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[image: ]

My name is Robert Sherard and I was a friend of Oscar Wilde. I met him first in Paris in the spring of 1883. He was twenty-eight years old and already famous – as a poet, wit and raconteur, as the pre-eminent ‘personality’ of his day. I was twenty-two, an aspiring poet, a would-be journalist, and quite unknown. Oscar and I met for the last time, again in Paris, in 1900, not long before his untimely death at the age of forty-six. During the intervening seventeen years I kept a journal of our friendship.

Oscar Wilde and I were not lovers, but I knew him well. Few, I believe, knew him better. In 1884, I was the first friend he entertained after his marriage to Constance Lloyd – the loveliest of women and the most cruelly used. In 1895, following his incarceration, I was the first to visit him in prison. It was in a letter from gaol that my friend did me the signal honour of describing me as ‘the bravest and most chivalrous of all brilliant beings’. In 1897, on his release, I travelled to meet him in France. In 1902, I tried to do justice to his memory as his first biographer.

The book that you are holding is one of six volumes I have compiled covering hitherto unknown aspects of the extraordinary life of Oscar Wilde. This volume, in particular, describes episodes from his darkest years, and for that reason, at the outset, it is worth reminding the reader that, before his downfall and imprisonment, Oscar Wilde was a happy person. Indeed, happiness was the essence of the man. Oscar Wilde was fun – fun to be with, fun to know. He loved life: he relished it. ‘The only horrible thing in the world is ennui,’ he said. ‘That is the one sin for which there is no forgiveness.’ He loved colour and beauty. ‘To me beauty is the wonder of wonders,’ he declared. He loved laughter and applause. When a friend suggested to him that the reason he wrote plays was a desire for immediate applause, he agreed. ‘Yes, the immediate applause . . . What a charming phrase! The immediate applause . . .’ He loved the English language. He loved to use it. He loved to play with it. He savoured words like ‘vermilion’ and ‘narcissus’. He took much pleasure in letting a name like ‘Sebastian Atitis-Snake’ – or a title like ‘The Marquess of Dimmesdale’ – roll off his tongue; none in saying, baldly, ‘John Smith’ or ‘The Duke of York’. He had his own way with words. Whatever annoyed him, he described as ‘tedious’. Whatever pleased him, he called ‘amazing’.

When I wrote my original account of Oscar’s life I told the truth – but not the whole truth. A short while before his death, I revealed to my friend that I planned to tell his story after he was gone. He said: ‘Don’t tell them everything – not yet! When you write of me, don’t speak of murder. Leave that a while.’ I have left it until now. I have been preparing these volumes during the winter of 1938 and the spring and summer of 1939. I am old and the world is on the brink of war once more. My time will soon be up, but before I go I have this final task remaining – to tell everything I know of Oscar Wilde, poet, playwright, friend, detective . . . avenging angel.

The material that follows is based on Oscar’s own account of what occurred during the twenty-five months between 25 May 1895 and 25 June 1897. What you are about to read he told me in the late summer of 1897. Three chapters – the Introduction, the Interlude and the Conclusion – are written entirely by me. The rest is Oscar’s own narrative and, for the most part, I have been able to use his own words because I took them down (as best I could) at his dictation – directly onto my new Remington typewriter. It was to me that Oscar remarked, ‘The typewriting machine, when played with expression, is no more annoying than the piano when played by a sister or near relation.’

RHS

September 1939


1
25–7 May 1895
Newgate
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Everything about my tragedy has been hideous, mean, repellent, lacking in style.

If I begin at the beginning, the very moment that I stepped from the dock at the Old Bailey was both grotesque and absurd. As I was jostled down the stairwell from the vast and echoing courtroom to the warren of half-lit corridors and soulless cells that lies beneath, I stumbled on the worn stone steps and lost my footing. I lurched forward and reached out to catch hold of the warder who led the way. But my grasp failed me. Arms flailing, knees buckling, like a marionette whose strings have suddenly been cut, I tumbled downwards to land in a crumpled and humiliated heap at the stairs’ foot.

The warder coming down the steps behind me laughed. ‘One moment it’s Oscar Wilde, the next it’s Clown Joey.’ It was this man’s jostling that had propelled my fall.

I lay, motionless, my face pressed hard and flat against the cold, black ground. I closed my eyes. I held my breath. In that ghastly moment I did not so much want to die – given the circumstances, that would have been too grandiose an aspiration – I simply wanted to vanish into thin air: to dematerialise, to ‘cease’, to be no more.

‘Up,’ bellowed the voice of a second warder. This was the man who had been leading the way. ‘Up,’ he barked again. I heard him turn. With the toe of his boot, he prodded me sharply in the small of my back. ‘Get up. Now. Now.’

With difficulty, and without assistance, I pushed myself to my knees and then to my feet. As I began to brush the dust from my clothes, the first warder said, ‘We’ve not got time for that.’

The second added, smiling as he spoke, ‘You’d be surprised how many fall down these stairs. But there’s no point. Take my advice, Wilde. Accept your fate. Don’t fight it.’

That night, for certain, I could not fight it. I had not the strength. I emptied my mind and let the warders march me where they would. They took me through a labyrinth of tunnels and corridors, passageways and guard-rooms. They were taking me, I later realised, on the subterranean route from the lower depths of the Central Criminal Court in the Old Bailey to the dungeons of Newgate Prison near by. At every turn on the journey there were gates to be unlocked and locked again. I remember that the warders whistled as we went – sometimes singly, sometimes in unison. It is, of course, good for a man to be happy in his work.

I recollect, too, that for an hour, at the end of our meandering, I sat alone in a windowless cell, in pitch darkness, waiting for I knew not what. It was an hour that passed, I know, because when, eventually, I was brought, blinking, from the cell, I took out my pocket watch to see the time.

I was still holding the watch – a fine half-hunter, a souvenir of my American lecture tour, and happily not broken in my fall – when, a moment later, pushed abruptly through a final doorway, I found myself standing in another cell – this one lit by gaslight – where, facing me, seated behind a wooden table, I saw a large, bald man, dressed, astonishingly, in evening clothes.

‘I am the deputy governor of Newgate Prison,’ he said. His voice was lyrical, high-pitched and fluting. His accent was distinctive. He was evidently a Welshman. I did not discover his name, but his remarkable appearance I will not forget. His face was spherical and shiny, like a polished apple. His lips were full and ruddy; his nose was small and pug-like; his eyebrows were as black and thick and wild as bramble bushes. They danced up and down like Cossacks as he spoke. ‘You may keep the watch until Monday morning, Wilde. Return it to your pocket now and place your hands behind your back.’

‘Thank you, sir—’

‘Do not speak unless I invite you to do so.’

‘I—’

‘Do not oblige me to repeat myself. You are not here to make conversation. You are here because you have been found guilty of seven offences under the Criminal Law Amendment Act of 1885 and consequently are sentenced to two years’ imprisonment with hard labour.’

I bowed my head, not so much in shame as because the drama of the moment seemed to require it.

‘Look at me when I’m speaking to you,’ said the Welshman sharply. I looked up at once. The deputy governor’s eyebrows were lifted high. ‘Before we pack you off to gaol, Wilde,’ he went on, almost amiably, ‘there are formalities to be seen to. A warrant authorising your detention is required. I have it here.’ He searched among the papers on the table and brandished a foolscap document before me. ‘Paperwork must be done, a great deal of paperwork, and I am the man who will do it.’

‘Thank you, sir,’ I said. ‘I’m obliged.’

I sensed the warders standing behind me stirring, unsettled by the impertinence of my interjection.

The deputy governor raised a hand to reassure them, but kept his eyes fixed on mine. ‘You are right to thank me, Wilde,’ he continued, mellifluously, easing his chair away from the table and revealing a starched white waistcoat stretched to the limit of its capacity. ‘Because it is a Saturday night I have been obliged to come in specially to deal with your case. I was on my way to the opera. Madame Patti is giving her Gilda. You know her voice, I’m sure.’

I inclined my head by way of acknowledgement. ‘To me,’ said the Welshman, eyebrows dancing, ‘her voice is one of the wonders of the world. Her staccatos so precise, her legatos so smooth, her trills so . . .’ He hesitated.

‘Solid,’ I ventured.

The deputy governor emitted a high-pitched laugh and slapped his hand on the table in front of him. ‘I knew you’d know her voice. She earns a thousand pounds a night and has it paid to her in pieces of gold before she makes her entrance. That puts a spring in her step when she takes to the stage, eh?’

‘Perhaps you will catch the second act?’ I suggested, leaning forward, lost in the lunacy of the scene now being played around me. The warder at my shoulder pulled me back.

‘I don’t need to,’ said the deputy governor, smiling. ‘I know how Rigoletto ends. Don’t we all?’ He glanced between the warders mischievously and then returned his gaze to mine. ‘And Madame Patti will sing again, no doubt . . . whereas you, Wilde, will only be imprisoned this once, I trust.’ He sat back in his chair, folding his short arms across his fine stomach. ‘I am on duty tonight because I choose to be. You might have been dealt with by the prison clerk, but when I heard that your case was due to be concluded today, in the event that you should be found guilty I asked to be called. I am a collector of fine sopranos – and exotic prisoners. I am Newgate’s archivist. This is London’s oldest gaol. We’ve had them all in here over the years – the notable and the notorious. Casanova, Ben Jonson, Captain Kidd . . .’ He looked about him with proprietorial satisfaction. ‘This was once John Bellingham’s cell. He assassinated a prime minister, you know.’

I felt, absurdly, that this last remark required some aphoristic response. My mind raced as I made to speak, but he raised his hand to silence me. ‘We have work to do.’ He pulled his chair up to the table and took up a pen. He leafed through the documents before him and brought one to the top of the pile. He raised his eyebrows to me once more. ‘I am sorry to see you here, Wilde, but I am glad to meet you. I know who you are. I am an admirer of your writing. I took my wife to see one of your plays last year – An Ideal Husband. I took her for our wedding anniversary. The irony of the title was not lost on her. She is a spirited woman. I hope you are a spirited man, Wilde. The next two years will not be easy for you.’

He dipped his pen into the inkwell. His voice remained light and lilting, but his manner now became more businesslike. ‘You will be in my charge for just two nights. On Monday morning at break of day you will be taken from here to Pentonville Prison to serve your sentence. Until then you can remain in the clothes you are wearing – and you can keep your watch. Tonight, you will be given a beer with your evening meal. Enjoy it. It will be your last taste of alcohol for some time.’

‘May I smoke?’

‘Whatever cigarettes you have on you, you may smoke – whilst you are here. On Monday, you will be required to hand over your cigarette case and all your other possessions to the authorities at Pentonville. Do you understand?’

‘I understand.’

He held his pen over the first of the documents and looked at me enquiringly. ‘Name?’

‘You know my name, sir.’

‘You must say it.’

‘But you know it.’

‘You are a prisoner now, Wilde. Someone else has written the rules.’ He put his pen to the paper and prepared to write. ‘Name?’ he repeated.

‘Wilde.’

‘Christian names?’

‘Oscar Fingal O’Flahertie Wills.’

‘For your own sake, I’ll just list the first.’ He wrote down my name. ‘Place of birth?’

‘Dublin.’

‘Date of birth?’

‘Sixteenth October 1854.’

‘Next of kin?’

‘I have a wife, Constance, née Lloyd.’

‘Constance Wilde.’

‘She may have changed her surname. I do not know. She spoke of it – to safeguard the children. The ignominy . . .’

‘What is Mrs Wilde’s address?’

‘I do not know. She has gone abroad, I think – with our sons.’

‘Do you have other family? Brothers, sisters?’

‘I have a brother, Willie, but he’s not to be relied on. He has been defending me all over London – and you see the result. Willie could compromise a steamroller.’

The deputy governor smiled. ‘Are your parents living? I must list a next-of-kin.’

‘My mother is living. She will vouch for me. Lady Wilde, 146 Oakley Street, Chelsea.’

‘Thank you.’ The deputy governor wrote out the name and address. ‘Occupation?’

‘My mother is a saint.’

‘Your occupation, Wilde.’

‘Poet.’

‘You have not met the governor of Pentonville, have you, Wilde?’ He glanced up at me, his eyebrows twitching ‘I shall put you down as “Author”. It will be best.’ He turned over the document and scanned it, sighing gently as he did so. ‘Height?’

‘Six feet two inches.’

‘Build?’

‘I—’

‘I shall put “Large”, if you’ll allow me.’ I nodded. The Welshman scratched away at the paper. ‘Distinguishing features?’ he asked. ‘Pray don’t answer,’ he said quickly. ‘I shall put “None”.’ He laid down his pen for a moment and looked up at me. ‘You will be given a full physical examination on Monday, but I take it that you are in good health?’

‘I am dead already,’ I answered.

‘No, Wilde, for you this is a living hell, perhaps, but you are not dead.’

‘I am dead in all but—’

‘Silence. Do not indulge yourself. Let us complete these formalities in good order, then I will bid you goodbye. Once our interview is concluded, I will not see you again. I regret that the prison regulations do not permit me to shake you by the hand. Perhaps at some future date we will meet in happier circumstances. Between now and Monday morning you will be locked in your cell and left undisturbed. Do not brood on your fate, Wilde. Do not give way to self-pity. Sleep. Let the time pass. Imagine your sentence is an opera by Wagner. It does not seem possible now, but it will come to an end.’

I believe that was the last occasion that a man made a joke in my presence for two years.
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2
27 May–4 July 1895
Pentonville
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On the following Monday morning – 27 May 1895 – I was confronted by the full horror of my fate. I was a man who had known princes – and soft sheets – and sweet perfumes. I had drunk the best champagnes and dined on lobster and fresh caviar. At six o’clock that morning I woke in my prison cell at Newgate and smoked my last cigarette. At seven o’clock, I was given breakfast: a tin cup of watery cocoa and a piece of dry bread. At eight o’clock, in handcuffs, escorted by two warders, I stepped from the gates of Newgate Gaol into a windowless prison van and was driven the four miles from the Old Bailey to Barnsbury in North London. At nine o’clock I stood in the wash-house of Her Majesty’s Prison, Pentonville, naked and ashamed.

‘Bend over,’ commanded the senior warder in charge of my reception at Pentonville. His name, as I recall, was Warder Harrison. He was a stocky man, with a rat-like face and thick, wiry hair, jet black. His voice was harsh – it was the voice of a hard-drinking man – but his manner, though curt, was at all times correct. He was not cruel beyond the requirements of his calling. He knew the rules and lived by them. His examination of my body was meticulous. With a wooden rule, he prised apart my buttocks. ‘No blades, no knives, no contraband,’ he said. ‘Stand up.’ With the same rule, he held down my tongue as he peered inside my mouth. ‘Poor teeth,’ he said. He put down the rule and stood behind me, taking my cranium in both his hands. He pulled back my head and ran his thumbs upward from the nape of my neck towards the crown. ‘No lice. Good. Bathe yourself thoroughly. Use the carbolic soap.’

I stepped into the waiting bathtub. The water was cold and the colour of dung. I washed myself while Warder Harrison stood watching. ‘You are overweight, Wilde. The treadmill will be to your benefit.’ I said nothing. What could I say? ‘You’ll be on it for six hours a day for the first month – twenty minutes on, five minutes off. It’s useful exercise – the equivalent of climbing six thousand feet of hillside daily. You’ll be a fit man before you’re through.’

I stepped out of the tub and the warder handed me a small brown rag with which to dry myself. ‘There’s your uniform,’ he said, pointing with his rule to some garments that hung like a shroud from a peg in a corner of the wash-house. As I saw them I thought at once of Dürer’s drawing of Christ’s body taken down from the cross and wrapped in a winding cloth. As I donned them I thought of Watteau’s paintings of Pantaloon and Scaramouche. The prisoner’s garb is a costume, not a set of clothes. It makes him both a figure of tragedy and a figure of fun – a zany of sorrow, a shabby clown whose heart, we know, is broken.

I put on the uniform. The jacket and trousers were made of coarse grey serge, rough to the skin, and decorated from ankle to collar with a pattern of broad black arrows – the sign that the garments, like their wearer, are the property of Her Majesty. ‘Put on the cap,’ ordered Warder Harrison.

I put it on and was enveloped in darkness. The cap had a soft peak that hung down like a mask or veil.

‘There are slits for you to see through,’ said the warder. ‘Can you find them?’

I adjusted the cap until my eyes found the narrow slits, each one no wider than a penny, no deeper than a farthing’s rim. I half closed my eyes and the warder’s face came into view.

‘Outside your cell you will wear the cap at all times. If you fail to do so, you will be flogged. Do you understand?’

I bowed my hooded head, but said nothing.

‘We work what’s called the “separate system” here,’ Warder Harrison explained. ‘We keep you prisoners apart – at all times. You cannot communicate with one another so you cannot contaminate one another – or make trouble. You have separate, solitary cells. You lead separate, solitary lives. You may not speak to another prisoner – ever. You may not see another prisoner’s face.’

‘I will go mad,’ I said from behind the mask.

‘You will
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Afterword
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The body of ‘Dr Quilp’ was discovered in an upstairs bedroom at the Café Suisse on the morning of Saturday, 26 June 1897. According to the brief report that appeared ten days later in the Gazette des Bains, the man was ‘un inconnu’ – an unknown – who carried in his coat pocket a small packet of recently printed visiting cards bearing the name of ‘Dr Quilp’, but no other form of identification. His age, nationality and occupation could only be guessed at, said Dr Pierre Pollet, the police doctor, giving evidence at the inquest, but what was not in doubt was the cause of death. ‘This man had poisoned himself with an overdose of cantharides powder. His face was severely bloated, his skin a mass of blisters.’ According to the coroner, Monsieur Varangeville, it was a regrettable fact of life that strangers would come to Dieppe to avail themselves of prostitutes and take risks with so-called ‘aphrodisiacs’. Because, understandably, what little money the man had on him at the time of his death had been taken by the management of the Café Suisse as a contribution towards his unpaid bill, the coroner had no choice but to order the burial of the deceased in the municipal graveyard at public expense.

Within weeks of Quilp’s death, Oscar had finished writing The Ballad of Reading Gaol. When the poem was published in book form, in February 1898, he arranged for one copy to be sent to R. B. Haldane, the Member of Parliament (and, later, Lord Chancellor) who had visited him at Pentonville prison at the beginning of his sentence, and another to Major Nelson, the governor of Reading Gaol. The copy that he sent to me was inscribed on the title page:

ROBERT HARBOROUGH SHERARD:

IN MEMORY OF AN OLD AND NOBLE FRIENDSHIP:

FROM THE AUTHOR OSCAR WILDE.

These words were written in ink, but below them Oscar had added, in pencil:


In my end is my beginning – from first to last.



And on the final page of the book, again in pencil, he had lightly underlined the first and last letter of each line of the last three verses of the poem:


In Reading gaol by Reading town

     There is a pit of shame, 

And in it lies a wretched man

     Eaten by teeth of flame, 

In a burning winding-sheet he lies, 

     And his grave has got no name. 



And there, till Christ call forth the dead,

     In silence let him lie:

No need to waste the foolish tear,

     Or heave the windy sigh:

The man had killed the thing he loved,

     And so he had to die. 



And all men kill the thing they love,

     By all let this be heard,

Some do it with a bitter look,

     Some with a flattering word,

The coward does it with a kiss,

     The brave man with a sword!



Knowing my friend’s fondness for playing with words, I made a note of the thirty-six letters he had underscored and rearranged them to form a sentence that reads: ‘Sebastian Atitis-Snake done the dread deed.’

Within weeks of completing The Ballad of Reading Gaol, Oscar was reunited with Lord Alfred Douglas – the young man whose presence in his life had brought about his downfall. At the end of August, from his favourite table at the Café Suisse, Oscar, now forty-two, wrote to Lord Alfred, now twenty-six: ‘Everyone is furious with me for going back to you, but they don’t understand us. I feel it is only with you that I can do anything at all. Do remake my ruined life for me, and then our friendship and love will have a different meaning to the world.’

At the end of September, Constance wrote to her husband from Genoa: ‘I forbid you to see Lord Alfred Douglas. I forbid you to return to your filthy, insane life.’ But Oscar found he could not obey his wife’s command – and so lost her and his children and the small allowance of £3 a week that she had been paying to him. ‘Nemesis has caught me in her net,’ he wrote, ‘to struggle is foolish. Why is it that one runs to one’s ruin? Why has destruction such a fascination? Why, when one stands on a pinnacle, must one throw oneself down? No one knows, but things are so.’

In the spring of 1898, Constance, who had damaged her back in a fall, had an operation on her spine. The operation failed and she died on 7 April, aged thirty-nine. Oscar was distraught. ‘If only we had met once, and kissed each other,’ he wrote. ‘It is too late. How awful life is.’ The following year, he went to Genoa to visit her grave: ‘It is very pretty – a marble cross with dark ivy-leaves inlaid in a good pattern . . . I brought some flowers. I was deeply affected – with a sense, also, of the uselessness of all regrets. Nothing could have been otherwise, and Life is a very terrible thing.’

Constance’s death brought Oscar £150 a year from her estate, unconditionally. He continued to see Lord Alfred Douglas, but it was not as it had once been between them. After The Ballad of Reading Gaol he did no serious work: he travelled, he drank, he borrowed money from friends, he took each day as it came. He could not – or would not – concentrate to write, but when he and I met, over absinthe and cigarettes, he told me stories of his adventures which I wrote down – promising him faithfully that they would not be published during his lifetime. I asked him if he wanted the story of Atitis-Snake to be published at all.

‘Yes,’ he insisted. ‘Most definitely.’

‘But you murdered a man, Oscar,’ I reminded him.

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘and I used to play golf – rather well. There is so much more to Oscar Wilde than the public appreciates. In time, they must be allowed to know it all.’

‘Why did you kill him?’ I asked. ‘Was it part of your desire for experience? Because you wanted “to eat of the fruit of all the trees in the garden of the world”?’

No,’ he answered emphatically. ‘For once in my life, I did the decent thing. If Atitis-Snake had lived,’ he said, ‘the boy, Tom, would never have been safe.’

Gradually, my friend’s health deteriorated. In particular, his ear worsened. Three and a half years after his release from prison, he died in Paris, of cerebral meningitis, on 30 November 1900. He was just forty-six years of age.

Oscar was given a pauper’s burial in a leased grave at Bagneux, a suburb seven miles to the south of central Paris. Nine years later his remains were removed to the French national cemetery at Père Lachaise, where they now rest beneath a fine monument created by the young sculptor Jacob Epstein.

Impressive as is Epstein’s monumental winged sphinx in Oscar’s memory, for me it does not rival the tomb built for Sir Richard Burton in the graveyard of St Mary Magdalen’s church in Mortlake, a village seven miles to the south of central London. The Burton tomb, thirteen feet in height, is an exact representation of a desert tent, its sandstone walls sculpted to depict the cloth of the tent rippling in the desert breeze. Oscar in Paris and Constance in Genoa are buried five hundred miles apart. At Mortlake, in their tent-like mausoleum, Richard and Isabel Burton are buried side by side – despite the best efforts of Private A. A. Luck, late of the Bombay Grenadiers.

In 1906, I published The Life of Oscar Wilde and included in the biography a chapter specially written by Warder Thomas Martin. When I had completed the book and delivered my manuscript to the publishers, I was sorting through the materials that I had used while writing it and came across a slip of paper that, at first, meant nothing to me. All that was on the paper was an address in Whitechapel – written clearly, but not in Oscar’s hand. I asked Warder Martin if the handwriting or the address meant anything to him. He recalled at once that the handwriting was that of Dr Maurice, the surgeon at Reading Gaol, and the address was that of the mother of Prisoner E.1.1. – the boy, Tom Lewis.

I remembered then that it was Oscar who had given me the piece of paper and had asked me, one day, when convenient, to visit the address to find out, if I could, what had become of the boy. I did so – in October 1906. I found the address without difficulty and there, in a tidy terraced house off the Whitechapel Road, I found the boy’s mother – living alone. She was a small, bird-like lady in her mid-fifties, with white hair, pink cheeks and a friendly disposition. She appeared happy to meet me and proud to talk about her son, who, she assured me, had not been in trouble of any kind since coming out of prison eight years before. She saw her boy very little nowadays, but he sent her money every week and she was grateful for that. He ran a restaurant, she told me, near King’s Cross railway station, which enjoyed what she called ‘a very high-class sort of clientele’. She had never been to visit it herself – her son discouraged her: ‘Home is home and business is business,’ he said – but she knew the address and she gave it to me. I went there that same afternoon. The restaurant turned out to be a café, with, above it, on the first floor, what was undoubtedly a male brothel. I think that Oscar would have been amused. When he had asked me to enquire after the boy he had said to me, ‘Remember, Tom Lewis is his name. As names go, it is not very promising. Do not expect too much of him. If only he had been called Oscar Wilde, think what a life he might have led!’

RHS
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For her sustaining enthusiasm and detailed input, my principal debt, of course, is to my British publisher, Kate Parkin at John Murray, who has guided me from the outset. I am also much indebted to Caroline Westmore at John Murray and to Nick de Somogyi, my perspicacious proofreader, as well as to my publishers in other countries, notably Lauren Spiegel at Touchstone, Simon and Schuster, in New York, and Emmanuelle Heurtebize at 10/18 in Paris. As with each book in this series, I owe considerably more than fifteen per cent to my literary agent, the incomparable Ed Victor, and to his team.

This is the sixth book in this series to date. Readers new to the series regularly ask: which one should I start with? The answer is: truly, it does not matter. Each mystery stands alone. The Candlelight Murders is set in 1889 and begins with the first encounter between Oscar Wilde and Arthur Conan Doyle, but it does not need to be read first. The Dead Man’s Smile is set in the early 1880s, at the time of Oscar’s celebrated lecture tour of the United States and, later, when, for a while, he lived and worked in Paris. The Vatican Murders begins right back in 1877 when Oscar, as a student visiting Rome, had an audience with Pope Pius IX. The Nest of Vipers begins in the spring of 1890 and features Wilde’s association with the Prince of Wales and Bram Stoker. The Ring of Death is an adventure that takes place in 1892, at the time of Wilde’s great success with the play Lady Windermere’s Fan. Please read next whichever of the stories comes most easily to hand.

The third question I am most frequently asked is this: ‘Which biography of Oscar Wilde do you recommend?’ Of course I recommend Oscar Wilde by Richard Ellmann (1987), but, magisterial as it is, the book is riddled with inaccuracies and must be read in conjunction with Additions and Corrections to Richard Ellmann’s Oscar Wilde by Horst Schroeder (2002). I also recommend, and without reservation, The Wilde Album by Merlin Holland (1997) and Oscar Wilde and His World by Vyvyan Holland (1966). The two books that, for me, take the reader closest to ‘the real Oscar Wilde’ are The Complete Letters of Oscar Wilde edited by Merlin Holland and Rupert Hart-Davis (2000) and Son of Oscar Wilde by Vyvan Holland (1954). For the most complete portrait of Constance Wilde I wholeheartedly recommend Constance: The Tragic and Scandalous Life of Mrs Oscar Wilde by Franny Moyle (2011), and for a wonderfully evocative picture of Dieppe at the time of Wilde’s sojourn there I recommend 60 Miles from England: The English at Dieppe 1814–1914 by Simona Pakenham (1967).
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Biographical Notes
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Oscar Wilde

Oscar Fingal O’Flahertie Wills Wilde was born at 21 Westland Row, Dublin, on 16 October 1854. He was the second son of Sir William Wilde, an eminent Irish surgeon, and Jane Francesca Wilde, née Elgee, a poet, author and translator, who wrote under the pseudonym ‘Speranza’. Oscar Wilde was educated at Portora Royal School, Enniskillen, at Trinity College, Dublin, and at Magdalen College, Oxford, where he achieved a double first and, for his poem Ravenna, won the Newdigate Prize for Poetry. On leaving Oxford, he settled in London and embarked on a career as a professional writer, critic and journalist. His play Vera was published in 1880 and his Poems appeared in 1881.

In 1881, Richard D’Oyly Carte presented the Gilbert and Sullivan operetta Patience, satirising Oscar and his fellow ‘aesthetes’. Its success, and Wilde’s celebrity, led D’Oyly Carte to invite the young author, aged twenty-eight, to undertake an extensive lecture tour of North America at the beginning of 1882. In 1883, Wilde spent several months in Paris, working on his play The Duchess of Padua, and meeting, among others, Victor Hugo, Paul Verlaine, Emile Zola and Robert Sherard. On 29 May 1884 he married Constance Lloyd, the daughter of a noted Irish QC, and set up home at 16 Tite Street, Chelsea. Their sons, Cyril and Vyvyan, were born in 1885 and 1887.

Wilde’s story Lord Arthur Savile’s Crime appeared in 1887, followed, in 1888, by The Happy Prince and Other Tales and, in 1889 and 1890, more controversially, by The Portrait of Mr W. H. and The Picture of Dorian Gray. The first of his successful social comedies, Lady Windermere’s Fan, was produced in London in 1892, followed by A Woman of No Importance (1893), An Ideal Husband (1895) and The Importance of Being Earnest (1895).

In 1891 Oscar Wilde met Lord Alfred Douglas, the third son of the then Marquess of Queensberry. In 1895 Queensberry left a card for Wilde at the Albermarle Club accusing him of ‘posing Somdomite’ (sic) and provoking Wilde to sue Queensberry for criminal libel. The failure of the libel action led to Wilde’s own prosecution on charges of gross indecency. On 25 May 1895 he was found guilty and sentenced to two years’ imprisonment with hard labour. Released from gaol on 19 May 1897, Wilde travelled immediately to France and spent the rest of his life on the Continent. His poem The Ballad of Reading Gaol was published in 1898, and his confessional letter De Profundis was published posthumously, in 1905. Constance Wilde died in Genoa on 7 April 1898, following an operation on her spine. Oscar Wilde died in Paris on 30 November 1900. He was buried at Bagneux Cemetery. In 1909 his remains were moved to the French national cemetery of Père Lachaise.

Robert Sherard

Robert Harborough Sherard Kennedy was born in London on 3 December 1861, the fourth child of the Reverend Bennet Sherard Calcraft Kennedy. His father was the illegitimate son of the sixth and last Earl of Harborough and his mother, Jane Stanley Wordsworth, was the granddaughter of the poet laureate, William Wordsworth (1770–1850). Robert was educated at Queen Elizabeth College, Guernsey, at New College, Oxford, and at the University of Bonn, but he left both Oxford and Bonn without securing a degree. In 1880, having quarrelled with his father and lost his expected inheritance, he abandoned his ‘Kennedy’ surname.

In the early 1880s, Robert Sherard settled in Paris and set about earning his living as an author and journalist. He cultivated the acquaintance of a number of the leading literary figures of the day, including Emile Zola, Guy de Maupassant, Alphone Daudet and Oscar Wilde. He published thirty-three books during his lifetime, including a collection of poetry, Whispers (1884), novels, biographies, social studies (notably The White Slaves of England, 1897), and five books inspired by his friendship with Oscar Wilde: Oscar Wilde: The Story of an Unhappy Friendship, 1902; The Life of Oscar Wilde, 1906; The Real Oscar Wilde, 1912; Oscar Wilde Twice Defended, 1934; and Bernard Shaw, Frank Harris and Oscar Wilde, 1936.

He was three times married and lived much of his life in France, where he was made a Chevalier de la Légion d’Honneur. He died in England, in Ealing, on 30 January 1943.

In 1960, in Oscar Wilde and His World, Vyvyan Holland, Wilde’s younger son, gave this assessment of Robert Sherard: ‘When they first met . . . they felt they had nothing in common and disliked each other intently; but they gradually got together and became life-long friends. Sherard wrote the first three biographical studies of Wilde after his death . . . On these three books are based all the other biographies of Wilde, except the so-called biography by Frank Harris, which is nothing else but the glorification of Frank Harris. Sherard got a great deal of his material from Lady Wilde when she was a very old lady and was inclined to let her imagination run away with her, particularly where the family history was concerned; and Sherard, a born journalist, was much more attracted by the interest of a story than by its accuracy, a failing which we can see running through all his books. But where his actual contact with Wilde is concerned, he is quite reliable.’

Gyles Brandreth

Gyles Brandreth was born on 8 March 1948 in Germany, where his father, Charles Brandreth, was serving as a legal officer with the Allied Control Commission and counted among his colleagues H. Montgomery Hyde, who published the first full account of the trials of Oscar Wilde in 1948. In 1974, Gyles Brandreth produced The Trials of Oscar Wilde (with Tom Baker as Wilde) at the Oxford Theatre Festival and, in 2000, edited the transcripts of the trials for an audio production featuring Martin Jarvis.

Gyles Brandreth was educated at the Lycée Français de Londres, at Betteshanger School in Kent, and at Bedales in Hampshire, where the school’s founder, J. H. Badley (1865–1967), provided him with a series of vivid personal accounts of Oscar Wilde’s conversational style. Badley was a friend of the Wildes, and their son Cyril was a pupil at Bedales at the time of Oscar’s arrest. Gyles Brandreth went on (like Robert Sherard) to New College, Oxford (where he was a scholar, President of the Union and editor of the university magazine), and then (again like Sherard) embarked on a career as an author and journalist. His first book was a study of prison reform (Created in Captivity, 1972); his first biography was a portrait of the Victorian music-hall star, Dan Leno (The Funniest Man on Earth, 1974). More recently he has published a biography of Sir John Gielgud, an acclaimed diary of his years as an MP and government whip (Breaking the Code: Westminster Diaries 1990–97) and two best-selling royal biographies: Philip & Elizabeth: Portrait of a Marriage and Charles & Camilla: Portrait of a Love Affair. In 2010 John Murray (publishers of Arthur Conan Doyle) published Gyles Brandreth’s diaries covering the years 1959 to 2000 under the title Something Sensational to Read in the Train – a phrase borrowed from The Importance of Being Earnest.

Robert Sherard’s forebears included William Wordsworth. Gyles Brandreth’s include a less eminent poet, George R. Sims (1847–1922), who wrote the ballads ‘Billy’s dead and gone to glory’ and ‘Christmas Day in the workhouse’, and was the first journalist to claim to know the true identity of ‘Jack the Ripper’. Sims, a kinsman of the Empress Eugénie and an acquaintance of both Oscar Wilde and Arthur Conan Doyle, was probably the first ‘celebrity columnist’ and well known in his day for his endorsement of an ‘infallible cure for baldness’ known as ‘Tatcho, The Geo R Sims Hair Restorer’.

As an actor Gyles Brandreth has appeared in pantomime and Shakespeare, and, most recently, as Lady Bracknell in a musical adaptation of The Importance of Being Earnest. As a broadcaster, he has presented numerous series for BBC Radio 4, including A Rhyme in Time, Sound Advice, Wordaholics and Whispers – coincidentally the title of Robert Sherard’s first collection of poetry. He has featured on Desert Island Discs and is now best known as a regular on Just a Minute (Radio 4) and a reporter on The One Show (BBC 1). He is a regular on the Channel 4 word game Countdown, and his television appearances have ranged from being the guest host of Have I Got News for You to being the subject of This Is Your Life. With Hinge & Bracket he scripted the TV series Dear Ladies; with Julian Slade he wrote a play about A. A. Milne (featuring the young Aled Jones as Christopher Robin); and, with Susannah Pearse, he has recently written a play about Lewis Carroll and the actress Isa Bowman. Gyles Brandreth is married to the writer and publisher Michèle Brown, and they have three children – a barrister, a writer and an environmental economist.

Oscar Wilde died in a small, first-floor room at L’Hôtel d’Alsace, 13 rue des Beaux-Arts, in Paris, at approximately 1.45 p.m. on 30 November 1900. Exactly one hundred years later, at the same time, on the same date, in the same room, Gyles and Michèle Brandreth were among a small group who gathered to mark the centenary of his passing and to honour a most remarkable man, whose greatest play, according to Frank Harris, was his own life: ‘a five-act tragedy with Greek implications, and he was its most ardent spectator’. In 2010, Gyles Brandreth unveiled the plaque commemorating the first meeting of Oscar Wilde and Arthur Conan Doyle at the Langham Hotel, London.
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