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Prologue


I remember my first kiss with a boy. I was fourteen years old, dressed in khaki and surrounded by a circle of onlookers who watched us with wide eyes. We’d found a secret patch for our game. The moonlight shone soft on the grass and metallic on the roof of the ammunition hut that shielded us. I still had mud on my boots from the morning exercise, which had dragged us from our beds at four. My hands were rough from dismantling a rifle down to its vital organs. My uniform made me feel dull, its camouflage blending away my individuality, and I surreptitiously pulled my hair free from its band, letting it flow around my shoulders.

If we’d had a bottle, we might have spun it; instead, the bossiest member of the group played Eros-compere. She paired us off, clicking the stopwatch on her watch. She pointed at me; she pointed at Stefan. She demanded ten seconds of contact.

Stefan was a beautiful Black boy with an afro. Before this evening, I’d barely spoken to him. Now I hesitated. Was this the right setting for my first kiss – no chaise longue, no fancy Cadillac with leather seats? A first kiss had a butterfly life, could not be repeated once lost, and wouldn’t it be better to wait for the perfect setting? He was stepping closer, pupils bright, leaning in—

Many of the romantic books and films I’d read had promised a kiss as neat punctuation: the full stop on a date, played out against the poetic backdrop of a glorious sky. There was the rapturous kiss in A Room With A View, where Lucy’s repressed Victorian nature unravelled in a field in Italy, a terrace bathed in light and beauty, abundant in violets that beat against her dress in ‘blue waves’ as George ‘stepped quickly forward and kissed her’. The punctuation of that kiss is like a dash, its illicit nature made more delicious by its abrupt end when Miss Bartlett enters the scene, dressed in brown like a theatrical killjoy, calling sharply for Lucy. Then there was Les Liaisons Dangereuses, where the French word for kiss, baiser, is rarely used, where the embraces described have the feel of ellipses, made even more seductive through what is implied rather than what is said. And Sweet Valley High, the trashy high school series about two identical twins (of course, they are distinguishable by morals: one a good girl, one bad), where kisses only took place between characters who were obscenely beautiful, kisses as cartoonish as an emoji.

All these had layered my desire and made it idealistic. Because I went to a girls’ school, boys were elusive. They were like wild animals we saw through cage bars, glimpsed on buses, street corners, wondered how to tempt and excite. That was why I had joined the teen Army Cadets despite being a member of Greenpeace. I had no interest in learning how to fire an L98 rifle, or dragging myself through an assault course, or forcing my hair under an itchy beret. That morning we had been taken into the woods and forced to lie down for several hours, guns idle between our hands as the cold seared into us, and our sergeant advised us to piss through our trousers into the mud if we got desperate. I had saved precious Saturday-job money to endure this torture, but it had felt worthwhile when, on one previous camp, I had nearly been kissed. His lips had awkwardly missed my mouth and landed on the edge of my lips before he ran away. And now I had this opportunity, this opportunity to kiss Stefan, but I wasn’t sure whether to be brave or flee, whether to wait for a setting where life could match art.

Our lips touched.

Ten seconds went by, then twenty. Sixty. We were separated by the leader, who looked a bit cross. Stefan and I smiled dreamily at each other.

Looking back as an adult, it’s easy to project awkwardness onto the scene. But, once the magical kiss had begun, I was no longer worried about the imperfect setting, the gap between life and art, and I wasn’t embarrassed by having an audience. The group around me didn’t feel like voyeurs, because they knew as little as I did about sex. I was grateful that I wasn’t paired with anyone but Stefan, that we got to kiss for a second time that night.

Some weeks later, a boy walked up to me on an evening meeting at Cadets and asked if I wanted Stefan’s phone number. Suddenly my feeling for him made me vulnerable. I laughed uncertainly and lost the moment.

A few more weeks on, and I heard that Stefan and a group of others would be attending a fair. When my mother told me I wasn’t allowed to go, I wept and begged, but she was anxious that I was too young. And so I had to spend the evening writing about him, giving him life in my imagination. I never saw him again.

*

I remember my first kiss with a girl. I was seventeen years old. It was around three in the morning; I was squashed onto the back seat of a car, dance music reverberating. As I was dropped off at my house, my friends waved and blew kisses. We were still fizzy from an evening of clubbing; bubbles of cocktails, flirting, dancing, hilarity were floating inside me. Amelia, my best friend, got out of the car. I assumed we were going to hug and I opened my arms—

She planted a kiss on my lips.

We’d seen the film Basic Instinct a year earlier, on a ferry, on the way back from a school trip to France. We’d felt such a thrill when we succeeded in talking our way in to see an ‘18’ film in the onboard cinema, the boat lurching and rollicking as we watched. Sharon Stone was as glossy and cool as a Hitchcock blonde, beautifully dressed and always poised, lighting her cigarettes with languor, telling Michael Douglas’s cop that he was ‘in way over your head’, as though she was a cliff-face and he was about to drive over her edge. While some actors are known for their alter egos, becoming Sherlock, Fleabag, or an Agatha Christie detective, some characters become the shadows of their actors. Stone’s charisma shone so brightly that I can’t even remember the name of the character she played, a writer who may or may not have murdered her ex. She had a female lover, also blonde, who emitted a snarling, predatory energy, angry about having to share Stone with Douglas. The film was loathed by the critics but loved by audiences, who devoured it as a trashy delight. Madonna was so impressed by it that she made a film called Body of Evidence that was practically a Basic Instinct remake, in which Madonna effectively played Sharon Stone mark II.

Madonna was one of our first insights into the world of bisexuality. A queen of metamorphoses, she suddenly swerved into her sexy phase in the early nineties. Her infamous book, Sex, shocked us all. Her music shifted from the religious controversy of ‘Like a Prayer’ to the erotic controversy of ‘Justify My Love’. I saw the banned video that accompanied the song late one night on The Word, my parents asleep upstairs. It is a beautifully shot black-and-white affair which begins with Madonna slinking down a hallway in a shiny black mackintosh, entering a secret room, embracing several lovers, male and female, cis and trans. The song has an eerie, smoky quality. Madonna doesn’t shine in movies, but in pop videos her acting comes to life beautifully, and the end shot of ‘Justify My Love’ left an afterburn in my mind: she leaves the secret room and hurries away down the corridor, laughing in guilty ecstasy, ashamed, savouring her shame. What has now become the norm in female pop videos was Madonna’s innovation. She suffered a visceral backlash, and we admired the way she stood strong, proud to be a woman exploring her sexuality.

At that time, I had only ever once seen two girls kissing in real life. It happened at a teenage house party; it felt like a spectacle. The girls had boyfriends and the moment their lips touched, heads turned and whispers rustled. Their kiss concluded with viperish smiles; they seemed to relish their transgression. That memory is definitely flavoured by Sharon Stone and Madonna. They framed bisexuality as something daring, dangerous and cool. And so when my best friend kissed me outside my house that night, I interpreted it as affectionate. She was grinning. Her eyes were sparkling with happiness. There was nothing edgy in her behaviour, which I had come to regard as a signifier of female seduction. We had bruised each other in netball, shared a double bed on holiday. We were always hugging, tactile in the way that teenagers at a girls’ school are. On our school exchange trip to France, we walked around a square holding hands, amused by French passers-by who did double takes and whispered that we were lesbienne. I thought the kiss was an exuberant celebration of our friendship; maybe. I never mentioned it to my friend, though I never forgot it.

I cannot remember the moment when I first knew that I was bisexual. I feel it ought to be accompanied by a lightning flash of revelation, but there was none. I don’t remember being conscious of it at Oxford University, a dry place that was all work and no play, where everyone around me seemed far too busy making contacts in their quest to become the next prime minister to have time for romance. All I know is that some time in my early twenties, I had various crushes on famous women. It seemed safer to be attracted to fantasy icons than real-life women, perhaps; a cautious way of tiptoeing into this newfound sexuality. Kiera Knightley; Kate Moss; Saffron Burrows; Zadie Smith: all women I was wild about. I discussed these crushes with a male friend. It was very bonding to agree on how we thought Kate would be a good laugh to go for a pint with, and how exquisitely delicate Kiera’s features were.

In contrast, I refrained from mentioning my crushes to female friends. I think I was afraid that it might introduce awkwardness to the friendship, that hugs might become stiff, that they might begin to reinterpret jokes, overanalyse things I said. I was careful to compartmentalize it in this way, so that my sexual identity was not necessarily secret, but certainly private, and when I first dated a woman in my late twenties hardly anyone knew about it. My mother died without ever knowing I was bisexual; none of my present family know. Even recently, when I joined a dating site and clicked on ‘bisexual’ and then added ‘sapiosexual’ for the hell of it, laughing at such a pretentious dating term, I felt anxious when one of my female friends spotted me on the site, someone who had known me for years, and cried, ‘Oh, I never realized you were . . . !’ It was not that I felt judged by them, nor that I felt our friendship would suffer, because we had known each for years; more that it felt odd to have a label pinned on me. Which, it turns out, is something many, many people feel.

*

In recent years bisexual chic has come into fashion again. 2019 was hashtagged on Twitter as #TwentyBiTeen. At the Grammys, St. Vincent and Dua Lipa shared a sexy duet as they sang Masseduction/One Kiss; Ariana Grande released the bisexual anthem Break Up With Your Girlfriend, I’m Bored; Desiree Akhavan’s The Bisexual premiered on Channel 4, where the main protagonist, Leila, angsted about her bisexuality, declaring that it ‘makes you seem disingenuous, like your genitals have no allegiance’.

As teenagers, my friends and I thought Sharon Stone and Madonna had invented bisexuality. We naively assumed we were creating culture anew, that society had been governed by a hangover of Victorian prudishness up until the point that Madonna overturned it. We loved Madonna for shocking the world in the same way that David Bowie sparked a cultural revolution during the 1970s. Picture him in 1972, bounding onto the stage as Ziggy Stardust: a bisexual androgynous alien rock star come to save the planet, sporting flaming red hair and a Lycra bodysuit, radiating glam and glitter. In his iconic Top of the Pops performance, he put his arm around his guitarist Mick Ronson; choreographer Michael Clark reminisced on how revolutionary this was: ‘It was the only physical contact I had seen men do apart from punching each other. It seems ridiculous now that a small gesture like that could be so meaningful, but, for me, it was.’ Bowie’s sexuality might have been characteristically mercurial (in his press interviews, he was provocatively ‘gay’, then ‘bisexual’, then a decade on ‘a closet heterosexual’), but nevertheless, he gave a voice to all those who were gay or uncertain about their sexuality. He brought queer culture into the mainstream. Headlines about ‘bisexual chic’ ran in magazines such as Time and Newsweek; Bowie was rumoured to be lovers with Mick Jagger. We loved Madonna in the same way that audiences in the 1930s adored Marlene Dietrich for challenging accepted ideas about femininity, playing femme fatale roles and glamorizing gender-crossing haute couture. ‘I am at heart a gentleman,’ she declared, and the famous Dietrich silhouette was emphasized by the masculine cut of her trousers. Dietrich was daring at a time when the Golden Age of Hollywood perpetuated illusions of heterosexuality and arranged marriages of convenience, though many of its stars were bisexual: Marilyn Monroe, Joan Crawford, James Dean, Judy Garland, Cary Grant, Errol Flynn. This was preceded by a period of bisexual experimentation in the 1920s, when the Bright Young Things took pleasure in rejecting fusty Victorian values and bobbed their hair.

The history of bisexuality is discontinuous, of course, and expressed differently across cultures. If we jump back to sixteenth-century Japan, we find the practice of shudō, where samarai warriors would train younger men, known as wakashu, for battle. It was expected that teacher and pupil would become lovers, until the young man was old enough for marriage. Further back still, in Ancient Greece, young men were expected to have relationships with older men of a higher status in order to gain wisdom and experience before growing up into heterosexuality and wedding a woman. The Roman Emperor Hadrian had numerous female and male lovers. His favourite was a young Greek slave, Antinous, who was exceptionally beautiful. One day, the emperor and his entourage were sailing on the Nile, when Antinous fell into the river and drowned. He was deified by Hadrian, a city named after him, his exquisite features stamped onto coins, his form immortalized in busts and statues – around 2,000 of them. It is harder to find evidence of female bisexuality, because men were writing history, and women were the property of men. For Roman men, however, it was socially acceptable, suggesting that bisexuality is something that has existed in society in cycles, celebrated at times, frowned upon in others, banned and outlawed now and then.

The meaning of the word bisexual has fluctuated over time. An interesting early appearance occurred in 1859. Robert Bentley Todd, a physician, used it to describe a hermaphroditic species having male/female sex organs. Darwin and his contemporaries also adopted it. In nineteenth-century evolutionary theory, ‘bisexual’ was a term that described how humans begin life in a state of primordial hermaphroditism; men were seen as more evolved than women because they had developed further beyond that primitive state. This formed the basis of that Victorian phase of classifying sexuality – sexologists such as Richard von Krafft-Ebing saw homosexuality as a deviation because it suggested the person had suffered an arrested development. Bisexuality was seen as a state of potency from which homosexuality and heterosexuality developed. So it was for Freud too, who developed bisexuality as a psychological idea, manifesting in each individual as a blend of masculine and feminine traits. It was only in the second half of the twentieth century that ‘bisexual’ came to commonly refer to sexual orientation. However, it is a mercurial term, one that is vital but whose subtleties and nuances have differed from decade to decade. Due to its historical roots, it is often muddled with androgyny; it overlaps with this meaning even in modern times: in 1989, Milan Kundera declared that ‘All great novels, all true novels are bisexual. This is to say that they express both a feminine and a masculine view of the world.’ In 2009, the American sociologist David Halperin listed thirteen different definitions of the term bisexuality. Academic Carol Berenson notes that during the 1990s, many women chose bisexuality not as a positive term they embraced, but as a conclusion that evolved from what they were not: not gay, not straight. It’s an invisible identity, scientists claim; it’s for those of us ‘who choose not to choose’, says Udis-Kessler; and, as Marjorie Garber poetically sums up, it’s ‘not an identity, but a narrative.’

One smart, warm and inclusive definition of bisexuality, by activist Robyn Ochs, is favoured by many bis (although note that, once again, bisexuality is qualified here by what it is not as much as what it is): ‘I call myself bisexual because I acknowledge in myself the potential to be attracted – romantically and/or sexually – to people of more than one sex and/or gender, not necessarily at the same time, not necessarily in the same way, and not necessarily to the same degree.’

We live in an era now when defining yourself by your sexual identity, adding it to a dating profile, a social media biog, listing it in a website summary, is the norm. In modern times, we like to label ourselves. But it is an elusive term. What does it mean to be bisexual? Does it denote how you feel, or what you do? Can you be bisexual if you are attracted to your same sex but never act on it, if your desire remains solely in the world of fantasy – like Brett Anderson, lead singer in Suede, who famously said, ‘I’m a bisexual man who’s never had a homosexual experience’? If you once experimented, but have now flipped to being hetero or homo? Does it also imply that if that you settle into monogamy with one gender, you cannot ever be truly satisfied, secretly longing for another?

The very ambiguity of the word makes it vulnerable to criticism; ironically, for a term with so many overlapping meanings, it can also be seen as too exclusive. Bisexuality undercuts and undermines the binary (male/female, gay/straight), yet due to its prefix, it appears to reinforce it. It is often wrongly deemed to imply ‘attracted to men and women’, when its actual meaning is far more fluid: that you are attracted to more than one gender – if, for example, you like men and nonbinary people, you can be bi. As a result, in recent years, the word ‘bisexuality’ has suffered a misguided backlash. In a Netflix episode of the teen comedy series Big Mouth a character called Ali introduces herself as pansexual. Nick, a classmate, asks her if this is the same as bisexual, which is condemned as ‘so binary’. After a Twitter backlash from upset viewers, the creators apologized. There is a misconception that the term excludes trans people, that bis have recently been forced to rebrand their label and throw off its prejudices. In fact, during the early days of bisexual activism, it was more ambiguous than that. In 1991, the Anything That Moves bisexual manifesto stated that: ‘Bisexuality is a whole, fluid identity. Do not assume that bisexuality is binary or duogamous in nature: that we have “two” sides or that we must be involved simultaneously with both genders to be fulfilled human beings. In fact, don’t assume that there are only two genders.’

Still, the prejudice lingers, and some prefer to opt for pansexuality these days. Is there a difference between the two terms? It has been argued that bisexuality means that you’re attracted to more than one gender; pansexuality means you’re attracted to all genders. However, many bis feel that they fought so hard to see the term included in LGBT+ that they don’t want to see it die and be replaced with another.

People can also mistake bisexuality as a term of evenness: on the scales of attraction, your predilection for each sex should achieve a median balance. In my own life, I have had far more relationships with men than women, though I cannot be sure if this is due to inhibition and social circumstances rather than my own preferences. Once someone asked me how my bisexuality ‘functioned’ and I replied, ‘I’m unevenly bisexual.’ It seems the best way to sum up my sexuality, which doesn’t fit into any neat stereotypes or absurd ratios or percentages: my attraction to various genders is ever-fluctuating.

Bisexuals are the world’s largest sexual minority. In a recent Stonewall survey of 16–75 year olds in the UK, 84 per cent identified as straight, 5 per cent as bi and 4 per cent as gay/lesbian. We are also the fastest-growing sexual community. In a 2021 Gallup Poll, US adults self-identifying as LGBT reached a new high of 7.1 per cent, a doubling since 2012, and 57 per cent of them identified as bisexuals. The shift is generational, too, for 15 per cent of Gen Z (born 1997–2012) say they are bi, compared to nearly 2 per cent for Generation X (1965–1980).

Women are more likely to be bisexual than men, especially those who are younger and well educated; their number is rising rapidly. But there is still a wide gap between those who are openly bisexual and those who practise it in private. Only 19 per cent of bisexuals have told the most important people in their life about their sexual preference. This compares to 75 per cent when it comes to gays and lesbians. Bisexuality, then, is not only an ambiguous sexuality but, more often than not, a secret one.

To be bisexual is apparently to be furtive – and anxious. The Bisexual Resource Centre notes that bi people have statistically ‘higher rates of anxiety, depression and other mood disorders’. They are more likely to self-harm and attempt suicide. They are also ‘less likely to be comfortable with their sexuality’. Research shows there’s a link between these mental health issues and the phenomenon of bisexual invisibility or erasure. During the course of researching this book, I have been surprised by how many icons I thought were gay were actually bisexual: Freddie Mercury, Oscar Wilde and Gore Vidal. Vidal’s editor, Jason Epstein, said that ‘he wasn’t unhappy about being gay. He was unhappy about being wrongly classified.’ This is the trouble with bisexuality: it is often seen as a phase, an ambiguous place occupied by someone who is indecisive, experimenting, finding a path. That – as Freud once argued – it is a state of immaturity before someone makes a final, grown-up decision to be either gay or straight. Geographically, bis are seen as ‘on the fence’, looking down on both sides, as though precariously balanced and ready to fall. As actress Sandra Bernhard said, ‘lots of people think that bisexual means cowardly lesbian’. Then there is the issue of hypersexuality, the assumption that bisexuals cannot be monogamous or are inherently promiscuous, that they are greedy. To be openly bi still has a sense of playfulness and transgressiveness about it. Will Self caused a stir when he recorded a dream about Owen Jones on his blog, describing how he dreamt that he followed him into a Gothic revival church on Gloucester Road – ‘I try to reach the young man, who I find attractive’ – but was thwarted by young Japanese tourists with Hello Kitty satchels coming in the opposite direction. Self was at the time married to journalist Deborah Orr.

And what about the power dynamics of bisexual relationships? Before I first dated a woman in my late twenties, I had an idealistic view that women would be easier to date than men, though I also feared they might be less exciting, that a certain friction and frisson might be lacking. In past centuries, women were forced to occupy very narrow roles in their romantic relationships. During the Victorian era, they were expected to be ‘the angel in the home’, devoted wives and mothers, chaste and angelic. Men had power, through ownership of property; the law allowed them to be more complex and flawed. Female adultery was grounds for divorce, male adultery less so. When I read about the writer Colette, for example, I saw that power was a central theme in her relationships – a contradiction she struggled with. Born in 1873, she was only twenty years old when she married Henry Gauthier-Villars, who was fourteen years her senior, a successful writer and a libertine. Soon Colette was writing books that were based on her experiences but published under his name. The Claudine series became hugely successful but all the royalties went to her husband. Colette was furious. Eventually, she took him to court and divorced him. Yet she also relished the power dynamic of their relationship, the master/submissive undercurrent.

By contrast, the affair she had with an aristocratic woman, Missy, gave her more independence and liberation. Homosexuality was not outlawed in France, as it was in Britain, for after the Revolution all victimless crimes were abolished. But its social acceptability was still ambiguous. When Colette and Missy performed on stage and shared a kiss, it caused a riot precisely because it was deemed genuine rather than a show for male titillation. After her divorce, Colette ended up with a new husband, and a third later in life – for bisexuals of the past, it was often inevitable that if they had to make a choice, they would settle with the opposite sex, given that it was impossible for them to enter into same-sex marriage.

We all want to love and be loved; early on in life, we often nurture a fantasy of finding our ideal partner, of experiencing a great love affair, whether in the form of a passion or a more stable relationship with a family. As Elton John said in 1976, his tone rather wistful: ‘I’d rather fall in love with a woman eventually because I think a woman probably lasts longer than a man. But I really don’t know . . . I haven’t met anybody that I would like to settle down with – of either sex.’ He would eventually find happiness with David Furnish. I too hoped to find love, but I was never sure whether it would be with a man or a woman.

The bisexual figures I want to examine in Uneven are Oscar Wilde, Colette, Bessie Smith, Marlene Dietrich, Anaïs Nin, Susan Sontag, David Bowie, Jean-Michel Basquiat and Madonna. This book is not a comprehensive account of their lives, but rather a look at how attitudes to bisexuality shaped their relationships, and how these icons challenged and championed new ideas about sexuality and gender in society in their lifetimes. I have found in these figures many parallels with my own love life on my journey in search of that elusive perfect partner. And so this book is a hybrid: a blend of memoir and biography, from my first love affair with a woman to my experience of a threesome, an exploration of my own struggles with identity, androgyny and creativity.






1

Oscar Wilde

Oscar Wilde lounges languidly on the corner of Adelaide Street. I passed by him for many years, seeing him without seeing him, as I hurried from Charing Cross station into St Martin’s Lane, until one day I found myself eyeing the black marble block from which his head looms. Was he meant to be lying in a bath, I wondered? Or was it supposed to be a coffin, his head rising up ghostly? The sculpture, A Conversation With Oscar Wilde, designed by Maggi Hambling, was unveiled in 1998 and it provoked a mixed reaction. It captures Wilde as a social being – the nonchalant, witty dandy – for he seems to be in mid flow, epigrams dropping from his lips as his fingers curl around a cigarette; you can imagine a group of young male disciples forming a circle around him, listening in earnest awe. As I came to work on Uneven, I felt a little hurt when I saw how often people discarded their rubbish across him, haunted by my research into his final years when his surname was replaced by the prison designation C.3-3 and he was locked away in his cell in Reading Gaol, the light frail, his genius decaying with his health.

But this sculpture captures Wilde on top form. His face is clean-shaven and his locks are long, rendered in stiff black curves. This was unusual in the Victorian era, when beards were in fashion. You can find pictures of Victorian gentlemen with beards so ebullient they look like small animals. As someone who has sometimes suffered from beard envy, I admired them. Penises I did not covet, but beards were an object of lust: they could be pleasurably tugged when you were thinking deeply, gave age and profundity to a face, layered wisdom onto a chin. Being kissed by a man with a beard was also enjoyable; the sensation of prickle and tingle, the after-math of a stubble rash, graffiti on my skin. Victorian facial hair reflected an age which celebrated the patriarch, the man as head of home; women, meanwhile, forced themselves into corsets that damaged their health or wore bell-hoop skirts that made it so hard to sit comfortably in a train carriage that travel became undesirable. Oscar Wilde boldly defied the fashion of his day. Picture him in 1882, stepping off the SS Arizona, arriving in America to give a lecture tour about the arts, already famous for being famous. He is greeted by flashing bulbs and questions from the press. His outfits include silk breeches and a bottle-green coat trimmed with otter fur, fashion like a blast of fresh air that guaranteed him column inches. This was Wilde as a flamboyant dandy, practising kaloprosopia – the act of living your life as a work of art. He was just twenty-seven years old.

A friend warned me that if I wrote about Oscar Wilde’s bisexuality I would offend people. That I would corrupt his status as a gay icon. But Wilde’s own grandson, Merlin Holland, has publicly declared that as a gay icon, Wilde is ‘flawed’, asserting that Wilde married for love, not as a smokescreen, and that his sexuality is complex: ‘If it was a black-and-white story of Oscar just being homosexual from the year one and concealing it and finally coming to terms with it, it would make a much less interesting story.’ In fact, the negation of his bisexuality is frequently tied into historic prejudice against bisexuals. Take these words from Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, queer theorist, in 1991, for example: ‘I’m not sure that because there are people who identify as bisexual there is a bisexual identity . . .’ The interviewer goes on to summarize that, ‘In questioning whether bisexuality is a potent identity, Sedgwick points to historical figures the gay and lesbian community claims as lesbian and gay (Cole Porter, Eleanor Roosevelt, Virginia Woolf, Walt Whitman, Oscar Wilde)—who would actually be classified as bisexual’, to which Sedgwick concludes: ‘the gay and lesbian movement isn’t interested in drawing that line.’ To acknowledge that Wilde was bisexual does not mean that his gay inclinations are halved or half-hearted, or that his tragedy is diluted. It does not diminish the cruelty of Victorian society in condemning him to spend two years in a dark, freezing cell picking oakum apart, his health corroded, his mind suffering a slow shattering, his genius going to waste simply because he did not conform to their narrow idea of what sexuality should be.

Oscar Wilde was in court in 1895 for one of the first ‘celebrity’ trials in the country. It began with a libel case, after his lover’s father left him a facetious card with the scrawled accusation that he was posing as a ‘somdomite’ [sic]; and evolved into Wilde’s own prosecution for ‘gross indecency’. The sudden shift in his fortunes accentuate the shock, the vertigo of his sharp fall: like a Shakespearean hero, Wilde suffered a tragic loss of potential. His life was cut short just when he was soaring the highest, with two plays, The Importance of Being Earnest and An Ideal Husband, the talk of the West End. In his twenties he’d been a poor poet penning derivative verse; now he was ripening into a superb playwright. We know there might have been dozens more plays that we will never see; we are haunted by ghost novels, might-have-beens, lost witticisms, glorious epigrams. The rich insights of De Profundis, the philosophical letter to Lord Alfred that he penned in Reading Gaol, might have been reached outside prison, with a maturity of vision and wisdom that comes with age, rather than being whipped into being through penal degradation. There is in the story of his downfall too that sense of Greek tragedy, of forces from within and without coalescing, forming a fatal concentrate that led to his toppling, his life smashed into pieces.

In the Victorian era, there was a collective social unease as to what sort of man a homosexual might be: the criminalization of homosexuality went hand in hand with attempts to classify it. When we picture Wilde now, we imagine him as a glorious dandy, and we tend to stereotype dandies as queer. But earlier in the nineteenth century, the dandy – that intellectual, sophisticated, detached aesthete, who wore beautiful, foppish clothes and strutted about twirling his cane – was associated more with asexuality. His love of exquisite tailoring reflected his vanity rather than his effeminacy. Wilde’s trial helped to shape and define the persona of gay men, the influence of which lives on.

Because Oscar Wilde has come to represent the homosexual martyr, the gay Christ who was persecuted and crucified by ignorant masses, his sexuality has been simplified. In reality, it was complex and went through various shades and phases. In order to make the simplification hold, his marriage to the Irish writer Constance Lloyd, mother of his two sons, has sometimes been rewritten as a sham, a façade that concealed his true sexuality. But this does not fit well with Wilde’s behaviour, for he was no great concealer and his masks frayed; he would often flaunt his sexuality publicly, testing the boundaries of Victorian acceptability. The journalist Neil McKenna claims that Wilde’s marriage to Constance Lloyd was ‘passionless’, that it was based on ‘emotional and sexual indifference’. This is wrong. It was a rich and fulfilling relationship for a time, and when attraction faded Wilde began to explore another dynamic in his sexuality. In his landmark biography of Wilde, Richard Ellmann tries to explain what forces ‘turned’ Wilde’s ‘reorientation’ from heterosexual to homosexual, without considering a more obvious answer: he was bisexual.

Before his male lovers were female ones: women whom he loved, whom he was attracted to, made love to, wrote poems for, was a warm friend to, helped in their careers, cherished and cared for. As Lord Alfred Douglas – his lover and nemesis – observed, women loved Oscar. He felt this was because ‘although he was expected to talk brilliantly, he really did a great deal of listening.’

*

Oscar was born in Dublin in 1854 to an illustrious family. His father, Sir William Wilde, was a leading Irish surgeon and eye specialist. An oculist to the Queen in Ireland, he was knighted in 1864. Oscar’s mother, Jane Wilde, published nationalist poetry under the name Speranza, and made the flamboyant claim that she was a descendant of Dante. She organized regular salons at their home. And so Oscar, along with his two siblings, grew up in a household alive with creativity, buzzing with intellectual conversation and ideas.

After shining as a star pupil at Trinity College, Dublin, he won a place at Magdalen College, Oxford. It was there that Oscar, influenced by Walter Pater and his theory of aesthetics, began to indulge in kaloprosopia. Coined by the writer Joséphin Péladan in the late nineteenth century, the term originates from the Greek καλός (beautiful) and πρόσωπον (person): transforming your personality by living your life as a work of art. It is a term that feels applicable to life in the twenty-first century, as we filter our Instagram pictures and compress our concerns into tweets, conscious of that gap between projected persona and true self. However, kaloprosopia in the modern era is a quite different phenomenon to what it would have been during Oscar’s time in the fin de siècle. Now that we are all on social media, the effect is diluted; it is hard to resist the impulse towards conformity. We are just as likely to adopt group personas as our own, creating bubbles and echo chambers, shaping our tweets to glean likes, mimicking the language of our circle. In the nineteenth century, self-creation could also be an act of resistance. For dandies and flâneurs like Péladan and Baudelaire, it was a reaction to the growth of capitalism and mass commerce, people being herded into becoming consumers: kaloprosopia was a way of standing out. The adoption of a mask might be both protective and illuminating, allowing someone a chance to flout convention and explore aspects of their character that would otherwise remain repressed.

At Oxford, Oscar embarked on the first of many reinventions. He wore his hair long, eschewed manly sports, exchanged his Irish accent for an English one, and became notorious for his wit; after decorating his room in the style of Aestheticism, he quipped, ‘I find it harder and harder every day to live up to my blue china.’ Oxford was also the place where Oscar had his first sexual experiences with a woman. He was discovered with a student, Fidelia, sitting on his lap; the girl’s mother later caught them kissing in a hallway and she briskly told Oscar off: ‘Oscar, the thing was neither right, nor manly, nor gentlemanlike in you.’

Julia Constance Fletcher was another of his early crushes. Born in America, she was only eighteen years old when she published her debut novel, A Nile Novel, under the pen name George Fleming. She was living in Venice when Oscar took a break from his studies to travel to Italy. When they met in Rome, there was an instant spark. In 1878 Oscar won the Newdigate Prize, which was given to Oxford students for best composition in English verse. His poem, ‘Ravenna’, was about a young man’s journey to the Italian city. Oscar dedicated the poem to Julia. He declared that ‘she writes as cleverly as she talks’ and he was ‘much attracted by her in every way’. His attraction to men was latent at this time; it does not seem to be something he was toying with or repressing. He wrote to his friend William Ward in 1876: ‘Last night I strolled into the theatre about ten o’clock and to my surprise saw Todd and young Ward the quire boy in a private box together . . . Myself I believe Todd is extremely moral and only mentally spoons the boy, but I think he is foolish to go about with one, if he is bringing this boy about with him . . . He (Todd) looked awfully nervous and uncomfortable.’ There is no jealousy here, no lust; he writes as though he is channelling Victorian unease and disapproval with sincerity.

The first woman he hoped to marry, he lost. Florence Balcombe grew up in Dublin and was renowned for her beauty. On meeting her, Oscar wrote to a friend enthusing, ‘She is just seventeen with the most perfectly beautiful face I ever saw and not a sixpence of money.’ Six months into their relationship, he gave her a beautiful gold cross with his name engraved on it. But distance came between them: she was in Ireland, he in Oxford, and Oscar had a rival – Bram Stoker, who later wrote Dracula. Whereas Oscar was still a student, Stoker was eleven years older than Florence, and it is likely that he was considered a more suitable match by her parents. They became engaged in 1878 and Oscar heard the bad news indirectly. Anguished, Oscar asked Florence to return the cross he had given her, declaring he would carry it at all times in memory of ‘two sweet years – the sweetest of all the years of my youth’. Neil McKenna states that Oscar’s courtship of Florence was a smokescreen, for Oscar was involved with Frank Miles during this time. But I am unconvinced. Most biographers – such as Richard Ellmann – believe that Oscar’s first love affair with a man came later: with Robert Ross in 1886, a few years after he was married.

Frequently in 1879, Oscar could be found walking down Piccadilly holding a white amaryllis as a gift for Lillie Langtry. It was a theatrical gesture: he was simultaneously courting the actress and cultivating his own stardom. Following Oxford, Oscar had moved to London and shared a flat with his friend, Frank Miles. He was keen to mix with the great and the beautiful – indeed, he and Frank held afternoon ‘tea and beauty’ parties in their cramped apartment. It was at one of these parties that Oscar met Lillie. When she entered society, artists clamoured to paint her; her golden-haired beauty was preserved in portrait by Millais, Burne-Jones and Whistler and later in life, as her fame as an actress swelled across the Atlantic, a town in Texas was named after her by a community of cowboys. ‘I would rather have discovered Mrs Langtry than have discovered America,’ Oscar declared. For Oscar her exquisite looks were ‘a form of genius’ – ‘Pure Greek’ was her face, ‘Greek, because the lines which compose it are so definite and so strong’, and ‘Greek, because its essence and its quality, as is the quality of music and of architecture, is that of beauty based on absolutely mathematical laws’. The author Eleanor Fitzsimons has pointed out that ‘it is often assumed that Oscar used the adjective “Greek” to refer to male beauty or homosexual love’, when in fact he used it for both sexes. He vowed to pen sonnets to Lillie until she turned ninety years old. She inspired the poem ‘To L.L.’, which describes a passionate encounter on a bench –


And your eyes, they were green and grey
Like an April day,
But lit into amethyst
When I stooped and kissed



Sadly, Oscar’s passion for her was unrequited and she ran from the bench. Though Lillie valued him as a dear friend, she did not find Oscar attractive.

Oscar married Constance Lloyd a year before the Criminal Amendment Act of 1885 was passed and homosexuality criminalized in the UK. It is hard, therefore, to argue that Oscar felt forced to marry to conceal his gay leanings. His main motivations, it seems, were love and money. Oscar, with his penchant for a lavish existence, spent his life struggling with debts and straining to earn as much as he spent. His mother, too, encouraged him to consider marriage with a dowry in mind, writing to him when he was on tour in America that ‘you must bring home the American bride’. Jane Wilde was struggling financially after the death of her husband; Oscar often sent her money.

Constance Lloyd was twenty-three years old when Oscar met her; he was twenty-six. She was beautiful and shy, intelligent and strong-minded. She was well educated, could speak French, read Dante in the Italian, and was gifted in the arts, from painting to playing the piano. Born into a wealthy Irish middle-class family in Dublin, she lost her father when she was sixteen years old and suffered a troubled relationship with her mother, Ada, who inflicted physical and emotional abuse on her.

When Oscar and Constance first met during the summer of 1881 at a tea party in Devonshire Terrace, there was an immediate frisson between them. Oscar began to court her; Constance was thrilled. But their courtship was interrupted by Oscar’s lecture tour of America, which began in January 1882. Originally Oscar planned to tour for three months, but it was such a success that he was abroad for a year.

*

Oscar’s tour made him a celebrity in the US, albeit a controversial one. He broke gender codes and ruffled feathers when he advised an audience to be freed from the restrictive clothing that defined their genders. His unconventional appearance – from his long, flowing locks to his flamboyant dress – was endlessly commented on and analysed. Oscar was sometimes seen as ‘effeminate’, sometimes androgynous, as bisexuals can be labelled today, floating in that liminal, Tiresian realm. The Lowell Daily Courier reported that ‘manhood is absent from his composition. He is neither a man nor a woman. He is between the two.’ Thomas Wentworth Higginson, a prominent American thinker – who, unsurprisingly, sported an extremely bushy Victorian beard – crossly declared that Oscar’s writing was ‘Unmanly’.

At the age of twenty-two, a relationship with a man resulted in a crisis within me that mirrored this description of Wilde; for me, however, feeling ‘unwomanly’ came with a sense of shame.

People said we were a lovely couple, Henry and I. We’d been dating a few months. I remember the moment our relationship shattered. It all changed in the space of one phone call. Henry was overseas and I had emailed him a draft of my work in progress. He said, ‘I’ve been reading your book . . .’

‘Yes?’ A nervous twist in my gut. A familiar feeling: I was at that time sending the book out to publishers and agents, who responded with polite fuck-offs on cream headed paper.

‘My worry is – what are people going to think?’

Think? My novel-in-progress was outrageous and provocative, I knew, though I hadn’t stopped to worry too much about that; I had worked hard to protect it from the weather of public opinion, and I’d allowed it to grow in its own warped way.

It was all there in the tone of his voice: the dismay, disgust, the disappointment. In retaliation, I put down the phone, like a V-sign at him, though it was more a symptom of my inarticulateness, highly pronounced at this time. I was an introvert; words poured from my pen but piled up in my throat and turned to papier mâché when I tried to express them in speech. I felt sick with churning betrayal. He had spoken as though my book merely represented a wrong turning I’d taken, a bad habit I’d picked up, a hobby I might drop. What the book represented, in its darkness and filth and madness and black humour, didn’t fit with the version of Sam that he wanted.

Yet I could understand why he was confused. People often complained about the gap between my persona and my inner self, told me I was not as I seemed. My hair was long and I looked girlish. One man told me I looked as though I’d make a good children’s author, as though art was dictated by hair length and smile. I feared that in some way I had fooled Henry, cheated him, with an exterior that was a lie, but the deceit had not been purposeful. I felt frustration boil through me, hot against my skin, as though I willed a Hulk-like transmogrification, to find colours and hairs splitting through which would turn me into some bestial creature of wild locks and warped features that I could show to people as my writing self.

As a child, I believed I would grow up to be a writer and that I would get married to a man. It had never occurred to me that there might be a friction between these two wishes. As a teenager, I had discovered the merit of having a room of one’s own as I sat in my little box-room bedroom, scribbling away in the evenings after my homework was done. Attending a girls’ high school meant that love and work were two separate dimensions; romance was for weekends, and study was for the weekdays. I had yet to discover the world, yet to read about Colette, whose novels were published under her husband’s name; or Anaïs Nin, who was chided by her analyst for trying to surpass men in her work and for the strong ‘masculine’ element in her writing; or Daphne du Maurier, who wished she had been born a boy and saw her personality as one of two halves: the loving wife and mother that she showed to the world and her inner, hidden world of writing, which was fuelled by a ‘male energy’.

Henry’s words lingered, spread a slow poison through me.

That friction, between what society tells you you ought to be, and how you feel inside, is a story that repeats ad infinitum, of course. The concept of womanhood is reinvented with every decade, though; like tired Hollywood remakes, the same clichés and tropes are rehashed. In the late 1990s, Bridget Jones’s Diary was a defining text for many young women. It was a huge hit, its influence lasting over a decade, spawning a thousand imitations that also served to reinforce the cultural mood of what it was to be a woman. Bridget worried about her weight. She counted her calories. She got pissed. She had a tumultuous love life. Bastards treated her badly. She had a gay best friend, Tom, who possessed a witty, rather Wildean flamboyance. She made silly mistakes at work. But that was okay, because Bridget was ditzy but loveable. In one newspaper article I read, Helen Fielding’s creation had been so evocative that the columnist had witnessed women arguing drunkenly at parties: ‘I’m Bridget’ – ‘No, I’m Bridget!’

As someone who had grown up being far too influenced by books, devouring them as bibles and handbooks for living, I felt lost in the gap between my life and mainstream art. Earlier in my childhood, there had been identification: I had grown up with two brothers, in a household of men, and found inspiration in Enid Blyton’s Famous Five books. The gang of children includes two girls, two boys. Whereas Anne is patronized by her brothers and told to stay behind when danger lurks, Georgina rebels and declares that she wants to be a boy. She insists on being called George, a refrain which I took up for a while in real life (my family took no notice). Had I read de Beauvoir, Germaine Greer and bell hooks instead of Bridget Jones, I might have found illumination rather than alienation, but I had developed an inverse snobbery in reaction to my Oxford degree. I was tired of the classics and theory. I wanted to read about the here and now, about characters my age, who might give me insights as to who I might become, how I might grow in life. And so I devoured chick lit, as it was disdainfully called, and Men Are from Mars, Women Are from Venus, and magazines such as Heat and Now, which asserted that achieving happiness as a woman was all about dieting and dating and included pictures of shamed celebrities like Britney and Jordan tripping up or smudging their lipstick or showing an inch of fat flesh, any flaws highlighted by a savage red circle around some part of a woman’s anatomy. It seemed to me that men got to live their lives without commentary, whereas for women, every action had a condemnatory footnote. As for Girl Power, it passed me by, though it always seemed to me more like a brand than an ethos, a slogan used to sell products by girl bands, feminism appropriated by the market.

Henry came back to the UK a few weeks after our phone call. I kept hurrying from my house to my local station, waiting for him to step off the train – but each time the crowd dispersed it left a lonely platform. He had been waiting for me at the airport, while I had thought he was coming straight to mine. On meeting, we embraced happily, but within hours we were disintegrating. I had no desire to make love to him, for my heart felt as though it had been slashed and drained of feeling. I knew that we were over, that we had been since that phone call, and instead of being thoughtful and truthful, I opted for ‘show, don’t tell’, letting the relationship slide, an unintentional cruelty. Guilt and doubt also prevented me from definitively breaking it off. Wasn’t Henry just the sort of tall, dark, handsome, lovely, clever guy that the heroines of contemporary novels raved about and went to agonizing lengths to find? Wasn’t he really a Mr Darcy, whom I was throwing away instead of trying to cajole into a ring and a commitment?

Now I decided that if I was going to be in love, it would be with my books, my pens, my notebooks, my hours spent in cafés writing, and that was enough.

But it didn’t last.

I craved more: some sort of intimacy, in a shape or form I couldn’t quite define or name. I had a sense that I wasn’t going to fit into conventional society, not realizing that the perfect marriage with 2.4 children was the illusion of adverts and that behind all relationships are cracks and secrets and idiosyncrasies. The overriding cultural narrative was that a woman must want a man, not lightly, not loosely, not casually, but in a determined pin-him-down manner, for the fairy-tale conclusion at the end of all these romances – let’s not forget that Bridget Jones was a kind of updated Pride and Prejudice – was marriage. It did not appeal to me. Nor did dieting. I had never suffered from PMT. I did not want babies. I hated to be seen as ditzy, though that epithet was often applied to me.

And therefore, I feared, I was not a proper woman, but an impostor suffering a hermaphroditism of the soul, a male psyche lurking in a female body. For me, the heterosexuality I had grown up with encouraged contrast, reinforced clichés. I knew that I felt freer away from Henry because in his presence I had to be defined against his gender, I was pulled into a role of difference; single, I could be more well rounded, fully expressed.

*

On his 1882 US lecture tour, women attended Oscar’s lectures in droves. The police were called to hold back throngs of adoring female fans. Oscar wrote that American women were ‘pretty whirlwinds in petticoats’ whom ‘one gets to love’. Developing a reputation as a womanizer, Oscar ran with it; he spent a night with a female prostitute, Marie Aguétant, at Eden Palace, a music hall, though it was hardly a night of bliss; later he would reflect that sleeping with a female prostitute felt like ‘chewing cold mutton’.

Oscar returned to England a celebrity. On meeting Constance again in May 1883, their courtship deepened and love blossomed. As opposites, they complemented each other: Oscar, with his grandiose ego, sharp wit and flamboyance, was frequently surrounded by fans who mimicked his dress and witticisms, nicknamed his ‘disciples’, whereas Constance was shy and known to be quiet in company, even sullen. He proposed to her with a ring he had designed: a heart of diamonds enclosing two pearls, ‘surmounted with another bow of diamonds’. Constance declared that she was ‘insanely happy’. Her mother, Ada, saw that they were a good match, writing to Lady Wilde that ‘both are . . . charming, gifted and what is to my mind even more essential to the beginning of married life, immensely attracted to each other.’

During their six-month engagement, they exchanged numerous telegrams and letters. ‘We are of course desperately in love,’ Oscar wrote to his friend Thomas Waldo Story. ‘We telegraph each other twice a day, and the telegraph clerks have become quite romantic in consequence.’ He confided in Lillie that ‘it is horrid being so much away from her’. Oscar bought Constance a pet marmoset to keep her company, which they named Jimmy. Robert Sherard, a close friend of Oscar’s, reported that ‘he was very much in love and joyous’ at this time.

On 29 May 1884, they were married. It was a small wedding at St James’s Church in Paddington, and a large crowd of Oscar fans gathered to watch them from the street outside. There is something poignant in these lines from the Lady’s Pictorial that described them walking down the aisle – ‘the bridegroom happy and exultant; the bride with a tender flush on her face, and a happy hopeful light in her soft brown eyes’ – which, though sentimentalized for their readership, do appear to capture the innocent joy and love they shared, oblivious of the dark days to come. Oscar’s close friend, Ada Leverson, observed that: ‘He was quite madly in love, and showed himself an unusually devoted husband.’ When they honeymooned in Paris, Oscar was prone to the extravagance which fireworked when he was in love; the moment he left Constance in the hotel room to see his Parisian friends, he would send back bouquets of flowers and return laden with presents for her. Their hotel room was full of ‘flowers, youth and laughter’, Robert Sherard observed. He was less delighted when Oscar tried to exuberantly divulge all the glorious details of his newfound sex life with his wife. Their relationship was rich in both love and passion, and when they returned home and Oscar returned to lecturing, being away from Constance filled him with a yearning that was both physical and emotional: ‘I feel your fingers in my hair, and your cheek brushing mine . . . The air is full of the music of your voice, my soul and body seem no longer mine, but mingled in some exquisite ecstasy with yours. I feel incomplete without you.’

Their first son, Cyril, was born in 1885 and Oscar was a delighted father. He wrote to the actor Norman Forbes-Robertson that his son was ‘wonderful’ and enthused about the joys of matrimony, encouraging him to marry ‘at once!’

That his marriage turned sour is too often held up as proof that Oscar was really gay, using marriage as a respectable mask so that he might carry on with men behind it. But many marriages fail, often for complex and numerous reasons, and Oscar’s was no different. Whilst Oscar’s attraction to his wife did fade, this is also nothing particularly new or shocking. Franny Moyle argues that they married (as many Victorians did) without knowing each other well; marriage, the process of discovering each other, brought both intimacy and disillusionment. It is a mistake to assume that Oscar’s marriage was a sham and that the second act of his sexuality defines him absolutely, so that his past is rewritten to fit this narrative.

For bisexuals like Oscar Wilde, Anaïs Nin and others, you can trace that moment where awakening begins: you have followed society’s relationship conventions, married, settled down, but the result is stagnancy, giving rise to restlessness rather than peace. The pattern of Oscar’s sexual shift is not dissimilar to bisexuals today. Lesbians and gays often discover their sexual orientation at a much earlier age, usually in their teenage years. I have met numerous bisexuals who have discovered their sexuality in their twenties because society steers them towards the heteronormative at first and they then find new dimensions to their sexuality.

Following Henry, I found myself floundering, sensing that a conventional romance was not going to suit me, but uncertain as to what shape my love life should take. My next liaison was reactive: an affair with a TV presenter, thirty years my senior. I decided that being a mistress was a more empowered position than a wife. It also meant that romance now belonged to a nice neat compartment that did not overlap with my writing. It was easy to make my lover happy. Our routine was simple: an Italian meal, followed by a hotel room, and post-coital confidences, once a month; and a daily exchange of emails in a secret Hotmail account. He looked at me with affectionate pride when I told him that I’d got a literary agent, for he had no motive to curtail my writing or feel he was in competition with it. However, one day when I was apart from him, I broke off from my writing, looking up sharply when I heard a random child crying outside in the street. I thought unhappily of his family. He had told me that his wife hated him, that when they rowed she beat him, and as a man he could not fight back and felt helpless. I wondered if that was true or his guilt creating a narrative.

On a trip to Brighton, I bought a book in Waterstones. The girl at the till had chestnut hair and an energy about her that felt provocative. She gave me a seductive smile as she peeled my receipt from the till and slipped it into the shiny bag. While watching the waves crash onto the bony pebbles: I could go back – but what would I say? How do you seduce women? Do I have to be proactive? At a café, listening but not listening to my friend as we sipped hot chocolate: I could scribble my number on the receipt and pass it to her. But maybe that’s just fucking insane! On the train home: if only I’d, if only, if only . . . And then she was forgotten, one of many maybes that we all carry through life and that form a backdrop of wistfulness.

I had another Italian meal, another session with my older male lover. Something that had once been bright between us was becoming pastel. One afternoon, I found a magazine left strewn on a train, read a piece about a woman who had outraged her lesbian community by announcing that she had fallen for a man. She said she felt that while loving a man was a fiction, loving a woman was a form of poetry.

*

Oscar had been married to Constance for two years when she fell pregnant with their second child. His desire for her waned around the time of this pregnancy. He felt that her exquisite looks, one of the elements that had most attracted him to her, were lost. ‘When I married, my wife was a beautiful girl,’ Oscar confided in his friend Frank Harris, ‘white and slim as a lily . . . In a year or so the flower-like grace had all vanished; she became heavy, shapeless, deformed . . .’ These words need to be taken with a pinch of salt, for Harris’s memoir may have contained exaggerations and Oscar was also reminiscing when he was in exile, bitter and saddened. However, Oscar also wrote to another young friend, Harry Marillier, in 1885, that his marriage had devolved into ‘a curious mixture of ardour and indifference. I myself would sacrifice everything for a new experience, and I know there is no such thing as a new experience at all.’ Oscar was restless. When he and Constance had been courting, obstacles – her family’s doubts about him, the debts he had to pay off first – had injected a frisson into their courtship. Now these excitements had passed. Oscar had won; they lived in a pleasant house on Tite Street in Chelsea, which W. B. Yeats visited and found ‘too perfect in its unity’. He reflected: ‘I remember thinking that the perfect harmony of his life there, with his beautiful wife and his two young children, suggested some deliberate artistic composition.’ Oscar was a loving father; he often got down on his hands and knees to play with Vyvyan and Cyril in the nursery, willing to indulge in games for hours, and, ‘When he grew tired of playing he would keep us quiet by telling us fairy stories, or tales of adventures, of which he had a never-ending supply’, Vyvyan recollected. But going home to the same place every night was very different from their whirlwind courtship, where he wrote Constance romantic letters from various hotels on a lecture tour. Now that he was married, his long locks cut in a short, respectable style, his clothes more conventional, his star was waning and he featured less in the press. The domestic had tamed his life towards tedium.

Even in the midst of his blissful honeymoon, Oscar had been stirred by temptation. He read À Rebours by Joris-Karl Huysmans, a book that was later obliquely referred to in The Picture of Dorian Gray as a book that Dorian is corrupted by, for it centres on a wealthy, ailing aesthete who shuts himself away in a villa and pursues a path of decadent hedonism. The book’s poison works slowly on Dorian, as it did on Oscar. During that honeymoon, whilst Oscar was dining with high society and sending his wife flowers, a shadow side was also pulling him. Robert Sherard notes that he also ‘enjoyed slumming visits’ to the poorest parts of the city, which fascinated and repulsed him.

Because one aspect of Oscar’s desire was forbidden, it cleaved his bisexuality into two distinct halves with opposing characteristics: one half respectable, one rebellious; ‘one Apollonian, one Dionysian’. Oscar enjoyed love affairs with men in part because they were forbidden, a delicious rebellion against a society he loved and loathed. ‘The danger was half the excitement,’ he reflected later, in prison, ‘I used to feel as a snake-charmer must feel when he lures the cobra to stir from the painted cloth . . . that holds it . . .’ And so, male lovers became associated with decadence, marriage with duty, men with the underground, his wife with the acceptable surface.

Oscar’s early affairs with men were discreet. His first male love was Robbie Ross, a handsome, articulate young man who went on to study at Cambridge, just seventeen years old when they first met. It was Robbie who seduced Oscar. He had grown up a fan of Oscar, imitating his shoulder-length hair and devouring his poetry. Robbie’s mother, Eliza, arranged for him to stay with the Wilde family in 1886, as a paying guest, to gain a foothold in the capital. Robbie and Oscar’s physical relationship – which did not last long – soon settled into a warm, platonic tenderness and a loyal friendship that would last a lifetime. Similarly, when Oscar fell for Lord Alfred Douglas, the man he would end up going to prison for, desire blazed early on, but ‘Sodomy never took place.’ Douglas later explained that ‘I never liked this part of the business . . . After a time [Wilde] tumbled to the fact . . . and he very soon “cut it out” altogether.’ As for Constance, the fact that sex waned between them was not necessarily due to a new, exclusive preference. Franny Moyle has pointed out that ‘there may have been post-natal medical issues on Constance’s side that were also a contributing factor.’ Lord Alfred observed in 1892 that Oscar ‘adored his wife’ and was ‘still on great terms of affection’ with her. Over time, however, Constance began to feel neglected and lost as Oscar spent more and more time away from home, confiding in a friend that ‘I cannot make out whether it is my fault or Wilde’s that he is so cold to me and so nice to others.’

Wilde would not have labelled himself as ‘bisexual’; the term is apt, but anachronistic. Prior to the late Victorian era, sex was a practice, not a sexual identity. The idea of a bisexual identity did not exist, and it would only develop decades on in the mid-nineteenth century, later than a homosexual one. Before the Victorian era, it was the act of sodomy – whether a man with a man, a man with a woman or a man with an animal – that was made illegal, under the reign of Henry VIII. The Buggery Act of 1533 put the death penalty in place for anyone who engaged in sodomy. The last two men who were hanged in England for gay sex were James Pratt and John Smith in 1835, pleading ‘Not Guilty’ and weeping before a hissing crowd as ropes were placed around their necks. The penalty was abolished in 1861, though was still punishable by imprisonment. Homosexuality came to be seen not as a sin but as a sickness. Sexuality was no longer the domain of the church, but came to fall within the medical establishment, who then set about classifying and constructing various sexual identities.

The first mention of the terms ‘homosexuality’ and ‘bisexuality’ – as a sexuality, rather than a reference to androgyny – occurred in 1869 when Károly Márie Kertbeny, a Hungarian journalist, wrote an open letter to the Prussian minister of justice asking for him to abolish criminal laws against ‘unnatural acts’. In 1886, Richard Krafft-Ebing, a well-regarded psychiatrist who helped to establish sexology as a scientific discipline, published Psychopathia Sexualis, where he diagnosed homosexuality as a form of degeneracy. Homosexuality, then, was seen as a pathology. Victorian attitudes towards sex were complex and their reputation for prudishness has become a cliché, but they certainly adopted a surface puritanism towards sexuality. Like masturbation, which was also frowned on, homosexuality was a sickness which wasted vital seed.

Bisexuality, too, was classified as a pathology. Krafft-Ebing argued that the mental state of sex criminals should be taken into account when they were on trial; they should not be judged, but receive treatment rather than sentences. Krafft-Ebing called bisexuality psychosexual hermaphroditism. He framed bisexuality as the first of four stages of sexual ‘inversion’ – with homosexuality being the final stage. Bisexuality then, was a milder form of illness and it was not a fixed or static identity but one that had direction; other European sexologists of this era called it ‘a light form or precursor of sexual inversion’ or ‘an incomplete inversion’ or a ‘periodic’ or ‘temporary pederasty’. Bisexuality was often seen as the starting point of sexual degeneration, although the Russian sexologist Benjamin Tarnowski compared bisexuality to alcoholism, with sudden bursts of indulgence: ‘the patients satisfy their perverse impulse two or three times a year, no more often, and the rest of the time they have normal intercourse with women.’

As Freud would later assert, bisexuality was associated with immaturity, with adolescence. It was something you might indulge in, but would – hopefully – grow out of. In 1906, the Italian physician Cesare Lombroso noted that childhood was ‘often accompanied by a temporary type of homosexuality . . . sometimes only a semi-sexuality, a kind of moral hermaphroditism which, according to [the moral philosopher] Marchesini, expresses itself in girls’ boarding schools as platonic love and is truly warmhearted.’ However, doctors did warn that this stage would need to be suppressed by ‘careful education and willpower’. Growing beyond it was about learning to discriminate, for bisexuality showed a certain ‘lack of differentiation’, as though it was a state of indecision – a prejudice that still lingers to this day, over a hundred years later. The question of whether or not bisexuality was caused by nature or nurture was up for debate; Marc-André Raffalovich, the French poet and writer on homosexuality, wondered: is it the result of ‘circumstances . . . or congenital?’

The Victorians introduced the Offences Against the Person Act in 1861, which removed the death penalty for sodomy, but it did create a new punishment: of ten years to life penal servitude. Then, in 1885, the introduction of the Labouchere Amendment meant that men could now be prosecuted not just on the basis of anal sex, but kissing, cuddling, chatting each other up. The act was named after MP Henry Labouchere, after he added to the Criminal Law Amendment Act. The overall bill was a good one, for it aimed to protect teenage girls and raised the age of consent from thirteen to sixteen. Any boy over the age of thirteen who suffered an assault short of rape also had no legal protection in place, so Labouchere’s addition was supposed to be progressive and protective. It was the vagueness of the wording in the act that was the problem: that tricksy phrase ‘acts of gross indecency’. It meant that two men could be taken to court simply on the basis of a few love letters, with no witnesses needed; it is no wonder that it became known as the Blackmailer’s Charter. The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde was published in January 1886, the same month that the Criminal Law Amendment Act came into effect – Robert Louis Stevenson captured the mood of a certain number of men when he said he had long been trying to write a story on the ‘strong sense of man’s double being which must at times come in upon and overwhelm the mind of every thinking creature’.

However, whilst the Victorians toughened their stance on homosexuality, a growing public hostility to ‘sexual inversion’ was accompanied by a collective curiosity: what were the characteristics of a man who loved men? How did he dress? How did he behave? What were the tell-tale signs? In the UK in 1870, two men, Ernest Boulton and Frederick William Park, were arrested for dressing as women, and a doctor was asked to examine them ‘for physical “signs” of homosexuality’ – but he admitted that he was not sure what he was looking for. As journalist Eric Berkowitz notes, ‘it was an early effort’ at defining what characteristics a gay man might have.

When Oscar fell for Robbie Ross, the year following the Labouchere Amendment, his sense of self fundamentally changed, as Richard Ellmann sums up: ‘After 1886, he was able to think of himself as a criminal, moving guiltily among the innocent.’ If he was discreet with Ross, however, then in his next affair he would take far greater risks.

It is often assumed that Lord Alfred Douglas inspired the character of Dorian in The Picture of Dorian Gray. Like Dorian, he was physically beautiful, golden-haired and blue-eyed, and looked younger than his years. However, it was a case of life imitating art; Wilde’s character seemed to step forth from the pages. Lord Alfred adored Dorian Gray, reading it fourteen times, seduced by the novel in the same way that Dorian is seduced by À Rebours: ‘It was the strangest book that he had ever read. It seemed to him that in exquisite raiment, and to the delicate sound of flutes, the sins of the world were passing in dumb show before him. Things that he had dimly dreamed of were suddenly made real to him. Things of which he had never dreamed were gradually revealed.’ Like Oscar’s creation, Lord Alfred was afraid of ageing. On his twenty-first birthday he shut himself in his bedroom, weeping at the thought of his future ‘vanished youth’. His youthful looks and character – he had a tendency towards a charming sweetness alternating with tantrums and a short temper – were epitomized in his nickname, Bosie, which had been affectionately bestowed on him by his mother, from the Scottish boysie for ‘boy’.

It is also frequently claimed that the character of Lord Henry Wotton in Dorian Gray – who is charming, witty, clever and possessed of ‘wrong, fascinating, poisonous, delightful theories’ – is based on Oscar. Quotes by Wotton that condemn marriage are often cited as though they must be Oscar’s opinion and therefore reflect on his feelings for Constance. But Oscar himself declared that ‘Basil Hallward is what I think I am: Lord Henry what the world thinks me: Dorian what I would like to be.’ His verdict on Wotton’s theories that disparage marriage was: ‘I highly disapprove of them.’ Basil is an altogether softer, kinder character in the book.

When Bosie first met Oscar, he wasn’t initially attracted to him. He found him ‘comic looking’. It was Oscar’s melodious voice that wove its magic, his ability to transmute the ordinary things of life and invest them with ‘strangeness and glamour’. Their love affair did not begin until the spring of 1892, when Bosie wrote to Oscar pleading for help. He was being blackmailed; a love letter to another man had fallen into the wrong hands. Moved by his predicament, Oscar came to the rescue with money and legal help, settling the matter. United by secrecy and danger, their infatuation began.

On trial, Oscar would be portrayed as the corruptor of Bosie. But early on in their relationship, it could be argued that it was the other way round. It was Lord Alfred, the more experienced of the two, who introduced Oscar to a sexual underground, gritty and thrilling, where they would rent young men for sex. It was Bosie who introduced him to Alfred Taylor, a gatekeeper to the world of male prostitution, who procured the men for them. Soon Oscar was a regular attendee of the all-male tea parties Taylor held in his Westminster flat. Oscar was discreet in the early days of his homosexual affairs, but over time he became bolder, more careless, more carefree. He was seen in public with Bosie; seen at the Empire Music Hall, the pair pressed close together, looking like lovers. Soon rumours spread about them.

It was a tempestuous love affair. Lord Alfred had a nasty temper and his mood could suddenly turn. Oscar, by contrast, was more tender and forgiving. On one occasion, Oscar lovingly nursed Bosie through a bout of flu. Bosie got better only for Oscar to fall ill. Instead of nursing him in return, Bosie stormed off, declaring he was bored. When they holidayed in Florence, staying with Bernard Berenson, Mary Costelloe (his mistress) thought that Bosie was a bad influence, turning Oscar into a ‘loathsome beast’. As is often the case with love triangles, Oscar zigzagged back and forth between lover and wife, favouring one, then the other. Marriage might be dull at times, but it could also be a refuge and a relief. In 1893, tired of Bosie’s behaviour, he wrote to Lady Queensberry, advising her to send her son abroad on holiday, and turned back to Constance, playing the loving husband and father again, enjoying domesticity.

Robbie Ross had grown up without a father and Bosie had a terrible relationship with his father: Oscar was a paternal figure to them both. Oscar, in turn, declared, ‘I am a lover of youth . . . I like to study the young in everything. There is something fascinating in youthfulness.’ Oscar never referred to his love affairs as homosexual, a term rarely used then; nor did he use ‘inversion’, for the Victorians saw same-sex love affairs as a symptom of a female soul being born in a male body, or vice versa. Instead, he favoured ‘Uranian’, a term coined by Karl Heinrich Ulrichs in the 1860s, derived from a dialogue on Eros in Plato’s Symposium. Having studied Classics at Oxford, Oscar saw his sexuality in a very specific tradition: pederasty, a practice dating back to Ancient Greece and Rome where an older man would play sexual guide and intellectual mentor to a younger boy. Socrates argued the case for same-sex love as a source of vital creative inspiration: you could marry an attractive wife and birth beautiful children, but to produce a rarefied work of art, then an exquisite young male lover should be your muse. Certainly, Oscar’s love affairs with men gave spark to his genius. His early marital years produced little great work, aside from his fairy tales; subsequently, he enjoyed a tremendous artistic flourishing, from essays such as The Decay of Lying to his later plays: Lady Windermere’s Fan, A Woman of No Importance, An Ideal Husband and The Importance of Being Earnest.

Bisexuality was not an identity in Greek or Roman times, nor a choice outside a hetero norm; it was an everyday, integrated strand of life, albeit one still controlled by customs and culture. In Greece, for example, the pederastic tradition played a key part in the growth of a young male from boyhood to adulthood. An older male figure would play tutor and lover to him before he was married and adopted a heterosexual lifestyle. In Crete, it was acceptable for an older male teacher to kidnap a boy, take him into the countryside, give him military training and life wisdom and make love to him. In Rome, meanwhile, things were a little different. Male/male sex was accepted, but it didn’t play a part in adolescent education. What was important was whether the man making love was receiving or giving. A young Roman man, brought up to dominate the world and expand the Empire, had to be active, not passive. To lose your virginity through a sexually passive role was ‘a crime for the free-born’, wrote Seneca. Indeed, the Latin term muliebria patitur – to be penetrated – translates as ‘to have a woman’s experience’. Passive sex was for slaves and prostitutes, not men of power and status. Interestingly, this preoccupation lingered into the Victorian era; as gossip about Bosie and Oscar spread, an entry in the Goncourt diaries noted that everyone was speculating as to whether Oscar was ‘passif’ or ‘actif’, feeling that it must be passif, whereby a man encounters ‘pleasure that he does not enjoy with a woman’.

The bisexual way of life faded when Roman society shifted from paganism to Christianity, favouring heterosexuality and deeming homosexuality a crime. Again, the backlash is laced with misogyny, motivated by the primitive ideal that men should be men, active and aggressive, and any trace of effeminacy is a sin. In the late Roman Empire, Constantine’s sons, Constans and Constantinus II, ordered a decree attacking those who indulged in sex ‘when a man couples as though he were a woman’. In 533 came an explicit law against homosexuality, decreed by the Emperor Justinian, who tortured and killed gay members of the clergy and blamed male sexual acts as a cause of famine, earthquakes and plagues in Constantinople.

Centuries later, British colonialism, twinned with Christianity, found the British exporting their homophobia across the globe, destroying cultures in Africa and Asia that were relaxed about gender identity and sexual orientation. Bugunda (now Uganda) was ruled by an openly gay monarch, King Mwanga II; now, thanks to the long-term influence of colonialism, homosexuality is criminalized in Uganda. In India, the British historian Thomas Babington Macaulay drew up the Indian Penal Code of 1862, including section 377, which was based on the Buggery Act, forbidding anal sex, and was used as a basis for criminal law in many other territories controlled by the British; India would not repeal this act until 2018.

*

It was Lord Alfred’s father, the Marquess of Queensberry, who seduced Oscar into his downfall. Queensberry was a pernicious character, prone to fits of bad temper, and when he heard the rumours about Oscar and his son, he became inflamed. Bosie, who had a poor relationship with his father, delighted in provoking him. Oscar was caught in the rising tensions between them; their quarrel was not just about homosexuality; rather, homosexuality became the means through which a son taunted his father and a father tried to savagely bully and rein in his son.

As Queensberry upped his campaign of intimidation against his son and Oscar, he turned up at Oscar’s house one day with a friend. In the heated argument that followed, Queensberry declared that Constance was going to divorce him for sodomy. Oscar retorted sharply, ‘I’m not a sodomite.’ Queensberry came back with, ‘You pose as one though.’

Oscar’s mask as a happy family man was slipping. Gradually, his reputation as a man with a penchant for the same sex was gaining ground. Oscar and Bosie were satirized in a cartoon strip called The Decadent Guys in Punch. The Importance of Being Earnest was a huge success, but on the first night Oscar had to call the police to prevent Queensberry wrecking the performance with a rotting vegetable bouquet which he planned to throw on stage. On the one hand, his literary success was finally catching up with his celebrity; his fame was soaring with authenticity rather than notoriety; on the other, shadows and threats were becoming more insidious. ‘Since Oscar wrote Dorian Gray no one will speak to us,’ Constance claimed, an exaggeration but one which captured the mood surrounding them. At a performance of John-o-Dreams at the Haymarket theatre, Oscar found himself snubbed by various audience members.

And so Queensberry laid a trap for Oscar. On 18 February 1895, he left a card for Oscar at the Albermarle Club on which he had scrawled: For Oscar Wilde, posing somdomite. The spelling mistake may have been deliberate, as well as the use of ambiguous language, which would make it easier to win a case if Oscar sued. Nevertheless, it was also about personas and the Victorian need for masks of heterosexual respectability. To simply look like a sodomite, in a society that had rigid ideas about gender, was bad enough; Queensberry’s words echo the accusations levelled at Oscar during his American tour, where Thomas Wentworth Higginson saw him as ‘Unmanly’, only now they took on a more serious tone.

In the UK, homosexuals were increasingly seen as predators: devils who preyed on young innocents. That was perhaps best illustrated by the Cleveland Street Scandal of 1889. The story began with a boy called Charles Swinscow, who was caught by a policeman with eighteen shillings in his pocket – twice his usual weekly wage as a telegraph boy at the General Post Office. It emerged that many of the boys working there were also moonlighting as rent boys at Cleveland Street, a brothel frequented by a number of wealthy, powerful and aristocratic men. A scandal erupted, filling the tabloids week after week. Among the men said to patronize the brothel were Lord Somerset and the Earl of Euston. Lord Somerset fled to France, whilst the Earl successfully sued a reporter at the North London Press. The public disgust was not directed at the boys, who were seen as innocents; they weren’t prosecuted, though some lost their jobs. Instead, the ire was aimed at the older men who procured them. A year later, when Oscar published The Picture of Dorian Gray, a book ripe in homoerotic undercurrents, it was slated in the Scots Observer as a story which ‘would be of interest mainly to “outlawed noblemen and perverted telegraph boys”’ – a jibe that referenced Cleveland Street.

And so we can see why Oscar responded as he did when Queensberry’s calling card appeared at his club. Queensberry was playing a nasty, calculated game, laying bets on whether he could provoke Oscar into suing, and the card must have exemplified what Oscar saw as a gathering threat to his anxious self. His friends advised him against it, but Bosie cheered him on: Oscar decided to settle the matter in court.

Picture Wilde on 3 April 1895: arriving at the Old Bailey in a stylish overcoat trimmed with velvet and a white flower in his buttonhole, stepping down from his brougham carriage. His friends have seen the danger of his situation, advised him not to prosecute. But Wilde is overconfident. It is in part a matter of class; he doesn’t believe that reports by lower- class men will be taken seriously. On the stand, he performs with flair and wit. He lies about his age, claims he is thirty-nine (he is forty). Sir Edward Clarke, his barrister, reads out a letter from Wilde written to Bosie and elegantly argues that Wilde is a poet, and the sentiments therein are ‘the expression of poetic feeling’. Wilde defends his writing when the prosecutor reads aloud from the introduction to Dorian Gray: ‘There is no such thing as an immoral book. Books are well written or badly written.’

It is on the second day that reality punches him. Presents are produced – fine clothing, silver-mounted walking sticks – which Wilde gave to his young companions. He slips when asked if he ever kissed a boy called Walter Grainger; tripping up on his own wit, Wilde retorts flippantly, ‘Oh dear no! He was a peculiarly plain boy.’ The libel case is withdrawn. But it is too late: Queensberry’s solicitor has pulled the snare, forwarded copies of statements from young men to the Director of Public Prosecutions. Now Wilde is the one under arrest, for twenty-five counts of ‘gross indecency’ and ‘conspiracy to commit gross indecency’. The prosecution paints a portrait of him that epitomizes all the caricature qualities of the homosexual villain of the time, making Wilde fit the stereotype. His novel, Dorian Gray, is held up as a corrupting, ‘sodomitical’ book; meanwhile Lord Alfred is portrayed as the young innocent who ended up writing dodgy poetry, ‘turned under the domination of Oscar Wilde’ to ‘the frightful subject of the passion of man for man’. Wilde is the dark corruptor ruining London’s golden youth.

He becomes quieter, more furtive, more thoughtful, as the trial closes in on him. He makes a speech that we remember now for its beauty and its dignity:


The ‘love that dare not speak its name’ in this century is such a great affection of an elder for a younger man as there was between David and Jonathan, such as Plato made the very basis of his philosophy, and such as you find in the sonnets of Michelangelo and Shakespeare. It is that deep spiritual affection that is as pure as it is perfect. It dictates and pervades great works of art, like those of Shakespeare and Michelangelo, and those two letters of mine, such as they are. It is in this century misunderstood, so much misunderstood that it may be described as ‘the love that dare not speak its name’, and on account of it I am placed where I am now. It is beautiful, it is fine, it is the noblest form of affection. There is nothing unnatural about it.



He could have escaped prison. He could have fled. The magistrate, Sir John Bridge, issued a warrant for Wilde’s arrest, but delayed signing it until the last boat to Dover had sailed that day, to give Wilde time to flee. John Betjeman’s poem ‘The Arrest of Oscar Wilde at the Cadogan Hotel’ captures that moment:


Is this the end or beginning?

How can I understand?



‘I decided that it was nobler and more beautiful to stay,’ he reflected, ‘I did not want to be called a coward or a deserter . . .’ He did not want to adopt a false identity. His name, enamelled with fame, was precious to him; he was still naive, perhaps, as to how much it had been scratched and sullied; the idea of losing his aura of notoriety was anathema. He was too shielded by a charmed life to be aware of the harsh realities of prison. His letters to Bosie just before he entered jail were full of elation and wild declarations of love; not long after, in his cell, he would be writing with sobriety and bitterness that he wanted all his love letters destroyed. Wilde did not fully realize what he was about to face.

A process of depersonalization, as he entered prison: his clothes stripped from him, and replaced with the standard uniform with arrows on it. He became ‘merely the figure and letter of a little cell in a long gallery, one of a thousand lifeless numbers, as of a thousand lifeless lives’. A machine line of misery, men forced onto a treadmill, pacing and pacing like rats on a wheel, six hours a day. His house ransacked due to the debts he owed; precious papers going missing, beautiful signed editions, his sons wondering where their toys were, not realizing they had been sold; the name Oscar Wilde being erased from the playbills outside theatres. He was moved from the treadmill to picking oakum, from Pentonville to Wandsworth, unravelling the twine of old rope in his cell until his fingers bled. His bed a plank to lie on each night, his sleep ruined. His latrine a metal bucket. When he developed diarrhoea the putrid smell of his illness fogged his cell. His mental health became a scream, he lost weight. He developed an ear infection, wrote a letter to the governor pleading that he was terrified of losing his hearing, his eyesight too, due to the poor light in his cold, dark cell. He had resolved to commit suicide when he entered but now he found himself flailing in a kind of purgatory: ‘I have the horror of death with the still greater horror of living.’ The present was a nightmare, the future hopeless: ‘on the day of my release I shall merely be passing from one prison into another’. But he hoped to see his children; Constance visited him in person to disclose the tragic news that his mother – who had not been able to visit him – had passed away.

*

Following Wilde’s trial, 600 men, fearing they might suffer similar prosecutions, fled across the Channel. Numerous men in Wilde’s life were also forced to run: Lord Alfred went abroad, as did Wilde’s former lover and dear friend, Robbie Ross. Ross, mentioned in various newspapers in connection with the trial, found friends spurning him and his membership of various London clubs revoked. He had been hesitant about deserting Wilde, but his mother offered to contribute to Wilde’s legal fees if he fled. He did return to the UK intermittently; when Wilde was dragged out of jail and into the bankruptcy court in September 1895, surrounded by jeering crowds, where he ‘cried a good deal’, Ross waited for hours for him to come out so he could tip his hat at him. It’s one of those small but huge gestures that is immensely moving. For Wilde, ‘men have gone to heaven for smaller things than that’.
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‘Shows how music and the arts have been
central in exploring and expressing bisexuality’
PROFESSOR MATT COOK





