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INTRODUCTION

Let us begin this queer tour of the National Trust in a garden. When he died at his home in Barbados in 1978 the celebrated artist and theatre designer Oliver Messel asked for his ashes to be buried at his childhood home, Nymans in Sussex, together with those of his life partner, Vagn Riis-Hansen, who had died six years before.1 The estate had been bequeathed to the National Trust by Messel’s father, Leonard, in 1953, but the house was lived in by Oliver’s sister, Anne, Countess of Rosse. Having obeyed his wish, she commissioned a monument to her brother, to whom she had been very close. Placed in the Wall Garden, it consists of a stone classical urn, which she bought for the purpose, set on a plinth made from old cut stones found on the estate, into which the name ‘Oliver’ was carved. 

In 2011 the artist Matt Smith created an installation at Nymans as part of ‘Unravelling the National Trust’, a programme of curatorial interventions in three of its historic houses, two of which related to men who had lived outside heterosexual norms. Smith dressed a Roman sculpture of a nude young man – part of the house’s collection – with a camp reimagining of a Highlander costume that Messel had designed for the dancer Sergei Lifar and then adapted for his own use as fancy dress. Noting that the 2007 guidebook to Nymans said nothing about Riis-Hansen, despite providing details about Anne Rosse’s two marriages, Smith wrote that he hoped the installation could ‘speak to the silence about Oliver and Vagn’s relationship that currently existed at the property’.2 He was successful: the family tree provided for visitors to Nymans was altered to include Riis-Hansen as Messel’s partner. This emphasised the anomaly that only Messel’s name appeared on the monument in the Wall Garden, although both men’s ashes were buried there. In 2023 this was at last made good when the name ‘Vagn’ was added by the stone-carver Gary Churchman, who remarked that he found the task ‘poignant’ since he was himself in a same-sex relationship.3 To that might be added the fact that the monument was designed by a gay man, Christopher Hobbs (1941–2024), who created the sets for many of Derek Jarman’s films, including his queer masterpiece Sebastiane (1976).

Matt Smith’s innovatory project helped to prepare the ground for the National Trust’s ambitious year-long programme in 2017, ‘Prejudice & Pride’, which was designed to mark the 50th anniversary of the partial decriminalisation of male homosexual acts in England and Wales as a result of the Sexual Offences Act of 1967.4 It sought to engage the public in debates surrounding queer history, culture and equality by researching and presenting queer histories and associations in the places, stories and collections of the National Trust.5 ‘Prejudice & Pride’, which involved some 20 properties, provoked great public curiosity and, in a few quarters, criticism, as will be discussed. It was also the context for the initial conversations that led eventually to this book and so helped to shape the ideas about the relationship between queerness and the National Trust that underpin it.


queer histories

In the past 30 years or so, the word ‘queer’ has in this context taken on a specific if necessarily diffuse meaning. Although used since at least the end of the nineteenth century to refer to unorthodox sexuality and gender non-conformity, particularly in relationship to men attracted to men, its associations were largely negative. In the 1980s ‘queer’ was reclaimed by activists as a statement of identity – ‘we’re here because we’re queer’, in the words of a chant used on protest marches – and although there have been objections to its new use, particularly by men who experienced it as a term of abuse, there is a clear distinction between the positive description of someone as ‘queer’ and the insulting implications of calling them ‘a queer’. On its simplest level, ‘queer’ is an umbrella term for the identities grouped under the acronym LGBTQ+ – lesbian, gay, bisexual, transexual, queer and others – which is now often extended to LGBTQIA+, to include intersex and asexual. As a concept, however, ‘queer’ has a larger purpose, since it provides a way of examining the normative assumptions about sexual orientation and gender rooted in heterosexuality – assumptions usually described as ‘heteronormativity’. In particular, ‘queer’ emphasises that sexual and gender identities can be fluid and may change over time, so undermining such traditionally unquestioned binaries as male and female or heterosexual and homosexual. As employed by literary scholars in particular, the concept is now part of a dense theoretical discourse. For historians, and others working in the field of queer studies, it offers a partial solution to the difficulties of describing people in the past who did not conform to predominant standards of sexual or gender-appropriate behaviour. To describe them simply as, for instance, ‘gay’ or ‘bisexual’ makes most historians uneasy, since these terms did not exist or were used in a different way in the past, when the idea of a personal identity based on sexual orientation or gender non-conformity was non-existent or inchoate. On the other hand, there have always, for example, been women who have wanted to have sex only with women and there have always been men who are attracted to both women and men. An advantage of the term ‘queer’ is that it avoids labelling people in the past in rigid terms that they themselves would probably not have recognised. In addition, the fact that the word is being used in a clearly anachronistic way means that it contains within itself a reminder of the distance between past and present. 

In this context, however, no term is ideal, and the use of ‘queer’ has provoked the criticism that by subsuming a number of identities into a single word it risks concealing them. This has been a particular issue for lesbians, many of whom object to giving up a term to describe their sexual orientation that has been used with considerable consistency since the eighteenth century. ‘Queer’ is also often used narrowly as a synonym for ‘homosexual’, partly on the grounds that the latter is a term with medico-legal overtones. Although it can be argued that ‘homosexuality’ remains useful as a relatively neutral term for sexual orientation in a historical context, it is preferable therefore to refer to someone as ‘homosexual’ rather than ‘a homosexual’. The wish to establish general rules about the naming of LGBTQ+ identities has led to endless debate, but in the end a historian has to get on with the task of investigating the past and the best way to do that is to discuss each person in their own terms so far as is possible, with ‘queer’ as an embracing description for anyone whose relationships, orientation or behaviour did not in some way conform to society’s norms for sexuality and gender. 

One value of the term ‘queer’ is that its use in this context acknowledges its original meanings of (in the words of the Oxford English Dictionary) ‘strange, odd, peculiar, eccentric’. This is particularly helpful for opening up the meanings of places that appear to embody conventionality. Nymans is described on the National Trust’s website as ‘a garden lover’s home for all seasons, with an extensive yet intimate garden set around a romantic house and ruins’. It was created by Ludwig Messel, a stockbroker who bought this small country estate in 1890, attracted by its easy accessibility from his office in London, spectacular views over the South Downs and potential for his horticultural ambitions. He created a plantsman’s garden, famous both for the hybridisation of camellias and rhododendrons and other species that are identified by the term nymansensis (‘of Nymans’) and for its collections of exotic plants from such places as South America, Tasmania and Macaronesia. When Ludwig died in 1915, Nymans was inherited by his son Leonard, who, largely at the urging of his wife, Maud, replaced the house at the centre of the garden with an evocation of an English medieval manor, built from scratch in 1922–7. Only 20 years later the main part of the house, including its great hall, was gutted by fire and has never been rebuilt. The acknowledgement by the National Trust, initially at the prompting of Matt Smith, of the presence at Nymans of a queer couple and their monument, was taken further in 2022 with the creation of a garden within the ruined great hall. This pays tribute to Messel’s work as the leading stage designer of his generation by incorporating weathered steel Gothic screens inspired by the flats of a theatrical production.6 The garden uses memories of Messel’s life and work to allude to the element of fantasy and transformation at Nymans – the fantasy of the seemingly ancient ruins of an imagined medieval house and the way they symbolise the metamorphosis of the Messels from a family of German Jewish émigrés, who arrived in Britain in 1865, into an English landed dynasty.7 As interest grows in the queer histories and meanings of horticulture, interpretations of Nymans may come to focus on the implications of its traditions of hybridisation and collecting of exotics for understanding the garden as a complex interleaving of ideas about class and nationality as well as sexuality.8



the national trust 

This is largely a book about places. As such, it takes its cue from the full name of the National Trust as decided on in 1894, the year before its official foundation – the National Trust for Places of Historic Interest or Natural Beauty. Although the book is mostly concerned with buildings ‘of historic interest’, it also examines landscapes as well as gardens, where historic interest and natural beauty are most obviously united. It is not primarily about the buildings most closely associated with the National Trust, country houses, in the sense of a large house at the centre of a landed estate. Of the houses discussed in the book, only Kingston Lacy, Clumber, Knole and Plas Newydd qualify as such, and in the case of Clumber the house has been demolished. The variety of the others – from a sixteenth-century farmhouse at Smallhythe to a nineteenth-century woodman’s cottage at Clouds Hill – reflects the immense range of historic buildings owned by the National Trust. The places discussed are for the purposes of the book ‘queer’ not simply because they housed or were used by people who might be so defined but because they were shaped by them. Shaping is not just a physical matter – such as designing a building, laying out a garden, or decorating a room – since it can refer to a legacy of how a place is understood or remembered. At Knole, for example, the visitor is not shown anything that Vita Sackville-West did to change the house, but it was shaped for ever into a queer place by Orlando, the fantasy biography of Sackville-West written by her lover Virginia Woolf.

The relationship between queer people and places is proving to be a fruitful theme for historians.9 Most of the foundational texts on the subject concerned cities, particularly in North America and Europe. In part this is because of the conception of urban life as having, in its diversity and anonymity, a potential for acceptance, or at least toleration, of queer sexuality in a way that is assumed to be more difficult in rural settings.10 Major books on homosexuality in late-Victorian and early twentieth-century London, led by the historian Matt Cook, provide a rich source for understanding the queer context of the National Trust’s urban origins, the subject of Chapter 1.11 In Britain, London still tends to dominate discussions about the relationship between queer identities and the built environment, but there has recently been a concerted attempt to record the queer histories of towns and cities outside the capital. Among the significant recent studies in this field is Queer Beyond London by Matt Cook and Alison Oram, who make the important point that as well as changing over time concepts of ‘queer’ have shown significant variations at a single time according to place.12 A number of historians, uneasy with a rigid binary of urban/rural, have in addition challenged what has been described as the ‘metronormativity’ of so much writing on queer places, pointing to the comparative neglect of rural, to say nothing of suburban, subjects.13

There is one aspect of rural life in Britain where historians working on queer places have been particularly active – historic houses, and historic country houses in particular. This is partly a reflection of their popularity as visitor attractions and partly a result of their contested meanings. In one of the foundational studies of the subject, published in 2011, Alison Oram wrote that ‘historic houses can easily be seen as deeply conservative sites of public history. The stress on the genealogy of the elite families who have inhabited them is strongly heteronormative, and they have certainly been less permeable to the now well-established social histories of class, gender, colonialism and sexuality than other popular genres of history’.14 Yet, she added, although historic houses open to the public share common features with museums, ‘in their close association with people and their lived lives in the past, they are more plastic in the potential readings they offer visitors’. The accuracy of that observation is borne out by the way that one such house in particular, Shibden Hall, West Yorkshire, which is not owned by the National Trust, has become famous as the former home of the lesbian landowner and diarist Anne Lister (1791–1840). At many historic houses outside the National Trust, curators are showing a lively interest in their queer identities. For example, at Strawberry Hill, Twickenham, research has drawn links between its Gothic architecture and the queer sexuality of its creator, the author and collector Horace Walpole (1717–1797), and at Charleston, Sussex, the legacy of the Bloomsbury Group artists Duncan Grant (1885–1978) and Vanessa Bell (1879–1961) is celebrated in an annual ‘Queer Bloomsbury’ festival.15 

Another reason why historic houses are a rewarding subject for queer studies is the complexity of their physical identity, as they embody at their fullest a fusion of buildings with artistic and other collections, gardens and landscape – in the National Trust’s terms they are places that combine ‘historic interest’ with ‘natural beauty’ and so resolve the binary implicit in the organisation’s name, which has had consequences that this book will explore. Historians can now draw on a rich tradition of queer studies of art, collecting and interior decoration and, to a lesser extent (so far), of architecture and horticulture.16 Studies of nature, ecology and the environment are a particularly lively area in queer studies.17 Since Oram’s article in 2011 there has been a burgeoning of research on historic houses in relation to colonialism, slavery and race and the potential for examining the intersection of those issues with queer subjects is likely to prove considerable. There is also the possibility of a rewarding interchange between queer literary studies and historians of queer places; to mention only the examples discussed in this book, there is the presence of Virginia Woolf at Knole, Henry James and E.F. Benson at Lamb House and E.M. Forster in Piney Copse and other landscapes. 

Many museums in Britain have commissioned queer insights into their collections, occasionally in print but more often online, and sometimes with special visitor tours in addition, motivated by a desire both to research their holdings as fully as possible and to be inclusive in the way they communicate to their audiences. There are curatorial networks for queer studies, most significantly in this context the Queer Heritage and Collections Network, founded in 2020 with a steering committee that includes representatives from the National Trust, which since 2017 has had an LGBTQ+ network for its employees. ‘Prejudice & Pride’ has been mirrored in the activities of other organisations that own historic houses open to the public, notably Historic England, with its ‘Pride of Place: England’s LGBTQ Heritage’ programme, and Historic Royal Palaces, with ‘Palace Pride’.18 Similar initiatives have been undertaken at historic-house museums in other parts of the world, notably in the United States.19 There are however two unique aspects of the National Trust that deserve to be borne in mind when considering the queer histories it contains. The first is that it dwarfs all other organisations that preserve and give public access to land, buildings and collections. In 2024 it owned 642,437 acres, on which can be found 330 houses, of which 192 were classed as historic, 56 villages, 49 churches and 41 castles and chapels – numbers that are all the more impressive when it is remembered that the National Trust’s remit extends only to Wales, Northern Ireland and England – Scotland has its own National Trust, founded in 1931.20 Financial support for these endeavours rests to a substantial degree on the subscriptions of its members, of which it had 5.4 million in 2024.21 The second important unique element in the National Trust’s identity is its statutory power to declare its possessions inalienable, first conferred by an Act of Parliament in 1907. This means that without the consent of Parliament its holdings cannot be compulsorily purchased, nor can it divest itself of them.22 

These issues may seem remote from queer histories, but they add vital intangible qualities to the significance of the material remains that embody those histories. The monument at Nymans to two gay men who left no human progeny (and were moreover specialists in one of the most ephemeral of the arts, theatre) would in other circumstances be confined to a private garden out of the public gaze, but here, thanks to the scale and resources of the National Trust, it is seen and pondered by enormous numbers – 395,130 people visited Nymans in 2023–4 alone – who can be assured that this fragile structure and the names carved into it will be preserved and maintained for as close to eternity as human beings can reasonably contemplate. In most of the world, the material histories of our queer predecessors are hidden or transient, but not here. 



a queer inheritance

A search for this book’s origins takes me back to 1989, when I joined the magazine Country Life as an architectural writer, charged with writing some of its weekly articles on country houses. The very first house I wrote up was Packwood, near Stratford-upon-Avon. It was then regarded with a certain disdain by some elements in the National Trust, who impressed on me that ‘Baron’ in the name of Graham Baron Ash, who had so heavily restored the seventeenth-century house in the 1920s and 1930s, was not a title. I did not then make anything of his lifelong bachelorhood, but by 1994, when I published an article on Lord Fairhaven’s Anglesey Abbey, near Cambridge, I was becoming aware of a pattern in the National Trust’s acquisitions of country houses for which evidence could be found in the diaries kept between 1943 and 1949 by James Lees-Milne when he was secretary to the National Trust’s Historic Buildings Committee. 

I had, however, long left Country Life behind when in 2017 ‘Prejudice & Pride’ brought the subject back to my mind. The idea of the book was planted by a discussion that followed on from a chance remark I made to the architectural historian David Adshead, then the National Trust’s Head Curator, that in its early days its acquisitions of country houses owed more to bachelor aesthetes than it did to aristocrats trying to escape tax bills. I undertook the book independently – I have been a member of the National Trust since 1979, but have never worked for it, and do not in any way speak on its behalf. It is possible, even perhaps likely, that some people within the organisation will disagree with many of my observations and conclusions. Although I have not sought privileged access to any of the National Trust’s properties, I have benefited greatly from conversations with its curators and other employees, past as well as present, many of whose names are recorded in my acknowledgements and who without exception greeted the project with kindly interest, if occasionally surprise. Almost the only guidance I had from the National Trust itself was the hope expressed by Tarnya Cooper, who has been its Curatorial and Collections Director since 2017, that I would write a book that could be read with enjoyment by visitors to its properties and I have tried to bear this in mind throughout.

It was perhaps more inevitable in 2017 than it would be now that such a book would be written by a cisgender gay white man. A reflection of that limitation was my original idea of confining myself to the bachelor aesthetes, but the burst of new research in the area prompted by ‘Prejudice & Pride’ and the other events of 2017 made it clear that there was a much bigger subject to be tackled. This was expertly mapped by Alison Oram and Matt Cook in the book commissioned by the National Trust to accompany ‘Prejudice & Pride’.23 Although succinct – just 56 pages – it ranges more widely than I have done in two ways. First, it includes objects with queer associations in places that are not themselves specifically queer, such as a pietra dura table top at Charlecote Park, Warwickshire, that formerly belonged to the collector William Beckford (1760–1844), who spent part of his life in exile after an accusation of homosexual behaviour. Second, it extends a focus on owners and their families to include people who might otherwise escape attention, most importantly working-class figures such as servants and gardeners. Such people do feature in my accounts of places, as with the valet Benjamin Candler at Clumber and the soldier John Bruce at Clouds Hill, but, as is so often the case when writing the stories of queer working-class people, the limitations of the sources mean that they feature solely for having been respectively a victim of the law and the subject of sexual exploitation. 

It is not, however, the case that writing about National Trust houses and other places necessarily involves the social elite, as such important figures for the book as Edith Craig, Philip Webb or T.E. Lawrence demonstrate. Although they were to some degree members of the elites within their professions, they did not come from upper-class backgrounds and in the case of Craig and Lawrence their social status was compromised by their illegitimacy. In any case, social privilege was not in all circumstances an advantage. Some queer people I discuss who were undoubtedly elite members of society, such as William Bankes, Lord Arthur Pelham-Clinton and the 5th Marquess of Anglesey, endured public humiliations that would not have been so overwhelming had they been obscure. 

The book has two interwoven themes, the history of the National Trust itself and the histories of individual places it owns. That drew me to begin in the 1890s, with the prehistory and creation of the National Trust, and conclude with the consequences of the upheavals in the 1960s that led to its modernisation, when a small organisation run largely by a small coterie in which gay men were prominent gave way to the professional, diverse organisation of today – upheavals in which homophobia played an intriguing role. The choice of places to discuss was more difficult. Kingston Lacy could hardly be omitted and Clumber seemed to me key also, although it has never to my knowledge been discussed as a queer place, probably because the house itself has vanished. As a chronological prelude to the other places discussed, where the stories are largely twentieth-century, these two houses provided an opportunity to discuss such issues as the legal penalties for male homosexuality and the infringement of beliefs about gender difference in the century before the National Trust came into being.

The final choice of places to discuss was governed partly by a desire to achieve as reasonable a balance of gender and topics as possible. It seemed important to me to have at least one chapter on a landscape and one on a garden. For the latter, Sissinghurst, one of the most famous queer places in Britain, if not the world, may seem too obvious, but although a great deal has been written about it as a queer place, writers have focused on Vita Sackville-West’s tower and writing room rather than the garden itself. A proper understanding of Sissinghurst in this context required a chapter on Knole. Both houses are examined in Nino Strachey’s Rooms of their Own, published by the National Trust in 2018, on the interiors created by Vita and Eddy Sackville-West and Virginia Woolf. I owe a debt to the pioneering scholarship of Strachey’s superbly illustrated book, which also released me from any need to give more space to the Bloomsbury Group.24 Striking a geographical balance was more difficult, as the book’s bias towards the south of England makes clear. This is partly a reflection of the spread of the National Trust’s properties, which in number (although not acreage) are weighted towards the south. This relative geographical closeness did however emphasise how much queer people of the sort who in the twentieth century occupied or visited the properties that are discussed in the book formed part of networks, as characters from one chapter reappeared in others – Vita Sackville-West most obviously, but also a number of figures not otherwise associated with the National Trust, such as the composer Ethel Smyth and the writer Radclyffe Hall.



spaces reoccupied

When telling people about this book I was often met by the response ‘I look forward to hearing what you have to say about – ’, almost invariably naming a place or person I had either decided to omit or had never even considered. One group that I do not discuss in any detail is the unmarried people who were the last private owners of houses acquired by the National Trust. Although these include some very well-known places, such as Lacock, Wiltshire, given by Matilda Talbot in 1944, Erddig, Flintshire, given by Philip Yorke in 1973 and Calke Abbey, Derbyshire, acquired in lieu of death duties on the death of Charles Harpur-Crewe in 1985, it seemed dubious to me that such houses qualified as queer places in the terms of this book. In addition, as anyone who has tried to write queer history will know, the sources for such past lives who had no other claim to fame are often elusive or non-existent. Even in the case of such a celebrated queer man as the ‘Dancing Marquess’ of Anglesey there are no private papers on which a biographer can draw, in that case probably because they were destroyed by his family.

As part of ‘Prejudice & Pride’, a serious effort was made to tell the story of one such donor: the bachelor historian and biographer R.W. Ketton-Cremer, who bequeathed Felbrigg Hall, Norfolk, to the National Trust in 1969. The identification of him as gay provoked objections from his godchildren to what they described as the ‘outing’ of a man who during his life had been very discreet about his sexuality: ‘he gave them his family home and they should respect his right to privacy’.25 This excited a great deal of negative press coverage for the National Trust, which, while regrettable in itself, had the advantage of airing some important issues about the treatment by historians of queer people in the past. ‘Outing’ as a concept goes back to activism during the Aids crisis of the 1980s. It refers to the political act of revealing someone to be queer without their consent in order to discredit their opposition to queer rights; in its ­original context it referred most often to the outing as gay of politicians or other people of influence who persecuted people with Aids. It makes little sense to use the term for someone who is no longer alive. Although it is true that Ketton-Cremer would probably have objected to any public reference to his sexuality during his lifetime, not least because he died only two years after the 1967 Sexual Offences Act, there is no way of telling what he would have thought of the matter nearly half a century after his death. To say that the National Trust was wrong to discuss the matter implies that homosexuality is shameful, in which case such objections are – unwittingly perhaps – homophobic. Shocked objections to any well-founded suggestion by the National Trust that the donor of one of its houses had Jewish or Black ancestry would be given short shrift, and the same should be true of identifying such a person as queer. 

Nonetheless, the difficulties of talking about the queer identities of people in the past are real. Although historians have emphasised that there are radical differences between modern understandings of queer identity and those of previous generations, queer people continue to seek communities across time, searching for what has been called the ‘touch’ of someone like-minded from the past.26 This quest has a particular immediate and physical meaning for visitors to queer historic places, who might encounter there existing as well as past communities. Oram has written how on a visit to Sissinghurst some visitors were ‘engaged in spotting each other, asking: are those two women over there lesbians like us, or are they just friends who happen to sport sensible shoes and short haircuts? This game of spotting the other queers – which of course continues at such sites – is part of a circuit of identification with the past, and with each other in the present, a process of reoccupying space and making it queer.’27

Sensing the presence of the queer people who created or inhabited these places in the past, and in some way continue to do so, has often encouraged images of ghosts or spectres as a way of trying to tease out the complex way that the past is enfolded in the present in the tangible setting of a historic house, garden or landscape.28 When examining the relationship between queer people in the past and the present, we look backwards, but sometimes in doing so we meet the glance of someone looking forward. When the idea of A Queer Inheritance first began to take shape in my mind, I thought often of a passage in a book that I love, the journals of the queer writer and artist Denton Welch (1915–1948), who lived in Kent during the Second World War. In the late afternoon on 19 September 1944, he and his partner, Eric Oliver, a working-class land boy, ventured into the park at Knole, then still the property of Lord Sackville. Although Welch had met his son, Eddy Sackville-West, they had not been invited. ‘We climbed up towards the wonderful house and it began to rain, so we hid ourselves in a cavity under a fallen tree and lay there snugly with our feet out in the wet. The large beeches dripping round us, our cigarette smoke rising like tiny autumn bonfires.’29 The men sound like outlaws, one important way in which an imagined queer community haunts the British landscape, but the telling point about this description is the way that it ends, as Welch conjures up those who will come after him and his lover, under the trees in the rain in the park at Knole: ‘An eternal moment always dissolving which will yet ­re-occur a thousand, thousand other times to a thousand, thousand other people when we are dead, who will look out in the same way through the windows in their heads and see the falling rain, the bracken, the pattern of the oak bark, and wonder, and go on wondering for years’.





1 City of night

On an autumn day in 2016 the American musician, artist and writer Patti Smith read aloud Oscar Wilde’s De Profundis in Reading Gaol, where that extraordinary letter was written. Seated in the chapel at a wooden table placed on a concrete platform the exact dimensions of the cell in which Wilde was confined from 1895 to 1897, with its door re-erected behind her, she began by singing quietly, as though to herself, a few lines of David Bowie’s ‘Wild is the Wind’ – Love me, love me, love me, love me / Say you do / Let me fly away / With you’.1 

This haunting performance was part of ‘Inside: Artists and Writers in Reading Prison’, a collaboration between the National Trust, which organised public tours of the building following its closure in 2013, and the charity Artangel, which commissions site-specific works of art, often for unusual settings. For this two-month project, a number of artists, including Doris Salcedo and Wolfgang Tillmans, made works in response to the prison’s architecture and Wilde’s incarceration. Smith was one of seven people who read De Profundis here. Among them was the writer Neil Bartlett, who delivered not the short version of the text, as published in 1905, but – over six and a quarter hours – the entire letter from which it was derived, an outpouring of bitter grief and accusation addressed to Lord Alfred Douglas, Wilde’s lover and the ultimate cause of his imprisonment with hard labour for the crime of having sex with men. 

‘Inside’ was one of a number of initiatives undertaken by the National Trust at around the same time that were designed to attract new audiences by challenging both perceptions about what constitutes heritage and the misconception that the organisation is exclusively concerned with the countryside. With its focus on a famous queer man, the Reading Gaol project was a forerunner to the events staged by the National Trust in 2017 to mark the 50th anniversary of the partial decriminalisation of male homosexual acts in England and Wales. These included walks around Soho in central London focusing on buildings of LGBQT+ interest, which concluded with a visit to a recreation of the Caravan Club, a 1930s queer meeting place, in the building that now partly occupies its site.2 These ventures took the National Trust to places that it had no intention of acquiring. In 2024 Reading Gaol was sold to the Zirzan Education Foundation. If its plans for the building go ahead, the prison will become a hotel and cultural centre that will provide ‘a refuge for artists worldwide who face persecution’, but the National Trust will not play any part in it.3 Yet although Wilde (1854–1900) had no direct links with the organisation, the fact that its foundation coincided almost precisely with his downfall makes Reading Gaol an appropriate if unexpected place to begin to trace the queer threads entwined in the many-stranded story of the National Trust.


city of light

The National Trust was not quite four months old when on 29 March 1895 it acquired its first property, Dinas Oleu, four and a half acres of gorse-covered cliffs that tower over the seaside town of Barmouth in Gwynedd, north-west Wales. It was given by a local philanthropist, Fannie Talbot, who wrote that ‘I have long wanted to secure for the public for ever the enjoyment of Dinas Oleu, but I wish to put it into the custody of some society that will never vulgarise it, or prevent wild nature from having its own way’.4 Her gift was the kernel of a great enterprise: the steep walk up from the town is rewarded by breathtaking views over Cardigan Bay as far as the mountains of south Snowdonia, 58,000 acres of which are now owned by the National Trust, together with 196 miles of Welsh coastline. It is appropriate that ‘Dinas Oleu’ means city – or citadel – of light since the mission that united the founders of the National Trust was a desire to bring light to a country that in the 1890s was the most urbanised and industrialised nation in the world. Light was understood literally as one of the benefits of access to nature, but it had an equally important metaphorical meaning. All the National Trust’s founders would have been familiar with the influential polemic Culture and Anarchy by the poet and critic Matthew Arnold, published in 1869. In place of what he saw as Britain’s philistinism and utilitarianism, Arnold offered a new ideal: a Hellenic culture of ‘sweetness and light’, sweetness being the pursuit of beauty, and light the desire ‘to see and learn the truth and make it prevail’. 

Since it owns very few properties in London, the National Trust is not now closely associated with the city, although it was only in 2005, on its 110th anniversary, that it ceased to have its headquarters there, when they were moved to Swindon. Yet in its origins the National Trust was not simply founded in London: it was an urban creation designed to meet urban needs that were especially pressing in the capital. From the 1870s a number of factors had converged to give London a new importance in national life. Britain’s economy took on a more metropolitan character as the City established itself as the capital market of the world and agricultural depression tightened its grip, undermining the value of land as a source of income. In the second half of the nineteenth century, the city’s new wealth encouraged a cultural renaissance, in the provision of schools, libraries, art galleries, theatres, concert halls, parks, gardens and sporting facilities. The new styles of architecture and design adopted for many of these improvements, whether ‘Queen Anne’ or Arts and Crafts, reflected a shift in the leadership of taste, from the landed aristocracy to the progressive urban middle classes.5 The needs of the working classes were regarded by many of these new patrons as a challenge for which the solution was direct intervention, including charitable endeavour, the increased provision of housing and amenities by local authorities and, increasingly, legislation. 

This politically progressive context for the National Trust’s foundation was part of wider developments in British society in the 1890s that seemed to promise a broader understanding of human relations. Of particular importance was the campaign for greater social freedom and political rights for women: 1895, when the National Trust was founded, is the year when the word ‘feminism’ was first recorded in its modern sense by the Oxford English Dictionary. It was also the decade when the concept of sexual orientation took clearer shape. ‘Homosexuality’, a term invented in Germany at the end of the 1860s, first appeared in English with reference to men in 1891 and to women the following year (although ‘lesbian’ had existed in English as a term for women who were attracted to women since at least the early eighteenth century).6 The first scientific study of homosexuality, Psychopathia Sexualis by the German psychiatrist Richard von Krafft-Ebing, was translated into English in 1892. He argued that homosexuality was a disease that was exacerbated by the conditions of modern urban life, and so a matter for medical rather than legal intervention.7 

Such new conceptions of sexuality did not necessarily lead to tolerance. Pride in London’s status as not only a national but also imperial capital was shadowed by widespread fears about the dark side of urban life. In the last quarter of the nineteenth century there was a shift away from the belief that poverty was simply the natural state of the working population to a concern that it was a form of organic social disease. By the 1890s anxiety about Britain’s declining industrial and military strength converged with fears that there was an underclass of what were often described as ‘degenerates’ – both physical and moral. Concern with social and sexual problems among the working classes, including illegitimacy, homosexuality and indifference to marriage, fused with alarm about a decadent erosion of boundaries between the genders. Novel ideas about sexual orientation seemed to be encouraging some men to flaunt their effeminacy, just as feminism was thought to lead to masculine behaviour in women. New eugenicist ideas sharpened such anxieties. Fears of intertwined moral, physical and cultural decline were articulated by such widely read books as Max Nordau’s Degeneration, an attack on almost every aspect of fin-de-siècle urban existence that was first published in English in February 1895. Such attitudes encouraged a new moralism that drew on legal, medical and scientific attempts to regulate sexual behaviour. Although such controversial issues seem far removed from the National Trust’s aim of holding land and buildings for the benefit of the nation, there was a link in its declared aim of acquiring places of ‘natural beauty’ since ‘natural’, then as now, was a highly loaded term – preaching the benefits of nature, as its founders did, carried the implication of hostility to the unnatural, and the use of ‘unnatural’ to mean sexually deviant behaviour was already centuries old when the National Trust came into being.8 



city of night


One evening about seven o’clock I determined to go out in search of some adventure. I felt that this gray, monstrous London of ours, with its myriads of people, its splendid sinners, and its sordid sins, as you once said, must have something in store for me. I fancied a thousand things. The mere danger gave me a sense of delight. I remembered what you had said to me on that wonderful night when we first dined together, about the search for beauty being the poisonous secret of life. I don’t know what I expected, but I went out, and wandered eastward, soon losing my way in a labyrinth of grimy streets and black, grassless squares.9 



The speaker is Dorian Gray, describing to the decadent aristocrat Lord Henry Wotton one of his night-time expeditions into the city in search of sinful adventure. When in April 1895 Wilde prosecuted the Marquess of Queensberry for the libel that he was posing as a sodomite, the barrister for the defence, Edward Carson, successfully created the impression that The Picture of Dorian Gray dealt with sins with which its author was familiar. The fact that the novel was set in London, and that most of the activities for which Wilde was to be indicted had occurred in the city’s clubs, hotels and bachelor flats, reinforced a belief that homosexuality was an urban issue. It did not appear surprising to many that ‘unnatural’ crime should occur in a setting divorced from nature. Such an assumption underlies Carson’s questioning of Wilde
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