
















Praise for The Secret Life of Oscar Wilde





“Achieving the rare distinction of making the familiar fresh, McKenna takes an unvarnished look at the life of the 19th-century poet and playwright whose bold sense of style and rapier wit rivaled his decadent lifestyle for notoriety.”


—Rocky Mountain News









“Drawing on newly discovered interviews with some of the witnesses at [Wilde’s] trials, as well as numerous unpublished memoirs and diaries, Neil McKenna has produced a superb new portrait of the secret life of one of the 19th century’s most tragic and beguiling figures. . . . This meticulous reconstruction of Wilde’s “sexual journey” breaks important new ground by placing Wilde at the center of a pantheon of gay sexual revolutionaries.”


—The Washington Post









“Although dozens of books have been written about Wilde, none has been as personal and intimate as The Secret Life of Oscar Wilde. This crisply written book is a frank and disarming psychological portrait of a troubled genius. This is fascinating reading and highly recommended.”


—Tucson Citizen









“[A] stunning piece of investigative historiography . . . this extraordinary book . . . gives a new and revealing portrait of Wilde’s sexuality that supersedes all previous Wilde biographies. The Secret Life of Oscar Wilde must now rank as a crucial, hitherto missing, but terribly vital piece of both gay and literary history—and it is beautifully written to boot. It is both a major achievement and a wonderful read.”


—In These Times









“Richly detailed and revelatory . . . a thoroughly researched and often mesmerizing account of an indispensable writer.”


—Atlantia Journal-Constitution









“This thorough and harrowing book gives us the information we need to assess Oscar Wilde’s place in the creation of modern Western culture and in the history of gay rights. Previous biographies have tended to portray Wilde as either a genius with an occasional but fatal weakness for boys, or as a heroic martyr of gay liberation. By reviewing all the publicly available material and uncovering important new sources from an era in which every educated person kept diaries and wrote several letters a day, Neil McKenna scrupulously documents Wilde’s sexual life and demonstrates its connection to his art, his ethical evolution, and his tragedy.”


—Gay and Lesbian Review









“McKenna’s masterful, eminently readable new work takes a sharp, very productive turn in Wilde scholarship . . . the most exciting and important Wilde scholarship to be published in decades.”


—Publishers Weekly (starred review)









“Offers an entertaining and fascinating (sometimes jaw-dropping) insight into Victorian homosexual practices. He is outstanding. . . ”


—The Observer (UK)








“The most important [book] to have been written about Wilde for many years.”


—Irish Independent









“It cannot be recommended too highly. Extraordinary, intensely passionate and quite beautiful.”


—Manchester Evening News









“Intriguing and entertaining . . . McKenna makes an impassioned case for re-gaying Wilde.”


—Times of London









“A groundbreaking new biography of our greatest queer martyr.”


—The Observer (UK)









“A bold book.”


—The Guardian
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‘There is nothing Wilde would desire more than that we should know everything about him.’
 

—W.H. Auden







‘What a lurid life Oscar does lead – so full of extraordinary incidents. What a chance for the memoir writers of the next century.’
 

—Max Beerbohm







‘Nothing is serious except passion.’
 

—Oscar Wilde

























FOREWORD


Oscar Wilde always knew that the story of his emotional and sexual life, and especially the story of his disastrous affair with Lord Alfred Douglas, would one day be told in full. ‘Some day the truth will have to be known: not necessarily in my lifetime or in Douglas’s,’ he wrote shortly before his release from Reading Gaol.


This biography sets out to tell that story, to chart Oscar’s odyssey to find his true sexual self, from the troubled and uncertain first stirrings of his feelings for other men, to the joyous paganism of his last years in exile. It was a journey of self-discovery with more than its fair share of love and lust, joy and despair, comedy and tragedy.


Despite many excellent biographies and critical studies, comparatively little has been written about Oscar’s sexuality and his sexual behaviour. Most accounts of Oscar’s life present him as predominantly heterosexual, a man whose later love of men was at best some sort of aberration, a temporary madness and, at worst, a slow-growing cancer, a terrible sexual addiction which slowly destroyed his mind and his body.


But the truth, as Oscar famously remarked, is rarely pure and never simple. Like many men of his time, Oscar struggled long and hard against his overwhelming sexual feelings for young men, before he decided to surrender to them. As time went by, he not only surrendered to these sexual feelings, but embraced them, and eventually became a brave champion of ‘the Love that dare not speak its name’.


For years, Oscar had a secret sexual and emotional life. He was a husband and a father, a poet and a playwright, a wit and a dandy, and a lover of young men. He was torn between the desire to proclaim the existence of his secret life and the need to conceal it. These conflicting imperatives fired Oscar’s creativity and found expression in his writing.


In researching and writing this book, I wanted to go beyond the mythology and the misapprehensions about Oscar’s sexuality, and seek to present a coherent and psychologically convincing account of his sexual journey, one which would examine his relationships with Constance, with Robbie Ross, with Bosie Douglas and with the host of other boys and young men whose lives became entwined, however briefly, with his.


I wanted to find answers to some of the puzzling questions about Oscar’s life. When did he first realise that he was attracted to other men? If he knew himself to be attracted to men, why then did he marry Constance? How much did Constance know or suspect? And why, knowing that he was almost certain to be found guilty on charges of ‘gross indecency’, did Oscar choose to stay in England and face imprisonment? I have, I believe, found answers to these and many other unanswered questions.


Oscar’s place in the history of the small but courageous band of men who strove to bring about the legal and social emancipation of men who loved men has rarely been acknowledged. To Oscar, Bosie, George Ives and others, ‘the Cause’, as they simply termed their social and political aspirations, was nothing short of sacred. Understanding Oscar’s commitment to ‘the Cause’ helps to explain many of his otherwise inexplicable decisions.


I was also intrigued by the persistent but unproven rumour of a political conspiracy underpinning the vigorous prosecution of Oscar. Immediately after he was sentenced to two years’ imprisonment with hard labour, Bosie and one or two others made a series of wild allegations that senior members of the ruling Liberal Party had conspired together and sacrificed Oscar in order to protect the reputation of the Prime Minister, Lord Rosebery, himself a lover of men. It quickly became apparent to me that Bosie’s allegations were far from wild and were founded on a solid basis of fact.


There is a surprising wealth of material about Oscar’s sexual and emotional life. Some of it is new and exciting, like the recently discovered witness statements made by the boys Oscar had sex with, and to which I was fortunate enough to be granted exclusive access. The boys’ statements bring Oscar’s sexual behaviour vividly to life. Taken in conjunction with the publication, earlier this year, of the full and unexpurgated transcript of the trial of the Marquis of Queensberry for criminally libelling Oscar, these statements made it possible for me to reconstruct Oscar’s immensely rich and complicated sexual life between 1892 and 1895, the years of his love affair with Bosie.


There are other materials – like the voluminous diaries of Oscar’s friend and fellow lover of men, George Ives, and the scabrous and unpublished memoirs of Trelawny Backhouse – which have yielded important information and shed much light on Oscar’s attitudes to sex and love.


I have re-examined much under-used material which has been published once and promptly forgotten, or never published at all, often because it was deemed inappropriate or obscene. And I have given due prominence to other materials, like Fred Althaus’s poignant letters charting his unhappy love affair with Oscar, which have simply been overlooked.


Oscar’s own writings are a rich biographical source. Nearly all his work – from the very early poems to his four great society comedies – is highly autobiographical, reflecting and revealing his secret life. And Oscar’s letters, recently republished with many new additions, remain the single most important source of information about his life and his loves, especially about his affair with Bosie and his last years abroad.


Oscar Wilde lived more lives than one, and no single biography can ever compass his rich and extraordinary life and achievements. I hope that this book has succeeded in telling the story of one, and to me the most interesting, of Oscar’s many lives.




Neil McKenna


London, 2005
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May 1895



It was unusually hot that last Saturday in May, and the small, cramped and badly ventilated courtroom at the Old Bailey was stifling. It was the last day of the second trial of Oscar Wilde on charges of gross indecency with young men, and everyone confidently expected that a verdict would be reached by the end of the afternoon. Every available seat was occupied, and the courtroom was, the Illustrated Police Budget reported, ‘crowded to suffocation’.


The jury retired at half past three. Oscar’s small but gallant band of friends and supporters in the public gallery were hoping against hope that the jury would fail to reach a verdict, as they had done just three weeks earlier. If they did, Oscar would almost certainly go free. A second retrial would surely be out of the question. ‘You’ll dine your man in Paris tomorrow,’ Sir Frank Lockwood, who had prosecuted Oscar, remarked to Sir Edward Clarke, Oscar’s barrister. But Clarke was not so sure. ‘No, no, no,’ he replied, shaking his head sadly.


The trials of Oscar Wilde had been going on for two months, since the fateful day in early March when Oscar had applied for a warrant for the arrest of the Marquis of Queensberry, the father of his lover Bosie, for criminally libelling him as a ‘ponce and sodomite’. Oscar had appeared – as either prosecutor or defendant – in no fewer than nine separate court proceedings, and had spent four gruelling days in the witness box being cross-examined by three of the greatest advocates of the day.


The wait for a verdict in the Old Bailey was interminable. An hour or so after the jury went out there was a ripple of excitement in the stuffy courtroom. Was the verdict imminent? But it turned out to be a false alarm. The jury had only requested some bottled water and some paper and pencils. Another hour dragged by and the atmosphere in the court became more and more tense, more and more expectant. A few minutes after five-thirty, Oscar was brought up from the cells below and took his place in the dock. As the jury filed back into court, he leant over the front of the dock, ‘eagerly scanning the faces of the twelve good men and true, seemingly trying to read in their physiognomies his fate’.


No one spoke, no one hardly dared to breathe. ‘The silence was so deep,’ the Times reported, ‘that it could almost be felt.’ As the foreman of the jury rose to deliver the verdict, Oscar’s face was as ‘white as a miller’s apron’. When the first of the seven verdicts of ‘Guilty’ rang out, Oscar ‘clutched convulsively at the front rail of the dock’:




His face became paler than before – if that was possible – his eyes glared and twitched from an unseen excitement within, and his body practically shook with nervous prostration, whilst a soft tear found a place in his eye.





There was a stunned silence after the verdict had been read, interrupted only by the heavy tread of Oscar’s friend, Alfred Taylor, who had already been found guilty, as he climbed the wooden stairs that led directly into the dock. The judge, seventy-seven-year-old Mr Justice Wills, did not mince his words in passing sentence. ‘It is the worst case I have ever tried,’ he said:




That you, Taylor, kept a kind of male brothel, it is impossible to doubt. And that you, Wilde, have been the centre of a circle of extensive corruption of the most hideous kind among young men, it is equally impossible to doubt. I shall, under the circumstances, be expected to pass the severest sentence the law allows. In my judgement it is totally inadequate for such a case as this. The sentence of the court is that each of you be imprisoned and kept to hard labour for two years.





There were a few gasps at the severity of the sentence and some loud cries of ‘Shame’ from the public gallery. Oscar seemed temporarily stunned by the sentence. ‘And I?’ he said hoarsely. ‘May I say nothing, my lord?’ But Mr Justice Wills merely waved his hand dismissively to the warders who hurried the two prisoners down the stairs leading to the cells.


Later, Oscar and Alfred Taylor were taken by Black Maria to Pentonville, the first of three prisons where Oscar would serve his sentence. Oscar saw himself as a martyr to Love. He had chosen to go to prison rather than repudiate his love for Bosie and his love for men. ‘It is perhaps in prison that I am going to test the power of love,’ he had written in his last, achingly beautiful letter to Bosie before his conviction. ‘I am going to see if I cannot make the bitter waters sweet by the intensity of love I bear you.’


 Towards the end of his sentence, from the silence and solitude of his prison cell in Reading Gaol – ‘this tomb for those who are not yet dead’ – Oscar would reflect on the ‘scarlet threads’ of his life that Fate had woven into so strange and paradoxical a pattern. And it was there, beneath the flaring gas jets in his small brick cell, that Oscar wrote, night after night, De Profundis, the great apologia for his life and for his love affair with Bosie.


‘The two great turning points in my life,’ he wrote, ‘were when my father sent me to Oxford, and society sent me to prison.’ These two events were carefully chosen: they marked the beginning and the end of a long and eventful sexual odyssey, in the course of which he discovered the secret of his sexual nature and learned to speak its name with pride and with passion. His great journey from Oxford University to Reading Gaol took him twenty-one years, almost to the day. By May 1895, Oscar’s love had come of age.






















Wonder and remorse





‘Oxford is the capital of romance . . . in its own way as memorable as Athens.’





There was something different, even remarkable, about Oscar Fingal O’Flahertie Wills Wilde when he arrived at Magdalen College, Oxford in October 1874. He was certainly striking to look at. He was tall – taller than most of his contemporaries – and athletically built, though he always claimed to spurn exercise. And he looked rather younger than he really was, more like a gawky seventeen-year-old than a young man of twenty. His hair was dark and slightly wavy, rather longer than was usual, or indeed acceptable, causing several of his friends and fellow students to comment on it. It was ‘much too long’, recalled G.T. Atkinson, and he wore it ‘sometimes parted in the middle, sometimes at the side, and he tossed it off his face’.


Oscar’s face was large and pale and putty-coloured – ‘moonlike’, Atkinson called it – with extraordinarily large and expressive greenish-yellow eyes of remarkable lustre and intelligence. His lips were dark and flat and rather noticeable, and his teeth were discoloured. But when he smiled or spoke or laughed, he radiated a captivating aura of geniality and openness. The novelist Julia Constance Fletcher, who met Oscar in Italy in 1877, described his expression as ‘singularly mild yet ardent’.


Oscar was different in another way. He was Irish, and his Irishness was evident from the mellifluous and delightful lilt in his voice, which, as the years in England multiplied, would virtually vanish. It was not uncommon for students from wealthy Anglo-Irish families to go to Oxford, but it was comparatively rare for a student with a discernible Irish accent to study there. It made him an outsider. ‘He did not come from an English public school, and so he was, in a way, detached from what is largely a continuance of school life and friendships,’ Atkinson wrote perceptively. This sense of detachment and difference, of otherness and apartness, was with Oscar all his life. At Oxford and afterwards, he seemed to have as many enemies as he had friends, and, bewilderingly, his greatest friends could often turn abruptly into his deadliest enemies. Women liked him, and sometimes fell a little in love with him. Men, on the other hand, were often hostile, irrationally so.


Oscar’s avowed lack of interest in games drove a wedge between him and many of his contemporaries. Sport – playing sport, watching sport, talking sport – was a major constituent of the social cement that bound Oxford men together. Many felt that there was something not quite right about a man who professed himself so profoundly bored with the subject of sport. And some found it distinctly odd that while Oscar ridiculed athleticism, he could at the same time profess his admiration for the bodies of athletes.


Oscar’s obvious intelligence and superior knowledge – and his willingness to demonstrate them – both attracted and repelled. It was galling that a man who boasted that he never did a stroke of work should be so successful academically. He was an accomplished and energetic talker, already among the best in Oxford. His talk was intelligent, articulate and incisive and, at the same time, allusive, imaginative, profound and richly poetic. Julia Constance Fletcher said he spoke ‘like a man who has made a study of expression’, and, perhaps more importantly, ‘listened like one accustomed to speak’.


Oscar had been studying the art of conversation ever since he was a child. He and his older brother, Willie, were allowed to sit at Sir William and Lady Wilde’s large dinner table in their house in Merrion Square, Dublin, where the great, the good and the interesting assembled to talk. Sir William was a successful surgeon, as well as an acknowledged expert on Irish antiquities. His wife described him as ‘a Celebrity – a man eminent in his profession, of acute intellect and much learning, the best conversationalist in the metropolis, and author of many books, literary and scientific’. Lady Wilde had become famous in her youth as an ardent Irish nationalist and poet. Writing under the nom de plume ‘Speranza’, she published revolutionary poems urging the Irish to rise up against the English oppressor. Oscar had continued his apprenticeship in the art of conversation at Trinity College, Dublin when he came into the orbit of the remarkable classical scholar, John Pentland Mahaffy. In a city of great talkers, Mahaffy was among the greatest, and he would go on to write The Principles of the Art of Conversation.


Oscar was different in another way too – a difference invisible to the naked eye, but nonetheless one that could be sensed, however imperfectly, by his contemporaries. By the time he arrived in Oxford he had almost certainly begun to experience within himself some vague, hard-to-pin-down feelings of warmth and attraction towards young men. But it was hard for him to isolate, define or articulate these faint emotional stirrings. All he knew was that, as time went by, they slowly, almost imperceptibly, resolved themselves into the first weak flutterings of something very like love.


How and when this long and sometimes painful process started is impossible to know, but it could well have begun when Oscar was sixteen – the time of his ‘sex-awakening’, he told his friend, the journalist, writer and celebrated womaniser, Frank Harris – and was about to leave Portora Royal School, the boarding school he and Willie attended near Enniskillen. Many years later, Oscar admitted that he had had some ‘sentimental friendships’ with boys at Portora, one of which struck him as particularly significant. ‘There was one boy, and one peculiar incident,’ he told Frank Harris towards the end of his life. Oscar had been very friendly with a boy who was a year or so younger. ‘We were great friends,’ he said. ‘We used to take long walks together and I talked to him interminably.’ On the day Oscar left Portora for the last time, his friend came to the railway station with him to say his goodbyes. As the Dublin train was about to depart, the boy suddenly turned and cried out ‘Oh, Oscar!’:




Before I knew what he was doing he had caught my face in his hot hands, and kissed me on the lips. The next moment he had slipped out of the door and was gone.





Oscar was shocked and shaken. He became aware of ‘cold, sticky drops’ trickling down his face. They were the boy’s tears. Oscar was strangely affected by the experience. It was a kind of epiphany, a moment of revelation. ‘This is love,’ he said to himself, trembling slightly. ‘For a long while I sat,’ he told Frank Harris, ‘unable to think, all shaken with wonder and remorse.’ This combination of wonder and remorse would characterise Oscar’s complex and ambivalent attitudes towards his attraction to young men for many years to come.


There were no words that could accurately or adequately describe the feelings Oscar was beginning to experience in his first year at Oxford. Words like ‘sodomy’ and ‘sodomite’, derived from the Old Testament story of the city of Sodom which was destroyed by fire and brimstone because of the unnatural sexual practices of its inhabitants, did not apply. Oscar’s feelings were emotional and were not – as yet – sexual. Any suggestion of sodomy, which in law explicitly meant anal sex, would have been utterly repugnant to him. Sodomy was taboo. It was the crimen tantum horribile non inter Christianos nominandum, ‘the too horrible vice which is not to be named among Christians’, and was regarded, if anything, as more horrible than murder. In 1828, in the lifetimes of Sir William and Lady Wilde, the penalty for sodomy had been increased from imprisonment to death, and was reduced to penal servitude for life only in 1861. When, in 1895, the Marquis of Queensberry publicly accused Oscar of being ‘a ponce and sodomite’, it was the worst insult that could be thrown at a man.


Nor could Oscar describe himself or his feelings as in any way ‘homosexual’, as the term had been coined only five years earlier in Germany by Karl Maria Kertbeny, and would not come into common usage in English until the turn of the century. By the time he went up to Oxford, Oscar could only invoke the concept of ‘Greek love’ to define his feelings for young men. As an outstanding Greek scholar, he would have known all about the tradition of friendship – ‘the romantic medium of impassioned friendship’, as he described it in his Commonplace Book at Oxford – between men and boys which was accepted as natural in ancient Greece.


Greek love was much on Oscar’s mind in 1874. Before he went up to Oxford, he spent several weeks helping his friend and mentor Mahaffy with his forthcoming book, Social Life in Greece, which was the first book to contain a frank discussion of the phenomenon. Mahaffy took the bull by the horns, though he was careful to frame the discussion in conventional moral terms. Greek love was, he said:




that strange and to us revolting perversion, which reached its climax in later times, and actually centred upon beautiful boys all the romantic affections which we naturally feel between opposite sexes, and opposite sexes alone.





‘These things are so repugnant and disgusting that all mention of them is usually omitted in treating of Greek culture,’ he wrote. Nevertheless, Mahaffy believed that it was worthwhile examining the social context of the ‘peculiar delight and excitement felt by the Greeks in the society of handsome youths’. Though Greek love could sometimes lead to ‘strange and odious consequences’, it was, more often than not, a friendship of ‘purity and refinement’. Oscar’s exact role in Mahaffy’s book is not known, though some have detected his youthful voice raised for the first time in defence of Greek love in the sentence: ‘As to the epithet unnatural, the Greeks would answer probably, that all civilisation was unnatural.’ Mahaffy certainly paid generous tribute to ‘my old pupil Mr Oscar Wilde of Magdalen College’ for his ‘improvements and corrections all through the book’. Oscar reciprocated. Mahaffy was ‘my first and my best teacher’, Oscar said many years later, ‘the scholar who showed me how to love Greek things’.


At Oxford, the word ‘Greek’ began to creep into Oscar’s vocabulary, invariably to describe youthful male beauty, present and past. There was Armitage, ‘who has the most Greek face I ever saw’, the athlete Stevenson, whose ‘left leg is a Greek poem’, the poet Keats’s ‘Greek sensuous delicate lips’, and Harmodious, ‘a beautiful boy in the flower of Greek loveliness’. When he was a student, Oscar began to write poetry in earnest, and many of his poems written in Oxford invoke and celebrate great male lovers from Greek history and mythology. For the time being, at least, Oscar’s Greek feelings towards other young men were spiritual and emotional, more than sexual. But, in the course of his four years at Oxford, the ‘purity and refinement’ of his Greek feelings gave way to a frankly more erotic interest in young men, and would soon result in the ‘strange and odious consequences’ that Mahaffy had spoken of. It was not long before there was unpleasant gossip. In October 1875, Oscar’s friend John Bodley recorded in his diary that people were saying that ‘old Wilde is a damned compromising acquaintance’ and that he was in the habit of leaving ‘foolish letters from people who are “hungry” for him . . . for his friends to read’.


A new word, brought over from Europe on the wind of intellectual change, entered Oscar’s vocabulary halfway through his time in Oxford. ‘Psychological’ came to mean men who loved men, and reflected the wave of new thinking in Germany, Austria and France that love and sex between men was a disturbance, a disease of the mind to be treated by the physician, rather than a crime to be punished by the courts. In Britain, the word became a kind of shorthand to refer to anything pertaining to love and sex between men. Oscar started to use ‘psychological’ in this sense in 1876, in a letter to his Oxford friend William ‘Bouncer’ Ward – ‘I want to ask your opinion on this psychological question’ – about a love affair between an undergraduate and a boy. Another time, Oscar wrote that another Magdalen undergraduate, Cresswell Augustus Cresswell, or ‘Gussy’, ‘is charming though not educated well: however he is “psychological” and we have long chats and walks’. Oscar also used the word ‘spooning’ to describe the attachment between a fellow undergraduate at Magdalen and a younger boy, a Magdalen chorister. The word is redolent of boarding school crushes between older and younger boys, where sex may or may not have been involved.


Oscar may have actually had – or at the very least aspired to – some sort of relationship with a choirboy at Oxford. He started but never finished a sentimental poem entitled ‘Choir Boy’ during his time at the university. And in 1876, or thereabouts, he wrote an untitled and remarkably homoerotic poem describing an assignation with a ‘lovely boy’, quite possibly a choirboy, as Oscar makes a point of saying that the boy is possessed of a ‘throat as of a singing dove’. The poem opens with a quotation from Elizabeth Barrett Browning, ‘Ah God, it is a dreary thing to sit at home with unkissed lips’, and vividly describes how Oscar ‘went out into the night’ and ‘waited under the lamp’s light’ for his boy to appear:




And there came on with eyes of fire,
     And a throat as a singing dove,
 And he looked on me with desire,
     And I know that his name was Love.







See what I found in the street
     A man child lusty and fair
 With little white limbs and little feet
     A glory of golden yellow hair.







Red and white as a mountain rose,
     Little brown eyes so bright as wine
 Little white fingers and little white toes
     O he is lovely, this boy of mine.





Oscar ended the poem by throwing down a gauntlet to those who would condemn his love for his ‘lusty and fair’ boy:




What do ye say he’s the child of sin
     That God looks on him with angry eyes,
 And never will let him enter in
     The holy garden of Paradise?





The poem was never finished and was to remain unpublished for well over a century. Oscar may have decided that it was too explicit, too revealing of his secret self. It is, of course, entirely possible that Oscar’s passion for his ‘lovely’ boy was chaste, that the delight he took in his beauty was just that: delight. The poet and writer John Addington Symonds, whom Oscar greatly admired and eventually started a correspondence with, had also fallen in love with a choirboy fifteen years earlier. Symonds was twenty-two when he fell in love with Alfred Brooke, the same age as Oscar at the time he wrote ‘Choir Boy’. Symonds felt unable to express the love he felt for Alfred sexually:




I had been taught that the sort of love I felt for Alfred Brooke was wicked. I had seen that it was regarded with reprobation by modern society. At the same time I knew it to be constitutional, and felt it to be ineradicable. What I attempted to do in these circumstances was to stifle it so far as outward action went. I could not repress it internally any more than I could stop the recurrence of dreams in sleep or annihilate any native instinct for the beauty of the world.





After one or two snatched kisses and some furtive hand-holding, the affair with Alfred ended badly and left Symonds ill with a variety of alarming psychosomatic complaints. In his Memoirs, Symonds recalled how he attempted to ‘divert my passions from the burning channel in which they flowed for Alfred Brooke, and lead them gently to follow a normal course toward women’.


Symonds’s attempt to channel his sexual desires for boys towards women may help to explain Oscar’s several attempts to kindle love affairs with women. As with many of his contemporaries who shared his growing passion for other men, Oscar’s path to erotic self-realisation was twisted and stony. In his published poems, he publicly celebrated the glories of Greek love, and in private he rhapsodised poetically over the physical charms of boys. Yet it seems that Oscar was able to successfully separate his sexual yearnings from his sexual identity. He could have sex with young men, and yet still cast himself as a conventional lover of women. And he could convince himself – even lie to himself – that his sexual contacts with men were of a different order to his sexual contacts with women. In the first place, sex with a man was not real sex. Real sex consisted of the act of coitus with a woman. It necessarily involved penetration. Sex with boys and with men rarely if ever, for Oscar at this time, involved penetration. There might be kissing, caressing and mutual masturbation. But fellatio and sodomy – or pedicatio as it was sometimes termed – were taboo. So Oscar could tell himself that, although what he might be doing gave him pleasure and satisfaction, it was not and could never be the same as real sex with a woman.


And sex with men was supposedly a passing phase. Sex between boys and between young men was common, and to a certain extent tolerated, in public schools and universities. The rule was never to get caught, and there was an expectation that young men would eventually grow out of these habits and marry. Men who continued to have sex with other men well into adult life could tell themselves that their behaviour was merely the continuation of a habit they had formed at school and university, a habit that met a need, a habit that could and would be broken when the right woman came along.


Such comforting doublethink could assuage but not entirely obviate the burden of guilt and self-doubt. There were also times when Oscar struggled against the ‘burning channel’ of his inclinations, when, like Symonds, he was severely distressed by what he saw as his ‘wicked’ desires. The wonder of sex with a young man would be followed by bitter remorse. Such storms of selfloathing and self-doubt would batter him over the next few years, and return, with hurricane force, during his imprisonment.


In the summer of 1875, Oscar flirted with at least two young women. The mother of one wrote to him to express her disapproval of Oscar’s behaviour with her daughter:




Dear Oscar, I was very much pained the last time I was at your house when I went into the drawing room and saw Fidelia sitting upon your knee. Young as she is, she ought to have had (and I told her) the instinctive delicacy that would have shrunk from it – but oh! Oscar, the thing was neither right, nor manly, nor gentlemanlike in you.





She went on to reproach Oscar for kissing Fidelia when her back was turned. ‘As to kissing Fidelia . . . out of sight as it were,’ she wrote:




For instance the last day I saw you – you left me, a lady, to open the hall door for myself, you staying behind at the same time in the hall to kiss Fidelia. Did you think for a moment that I was so supremely stupid as not to know that you always kissed F. when you met her, if you had an opportunity?





There was also Eva, whose affection for Oscar prompted her aunt to write to him in October 1875, dropping a heavy hint that ‘dear Eva’ was minded to accept a proposal of marriage, if Oscar was ‘truly in earnest’.


In the summer of 1876, Oscar was at home in Dublin and wrote to his Oxford friend Reginald ‘Kitten’ Harding with some exciting news:




I am just going out to bring an exquisitely pretty girl to afternoon service in the Cathedral. She is just seventeen with the most perfectly beautiful face I ever saw and not a sixpence of money. I will show you her photograph when I see you next.





The name of this exquisitely pretty girl was Florence Balcombe. Oscar was quite smitten. He sketched her in pencil, a sketch which still survives and shows a slender young woman with long dark hair and large dark eyes with a thoughtful, faraway look. Two months after he met Florrie, Oscar presented her with a watercolour painting he had done of the ‘View from Moytura House’, the house built by his father as country retreat in County Mayo. And at Christmas that year, he gave her a small gold cross. There was no doubt that Oscar and Florrie were courting. They wrote to each other frequently, though only a handful of Oscar’s letters have survived.




Oscar’s courtship of Florrie continued into 1878 and then, inexplicably, seemed to fade into friendship. Not long afterwards, Florrie met and fell in love with Bram Stoker, a young Irish civil servant who would go on to write Dracula. When he heard of her forthcoming marriage to Stoker, Oscar wrote to Florrie and asked her to return the ‘little gold cross’:




It serves as a memory of two sweet years – the sweetest of all the years of my youth – and I should like to have it always with me.





Three years later, as Florrie was about to make her debut on the London stage, Oscar asked the actress Ellen Terry to give her a crown of flowers as if they were from herself:




I should like to think that she was wearing something of mine the first night she comes on the stage, that anything of mine should touch her. Of course if you think – but you won’t think she will suspect. How could she? She thinks I never loved her, thinks I forget. My God how could I!





On the face of it, Oscar’s love for Florrie appeared to be real, passionate and heartfelt. And yet, at the time he met Florrie, and during the entire ‘two sweet years’ of their courtship, Oscar was involved in a relationship – a sexual relationship – with another man, Frank Miles. It was the start of a pattern of behaviour that was to last for nearly twenty years. Flirting with pretty girls, making love to beautiful young women, and eventually marrying were for Oscar always more than merely ‘a cloak to hide his secret’, as he would later memorably phrase it. Women were half of the equation of love: they represented purity and freshness, safety and security, and sometimes even sanctuary: boys and young men, on the other hand, were on the dangerous and dark side of the erotic moon, where forbidden pleasures tasted so much sweeter.






















Tea and beauties





‘It is a dreadful thing to have one’s name in the papers. And still more dreadful not to.’





Oscar met Frank Miles in the spring of 1876. Frank was two years older and was living in London, where he was trying to establish himself as a portrait painter of society ladies. Photographs of Frank show a dashingly good-looking, blond-haired young man. He was, according to Frank Harris, ‘a very pleasant, handsome young fellow who made a sympathetic impression on everyone’. By early summer, Oscar and Frank were good friends and were almost certainly already lovers. On a visit to Bosie at Oxford in 1892, Oscar would confess – in a fit of nostalgie de la boue – that he and Frank first had sex there.


In June 1876, Frank took his friend, the sculptor Lord Ronald Gower, to meet Oscar. ‘By early train to Oxford with F. Miles,’ Gower wrote in his diary for 4 June:




There I made the acquaintance of young Oscar Wilde, a friend of Miles’s. A pleasant cheerful fellow but with his long-haired head full of nonsense regarding the Church of Rome.





Gower was Frank’s friend and patron. He was also a notorious sodomite, with a penchant for ‘rough trade’ in the form of soldiers, sailors and labourers. Not only did he introduce Frank to fashionable society ladies in need of one of the flattering pastel portraits that Frank specialised in, but Gower was also his guide to London’s sexual underworld. Later, Oscar would base the character of Lord Henry Wotton, the corrupt and corrupting prophet of strange sins in Dorian Gray, on Gower.


Frank’s father was rector of Bingham in Nottinghamshire, and it was not long before Frank, Oscar and Gower visited Bingham and spent a delightful week there. ‘I came down here on Monday and had no idea it was so lovely,’ Oscar wrote to his best friend in Oxford, Reginald ‘Kitten’ Harding, from Bingham Rectory. ‘A wonderful garden with such white lilies in rose walks; only that there are no serpents or apples it would be quite paradise.’ Eden was clearly never going to be enough. Oscar was already signalling his need to be tempted by forbidden fruit. ‘Life’s aim, if it has one,’ he wrote later, ‘is simply to be always looking for temptations. There are not nearly enough of them. I sometimes pass a whole day without coming across a single one. It is quite dreadful. It makes one so nervous about the future.’


After ‘dallying in the enchanted isle of Bingham Rectory, and eating the lotus flowers of Love’, Oscar went to Ireland where he had arranged to spend a week or so in Moytura House with Frank, before they went into the mountains of Connemara to ‘a charming little fishing lodge’ where Oscar was determined to make Frank ‘land a salmon and kill a brace of grouse’.


It was not love that Oscar felt for Frank, at least not the conventional love that he felt for Florrie Balcombe. Rather it was ‘a richly impassioned friendship’ which gave him and Frank both emotional stability and sexual expression. Like all his subsequent relationships with young men, Oscar’s relationship with Frank is unlikely to have been monogamous. They had sex with each other, and with other people. But the sexual bond between them weakened as time passed. Frank wore a moustache, which was something that became anathema to Oscar: he preferred his young men to be beardless. From the outset, Oscar availed himself of his sexual freedom. In December 1876 he visited Lord Ronald Gower in Windsor, taking another young artist, Arthur May, as his companion. ‘We had a delightful day,’ he wrote to ‘Kitten’ Harding. ‘I have taken a great fancy to May. He is quite charming in every way and a beautiful artist.’ Oscar also wrote praising May to his other Oxford friend, William Ward, a few days later. ‘I saw a great deal of Arthur May: he is quite charming in every way and we have rushed into friendship.’ Over the next four years there would be several other young men with whom Oscar would rush into friendship equally precipitately.


Oscar was beginning to get his work published, poems mostly, and the occasional review. In July 1877, he reviewed an exhibition of paintings at the fashionable Grosvenor Gallery, dwelling lovingly, almost lasciviously, on the images of boys in the exhibition. There were references to the beautiful boys of the Greek islands, to St Sebastian, to a ‘Greek Ganymede’ and to other notable artistic examples of ‘the bloom and vitality and the radiance of this adolescent beauty’.


When his review was published in the Dublin University Magazine, he sent a copy to Walter Pater at Oxford who, four years earlier, had published his notorious Studies in the History of the Renaissance. The book’s controversial ‘Conclusion’ preached a dangerous gospel. Pater made a passionate appeal to his readers to drink fully from the heady cup of life, to consume every experience that was on offer. ‘A counted number of pulses only is given to us of a variegated dramatic life,’ he wrote. Ecstasy consisted of squeezing and consuming as many of these pulses as possible into a lifetime, of burning always with a ‘hard, gemlike flame’. There were moments when Pater no longer seemed to be talking about art, but about sex:




While all melts under our feet, we may well grasp at any exquisite passion, or any contribution to knowledge that seems by a lifted horizon to set the spirit free for a moment, or any stirring of the senses, strange dyes, strange colours, and curious odours, or work of the artist’s hands, or the face of one’s friend.





Pater’s invocation of strange and curious passions inspired by the beautiful face of a friend was profoundly homoerotic and gave rise to much speculation about his sexual tastes. Pater himself realised that he may have gone too far and removed the ‘Conclusion’ from later editions of the book, saying ‘I conceived it might possibly mislead some of those young men into whose hands it might fall.’ Oscar was one of those young men willingly misled by Pater’s passionate advocacy. Not only were many of his ideas about the supremacy and sensuality of art imbibed from Pater, but his attitudes towards sex and promiscuity can also be traced back to Pater’s ‘Conclusion’. Pater’s hard, gemlike flame became for Oscar the flame of sexual passion. ‘All flames are pure,’ he told his friend George Ives in a discussion on sex.


When Pater received Oscar’s letter and a copy of his review, he recognised a fellow spirit and wrote a carefully coded reply. ‘I hope you will give me an early call on your return to Oxford,’ Pater wrote:




The article shows that you possess some beautiful, and, for your age, quite exceptionally cultivated tastes; and a considerable knowledge too of many beautiful things.





Oscar and Pater began a cautious friendship. For Oscar, Pater was always too hesitant, too secretive about his sexual tastes, while for Pater, Oscar was the opposite. According to Vincent O’Sullivan, who was a friend of both of them, Pater was ‘timid and afraid that W. would compromise him’. John Bodley called at Oscar’s rooms late one morning and found him delicately laying the table for luncheon. When Bodley asked if he could stay, Oscar refused point blank. ‘No, no!’ he said. ‘Impossible to have a Philistine like you. Walter Pater is coming to lunch with me for the first time.’ Bodley looked on with extreme concern at Oscar’s developing friendship with Pater. He knew that, as recently as 1874, Pater had been implicated in a scandal with an undergraduate, William Money Hardinge, known as ‘the Balliol Bugger’. Hardinge was extremely indiscreet about his interest in men and it was discovered that he had received letters from Pater signed ‘Yours Lovingly’.


Bodley claimed later that it was Oscar’s ‘intimacy’ with Pater which turned Oscar into an ‘extreme aesthete’. Bodley’s phrase was carefully chosen. He meant to convey that it was Pater who had corrupted Oscar into becoming a lover of men. He was mistaken: Oscar was already a lover of men. But it was true that Oscar was now an ardent convert to the Aesthetic movement which had emerged in opposition and reaction to the ugly certainties of Victorian Britain. Aestheticism seemed to spring into life, fully formed, towards the end of the 1870s and was a heady mix of art, idealism and politics which sought to propagate a new gospel of Beauty. Aestheticism was a hybrid which drew on diverse strands of radical thinking – the ideals of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood and John Ruskin, Pater’s theories on art for art’s sake, William Morris’s Arts and Crafts movement, Socialism and the Trades Union movement. Aestheticism embodied many of the ideas and ideals of these movements and yet had a unique and distinct identity. The apostles of Aestheticism believed that the very idea of beauty – the simple, natural beauty of the arts and the crafts, of poetry and prose, of thoughts and ideas – was powerful enough to change the world.


‘I find it harder and harder every day to live up to my blue china,’ Oscar is reputed to have said. Whether he had indeed made the remark was, he quickly discovered, immaterial. The saying passed into the currency of Oxford myth, and Oscar was amused and delighted some weeks later when he heard that John Burgon, Vicar of St Mary’s Church in Oxford, took it so seriously that he preached a sermon against it:




When a young man says not in polished banter, but in sober earnestness, that he finds it difficult to live up to the level of his blue china, there has crept into these cloistered shades a form of heathenism which it is our bounden duty to fight against and crush out, if possible.





This was, Oscar said afterwards, the ‘first time that the absolute stupidity of the English people was ever revealed to me’. It was also the first time that he had been so publicly talked about and talked against. It was a strangely pleasurable experience, and he felt that it conferred on him a species of celebrity.


Oscar continued to plough the furrow of his Paterian ‘cultivated tastes’ in boys and young men. In December 1877, his poem ‘Wasted Days’ was published in Kottabos, the magazine of Trinity College, Dublin. Oscar wrote the poem after seeing a tile, painted in the medieval manner by Violet Troubridge, of a beautiful slender boy. The poem is unashamedly homoerotic:





 

A fair slim boy not made for this world’s pain,
 With hair of gold thick clustering round his ears,
 And longing eyes half veiled by foolish tears
 Like bluest water seen through mists of rain;
 Pale cheeks whereon no kiss hath left its stain,
 Red under-lip drawn in for fear of Love.




Longing eyes, foolish tears, unkissed cheeks and lips drawn in for fear of love, ‘Wasted Days’ spoke ‘scarlet volumes’ about Oscar’s artistic and sexual tastes. Boyish youths and youthful men, ‘rose-red youth’ and ‘rose-white boyhood’, were to become a sexual leitmotiv. ‘Youth! Youth! There is absolutely nothing in the world but youth!’ Lord Henry Wotton tells Dorian Gray. And at his trial Oscar would declare, ‘To me youth, the mere fact of youth, is so wonderful.’


But Oscar’s continuing wonder at the beauty of youth was interrupted by a storm of remorse and self-loathing. On 15 April 1878, he had a long interview with the Catholic priest Father Sebastian Bowden at the Brompton Oratory. Bowden wrote a letter to Oscar the following day from which much of what Oscar said can be guessed at. Bowden described Oscar’s visit with him as a ‘confession’. Oscar had, he wrote, freely and entirely laid open his ‘life’s history’ and his ‘soul’s state’. He had spoken at length of his ‘present unhappy self’ and about ‘the aimlessness and misery’ of his life. One sentence in Bowden’s letter is especially revealing:




You have like everyone else an evil nature and this in your case has become more corrupt by bad influences mental and moral, and by positive sin.





Reading between the lines, it seems clear that Oscar had confessed some or all of his sexual experiences, possibly with the anonymous choirboy, probably with Frank Miles and Arthur May, and perhaps with others, to Father Bowden. This was the ‘positive sin’ Bowden was referring to. And at least one of the ‘bad influences, mental and moral’ that Bowden mentioned was Lord Ronald Gower, who was increasingly playing Lord Henry Wotton to Oscar’s Dorian Gray. Another bad influence was John Addington Symonds – ‘Mr Soddington Symonds’, as the poet Swinburne dubbed him – with whom Oscar was now in regular correspondence, and who was an indefatigable champion of Greek love.


Bowden fervently urged Oscar to take the plunge and convert to Catholicism. ‘As a Catholic,’ he told him:




you would find yourself a new man in the order of nature as of grace. I mean that you would put from you all that is affected and unreal and a thing unworthy of your better self.





Father Bowden chose his words carefully. His phrase ‘a new man in the order of nature’ strongly suggests that, by becoming a Catholic, Oscar would not only enter a state of spiritual grace, but that he would also throw off the burden of his unnatural sexual desires – that ‘thing unworthy of himself’ – and take his assigned place in the natural order as a normal man, a man who loved women. He urged Oscar to visit him again for another talk. ‘In the meantime pray hard and talk little’ – the latter injunction difficult, if not impossible, for Oscar to obey. After his confession, Oscar appeared to recover his equilibrium as quickly as he had lost it. He cancelled his second appointment with Father Bowden, sending him a bunch of lilies in his stead.


The lily was the unofficial symbol of the Aesthetic movement. Oscar’s bunch of lilies to Father Bowden clearly signalled his intentions. His spiritual and sexual crisis was over. He had chosen to worship Beauty, rather than God, and to put his faith in art, rather than religion. Six months later Oscar left Oxford for life in London, grandly styling himself ‘Professor of Aesthetics and Art Critic’.


Oscar set up home with Frank Miles. They had two floors of an old and rambling house in Salisbury Street, leading off the Strand – ‘this untidy but romantic house’, Oscar called it. Oscar had a large sitting room, panelled and painted white, where he and Frank Miles would entertain, sending out invitations broadcast for ‘Tea and Beauties’ where Frank’s pastel portraits of beautiful women would be prominently displayed in the hopes of picking up a commission or two. Their aim was not so much to break into the rigid and stuffy confines of high society, but to establish themselves as arbiters of taste among the more relaxed, more exciting and fashionable society of writers, artists and poets. Oscar once remarked that there were only three ways to get into society: feed it, amuse it or shock it. He used all three tactics simultaneously.


One of their early visitors at Salisbury Street was a young woman, Laura Troubridge, sister to Violet, who wrote a vivid sketch of her visit. ‘Went to tea at Oscar Wilde’s,’ she wrote in her diary:




Great fun, lots of vague ‘intense’ men, such duffers, who amused us awfully. The room was a mass of white lilies, photos of Mrs Langtry, peacock-feather screens and coloured pots, pictures of various merit.





Lillie Langtry was a professional beauty who had modelled for the greatest painters of the day and who was shortly to become the mistress of the Prince of Wales. She also agreed to model for Frank Miles, who drew numerous pastel portraits of her. It was through Frank that Oscar met the ‘Jersey Lily’ at a tea party one afternoon. Lillie later recorded her first, not entirely favourable, impressions of Oscar. ‘How astonished I was at his strange appearance,’ she wrote later:




Then he must have been not more than twenty-two. He had a profusion of brown hair, brushed back from his forehead, and worn rather longer than was conventional, though not with the exaggeration which he afterwards affected. His face was large, and so colourless that a few pale freckles of good size were oddly conspicuous. He had a well-shaped mouth, with somewhat coarse lips and greenish-hued teeth. The plainness of his face, however, was redeemed by the splendour of his great, eager eyes.





Lillie and Oscar became friends. There were rumours that he was deeply in love with her, and that he presented her with a single pale lily every day. ‘I would have rather discovered Mrs Langtry than have discovered America,’ he remarked. He wrote a poem – ‘The New Helen’ – praising her beauty and sent her a copy inscribed ‘To Helen, formerly of Troy, now of London.’


Oscar was prepared to do almost anything to further his career as a poet and a writer. He knew the value of publicity, and he knew too that nothing generated publicity like controversy. ‘There is only one thing in the world worse than being talked about,’ Lord Henry Wotton says in Dorian Gray, ‘and that is not being talked about.’ Oscar’s hair grew longer and longer, and his clothes more and more outré. It was rumoured – falsely – that Oscar had walked down Piccadilly in Aesthetic costume of kneebreeches and a flowing velvet jacket reverently holding a lily in his hand. ‘Anyone could have done that,’ he said proudly. ‘The great and difficult thing was what I achieved – to make the whole world believe that I had done it.’


Oscar’s extravagant and very public devotion to Lillie Langtry, and to the actresses Ellen Terry and Sarah Bernhardt, was designed to get his name in the newspapers and in the minds of the public at large. He reputedly greeted the arrival of Sarah Bernhardt in England by throwing an armful of lilies at her feet. His efforts did not go unrewarded. When his Oxford friend William Ward called at Salisbury Street one morning, he found Oscar still in bed, his sitting-room a mess:




He explained that he had given a supper party the night before, at which Sarah Bernhardt had been present and that she had tried to see how high she could jump and write her name with a charcoal on the wall. From the scrawl on the side of the room and not much below the ceiling it seemed that she had attained considerable success in her attempt.





Oscar’s name was everywhere and it was not long before he achieved the dubious distinction of being satirised by Punch, ‘a comic weekly’ with a large circulation, which saw its role as puncturing pretension and pomposity wherever it occurred. Oscar and the Aesthetic craze were a prime target. Oscar personified the ‘very aesthetic’, ‘supremely intense’, ‘long-haired and hyper-poetic’ Apostle of Beauty:




And many a maiden will mutter,
     When OSCAR looms large on her sight,
 ‘He’s quite too consummately utter,
     As well as too utterly quite.’





From 1880 onwards, Oscar was lampooned mercilessly in Punch as ‘Jellaby Postlethwaite’, the namby-pamby, limp-wristed poet, striking poetic attitudes for all he was worth and worshipping beauty in the most unlikely ways; and as ‘Maudle’, the painter with an unhealthy interest in youth. In one famous Punch  cartoon, Maudle, looking exactly like an over-fed Oscar, admires Mrs Brown’s teenage son:






	Maudle: How consummately lovely your son is, Mrs Brown!


	Mrs Brown (a Philistine from the country): What! He’s a nice, manly Boy, if you mean that, Mr Maudle. He has just left school, you know, and wishes to be an Artist. 

	Maudle: Why should he be an Artist? 

	Mrs Brown: Well, he must be something!
 	Maudle: Why should he Be anything? Why not let him remain for ever content to Exist Beautifully!




The caption to the cartoon closes with the words: Mrs Brown determines that at all events her Son shall not study Art under Maudle. Punch was clearly not fooled by Oscar’s extravagant declarations of love for beautiful young women.


Oscar acknowledged that he was the inspiration behind Maudle. ‘I suppose that I am the original of Maudle,’ he reluctantly admitted in a newspaper interview. But he looked down with Olympian disdain on Punch’s caricatures:




My attitude toward all this is that a true artist who believes in his art and his mission must necessarily be altogether insensible to praise or blame. If he is not a mere sham, he cannot be disturbed by any caricature or exaggeration. He has the truth on his side, and the opinion of the whole world should be of no consequence to him.





In 1881, Frank Burnand, the editor of Punch, decided to exploit the public fascination with all things Aesthetic and wrote a play, The Colonel, which featured the shamming poet and Aesthete, Lambert Streyke, who was clearly modelled on Oscar. Queen Victoria saw the play and wrote that it was:




a very clever play, written to quiz and ridicule the foolish aesthetic people who dress in such absurd manner, with loose garments, puffed sleeves, great hats, and carrying peacock’s feathers, sunflowers and lilies.





Oscar’s own volume of poetry, simply entitled Poems, was published in the summer of 1881, further confusing him in the public mind with his alter egos Jellaby Postlethwaite and Lambert Streyke. It was poorly received. ‘I see that Oscar Wilde, the utterly utter is bringing out 10s. 6d worth of poems,’ the Jesuit and poet Gerard Manley Hopkins told a friend, while the translator and literary critic Edmund Gosse called the volume ‘a curious toadstool’ and ‘a malodorous Parasitic growth’. Punch also produced a ‘Fancy Portrait’ of Oscar as a sunflower:




Aesthete of Aesthetes!
 What’s in a name?
 The poet is WILDE,
 But his poetry’s tame.




‘The cover is consummate, the paper is distinctly precious, the binding is beautiful, and the type is utterly too,’ said Punch scathingly, describing Poems  as ‘a volume of echoes’, ‘Swinburne and water’. For the past decade, Algernon Charles Swinburne had been England’s most controversial young poet, writing lushly sensual verse and leading a drunken, scandalous existence.


In a debate at the Oxford Union on whether to accept Oscar’s present of a signed copy of Poems, the poems were savaged as both derivative and immoral.


 ‘It is not that these poems are thin – and they are thin,’ declared Oliver Elton:




 It is not that they are immoral – and they are immoral: it is not that they are this or that – and they are all this and all that: it is that they are for the most part not by their putative father at all, but by a number of better-known and more deservedly reputed authors.





The Union voted by a narrow margin to decline Oscar’s gift. But despite the almost universal criticism of Poems, Oscar was not unduly cast down. The book went through five editions in as many months. It was true, there was no such thing as bad publicity.


The publication of Poems had one unexpected consequence. It brought to an abrupt – and perhaps not unwelcome – end Oscar’s relationship with Frank Miles. The sexual side of it had probably already died a death, though they remained friends and continued living together. But Frank’s sexual behaviour was growing increasingly erratic. Perhaps the syphilis that he had already contracted and that was to kill him ten years later was already beginning to manifest itself. Frank had started to live dangerously, too dangerously for Oscar. There was a succession of unpleasant and unsettling incidents. Frank was blackmailed, almost certainly over an indiscretion with a young man. An anonymous memoir of Oscar describes Frank’s ‘terror and misery’ at the blackmail. ‘He revealed his trouble to his fellow tenant,’ the memoir recorded, ‘and Wilde immediately volunteered to do his best to rescue him from his persecutor.’ It was Oscar’s first brush with the world of blackmailers and it would not be his last. On another occasion the police tried to force an entry to Keats House to arrest Miles on a charge of immorality, probably with a young boy. Oscar is supposed to have held the police at bay until Frank could escape over the rooftops and then to have let the police in, glibly explaining that he thought the police raid was a practical joke and claiming that ‘Mr Miles was travelling on the continent’.


When Frank’s father, Canon Miles, read a copy of Poems shortly after publication, he wrote immediately to Oscar expressing his deep concern about Oscar’s continuing friendship with his son:




If we seem to advise a separation for a time it is not because we do not believe you in character to be very different to what you suggest in your poetry, but it is because you do not see the risk we see in a published poem which makes all who read it say to themselves ‘this is outside the pale of poetry’, ‘it is licentious and may do great harm to any soul that reads it’.





Oscar flew into a rage and demanded to know what Frank himself thought. When Frank weakly agreed with his father, Oscar left the house they shared, there and then, and moved into rooms in Charles Street in Mayfair. It was the end of the friendship.


Oscar was far from inconsolable. There had been other young men in his life, like the young actor Norman Forbes-Robertson, to whom he had made overtures early in 1880. ‘I don’t know if I bored you the other night with my life and its troubles,’ Oscar wrote to him:




There seems something so sympathetic and gentle about your nature, and you have been so charming whenever I have seen you, that I felt somehow that although I knew you only a short time, yet that still I could talk to you about things, which I only talk of to people whom I like – to those whom I count my friends. If you will let me count you as one of my friends, it would give a new pleasure to my life.





Norman was attractive, with ‘gold hair’ and ‘rose cheeks’. His was the classic, peaches-and-cream type of English boyish beauty to which Oscar would always be drawn.


There was also the poet James Rennell Rodd, who was four years younger than Oscar. Rodd had been awarded the Newdigate Prize for poetry in 1880, two years after Oscar had won it. Rodd was extremely handsome in a poetic sort of way. ‘Nature has given him a poet’s face, that thrills to the pathos and passion of his thought,’ declared the Daily Telegraph after he declaimed his prize-winning poem in the Sheldonian Theatre. Although Oscar had known Rodd slightly at Oxford, their friendship really blossomed in London when Rodd was invited to Salisbury Street for tea and beauties. In the late summer of 1880 they decided to go on a walking tour of France, an idyllic trip which Oscar described to the son of George Lewis, the society solicitor who in due course was to get Oscar and Bosie out of several serious situations with blackmailing servants and outraged fathers:




I had a very charming time in France and travelled among beautiful vineyards all down the Loire, one of the most wonderful rivers in the world, mirroring from sea to source a hundred cities and five hundred towers. I was with a delightful Oxford friend and, as we did not wish to be known, he travelled under the name of Sir Smith, and I was Lord Robinson.





Oscar and Rodd had a ‘richly impassioned friendship’ and – for the space of a summer – may have fancied themselves to be in love. Sex may well have entered the romantic equation, almost certainly at Oscar’s instigation. But it probably consisted of little more than fervid hand-holding, snatched kisses and bed-sharing in French lodgings with some attendant, fumbling mutual masturbation.


But this was not the whole of Oscar’s romantic life. As always, there were two sides to his erotic moon. During these first years in London – at the same time that he was involved in relationships with Frank Miles, Norman Forbes-Robertson and Rennell Rodd – Oscar was also seriously contemplating marriage.






















A little in love





‘Men marry because they are tired; women, because they are curious; both are disappointed.’





Marriage had been on Oscar’s mind – if only intermittently – ever since Oxford. Speranza was constantly encouraging both her sons to make what she called ‘a good marriage’, a marriage with a young woman of fortune and family connections who could help her husband in his chosen career.


Oscar had proposed to at least two young women in the two years since he had left university. The first was Charlotte Montefiore, the sister of his Oxford friend Leonard Montefiore. Leonard died very suddenly in America in September 1879, at the age of twenty-six. Oscar was, he said, ‘distressed beyond words’ and wrote to Charlotte a few days later:




I am so glad you are coming to town. I want to see you though the memories you will bring with you will be most bitter. Yet often I think when a friend dies those who are left become very close to one another, just as when an oak falls in the forest the other trees reach out and join branches over the vacant place.





Quite what the nature of Oscar’s relationship with Charlotte was at the time of her brother’s death is impossible to say. He signed his letter to her ‘Your affectionate friend’. They had clearly met, probably on several occasions. Oscar’s comments on Charlotte’s courage in the face of her bereavement – ‘Alfred Milner . . . tells me you are so brave – I knew you would be’ – suggest that they knew each other really quite well. Charlotte may have visited Leonard at Oxford – just like the sister of Oscar’s friend John Bodley who had spent a happy fortnight sampling the University’s social delights and going for picnics and excursions with her brother and Oscar and assorted other undergraduates. Equally, Oscar may well have met Charlotte during a visit to the Montefiore family home.


What is clear from Oscar’s letter is that his intentions towards Charlotte involved rather more than being just her affectionate friend. He hoped, he wanted, he aspired to ‘become very close’ to her, to share her grief for Leonard. ‘I want to see you,’ he wrote. ‘If I called in on Wednesday evening would you see me?’ These phrases have the ring of an impatient lover, of a suitor in waiting. A few days later he did call on Charlotte and initiated a discreet courtship of the grieving sister. And early in 1880, he proposed marriage.


 Charlotte turned him down. She liked him, she was much attached to him. He was the close friend of her dear, departed brother. They had shared their grief. But she did not love him and therefore could not, would not marry him. It was also clear that he did not love her. During the courtship, Oscar wrote many letters to Charlotte, nearly all of which she later destroyed. In a brief note penned immediately after she had refused his offer, Oscar wrote: ‘Charlotte, I am so sorry about your decision. With your money and my brain we could have gone far.’ Charlotte Montefiore was almost certainly right to refuse Oscar. The flippancy of his note betrayed the ambition, the cynicism and the flagrantly mercenary motives that lay beneath his proposal.


 There was no question of mercenary motives underpinning Oscar’s next proposal. Violet Hunt was the captivatingly beautiful daughter of the Pre-Raphaelite landscape painter Alfred Hunt and his wife Margaret Raine Hunt, the popular novelist. In May 1879, Margaret Hunt received an invitation to ‘Bellevue’, the London home of W.B. Scott and his wife Letitia, to a party given to meet ‘a wonderful young Irishman just up from Oxford’. Margaret’s response was muted. ‘Another of Letitia’s young men!’ she remarked, but nevertheless she accepted the invitation, taking seventeen-year-old Violet with her. Violet was a perfect Pre-Raphaelite beauty with her abundant auburn hair, large eyes and expressive mouth. ‘Out of Botticelli by Burne-Jones’ was Ellen Terry’s response to Violet’s beauty. ‘You were a pretty child,’ she told Violet. ‘You will be a beautiful woman.’ Violet had grown up in the company of artists and writers and was precociously confident and articulate. She was already writing fiction and poetry and was studying art at South Kensington Art School.


Oscar and Violet hit it off instantly. ‘In ten minutes I was the fashion, wrapt into sudden glory by the fact that Mr Oscar Wilde allowed me to monopolise him for a couple of hours.’ They sat together in a window seat which looked out over the Thames where there was hardly room for Violet – just a ‘slip of a girl’ as she described herself – and the ‘big lusty fellow with the wide, white face, the shapely red mouth and the long lock of straight peasant-like black hair that fell across his fine forehead, and which he pushed away now and then with a full poetic gesture.’


Oscar told Violet how he had been to tea the day before with ‘The Bernhardt’, who had just made her first appearance on a London stage and how she had lain ‘on a red couch like a pallid flame’. He recited from memory a sonnet he had written to Ellen Terry in his ‘fine, true voice with its exquisite timbre and cadence’. Oscar laid flattery on with a trowel: ‘Beautiful women like you,’ he rather pointedly told Violet, ‘hold the fortunes of the world in your hands to make or mar.’ Then, bending forwards conspiratorially, he said, ‘We will rule the world – you and I – you with your looks and I with my wits.’ It was a dazzling performance and Violet was smitten. She went home, dazed and adoring – ‘and a little in love to boot’. Oscar, it was clear, was seeking to make the most of his one great capital asset: his intelligence. He wanted to combine forces with Charlotte’s money or with Violet’s looks. His stated aim was to go far, to rule the world, and he saw a wife as an essential component in his manifest destiny.


For the next two years Oscar saw a great deal of Violet Hunt. On Sunday evenings, more often than not, he would visit the Hunts at their London home, Tor Villa. And Margaret and Violet were earnestly invited to tea with Oscar and Frank Miles at Salisbury Street. Oscar confessed to Margaret that he thought Violet ‘the sweetest Violet in England . . . though you must not tell her so’. Violet was in love with Oscar, and Oscar was, according to Violet, ‘really in love with me – for the moment and perhaps more than a moment’.


In her published memoirs, Violet says that she ‘as nearly as possible escaped the honour of being Mrs Wilde’. Oscar broached the question of marriage obliquely by sending the sweetest Violet ‘a single white Eucharist lily without a stalk, reposing on cotton wool in a box, ridiculed by my younger sisters’. Oscar’s hesitancy may have been due to financial considerations. The Hunts were not wealthy and there would be no marriage settlement of any substance for her. Oscar’s hesitation sealed the matter and his proposal was declined by Alfred Hunt, initially to Violet’s chagrin, although she would later begin to see Oscar in a clearer, harder light.


There may have been another element in Alfred Hunt’s rejection of Oscar’s matrimonial overtures. What he made of Oscar living with Frank Miles, or of Oscar’s puzzlingly intense, seemingly romantic friendship with the young poet Rennell Rodd can only be surmised. Speculation and gossip about Oscar were rife. Punch had repeatedly caricatured him as effeminate. There was a cloud of suspicion hanging over him, a cloud which Alfred Hunt as an affectionate and protective father surely could not ignore.


It was shortly after his failed bid for Violet Hunt, in the early summer of 1881, that Oscar met the woman who was to become his wife. Constance Mary Lloyd was twenty-three years old. She was tall by the standards of the day, slim and elegant with abundant wavy, auburn hair, piercing violet eyes and fine features. Oscar had met Constance’s older brother Otho four years earlier. Although they were contemporaries at Oxford, they met first in Dublin, at the Wilde family home in Merrion Square. Otho Lloyd was staying with his Irish grandmother, ‘Mama Mary’ Atkinson, who knew the Wildes and encouraged Otho to call. Lady Wilde was probably not yet up. She never received anyone till 5pm, as she hated what she called ‘the brutality of strong lights’. So the two young men were alone. According to Otho, ‘Oscar . . . gave me a most amusing description of a journey he had recently returned from to Athens and by boat a voyage among the Aegean islands where they encountered a terrific storm with two or three men friends.’ Although the two undergraduates subsequently bumped into each other at Oxford, and Oscar invited Otho to call on him at Magdalen College, it was an acquaintance which did not quite ripen into friendship.


Now, four years later, in June 1881, Oscar met Otho’s younger sister Constance for the first time. Lady Wilde and her son had been invited to tea at Lancaster Gate, the home of Constance’s grandfather, to meet Otho’s and Constance’s aunt who was visiting from Dublin. Constance almost certainly knew more about Oscar than Oscar knew about her. Her great-uncle, Charles Hemphill, who knew Speranza well, had kept the Lloyds up to date on the Wilde family vicissitudes following the death of Sir William and Speranza’s move to London two years earlier:




Lady Wilde has sold the Merrion Square house – everything was mortgaged to the hilt, including the country residence of Moytura and the row of houses at Bray – and is gone to launch herself on the great unheeding metropolis across the water. She wants Oscar to enter the Parliament when he settles – he would get in on his mother’s name alone, I should think. Willie is living with her in London, but Oscar has taken rooms off the Strand.





Constance had heard stories of Oscar at Oxford from Otho and could not help but be aware also of his burgeoning fame as a ‘Professor of Aesthetics’, and now as a poet. Oscar’s Poems were published sometime in June and Constance was evidently nervous at the prospect of meeting such a celebrity. The tea party went well. Oscar was dazzling and Constance was duly dazzled. She wrote to Otho the very next morning:




O.W. came yesterday at about 5.30 (by which time I was shaking with fright!) and stayed for half-an-hour, begged me to come and see his mother again soon, which little request I need hardly say I have kept to myself. I can’t help liking him, because when he’s talking to me alone he’s never a bit affected, and speaks naturally, except that he uses better language than most people.





Constance also divined hidden depths in Oscar at this very first meeting which others could not always see: ‘Grandpa, I think, likes Oscar, but of course the others laugh at him, because they don’t choose to see anything but that he wears long hair and looks aesthetic.’ For his part, Oscar was captivated by the beautiful, intelligent and receptive young woman he met. Her nervous blushes and shyness added to her quiet, modest charm. Ever one to make snap decisions in matters of the heart, Oscar remarked to his mother as they left Lancaster Gate, ‘By the by, Mama, I think of marrying that girl.’


That Oscar exercised a fascination for women is beyond dispute. Many young women seemed to fall in love with him on the spot. Violet Hunt fell ‘a little in love’ with Oscar at their first meeting, as did Laura Troubridge, who confided to her diary how she ‘fell awfully in love with him’, and ‘thought him quite delightful’. Unlike many young men of the period who suffered from stultifying shyness or a paralysing excess of etiquette in the presence of young women, Oscar had the gift of being able to instantly establish a rapport, a conversational intimacy, which allowed him to talk with women rather than to them. As a true son of the revolutionary Speranza, he was an unabashed champion of women’s rights and believed women to be every bit as intelligent as men and equally worthy of what she called ‘that higher culture and education which has been so tardily and, in some instances, so grudgingly granted to them’. He was charming, sympathetic and funny. He could flatter outrageously, but at the same time intelligently. He could talk knowledgeably about the loveliness of their clothes and wittily about the shortcomings of other people’s. He was intimate with famous beauties, infamous mistresses, actresses and all manner of fascinating and deadly women. He could gossip about the Bernhardt and the Jersey Lily. He was a poet who could talk poetically – mesmerisingly even – about art and beauty and life, love and death. He was a literary lion, and the world was beginning to sit up and take notice. It would have been surprising if Constance had not fallen in love with him.


Constance no longer lived with her mother. Her father, Horace Lloyd, had died comparatively young of pulmonary disease when she had just turned sixteen. It was a difficult age for a girl to lose her father, particularly a father whose kindness and love for his daughter counteracted her mother’s indifference and sometimes downright hostility. Horace Lloyd had been a successful barrister. His marriage to his Irish cousin, Adele, had been unhappy and, after the birth of Otho and Constance, the couple lived increasingly separate lives. Horace’s career in law and his expansive – and expensive – social life in the Prince of Wales’s set had kept him away from home, while Adele missed Ireland and made long visits with the children to Mama Mary Atkinson’s house in Dublin.


Anyone meeting the quietly assured, beautiful and charming young woman that Constance appeared to be in 1881 might well have been surprised to learn that she had led a deeply unhappy life which would leave her permanently scarred. After Constance’s premature death in 1898, Otho wrote:




There are some lives that are evidently doomed to mistreatment, and hers was one; I doubt if she ever strictly knew what happiness was, at least for any long time together.





Constance’s childhood seems to have been desperately, agonisingly unhappy as a result of her mother’s mental instability. Adele abused Constance emotionally, and perhaps even physically. Writing privately towards the end of his life, Otho described Constance’s childhood and adolescence as ‘a tragedy, in consequence of her ill-treatment by her mother who was unfortunately of a very jealous and cruel temper’. His mother, he said, had been ‘scarcely responsible’ for her outbursts, implying obliquely that Adele was a victim of mental illness. There seems to have been a history of violent, uncontrollable outbursts of temper in the family, and Otho considered that his mother had inherited this terrible defect. He quotes a family tradition that those who suffered from this defect of temper ‘were like devils when once roused’.


The presence of Constance’s father had, it appears, in some way acted as a brake on the worst excesses of Adele’s outbursts. But Horace’s death in 1874 left the sixteen-year-old Constance exposed and totally unprotected. Otho was away at boarding school in Bristol and then at university in Oxford, leaving Constance alone and having to shift as best she could with an unstable and unpredictable mother: ‘Two women cousins living,’ Otho wrote, ‘could testify to what she underwent at her mother’s hands, especially from the time of her father’s death.’ And indeed, when Otho’s daughter met one of these cousins in 1935, ‘she could not say bad enough of my mother’.


Indeed, so appalling was the treatment meted out to Constance that Otho considered it a significant factor in her early death – even more of a factor than the trauma she would experience as the wife of Oscar: ‘I shall always think,’ he wrote in 1937, ‘that her internal tumour was brought about in the first place by what she went through under her mother.’ It was Otho who finally took matters into his own hands and decided to rescue Constance from her mother. He went to see his grandfather, John Horatio Lloyd, and demanded – ‘at my instance and on my insistence’ are the words he used – that he give Constance the protection of his home where Adele could not reach her.


Life with Grandpapa Lloyd was calm and well-regulated. His unmarried daughter, Constance’s Aunt Emily, ran his opulent household in Lancaster Gate with extreme efficiency. She was strict with Constance but always scrupulously fair. If she could not love her niece, then she at least tried to protect her and look after her interests. And if there was any resentment at a pretty granddaughter becoming the centre of Grandpapa Lloyd’s attention, while she, the spinster daughter, shouldered the generally thankless burden of nursing him, she tried not to show it. Grandpapa Lloyd was an indulgent grandfather and Constance wanted for nothing materially. Otho was a tower of strength, her protector, her champion. And like many children of unhappy and abusive parents, Constance had assuaged her unhappiness by creating close friendships with other adults, notably Georgiana, Lady Mount-Temple whom Constance significantly christened ‘Mia Madre’.


Now Constance had found Oscar and the future seemed full of promise. We know very little about the early days of the courtship of Oscar and Constance. After Oscar’s precipitate declaration of his intention to ‘marry that girl’, little seems to have happened. Oscar was busy promoting his Poems. No doubt Constance, chaperoned by Otho, attended at least one or two of Speranza’s weekly salons in her cramped, darkened drawing room in Park Street, Chelsea. And Oscar almost certainly called again at Lancaster Gate and slowly improved his acquaintance with the family.


The discreet pace of the courtship was dramatically interrupted in September by an unexpected invitation. Five months earlier, Gilbert and Sullivan’s operatic satire on Aestheticism, Patience; or Bunthorne’s Bride, had opened. The ‘hero’ was the ‘fleshly’ and effeminate poet Bunthorne, inspired primarily by Swinburne, but with touches of Oscar thrown in for good measure. Bunthorne wears the regulation aesthetic garb of kneebreeches, silk stockings and long hair. He is:




A most intense young man,
 A soulful-eyed young man,
 An ultra-poetical, super-aesthetical
 Out-of-the-way young man.




The success of Patience in London encouraged its producer, Richard D’Oyly Carte, to put on a production in New York which opened in September to rave reviews. New York audiences were fascinated by Bunthorne and wanted to find out more about the movement which Patience so brilliantly satirised. D’Oyly Carte and his business partner Colonel Morse decided that if New York could not go to Bunthorne, then Bunthorne must go to New York. On 30 September Oscar received a cable from New York. Would he consider undertaking a lecture tour in the United States with a minimum of fifty lectures? Oscar did not hesitate for a second. ‘Yes, if offer good,’ he replied.






















Nothing but my genius



‘Strange that a pair of silk stockings should so upset a nation.’




Oscar set sail for New York on Christmas Eve 1881 and arrived there on 2 January. It was late afternoon when the S.S. Arizona dropped anchor and a horde of reporters, unable to wait for him to disembark, travelled by tug to the ship and eagerly clambered aboard to catch their first glimpse of the rare and wonderful English Aesthete. Oscar did not disappoint. He had dressed carefully for the part and appeared in a striking new overcoat. ‘His outer garment was a long Ulster, trimmed with two kinds of fur, which reached almost to his feet,’ the New York World breathlessly reported:




He wore patent-leather shoes, a smoking-cap or turban, and his shirt might be termed ultra-Byronic, or perhaps décolleté. A sky-blue cravat of the sailor style hung well down upon his chest. His hair flowed over his shoulders in dark-brown waves, curling slightly upwards at the end.





Oscar’s rather pompous comments on art and Aestheticism were not what the reporters had hoped for, and they were forced to scurry around asking his fellow passengers for suitably utterly-utterly utterances. ‘I am not exactly pleased with the Atlantic,’ he is supposed to have remarked mid-voyage. ‘It is not so majestic, or even as large, as I expected.’ Apocryphal or not, the newspapers lapped it up: ‘Mr Wilde disappointed with the Atlantic’, the headlines blared. Thankfully, the newspapers did not print the comments of the captain of the Arizona who, like so many other men, had taken an immediate and visceral dislike to Oscar. ‘I wish I had that man lashed to the bowsprit on the windward side,’ he had said during the voyage.


When he was asked by US Customs officials if he had anything to declare, Oscar is supposed to have proclaimed in ringing tones, ‘Nothing. I have nothing to declare but my genius,’ but even Oscar was surprised at the extraordinary and intense level of interest he generated. He was fêted wherever he went, and his every utterance on art and life was dutifully scribbled down by the reporters who dogged his footsteps. By sustained and determined feats of self-publicity, Oscar had achieved a degree of mild notoriety in London which had helped him to scratch a precarious living from writing. But in New York he found that he was not only famous, he was also – for the first time in his life – rich. It was a delightful sensation. Two weeks after his arrival, he wrote in great good humour to his friend Mrs George Lewis to announce that he was being treated like royalty wherever he went:




I stand at the top of reception rooms when I go out, and for two hours they defile past for introduction. I bow gracefully and sometimes honour them with a royal observation, which appears next day in all the newspapers. When I go to the theatre the manager bows me in with lighted candles and the audience rise. Yesterday I had to leave by a private door, the mob was so great. Loving virtuous obscurity as much as I do, you can judge how much I dislike this lionising, which is worse than that given to Sarah Bernhardt I hear.





Oscar gave his first lecture at New York’s Chickering Hall exactly a week after his arrival. The night before, he attended a performance of Patience at the Standard Theatre, arrayed in a black velvet suit with kneebreeches, set off by a scarlet silk handkerchief. His costume was almost identical to that worn by Bunthorne the poet prancing on stage below, but Oscar seemed not to mind, merely remarking to his companions, ‘Caricature is the tribute which mediocrity pays to genius.’ Chickering Hall was a sell-out. At eight o’clock a placard announcing ‘Standing Room Only’ was placed outside, but the queues still grew. Inside there was a buzz of anticipation. New York was waiting to be dazzled. But New York was disappointed. Oscar’s first attempt at a public lecture was received in stony silence. His subject was ‘The English Renaissance of Art’, but there was nothing artistic about Oscar’s delivery. It was stiff and formal, and his voice struck many of those present as ‘sepulchral’. Despite his external bravado, Oscar was extremely nervous. None of his warmth and wit shone through. It was a mistake he very quickly rectified, ruthlessly pruning the lecture by a quarter, making the content less theoretical and the language less grandiloquent. And as his confidence grew, Oscar’s delivery became more relaxed and more assured.


Despite the general lionisation of Oscar, there were plenty of dissenting voices, and there were many sly, and not so sly, digs at him. He was variously described as ‘maidenly’, ‘girlish’ and ‘womanish’. The New York Times called him a ‘mamma’s boy’, and spoke of his ‘affected effeminacy’, while the Newark Daily Advertiser described his eyebrows as ‘neat, delicate and arched, and of the sort coveted by women’. The Boston Evening Transcript was moved to verse:




Is he manne, or woman, or childe?


    Either,
 and neither!
    She looks as much like a manne As ever shee canne;
He looks more like a woman
     Than any feminine human.







Matters were not helped when Oscar’s friend from Oxford, John Bodley, mounted an unexpected and vicious attack in the New York Times on 21 January, in which he described Oscar as ‘epicene’. Henry James spoke of Oscar as a ‘fatuous fool’, ‘a tenth-rate card’ and ‘an unclean beast’, while James’s friend and correspondent, Mrs Henry Adams, said that Oscar’s sex was ‘undecided’. When Oscar paid a visit to New York’s Century Club, some members refused point blank to meet him. ‘Where is she?’ another member demanded to know. ‘Well, why not say “she”? I understand she’s a “Charlotte Ann”.’ A ‘Charlotte Ann’ was the American slang term for an effeminate sodomite, the equivalent of a ‘Mary Ann’ in England.


 There were those who saw, or claimed they saw, New York’s sexual underground – the city’s ‘Charlotte Anns’ and ‘Miss Nancys’ – rallying to Oscar’s banner. On the day after his arrival in New York, the Brooklyn Daily Eagle predicted that Oscar – ‘the pallid and lank young man’ – will find ‘in the great metropolis (any fair day on Fifth Avenue) a school of gilded youths eager to embrace his peculiar tenets’. The use of the word ‘embrace’ was calculated to suggest sexual contact.


On the night of Oscar’s lecture in Chickering Hall, the reporter for the New York Tribune observed ‘many pallid and aesthetic young men in dress suits and banged hair’ leaning ‘in medieval attitudes against the wall’. His meaning was clear. ‘Banged hair’ was a way of dressing the hair and usually consisted of a deep fringe, with longer ringlets, waves or plaits on either side. Only women wore their hair in bangs. Towards the end of the month, the Washington Post  spoke of Oscar in the same breath as the ‘young men painting their faces . . . with unmistakable rouge on their cheeks’. New York had a thriving subculture of men who loved men. Greenwich Village was renowned as a resort of male prostitutes. And eighteen years after Oscar visited New York, a committee investigating the goings on at Paresis Hall on the Bowery recorded that the men there:




act effeminately; most of them are painted and powdered, they are called Princess this and Lady So and So and the Duchess of Marlboro, and get up and sing as women, and dance; ape the female character; call each other sisters and take people out for immoral purposes.





Oscar’s aesthetic costume and long hair were hardly designed to emphasise his vigorous masculinity. But the hostile press reports were not simply a case of smoke and no fire. Oscar was, it seems, indiscreet and incautious about his sexual tastes almost from the day he set foot in New York. On 8 January, he wrote an unguarded note to the politician and bon vivant Robert Barnwell Roosevelt to thank him for a hand-delivered message of welcome. ‘What a little Ganymede you have sent me as your herald!’ Oscar wrote. ‘The prettiest thing I have yet seen in America.’ In Greek mythology, Ganymede was the beautiful shepherd boy abducted and anally raped by Zeus in the form an eagle. Oscar’s comments proclaimed an interest in Greek love that went far beyond the theoretical.


Oscar desperately wanted to meet Walt Whitman, whom he and many others considered to be America’s greatest living poet. Oscar claimed that he had been weaned on Whitman. He had, he told a reporter from the Philadelphia Press, ‘absorbed the Whitmanesque poetry from boyhood’, when Lady Wilde used to read his poems aloud. Oscar also said that he and other ‘Oxford boys’ would bring Whitman’s poems with them on their ‘rambles’ and read them to each other.


There was another, more compelling, reason behind Oscar’s eagerness to meet Walt Whitman. Whitman’s poetry spoke of the potency of friendship and love between men, particularly between working-class men, and positively oozed homoeroticism. Indeed, the ‘Calamus’ section of Whitman’s great poetic cycle Leaves of Grass was so intensely homoerotic that it gave rise to the short-lived term ‘calamite’ to denote a man who loved men. Swinburne was to denounce ‘the cult of the calamus’ and ‘calamites’. Whitman had a vision of what he called ‘adhesiveness’ between men, of a ‘high towering love of comrades’, which was somehow separate from and more noble than the love between men and women.


Men like John Addington Symonds and the socialist poet and writer Edward Carpenter, who were ardent campaigners for the social and legal emancipation of men who loved men, saw Whitman as a great prophet of a new erotic world order. ‘The chief value of his work is in its prophecy, not in its performance,’ Oscar was later to write of Whitman. ‘He has begun a prelude to larger themes. He is the herald of a new era. As a man he is the precursor of a fresh type.’ One or two ‘Whitmanite fellowships’ had already sprung up in the North of England, the first, cautious coming together of men – and a few women – to discuss male love. Symonds in particular had become obsessed with Whitman’s poetry. He instituted a long correspondence with Whitman, probing him as to the exact nature of the ‘manly love of comrades’ he spoke about, but Whitman’s replies were invariably and maddeningly evasive. Oscar and Symonds can hardly have failed to discuss Whitman in their correspondence before Oscar departed for America. Oscar was as intrigued as Symonds about Whitman’s sexual tastes. ‘There is something so Greek and sane about his poetry,’ Oscar told the Philadelphia Press.


Oscar was indebted to the Philadelphia publisher Joseph Marshall Stoddart, who owned the US publishing rights to the Gilbert and Sullivan operas, for his meeting with Whitman. Stoddart befriended Oscar and may have been sympathetic to – and perhaps even shared – his sexual tastes. ‘Oscar Wilde has expressed his great desire to meet you socially,’ Stoddart wrote to Whitman:




He will dine with me Saturday afternoon when I shall be most happy to have you join us. The bearer, Mr. Wanier, will explain at greater length any details which you may wish to know, and will be happy to bring me your acquiescence.





Whitman at first declined to meet Oscar, sending him instead his ‘hearty salutations and American welcome’. But he changed his mind after reading Oscar’s admiring comments in the Philadelphia Press on 17 January, sending a note to Stoddart the next day. ‘Walt Whitman will be in from two till three-thirty this afternoon, and will be most happy to see Mr Wilde and Mr Stoddart.’


The meeting at Whitman’s untidy house in Camden, New Jersey was a roaring success. Oscar was suitably humble in the presence of Whitman, greeting him with the words, ‘I have come to you as to one with whom I have been acquainted almost from the cradle.’ The contrast between the two poets could not have been more marked. Oscar was young, tall, slender and clean shaven. Whitman was in his early sixties, but looked much older. He was shorter than Oscar and wore a long, bushy white beard. Oscar was highly educated, cultivated and still in his languid Aesthetic phase. Whitman was self-taught, and robustly masculine in manner.


Stoddart tactfully left the two poets alone. ‘If you are willing – will excuse me – I will go off for an hour or so – come back again – leaving you together,’ he said. ‘We would be glad to have you stay,’ Whitman replied. ‘But do not feel to come back in an hour. Don’t come for two or three.’ Whitman opened a bottle of elderberry wine and he and Oscar drank it all before Whitman suggested they go upstairs to his ‘den’ on the third floor where, he told Oscar, ‘We could be on “thee and thou” terms.’ Whitman gave a detailed account of the meeting to a reporter from the Philadelphia Press the next day. ‘We had a jolly good time,’ he said. ‘I think he was glad to get away from lecturing and fashionable society, and spend some time with an old rough’:




One of the first things I said was that I should call him ‘Oscar.’ ‘I like that so much,’ he answered, laying his hand on my knee. He seemed to me like a great big, splendid boy. He is so frank, and outspoken, and manly. I don’t see why such mocking things are written of him.





They talked for two or three hours. Oscar had brought ‘cordial messages’ for Whitman from several English poets, almost certainly including John Addington Symonds. The mention of Symonds’s name would have turned the conversation to love and sex with young men. Years later Stoddart was quoted as saying that:




Everyone who knew Whitman even slightly was certain that he had these tastes and that, in free conversation with intimate friends, the poet did not trouble to conceal his liking for handsome youths.





Stoddart went on to say that ‘after embracing, greeting each other as “Oscar” and “Walt”, the two talked of nothing but pretty boys, of how insipid was the love of women, and of what other poets, Swinburne in particular, had to say about these tastes’. Stoddart’s reminiscences accord with Oscar’s later account of the meeting to his friend, George Ives. According to the voluminous diaries of Ives, Whitman told Oscar that he refused to answer Symonds’s questions about his sexual inclinations because ‘he just resented Symonds’s curiosity and the way he put his questions’. Oscar told Ives that there was ‘no doubt’ about Whitman’s sexual tastes. ‘I have the kiss of Walt Whitman still on my lips,’ he boasted.


Oscar’s friendship with Stoddart took root and blossomed, and seven years later the publisher would commission Oscar to write his only novel, The Picture of Dorian Gray. But in Philadelphia, Oscar had a more immediate concern. Before leaving London, he had offered to look for a publisher in America for Rennell Rodd’s first volume of poetry, Songs in the South. The book had been first published in England in a small edition in 1881 when Rodd had inscribed Oscar’s copy with a prophetic verse in Italian:




Unto thy martyrdom, eager and bold
 That crowd will gather to thine agony;
 Thee on thy cross they’ll hasten to behold
 And of them all, not one will pity thee.




Oscar persuaded Stoddart to publish Rodd’s poems under a new title of his own devising, Rose Leaf and Apple Leaf. Without consulting Rodd and much to his embarrassment, Oscar added an explicitly homoerotic dedication to himself: ‘To Oscar Wilde – “Heart’s Brother” – These few songs and many songs to come’. He added insult to injury by writing a lengthy introduction – an Envoi – to the poems which sailed dangerously close to the wind. It was a very public declaration of love: ‘There is none whose love of art is more flawless,’ he wrote of Rodd, ‘none indeed who is dearer to myself.’


Back in London, Rodd was appalled. His career in the Diplomatic Service was in jeopardy. He wrote immediately to Stoddart saying the inscription was ‘too effusive’ and asking him to halt the distribution of the poems. But he was too late. The book was already in circulation. The Saturday Review in London mercilessly mocked Rodd and paraphrased the Envoi to suggest that Rodd was Oscar’s lover:




Among the ‘many young men’ who follow Mr Wilde, ‘none is dearer to myself’ than the beloved of Mr Wilde and of the Muses, Mr Rodd.





Swinburne immediately wrote maliciously to Theodore Watts-Dunton. ‘Have you read the Saturday on Oscar Wilde’s young man,’ he asked, ‘the Hephaestion of that all-conquering Alexander?’ The reference to Hephaestion and Alexander was carefully and precisely meditated. Hephaestion was reputedly Alexander the Great’s lover and catamite.


The relationship between the two poets, which had begun so well, now soured. Rodd chose social acceptability and his career as a diplomat. Later, when Oscar returned from America, Rodd would write to him to finish their friendship. ‘My friends criticised the ascendancy which he began to exercise,’ he recalled long afterwards, in a coded repudiation of the dominant love affair of his youth. But to Oscar, Rodd would always be ‘the true poet and the false friend’.


In mid-February, Oscar delivered two lectures at the Central Music Hall in Chicago. Among his audience was John Donoghue, a penniless young sculptor. Donoghue later wrote to Oscar. His letter is lost, but whatever he said was sufficient to persuade Oscar to call on him at his studio. Oscar found an extraordinarily handsome young Irish-American sculptor with piercing blue eyes. Donoghue specialised in carving bas-reliefs in the style of ancient Greek sculpture. It is likely that Donoghue was Greek in another sense. Oscar was thrilled with his discovery and took up John Donoghue’s cause, sending a photograph of one of Donoghue’s sculptures to Charles Eliot Norton in an effort to win a commission. ‘I send you the young Greek: a photograph of him,’ he wrote. ‘The young sculptor’s name is John Donoghue: Pure Celt is he’:




I feel sure he could do any of your young athletes, and what an era in art that would be to have the sculptor back in the palestra, and of much service too to those who separate athletics from culture, and forget the right ideal of the beautiful and healthy mind in a beautiful and healthy body.





In his lectures, Oscar praised Donoghue’s work to such an extent that his fortunes took a spectacular turn for the better. The friendship with Donoghue endured, and Oscar met him two years later in Paris where he bought from him what Constance described as ‘a lovely bas-relief . . . a nude figure full profile of a boy playing a harp, perfectly simple and quite exquisite in line and expression’.


Oscar crossed and re-crossed the United States for ten months, even venturing into Canada. He delivered nearly 150 lectures and was seen and heard by tens of thousands of Americans. By the time his tour ended in October he had become an accomplished and compelling lecturer. He spent the last weeks of his year in America in New York, trying to get Vera, or the Nihilists produced, a drama – almost a melodrama – about love and death among Russian anarchists, which he had written the previous year in London. And he also signed a contract with the actress Mary Anderson for a New York production of a new play he had begun during his travels, The Duchess of Padua. Oscar was back in New York in time to greet Lillie Langtry’s arrival with an armful of lilies. She had come to make her début on the American stage, and Oscar was her guide and escort in the city.


Oscar was the victim of a curious and unsettling incident at this time. He was walking up Fifth Avenue late one morning when he was accosted ‘by a thin-faced youth’ who introduced himself as the son of a financier, Anthony J. Drexel, whom Oscar had met. Accounts of the incident are sketchy, but it appears that Oscar immediately invited the young man to lunch, over which he announced that he had won a lottery prize and asked Oscar to go with him to collect it. The youth took Oscar to a house where illegal dice games were going on. Oscar apparently started gambling and had soon written cheques for the enormous sum of $1,200. Realising afterwards that he had been fleeced, Oscar went to the bank to put a stop on the cheques and then went to the police.


It is quite possible that there was more to this incident than meets the eye. Fifth Avenue was the acknowledged haunt of male prostitutes, and the description of the youth as ‘thinfaced’ immediately conjures up images of the pallid and lank young men who frequented Oscar’s lectures. The ‘thin-faced youth’ could easily have been one of the scores of ‘gilded youths’ earning a living from prostitution and blackmail. It was certainly odd that Oscar should not be able to differentiate between the scion of a fabulously wealthy banking family and a cheap confidence trickster. And it was odder still that Oscar should invite the young man to lunch, let alone go off with him afterwards to an unknown destination. Was it in reality a pick-up in Fifth Avenue, and had Oscar gone to the young man’s rooms expecting, perhaps even getting, sex, only to be threatened with exposure unless he paid up there and then? It was a common enough trap for men to fall into. If there was a sexual dimension to the incident, then it marked the first of many occasions when Oscar would fall victim to crimes associated with his sexual tastes.


A few days later, Oscar boarded the S.S. Bothnia bound for England. He was ready to go home. He had been away from London for a year and was beginning to miss his family and his friends. The first giddying days of fame and fortune were over. Audiences for his lectures had dwindled dramatically in the last few months of his tour, and he was no longer the young lion of New York. ‘America is a land of unmatched vitality and vulgarity,’ he said later, and Americans ‘a people who care not at all about values other than their own and, who, when they make up their minds, love you and hate you with a passionate zeal.’ It was time to make a graceful exit from the New World and return to pick up the scattered threads of his life in the Old.






















Freedom from sordid care



‘The proper basis for marriage is a mutual misunderstanding.’




Constance was certainly one of the scattered threads that Oscar was anxious to weave back into his life. Though no letters between them survive, it is possible, perhaps probable, that they wrote to each other and that the courtship, if such a slow and ceremonial procedure could be called a courtship, continued across the Atlantic.


Throughout 1882, Constance could only wait patiently in London for Oscar to return. She must have been in a flurry of anxiety in July 1882 when reports filtered back to the London newspapers of his supposed engagement to a Miss Howe, the daughter of his friend and champion in the United States, Julia Ward Howe. Speranza wrote to Oscar immediately. ‘Are you in love?’ she demanded. ‘Why don’t you take a bride? Miss Howe was given to you by all the papers here.’ Violet Hunt confided to her diary, a little ruefully, the rumour of an engagement to ‘Miss Ward Howe, with a million of money’. Oscar promptly denied the rumour.


In December, anticipating Oscar’s imminent return, Constance prompted her uncle, Charles Hemphill, to call on Lady Wilde. Constance may perhaps have felt unsettled by the rumours of Oscar’s romantic attachments and engagements and wanted Uncle Charles to enquire discreetly how the land lay – and perhaps convey that she was still interested in Oscar. Uncle Charles despatched his errand with great tact and ‘praised Constance immensely’ to Lady Wilde who reciprocated by dropping heavy hints that she would be in favour of the match. She dutifully reported back to Oscar:




I had nearly in mind to say I would like her for a daughter-in-law, but I did not. It was Constance told him where we lived. I thought the visit looked encouraging. He said you were quite a celebrity now.





Oscar was in London for just three weeks after his return from New York in January 1883, before he went to Paris for three months. He called at Lancaster Gate at least once to re-establish his relationship with Constance. A month later, on 28 February, Constance and Otho were at Speranza’s, whose eccentricities Otho described to his fiancée, Nellie Hutchinson:




I think she would kill you with laughing. I came away not quite certain whether I liked her or not. In appearance she is an enormous woman with a face like the face of an eagle and she talks like a book . . . what a talk we all had afterwards about the Irish though Lady Wilde would speak of little else than her son Oscar, whom she calls As-car.





After civilising America, Oscar had set his sights on conquering Paris. He arrived there towards the end of January, determined to use the money he had earned in America to keep him while he finished The Duchess of Padua. Oscar lived the writer’s life in Paris, taking rooms in the Hôtel Voltaire, in the city’s literary quarter. He turned down an invitation to visit his mother’s friend Clarisse Moore in Rome. ‘At present I am deep in literary work and cannot stir from my little rooms over the Seine till I have finished two plays,’ he wrote:




This sounds ambitious, but we live in an age of inordinate personal ambition and I am determined that the world shall understand me, so I will now, along with my art work, devote to the drama a great deal of my time.





Oscar succeeded in finishing the play and had enough time to spare to look about him and crash the Parisian literary scene. He sent copies of his Poems to several well-known writers and arbiters of literary taste, accompanied by charming notes begging them to accept ‘mes premières fleurs de poésies’. The diarist Edmond de Goncourt was among those to receive a copy. The two men met a few days later and de Goncourt recorded in his journal how Oscar had mounted an astonishing attack on Swinburne for deliberately posing as a sodomite and a pederast, when he was, in fact, no such thing. When de Goncourt met Oscar at a dinner a few days later, he described him scathingly as ‘cet individu au sexe douteux, au langage de cabotin, aux récits blagueurs’ – ‘this individual of doubtful sex, with the language of a third-rate actor, full of tall stories’.


It was during this stay in Paris that Oscar first met Robert Sherard, who was to become one of his great friends and champions and would eventually write several partisan accounts of Oscar’s life and times. Sherard was a greatgrandson of William Wordsworth and, like Oscar, had gone to Paris to find literary fame and fortune. He wrote poetry and dabbled, not very successfully, in journalism. But he was young, with longish blond hair – ‘honey-coloured’, Oscar called it – and he was passionate about life and literature. Oscar was instantly attracted to him, though nothing seems to have ever come of the attraction. Sherard was a red-blooded heterosexual with a penchant for prostitutes, the younger the better. Some years later, the French writer Pierre Louÿs described a night on the tiles with Sherard which culminated in a dawn breakfast of oysters and bacon with two sixteen-year-old prostitutes who had ‘suppurating syphilitic sores the size of walnuts’.


Sherard felt uncomfortable when Oscar used to greet him with a kiss on the lips and disliked Oscar’s use of Christian names. But they spent the greater part of every day together for almost two months and Oscar would recall fondly their ‘moonlit meanderings’ and ‘sunset strolls’. He was enormously flattered when Sherard asked if he would accept the dedication of his forthcoming volume of poetry. ‘How could I refuse a gift so musical in its beauty and fashioned by one whom I love so much as I love you?’ Oscar replied extravagantly. Sherard was not so much devoted to Oscar as obsessed by him. It was an obsession that was to last to the end of his life. At the time of Oscar’s trials, Sherard found it almost impossible to accept that Oscar was indeed guilty of the crimes he was charged with. And during Oscar’s imprisonment, Sherard sought to drive a wedge between Oscar and Bosie so that he could bring about a reconciliation between Oscar and Constance.


Sherard did record Oscar’s single encounter with a female prostitute in Paris. Oscar announced one evening that ‘Priapus was calling’ and left Sherard to visit the Eden, a notorious music hall where he met the famous demimondaine Marie Aguétant, whose lover later slit her throat as she bestrode him during sex. ‘What animals we all are, Robert!’ Oscar remarked to Sherard the next morning. Sherard – himself a regular patron of prostitutes – was only surprised that Oscar used prostitutes so rarely: ‘The only reflection I made to myself on the morning when I heard of the Eden episode was to wonder how a well-fed, well-wined, full-blooded man as Oscar was at 29 could so control himself as to restrict his sexual contacts to once in 42 days.’


’ Oscar returned to London in early May, his flowing locks shorn and replaced by artificial curls in the style of Nero. Laura Troubridge, who had once been an admirer of Oscar’s, confided spitefully to her diary:




He is grown enormously fat, with a huge face and tight curls all over his head – not at all the aesthetic he used to look. He was very amusing and talked cleverly, but it was all monologue and not conversation. He is vulgar, I think, and lolls about in, I suppose, poetic attitudes with crumpled shirt cuffs turned back over his coat sleeves!





Richard Le Gallienne, an aspiring poet from Birkenhead, paints an even more unflattering portrait of Oscar at this time:




His amber-coloured hair, naturally straight, was not very long, and was unashamedly curled and massively modelled to his head, somewhat suggesting a wig. His large figure, with his big loose face, grossly jawed with thick, sensuous lips, and a certain fat effeminacy about him, suggested a sort of caricature Dionysius disguised as a rather heavy dandy of the Regency period.





At Oscar’s prompting, Constance and Otho were invited to Lady Wilde’s salon on 16 May. If Constance was at all taken aback by Oscar’s artificial curls and crumpled cuffs, she did not show it. The frequency of their meetings increased dramatically. In May, Otho was writing to Nellie:




You will think that we must be becoming very intimate with the Wildes, when I tell you that we have been to their house again today, Constance and I . . . Oscar Wilde had a long talk with Constance; it was of art, as usual, and of scenery, he so amused me when he called Switzerland ‘that dreadful place, Switzerland, so vulgar with its ugly big mountains, all black and white, like an enormous photograph’.





The next month, Oscar and Lady Wilde were invited for an afternoon at home at Lancaster Gate. There were sixty people there, and Oscar spent the entire time talking to Constance. Otho was sceptical: ‘I don’t believe that he means anything; that is his way with all girls whom he finds interesting,’ he told Nellie. ‘Constance told me afterwards that they had not agreed upon a single subject.’


Otho still doubted whether Oscar was in love with Constance. He had observed that ‘wherever she went, there followed he, and when he could not approach her then with his eyes he followed her’. Otho admitted there was smoke. But was there any fire? ‘If the man were anyone else but Oscar Wilde,’ he told Nellie, ‘one might conclude that he was in love.’ Otho had known Oscar for six years, not well, but sufficiently well perhaps to suspect Oscar of playing at being in love, of going through the romantic motions. He had seen Oscar do it several times before.


Otho thought – and perhaps even hoped – that Oscar found Constance interesting, nothing more. There is an undertow of anxiety in his letters to Nellie. He was very protective of Constance. He had rescued her from their mother’s abusive clutches and they had forged an unusually close relationship. Otho was concerned because he knew that behind the facade of a well-educated, intelligent and articulate young woman, Constance was scarred, vulnerable. And Otho could not help but be aware of Oscar’s reputation. When he read Oscar’s Poems, he must, as a classical scholar, have realised that they positively oozed homoerotic sentiments. He must have known how Oscar was pilloried in Punch, and how Henry Labouchère, the radical MP and journalist who was destined to play a more insidious role in Oscar’s life, had recently called Wilde ‘an epicene youth’ and ‘an effeminate phrasemaker’. And no doubt Otho was aware of some of the ugly rumours about Oscar that had begun in Oxford and still clung to him.


At the end of June, Otho, Constance and Oscar attended a reception for advocates of women’s rights where Constance remarked: ‘You know everybody says, Mr Wilde, that you do not really mean half of what you say.’ Oscar’s response was to guffaw with laughter. The courtship was again interrupted by Oscar’s return to America in August to supervise the first production of Vera, or the Nihilists. The play flopped in New York, running for just a week, and Oscar returned to England in early September. He had asked Constance to read Vera which she promised to do. She wrote to Oscar:




I am afraid you and I disagree in our opinions on art for I hold there is no perfect art without perfect morality, whilst you say they are distinct and separable things, and of course you have your knowledge to combat my ignorance with.





Art and morality. It was a fundamental, unbridgeable chasm between their world views. Constance cleaved to a world ordered by laws and morals, a world in which goodness, decency, justice and virtue prevailed. Oscar was anarchic, questing, questioning. He wanted to push at the boundaries of acceptable art and acceptable morality, eventually embracing and exploring criminality.


But all this lay in the future. For the present, Oscar was intent on courtship. On Wednesday 21 November, Oscar arrived in Dublin and was welcomed like a conquering hero returning to the city of his birth. He was there for three days and very busy. He was to give two lectures – ‘Impressions of America’ and ‘The House Beautiful’ – to recite his poems and to take part in a debate with the Fellows of Trinity College. Constance had so arranged things that she too was in Dublin, staying with Mama Mary Atkinson in Ely Place. She had written to Oscar earlier that month saying, ‘I told the Atkinsons that you would be here some time soon and they will be very pleased to see you.’ On Thursday, Constance and her cousins, Stanhope and Eliza, left a note at Oscar’s hotel asking him to drop in that evening which he duly did. Oscar, ‘though decidedly extra affected, I suppose partly from nervousness,’ Constance told Otho, ‘made himself very pleasant.’ She dismissed Stanhope’s chaffings about romance with Oscar. ‘Such stupid nonsense,’ she said.


But it was not stupid nonsense. Three days later Oscar and Constance were engaged to be married. ‘Prepare yourself for an astounding piece of news!’ Constance wrote to Otho. ‘I am engaged to Oscar Wilde and perfectly and insanely happy.’ It was to be one of the very rare instances of perfect happiness in Constance’s life. Oscar and Constance were alone in the drawing room at Ely Place, a situation no doubt deliberately choreographed by Mama Mary Atkinson, who was fully aware of what was about to take place. Constance was playing the piano, the very same piano that her mother had been playing when her father had proposed thirty years earlier.


Otho might well be astounded, but if Constance feigned surprise at Oscar’s proposal, she was being disingenuous. Ever since meeting him two and a half years earlier, she had been in love with him and wanted to marry him. She told Otho she had been ‘shaking with fright’ even before she met Oscar for the very first time, which suggests that she was a little in love with the idea of being in love with the famous Oscar. She had already turned down ‘three good proposals’, much to the indignation of her Irish aunts.


Constance anticipated some difficulties over the engagement. Otho, she knew, liked Oscar, and ‘Grandpapa will, I know, be nice, as he is always so pleased to see Oscar,’ she wrote. ‘The only one I am afraid of is Aunt Emily.’ Otho was instructed to use his charm with Aunt Emily and ‘make it all right’. Constance was also concerned about how her mother and stepfather, as well as other relatives, might react to the news: ‘I am so dreadfully nervous over my family; they are so cold and practical.’ But whatever difficulties there might be, Constance’s determination to marry Oscar revealed a steely side to her character: ‘I won’t stand opposition,’ she told Otho, ‘so I hope they won’t try it.’ And remarkably nobody did.


Otho did his work well. Grandpapa Lloyd expressed his approbation of the match. He was still too ill to write to Oscar personally, so Aunt Emily had to be his amanuensis. Five days after the proposal, Oscar received what was, for Aunt Emily, a cordial reply. ‘My father,’ she wrote, ‘desires me to say that he can have no objection to you personally as a husband for Constance. He believes that you and she are well-suited to each other.’ Constance’s happiness, Aunt Emily continued, was Grandpapa Lloyd’s ‘first consideration’. Above all, Grandpapa Lloyd wanted to protect his favourite granddaughter from any further abuse or cruelty. In an age where appalling cruelties were not only perpetrated upon women by their husbands, but also tolerated by society, Grandpapa Lloyd wanted a husband who would be a friend and companion for Constance; a husband, who, though he might break the mould of starchy, unbending, domineering Victorian maleness, would prize Constance’s gentleness and love her for her vulnerabilities as much as for her strengths. Crucially, Grandpapa Lloyd, Aunt Emily told Oscar, ‘has confidence in you that you will treat her kindly’.


Lady Wilde was ecstatic at the news: ‘I am intensely pleased at your note of this morning,’ she wrote to Oscar. ‘You have both been true and constant and a blessing will come on all true feeling.’ Speranza had bright visions of the future: ‘What endless vistas of speculation open out,’ she exclaimed. ‘What will you do in life? Where live? I would like you to have a small house in London and live the literary life and teach Constance to correct proofs and eventually go into Parliament.’


Once the engagement had been agreed in principle, there were the financial details to go into. Oscar did not have a penny to his name. He had come back from America with a relatively large amount of cash, but it had all been frittered away in Paris. In fact, he was heavily in debt. He owed a moneylender called Edwin Levy who lived in Hastings at least £1,200, and almost certainly had other debts to his name. To be sure, he was earning good money – ‘growing quite rich’, he boasted to Lillie Langtry – by travelling the length and breadth of Britain ‘civilising the provinces by my remarkable lectures’. But he needed money, a regular, unfluctuating, stable flow of money to enable him to write. ‘The best work in literature,’ he told an aspiring young writer:




is always done by those who do not depend upon it for their daily bread, and the highest form of literature, poetry, brings no wealth to the singer. For producing your best work also you will require some leisure and freedom from sordid care.





Needless to say, there were those who saw Oscar’s marriage as a manoeuvre to earn him a respite him from sordid financial care. After all, his courtship of Charlotte Montefiore, his waverings over Violet Hunt and the rumours of engagements to wealthy women hardly induced his critics to see his marriage to Constance as a love match. At the time she met Oscar, Constance had an income of £250 a year, a generous sum for a young woman. Under the terms of Grandpapa Lloyd’s will, she would receive around £800 a year after his death, not exactly a fortune, but a very considerable income and more than sufficient on which to live very comfortably. Additionally, Constance was to receive a dowry of £5,000 from her share of the capital, enough to set up house. Violet Hunt was scathing when she heard of Oscar’s engagement to Constance: ‘I hear that Oscar’s fiancée only has £400 a year instead of £800,’ she wrote in her diary. ‘I expect to hear of that engagement being broken off.’ Violet’s venom is understandable. As someone who had ‘as nearly as possible escaped the honour of becoming Mrs Wilde’ because of her lack of money, she could be forgiven for assuming that Oscar was a fortune-hunter.


But by the standards of his time, Oscar could not be said to have married purely for money. If he had wanted great wealth, he could have found it. He was already famous and had proved himself capable of earning large sums of money from lecturing – and rather smaller ones from writing. He was the companion and confidant of famous and beautiful women. Many women found him irresistibly fascinating. There were richer pickings to be found in England or, for that matter, America.


Nevertheless, money was a natural, normal and important consideration in any marriage. When Oscar and Constance became engaged, the marriage contract had hardly changed since the time of Jane Austen. Women of the middle classes and above were expected to come to the marriage state with some sort of dowry, and if there was an income, then so much the better. In Oscar’s play An Ideal Husband, Lord Caversham tells his son that marriage ‘is not a matter for affection’, as ‘there is property at stake’. And when, in The Importance of Being Earnest, Lady Bracknell discovers that Cecily is wealthy, she suddenly perceives her desirability as a wife for Algernon: ‘A hundred and thirty thousand pounds! And in the Funds! Miss Cardew seems to me a most attractive young lady, now that I look at her.’ There was love and there was money. And when there was both, happiness, it was generally agreed, was assured. Speranza was matter of fact about Constance’s money: ‘a very nice, pretty, sensible girl – well connected and well brought up – and a good fortune, about £1,000 a year’.


When Grandpapa Lloyd enquired into Oscar’s finances, Oscar was admirably frank. He admitted to his debts and claimed that he had managed to pay off about £300 of them from his lecture fees. Cautious Grandpapa Lloyd was alarmed. ‘What causes him some uneasiness,’ Aunt Emily wrote to Oscar, ‘is yr debts, for tho’ the amount is not excessive it would be a considerable burden upon your income for some time to come.’ Grandpapa Lloyd wanted to delay the marriage until Oscar had managed to clear another £300 worth of debt. Oscar’s reaction verged on the flippant. ‘He had an interview in chambers with Mr Hargrove, the family lawyer,’ Otho recalled:




Pressed as to his ability to pay, Oscar replied that he could hold out no promise ‘but I would write you a sonnet, if you think that would be of any help’.





Things had reached an impasse, and Oscar decided to broach the subject of money with Constance. To Oscar’s surprise, she refused even to discuss the matter. Aunt Emily sought to explain Constance’s behaviour. ‘I think it likely that she put you off when you wanted to speak of it because she did not wish to appear to attach too much importance to the question of money,’ she wrote, ‘and she certainly would not wish to give you up because yr income was small.’ Without a trace of irony, Oscar – whose habits of extravagance were already well-developed – set about impressing upon Constance the importance of careful housekeeping and restraint when they were married. Aunt Emily quite agreed. Constance, she said, ‘should be made to understand what the income that you will have will enable her to do, and that she will require to practise some economy and self-denial’.


Oscar offered Constance love, companionship and a family of her own in the creation of the Aesthetic House Beautiful. He offered her status as the wife of a poet, a playwright and a man of letters. Oscar also offered her security and safety, commodities which had been in short supply in her life and which looked as if they might be in short supply again. Despite the tranquillity and opulence of Lancaster Gate, where life proceeded in a predictable and well-regulated fashion, Constance craved more. She wanted a home of her own. She felt, she said to Oscar, as if she were a visitor in Lancaster Gate, and not a member of the family. And she knew that her world was about to change in ways over which she had no control. Grandpapa Lloyd was nearly eighty and could not live for ever. His health had taken a turn for the worse just before Constance left for Dublin. Her dearest Otho had recently become engaged, which had come as a surprise to everyone. If – or rather when – Grandpapa Lloyd died, Constance would be alone, forced to live with Aunt Emily, Aunt Mary Napier or with Otho and Nellie. She might even have to contemplate returning to her mother, who had now remarried. It was not a prospect to relish. And she was twenty-six. Not old, but old enough perhaps to worry about being left on the shelf. Faced with a stark choice between dependence and independence, Constance chose to be married to Oscar.


Constance had captured her lion. Now she must tame him.






















The marriage cure





LADY BRACKNELL: To speak frankly, I am not in favour of long engagements. They give people the opportunity of finding out each other’s character before marriage, which I think is never advisable.





There can be no doubt that when Oscar proposed to Constance he was deeply in love. ‘He certainly had been very much in love with her,’ Bosie was to write years later. Indeed, Oscar had ‘often’ told Bosie how ‘the marriage was purely a love match’. And there were ample reasons why Oscar had fallen in love with Constance. She was beautiful, she was graceful, she was intelligent. She was well-educated, and she spoke French and Italian fluently, and much of her extensive reading had been undertaken in those languages. She was interested in art and social issues and held quite decided, indeed quite radical, views for a young woman of her time. Adversity and her friendships and travels with remarkable older women – like her ‘Mia Madre’, Lady Mount-Temple, and Margaret, Ranee of Sarawak – had made Constance wise beyond her years and extended her world view to compass more than the trivialities of fashion and the gossip of girls. The Ranee’s brother, Harry de Windt, said that many people would have been surprised if they had realised what ‘force and depth of character, what acute power of reasoning and analysis’ lay behind Constance’s ‘placid and beautiful exterior’. She thought deeply and with due consideration, and she could express herself and her opinions with a softness and a tact which were very appealing. She was kind and compassionate and had that rare quality of genuinely being more interested in others than she was in herself – a decided advantage where Oscar was concerned.


Oscar introduced his future wife in glowing terms: ‘I’m going to be married to a beautiful young girl called Constance Lloyd,’ he wrote to Lillie Langtry, ‘a grave, slight, violet-eyed little Artemis, with great coils of heavy brown hair which make her flower-like head droop like a flower, and wonderful ivory hands which draw music from the piano so sweet that the birds stop singing to listen to her.’


Constance exuded a freshness, a purity that appealed to Oscar. His description of her as an ‘Artemis’, the goddess of chastity, is interesting. Constance was undoubtedly a woman, but not over-womanly. She was certainly beautiful but not in an overtly sexual or sensual way. In a letter to a friend, Oscar described her as ‘mystical’, a slightly strange epithet to describe his bride-to-be. Oscar’s description of her head – ‘drooping like a flower’ – and her hands of ‘ivory’ suggest a cool, calm Madonna-like beauty. The heroine of Wilde’s poem ‘Madonna Mia’ remarkably anticipates Constance:






A lily-girl, not made for this world’s pain,
 With brown, soft hair close braided by her ears,
 And longing eyes half veiled by slumberous tears 
Like bluest water seen through mists of rain;
 Pale cheeks whereon no love hath left its stain,
 Red underlip drawn in for fear of love.




The physical similarities between the Madonna Mia of the poem and Constance are extraordinary: Constance’s ‘flower-like head’ and ‘her great coils of heavy brown hair’ mirror Madonna Mia’s ‘brown, soft hair close braided by her ears’; as indeed Constance’s famous violet eyes mirror Madonna Mia’s eyes of ‘bluest water’. Emotionally too there are extraordinary coincidences. Like Oscar’s poetic Madonna, Constance had experienced, in her short but unhappy life with her mother, more than her fair share of ‘this world’s pain’. She was certainly ‘longing’ to fall in love and yet, like Madonna Mia, frightened of what love may bring. But Madonna Mia is not a portrait of Constance. Oscar had almost certainly written this version of the poem before his first meeting with Constance. (In fact, the poem is a reworking of a famous and profoundly homoerotic version written four years earlier called ‘Wasted Days’ which concerns ‘a fair slim boy’ with ‘hair of gold’.) Was Oscar struck by the similarities between Constance and his Madonna Mia? And did he fall in love with Constance because she was Constance? Or did he fall in love with her narcissistically as the incarnation of the Madonna Mia of his imagination?


André Raffalovich’s vicious novel, A Willing Exile, published in 1890, is a roman-à-clef on the engagement and marriage of Constance and Oscar. Cyprian Broome is a poet and bon viveur who meets Daisy Laylham, a simple unspoilt girl who, like Constance, lives with her grandfather. Despite the downright nastiness of Raffalovich’s depiction of Wilde – a nastiness born of a friendship gone sour – Raffalovich paints an intriguing portrait of Cyprian/Oscar’s attitude to Daisy/Constance at the time of their engagement:




 Impervious as Cyprian was to many things, and conventional as was his acceptance of this world’s superficial morality, he could not help being touched by Daisy’s sweetness, her kindness to servants, to bores, to all who were weaker or duller than herself.





To his great surprise, Cyprian finds himself drawn irresistibly to Daisy:




It was not love . . . He had not met a girl before with whom he would have contemplated marriage; a widow or two, and some married women, older, and of better social position than himself, perhaps, but a girl, never. He had been accustomed to look upon women as the weavers of pretty clothes and of jewels, and as helpers to social success, and as symbols of his progress.





Finally, Cyprian proposes to Daisy as she plays the piano, in the same manner as Oscar proposed to Constance. Raffalovich’s source for his jaundiced view of the Wildes’ marriage may have been Oscar himself. In 1885, Oscar had reviewed Tuberose and Meadowsweet, a volume of poetry by Raffalovich, not failing to pick up the homoerotic resonances. A correspondence was initiated in the pages of the Pall Mall Gazette and a friendship ensued. Raffalovich and Oscar were friends from 1886 onwards, until they fell out in the early 1890s, and Oscar almost certainly confided in him.


Raffalovich’s view of Oscar’s feelings for Constance – as not love, but something approaching, something akin to love; as something more than like and rather less than love – has a certain ring of truth. The love of Oscar for Constance, and of Constance for Oscar, was a strangely arbitrary, ill-considered, precipitate sort of love. Both seemed very ready to fall in love. Oscar had told his mother on the first day he and Constance had met how he was thinking of ‘marrying that girl’; and Constance had said she ‘can’t help liking him’ that first day.


By the time Constance and Oscar became engaged, two and a half years after they were first introduced, they hardly knew each other. Oscar had spent an entire year in America, four months in Paris, and then a further month in America. And what time they did spend together was limited and invariably carefully chaperoned. Before Oscar proposed, they had rarely been alone together. No doubt Otho, on their excursions, had allowed the lovers to walk a little ahead together where their conversation would not be overheard; and Speranza, with a great number of knowing winks and pointed allusions, had let them converse comparatively unmolested in her crowded drawing room. But, as for spending any significant amount of time alone together or achieving any real intimacy, that had been more or less impossible. In this respect they were not unusual. Many young couples became engaged and then married with barely an idea of the real nature of their spouse and, once married, were obliged to make the best of it. Love was supposed to be enough.


Even after their engagement, there was virtually no opportunity to get to know each other a little better. When the painter Louise Jopling asked Oscar why he had fallen in love with Constance, he replied tellingly, ‘She scarcely ever speaks, and I am always wondering what her thoughts are like.’ Between the engagement and the marriage in May 1884, Oscar was constantly travelling the length and breadth of the British Isles on his mission to civilise the provinces and earn some money. He missed Constance desperately. ‘It is horrid being so much away from her,’ he told Lillie Langtry, ‘but we telegraph to each other twice a day, and I rush back suddenly from the uttermost parts of the earth to see her for an hour, and do all the foolish things wise lovers do.’ Constance was equally bereft while Oscar was touring. ‘I am with Oscar when he is in town, and I am too miserable to do anything while he is away.’


There was at least one opportunity, though, for Oscar to go through the prenuptial ritual of disclosing something of his past to Constance. A letter from Constance to Oscar makes it clear that he had imparted to her some details of his former loves and lovers. The letter revealed the intensity of her love for Oscar and the plenitude of her forgiveness: ‘My darling love,’ she wrote:




You take all my strength away. I have no power to do anything but just love you when you are with me . . . I don’t think I shall ever be jealous. Certainly I am not jealous now of anyone. I trust in you for the present: I am content to let the past be buried, it does not belong to me: for the future trust and faith will come.





It is unlikely that Constance got anything but a heavily edited version of Oscar’s sexual and emotional history. He almost certainly told her of his devotion to Florrie Balcombe and the story of the little gold cross; and of how he had asked Ellen Terry to give Florrie a crown of flowers to wear on the night she made her debut on the London stage so that, unbeknownst to her, she would be wearing a talisman of his unrequited love. Equally, he would have told Constance about his proposal to Charlotte Montefiore, carefully omitting to mention his waspish parting shot about her money and his brains. He would have mentioned his friendship with Violet Hunt and how he had once upon a time fancied himself to be in love with her. There may have been any number of disclosures of innocuous flirtations with the four sisters of Frank Miles at Bingham Rectory – ‘all very pretty indeed . . . my heart is torn in sunder with admiration for them all’ – and perhaps, for poetic colour, he might have tossed in a few mentions of stolen kisses on moonlit nights.


But Oscar would most certainly not have told Constance about his visits to women prostitutes in Oxford, London, America and Paris. Nor would he have told her about his sexual experiences with men. Nor indeed about his love affairs with other men like Frank Miles and his ‘Heart’s Brother’, Rennell Rodd. And he would most certainly not have boasted to Constance – as he did to others – that he had the kiss of Walt Whitman still upon his lips. What Oscar may have tried to imply, and what Constance may have succeeded in inferring from his carefully edited confession, was that he had some degree of sexual experience. Constance was twenty-six, intelligent and had some knowledge and experience of the world. She must have known that Oscar at twenty-nine – ‘a very good age to be married’, according to Lady Bracknell – was unlikely to be a virgin. But she could take comfort in the fact that Oscar was so ready to tell her all about his past, and that it seemed to have comparatively little in it for him to regret or for her to reproach. Or so she thought.


Constance’s letter of plenary forgiveness ended – literally – on an iron note: ‘When I have you for my husband, I will hold you fast with chains of love and devotion so that you shall never leave me, or love anyone else.’ Had Oscar not believed himself blindly in love, and been so blindly determined to get married to Constance, he might have mused on the comfortableness or otherwise of being held fast with chains of love and run away from his approaching marriage as fast as his legs would carry him.


W.H. Auden described Oscar’s marriage to Constance as ‘certainly the most immoral and perhaps the only really heartless act of Wilde’s life’. Auden argued that Oscar knew himself to be a lover of men but married Constance anyway, coldly calculating the value of her income as well as the value of the social respectability that marriage conferred.


But the truth, as Oscar would later remark, is rarely pure and never simple. Oscar was well aware that he was attracted to men. He had had occasional sexual encounters with men, but rarely, except in the case of Frank Miles, and perhaps Rennell Rodd, had these sexual attractions and sexual encounters coalesced into anything resembling a relationship. Most men who continued to find other men sexually attractive into their twenties and thirties experienced a tremendous struggle with their sexuality, and Oscar was no exception. There were times in his life when he experienced violent, contradictory and disturbing feelings about his sexual and emotional attraction to young men, swinging between feelings of ecstasy and degradation, sexual exultation and remorse. Oscar could invoke the homoerotic glories of Greek pederasty and discuss the joys of sex with ‘pretty boys’ with Walt Whitman. And then, quite suddenly, he would turn away with abject self-loathing at the grossness of his sexual behaviour. It was perhaps one of these episodes of self-loathing – possibly to do with Frank Miles, or possibly as a result of a casual sexual encounter with a man – which had caused him to seek spiritual guidance from Father Bowden at the Brompton Oratory in April 1878.


Oscar was not alone in struggling with the burden of his sexual attraction to young men. Many men experienced violent feelings of self-loathing and disgust at their sexual urges, and sought to gain mastery over their unacceptable desires. Some chose the path of celibacy, and some chose the solace of the Church – the Catholic Church especially – as Oscar very nearly did. Some attempted, and some even succeeded, in committing suicide, finding the burden of their shameful secret unendurable, like the anonymous ‘Case VI’ in Havelock Ellis’s Studies in the Psychology of Sex, for whom ‘prayers, struggles, all means used were of no avail . . . Death, even if it meant nothing but a passage into nothingness . . . would be a thousand times preferable’ to the living hell of sexual desire for other men.


Many men believed that their homoerotic desires could be neutralised by working up their heterosexual instincts. Fire could be fought by fire. Repeated sex with a woman, they convinced themselves, could instil a habit of normal intercourse. They might even develop a taste for sex with women, which must inevitably bring about the longed-for ‘cure’. After Oscar’s imprisonment, the Marquis of Queensberry wanted to ‘cure’ Bosie of his sexual tastes for boys and young men and offered to pay for him to travel to the South Seas where he would ‘find plenty of beautiful girls’ who were sexually available. Many men tried to ‘cure’ themselves by forcing themselves to have sex with women in the hope that heterosexuality might blossom. John Addington Symonds wrote in his posthumously published Memoirs that what he needed ‘was the excitation of the sexual sense for women, and the awakening to their sexual desirableness, combined with the manifold sympathies, half brutal and half tender, which physical congress evokes’. In twelve out of the thirty-five men whose sexual case histories Havelock Ellis published:




there had been connection with women, in some instances only once or twice, in others during several years, but it was always with an effort or from a sense of duty and anxiety to be normal; they never experienced any pleasure in the act, or sense of satisfaction after it.





Female prostitutes were plentiful and cheap, which made it easy for men to practise ‘physical congress’ with women. Ellis’s ‘Case XIII’ tried the prostitute ‘cure’ with little success:




I sought out a scarlet woman in the streets of—- and went home with her. From something she said to me I knew that I gave her pleasure, and she asked me to come to her again. This I did twice, but without any real pleasure. The whole thing was too sordid and soulless, and the man who decides to take an evil medicine regularly has first to make up his mind that he really needs it.





Oscar had swallowed this ‘evil medicine’ and visited female prostitutes on a number of occasions that are known about, and perhaps on several more that are not. But these ‘animal’ encounters were, for Oscar, rarely satisfactory and he famously remarked, after an unappetising visit to a prostitute, that she was ‘like cold mutton’.


For those like Oscar who found the prospect of celibacy unappealing and recourse to female prostitutes unappetising, marriage to the right woman seemed to be the only option. For some men, the ‘right woman’, in practice, meant a woman who resembled a boy as closely as possible. Consciously or unconsciously, they sought out boyish women they could use as a sexual surrogate for the boys or men they really wanted to have sex with. Ellis’s ‘Case XXV’ ‘used to dream of finding an exit from his painful situation by cohabitation with some coarse boyish girl’. And Oscar, in an unguarded moment, once exclaimed to Aimée Lowther, the fifteen-year-old daughter of a friend: ‘Aimée, Aimée! If only you were a boy, how I would adore you.’


The Austrian sexologist Richard Krafft-Ebing’s Psychopathia Sexualis  includes a case history of a man who had had sex with hundreds of male partners and yet who successfully married a woman, telling how ‘the boyish appearance of my wife was of effectual assistance’ in stimulating sexual desire. In Teleny, the explicitly homoerotic novel which Oscar secretly wrote towards the end of 1890 in conjunction with three other young men, the hero Des Grieux struggles to fight his strong sexual attraction to the pianist René Teleny. Des Grieux is convinced that he has found a ‘means of getting rid of this horrible infatuation’ in the person of his mother’s new chambermaid, a country wench of sixteen or so, who has:




the slender lithesomeness of a young boy, and might well have been taken for one, had it not been for the budding, round, and firm breasts, that swelled out her dress.





Des Grieux is prepared to go to any lengths to escape his sodomitical fate: ‘Could I but have felt some sensuality towards her, I think I would even have gone so far as to marry her, rather than become a sodomite.’ Eventually, in a fit of self-loathing and despair, Des Grieux rapes the chambermaid only to discover that his homoerotic infatuation with Teleny is unimpaired. Significantly, Constance was described as boyish by some observers. Oscar himself described her as ‘slight’, and Anna, Comtesse de Brémont, who knew Constance well, talked about her ‘youthful, almost boyish face with its clear colouring and full, dark eyes’.


Marriage was the main ‘cure’ offered by doctors to men who were sexually attracted to other men. André Gide consulted an eminent doctor after he had proposed to Madeleine Rondeaux in 1895. Gide was not sure that he would be able to perform sexually in his marriage because of his powerful attraction to young men. The specialist was reassuring: ‘You say you love a young lady and yet hesitate to marry her, on account of your other tastes . . . Get married! Marry without fear. And you’ll soon see that the rest only exists in your imagination.’ He was, the specialist told him, like a hungry man trying to make a meal out of gherkins.


Havelock Ellis warned that ‘physicians are often strongly tempted to advise marriage and to promise that the normal heterosexual impulse will appear.’ This was dangerous advice, he said: ‘There is but too much evidence demonstrating the rashness and folly of those who give such advice, and hold forth such promises, without duly guarded qualification and with no proper examination of the individual case.’ No doubt he had in mind the experience of his friend and collaborator John Addington Symonds, with whom Oscar had been in contact since Oxford. In his Memoirs, Symonds wrote of his struggle with his sexuality when he realised he was in love with a young man called Alfred Brooke:




I felt the necessity of growing into a natural man. That is, I think, how the problem presented itself to my innocence. I thought that by honest endeavour I could divert my passions from the burning channel in which they flowed for Alfred Brooke, and lead them gently to follow a normal course toward women.





The twenty-three-year-old Symonds blindly followed the advice of his father and of the eminent physician Sir Spencer Wells, who ‘recommended cohabitation with a hired mistress, or, what was better, matrimony’ as the only ‘cure’ for his attraction to young men. Shortly afterwards, Symonds deliberately sought out Catherine North, whom he had met on holiday in Switzerland, as a likely prospect for matrimony. They married, and Symonds fathered four daughters. But, looking back on his life, he described his marriage as the ‘great mistake – perhaps the great crime of my life’:
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