 7 means that we are told that Wilde’s society comedies were a sustained
attack on the English aristocracy while the grounds for the attack—Wilde’s Irishness, for
starters—aren’t considered. Wider currents in related areas of scholarship, such as celebrity
studies, are also overlooked. For instance, one wonders how Frankel’s claim that “Wilde
was also the first global celebrity” (257) might have been tempered by giving due consider-
ation to Sharon Marcus’s 2019 The Drama of Celebrity which argues that “no one shaped
modern celebrity more than” the Franco-Jewish, media-savvy, androgynous actress Sarah
Bernhardt, “the godmother of modern celebrity culture” to whom Wilde was devoted (14).
Like her, Wilde was subjected to racialization, Barnumization, imitation, and minstrelization
(161, 168–69, 205). But the reader will not learn that from The Invention of Oscar Wilde. Nor
will the reader find references to cutting-edge criticism on gender, sex, race, and theory. Frank-
el’s Wilde resembles a saint enshrined or a fossil fixed in amber, not a vibrant thinker who
might invigorate current debates about the culture wars, race, Black Lives Matter, Trans
Lives Matter, and gender fluidity.
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This is a biography for Wilde fans who want to be reassured that he is still “unquestionably
heroic” (213). In other words, it is a book for those who believe that aimer c’est tout pardonner.
But scholars and fans alike must acknowledge Wilde’s broken, questionable, and unheroic
aspects, too. These contradictions include the fact that he edited a feminist journal but
behaved caddishly to his wife, and that he admired the US Confederacy because he saw the
Southern Cause as similar to Ireland’s. One of the most urgent tasks facing today’s critics is
to accurately portray the complex ambiguities that beset his life and work. For me, Frankel’s
admirably crisp prose and smooth, predictable argument reveal too little of the flawed
human being who set the world on fire and immolated himself in the process.

Michèle Mendelssohn
Oxford University
michele.mendelssohn@ell.ox.ac.uk

JONATHAN HSY. Antiracist Medievalisms: From “Yellow Peril” to Black Lives Matter. Arc
Medievalist. Leeds: Arc Humanities Press, 2021. Pp. 170. $110.00 (cloth).
doi: 10.1017/jbr.2022.215

Jonathan Hsy’s fabulous new book, Antiracist Medievalisms: From “Yellow Peril” to Black Lives
Matter begins with what feels like a confession. Hsy began writing the book assuming that his
primary audience would be the predominantly white scholars that encompass the field of medi-
eval studies. But as his imagined readership began to shift, he realized he wanted his book to be
in conversation with “communities of color working collectively to advance racial justice” (x).
This, I believe, is the strength of the book, that it is the product of the tensions that come from
doing the work of advancing racial justice—decentering whiteness, celebrating communities of
color, and centering how these communities have thrived despite oppression. From the preface
to the last pages of the book, which include further readings and resources on antiracism and
equity,Antiracist Medievalisms functions to create community and solidarity and to reject white
supremacy.

The preface contains a succinct but powerful definition of antiracist medievalism as the “crit-
ical analysis of the Middle Ages, as well as the artistic reinvention of medieval pasts in literature
and culture—to trace efforts by communities of color to critique longstanding systems of white
supremacy and to advance new forms of social justice” (xi). With this definition in mind, Hsy
builds upon the work of scholars in Asian American studies and comparative ethnic studies
(and carefully acknowledges these citational genealogies) to center a critical analysis that
both celebrates the accomplishments of the activists, artists, and scholars he discusses and
also reminds us of their humanity. He points out how, in some instances, antiracist medieval-
isms have perpetuated racism and stereotypes. One example is found in chapter 1, where he
discusses the Chinese American medievalism of Wong Chin Foo. Although Wong creates sol-
idarity with African Americans as fellow disenfranchised people of color, he also theorizes what
is described now as “honorary whiteness,”which is tied to his desire to assimilate, and he prac-
tices a form of ethnocentrism (36–37). Hsy, however, takes great care to remind the reader that
the problem is and always has been white supremacy and the ways that white supremacy pur-
posely pits communities of color against one another (37). Throughout his careful analyses,
Hsy always brings the reader back to the main root of the problem—white supremacy.

In each chapter, Hsy concentrates on different ways that communities of colors have expe-
rienced and have pushed against oppression, as the front half title of the chapters so succinctly
point out (“Progress,” “Plague,” “Place,” “Passing,” “Play,” “Pilgrimage”). Because I cannot do
justice in a short review to the careful analysis that each chapter covers, I focus on chapter 3,
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