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Oscar Wilde’s life – like his wit – was alive with paradox. He was both an early exponent and a victim of ‘celebrity culture’: famous for being famous, he was lauded and ridiculed in equal measure. His achievements were frequently downplayed, his successes resented. He had a genius for comedy but strove to write tragedies. He was an unabashed snob who nevertheless delighted in exposing the faults of society. He affected a dandified disdain but was given to great acts of kindness. Although happily married, he became a passionate lover of men and – at the very peak of his success – brought disaster upon himself. He disparaged authority, yet went to the law to defend his love for Lord Alfred Douglas. Having delighted in fashionable throngs, Wilde died almost alone: barely a dozen people were at his graveside.

Yet despite this ruinous end, Wilde’s star continues to shine brightly. His was a life of quite extraordinary drama. Above all, his flamboyant refusal to conform to the social and sexual orthodoxies of his day make him a hero and an inspiration to all who seek to challenge convention.

In the first major biography of Oscar Wilde in thirty years, Matthew Sturgis draws on a wealth of new material and fresh research to place the man firmly in the context of his times. He brings alive the distinctive mood and characters of the fin de siècle in the richest and most compelling portrait of Wilde to date.
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Preface and Acknowledgements

Oscar Wilde is part of our world. Leaving my Airbnb in New York on my way to inspect a previously overlooked Wilde letter in the library at Columbia, I passed a chalkboard outside an Irish bar scrawled with the legend, ‘Work is the curse of the Drinking Classes’. Opposite me on the Uptown subway sat a girl whose mobile-phone case carried the slogan, ‘To live is the rarest thing in the world’. And then, to make my morning complete, walking through the university portals was a student sporting a T-shirt that declared, ‘Genius is born, not paid’. All three quotations were duly – and (as is not always the case) correctly – credited to ‘Oscar Wilde’.

Such encounters are by no means exceptional. Indeed, seeing the world as I have done over recent years through a Wildean prism, it seems to me that rare is the newspaper or magazine that does not contain a stray reference to Wilde or his work. And it is not simply his epigrams that have survived in the age of Twitter and shortening attention spans. His plays are still performed. His books are still read. His image is widely reproduced, and instantly recognized. He regularly appears, as a character, on both stage and screen. He has even been turned into a detective by Gyles Brandreth.

The position he holds is an extraordinary one; it spans high and popular culture, it bridges the past and the present. Among British writers he stands with Shakespeare and Jane Austen. In America perhaps Mark Twain shares something of this glamour. The French might look to Baudelaire and Proust. Wilde, however, seems likely to outstrip them all. His prominence increases with each year. His defiant individualism, his refusal to accept the limiting constraints of society, his sexual heresies, his political radicalism, his commitment to style and his canny engagement with what is now called ‘celebrity culture’, all conspire to make him more approachable, more exciting and more ‘relevant’.

All this is impressive, and extraordinary, but does it mean that we need another biography of Wilde?

Soon after I began work on this book, I went to dinner at the house of some friends. My host had piled on my chair a selection of books about Wilde drawn from his own shelves. There was Hesketh Pearson’s 1946 Life of Oscar Wilde, Montgomery Hyde’s ‘definitive biography’ from 1976, and, of course, the book that supplanted it: Richard Ellmann’s monumental green volume – Oscar Wilde, published in 1987.

And it was not, moreover, as if my host’s collection was anything like complete. It was just a gathering from the shelves of a general reader. There were dozens of other books that might have been added to the already tottering pile – lesser biographical accounts, the memoirs of contemporaries, literary studies. Surely the story had been told (and retold), the details fixed (and refixed). The tale had become familiar.

But appearances, as Oscar knew, can be deceptive. To anyone with a more than general interest in Wilde it had been clear for some time that there was a pressing need for a new and full biography. The reasons for this are threefold. In the thirty years since Ellmann’s book appeared, much new material has come to light, much interesting research has been carried out, and the deficiencies in Ellmann’s biography have become ever more apparent.

As to the new material: there have been some amazing discoveries. The full transcript of the libel trial that Wilde launched against the Marquess of Queensberry was unearthed; so too were the detailed ‘witness statements’ of many of those involved in the case. At the Free Library of Philadelphia, Mark Samuels Lasner and Margaret Stetz discovered (hiding in plain sight) one of Wilde’s early notebooks, his annotated typescript of Salomé and a long letter concerning his Ballad of Reading Gaol. Numerous other previously unknown letters were gathered up in the magnificent, and much expanded, new edition of Wilde’s letters, produced by Rupert Hart-Davis and Wilde’s grandson Merlin Holland in 2000.

Scholarship, too, has been busy. Oxford University Press has started to produce The Complete Works of Oscar Wilde in its scholarly Oxford English Texts series; there are seven volumes so far, including two tomes of Wilde’s journalism, all with critical introductions and exhaustive notes. There have been many excellent specialist studies – articles, pamphlets, books and websites – on specific aspects of Wilde’s life: his working practices, his medical history, his sex life, his family background, his Irishness, his schooldays, his classical education, his reading, his American tour, his Liberal politics, his British lectures, his role as an editor, his fairy tales, his women friends, his love of Paris, his Neapolitan sojourn; his final days. There have been dedicated biographies of important figures in Wilde’s life: his mother; his wife; the Marquess of Queensberry; Lord Alfred Douglas; such collaborators as Charles Ricketts, Pierre Louÿs and Aubrey Beardsley; such friends as Carlos Blacker, More Adey, Frank Miles and Lillie Langtry. The Oscar Wilde Society has grown and thrived over the last twenty-five years, producing an impressive and regular stream of publications. The Oscholars website has provided another useful forum for research. The need to bring together all this scattered and disparate new information – to assess it and integrate it into the record of Wilde’s life – has grown more pressing with each year.

And, of course, knowledge prompts knowledge. The many additions to the record of Wilde’s life provided by such scholarship have encouraged new avenues of research. Certainly they have encouraged me to re-investigate the great Wildean archives, to search out new material, to track down forgotten references and to avail myself of the possibilities allowed by the groundbreaking digitalization of historical newspaper archives. (To anyone who can recall the long journey out to the British Library Newspaper Archive at Colindale, and the eye-wearying trawl through flickering reels of microfilm in search of an elusive review, or paragraph, the ease and efficiency of the new process seems quite miraculous – if not almost indecent.)

In tandem with this growth in knowledge about the incidents of Wilde’s life, it has become more and more apparent that Ellmann’s book – for all its virtues – is not quite satisfactory. As scholars have engaged with his text, its deficiencies as a record of Wilde’s life have become only too apparent. The German academic Dr Horst Schroeder began to compile a hand-list of ‘Additions and Corrections to Richard Ellmann’s Oscar Wilde’, soon after the book’s appearance. It was published in 1989. And, having continued his investigations, Dr Schroeder issued an expanded edition in 2002, running to over 300 pages. It is, though, by no means exhaustive. Almost everyone who has written on Wilde during the last three decades has had to correct or amend the picture framed for them by Ellmann. Certainly that was my experience in working on my biographies of Aubrey Beardsley and Walter Sickert, both of whom knew Wilde well.

There are reasons for this. Ellmann was overtaken in his work on the biography by a debilitating illness. He was racing to finish the book before he died. It was published posthumously. But beyond this his approach was that of a literary critic rather than an historian. The Life is seen largely through the prism of the Work. Of course, in examining the life of a writer, there are virtues in such an approach – but it has its limits too. And it does seem to have inclined Ellmann not to pay as much attention as he might have done to the facts and the chronology of Wilde’s life, or to the testing and assessing his sources. The errors, for the most part, might be small enough, but they are many, and they inevitably distort the unfolding narrative.

Ellmann’s determinedly literary approach also has its subtly warping effect. He frames his story – as others have done – in the terms of Greek tragedy, foreshadowing the narrative arc from the outset, and suggesting an awful inevitability to its course. And by deploying quotations from Wilde’s works as a running commentary on all the incidents of his life, fact and fiction, early hopes and later achievement, actual experience and reflection upon experience, truth and legend, often become blurred and confused. Because, it seems, Mrs Cheveley (in Wilde’s 1894 play An Ideal Husband) remarked that she had forgotten her schooldays, Ellmann seems content to race past Oscar’s six years at the Portora Royal School in scarcely more than a couple of pages. Wilde, of course, created myths about himself, and adopted poses, and there is always a fruitful tension to be explored between these masks and the truths that stand behind them. But there are moments – in the pages of Ellmann – when our hero seems almost to be parading through his life as the ‘Oscar Wilde’ of later legend.

This is a feature of many books about Wilde. Indeed it is a constant challenge to avoid it. The established persona of ‘Oscar Wilde’ – the unflappable epigrammatic Aesthete – is so compelling, that it is hard not to be seduced by it. At its most extreme this can lead to such cheerful distortions as Hesketh Pearson’s claim that Wilde ‘sinned against his nature’, during his youth, by shooting, fishing and playing tennis ‘with some approach to gusto’. But it can distort in lesser ways too. The picture tends to be complicated further by the fact that in the years after Wilde’s death so many myths grew up around him – spurious anecdotes, invented epigrams, inaccurate newspaper reports, misremembered incidents. Biographers have sometimes been more ready to perpetuate these tales than to question them.

In writing this book I have sought to return Wilde to his times, and to the facts. To view him with an historian’s eye, to give a sense of contingency, to chart his own experience of his life as he experienced it.

In this enterprise I owe a huge debt to all the scholars who have been working on Wilde over the last three decades. Some I have encountered only in their work: Karl Beckson, Ian Small, Josephine M. Guy, John Stokes, Bobby Fong, Joseph Donohue, Mark Turner, J. Robert Maguire, Stefano Evangelista, Kerry Powell, Joel Kaplan, amongst them.

Others I have been fortunate to know. In the generous sharing of scholarship, I owe personal debts to Merlin Holland, Joseph Bristow, Thomas Wright, John Cooper, Michael Seeney, Geoff Dibb, Don Mead, Iain Ross, Franny Moyle, Horst Schroeder, Margaret Stetz, Mark Samuels Lasner, Julia Rosenthal, Neil McKenna, and Ashley Robins.

I am grateful to the staffs of the: William Andrews Clark Memorial Library (UCLA); Harry Ransom Center, University of Texas at Austin; British Library; London Library; Bodleian Library; the National Archives, Kew; Trinity College Dublin Library; Glasgow University Library; National Library of Congress, Washington; New York Public Library; Columbia University Library; Fales Library (NYU), Morgan Library & Museum (New York); Houghton Library (Harvard); Beinecke Library (Yale); Archive of American Art at the Smithsonian Institution (Washington); Mark Samuels Lasner Collection at University of Delaware; Massachusetts Historical Society Library (Boston); National Library of Australia; Toronto University Library; Brotherton Library (Leeds); University College Library (Oxford); Magdalen College Archive (Oxford); Biblioteca della Società Napoletana di Storia Patria; Biblioteca Universitaria di Napoli; library of the Institut de France (Paris), public library at Bad Homburg; public library at Leadville, Colorado.

To many others who have shared information or assisted in other ways: Amelia Gosztony, Michael Claydon, Clive Fisher, Steven Halliwell, John Nicoll, Robert Whelan, Roy Foster, Rupert Smith, David Macmillan, Edward Farrelly, Greg Gatenby, Kitty and Ted Drier, Tony and Jane Worcester, David White (Somerset Herald), Oliver Forge, Reg Gadney, Patrick Gibbs, Gyles Brandreth, Rebecca Jewell, Phil Shaw, Michael Tuffley, Peter Hyland, Gordon Cooke, Hugo Chapman, Audrey Curtis, Sophie Hopkins, Penny Fussell, John Nightingale, Robin Darwall-Smith, David Waller, Sile O’Shea, Megan Dunmall, Ellen O’Flaherty, Louise Turner, Scott Morrison, John Mexborough, Oliver Parker, Paul Vincent, Donna Clarke, Desmond Hillary, Alan Black, Devon Cox, Jill Hamilton, A. N. Wilson, Tim and Jean Sturgis, Alexander Fygis-Walker, Charles Martin, Linda Kelly.

I owe a huge debt to my agent, Georgina Capel, for her vision and dedication in bringing this project to fruition; also to Georgina Blackwell and her colleagues at Head of Zeus for welcoming the book with such insight and enthusiasm.

And most of all to my wife, Rebecca Hossack, for so cheerfully putting up with the presence of Oscar Wilde in our shared life these last six years.


Proem

There was a great pressure for admission. The body of the court was filled with barristers in their wigs and gowns. The galleries and passages were densely crowded with the public and the press. No libel case had so excited the town in a generation. Fashionable society was abuzz. The newspapers headlined the story in their largest type. The name of Wilde had been enough to assure huge interest; the lurid revelations of the opening days’ evidence had increased that interest to a new pitch. And more was expected to follow. The potent mix of celebrity, sex and scandal would be brought to the boil. Counsel might complain at the prejudicial reporting of the morning papers, but the chief justice brushed all objections aside.1

The scene was the Court of Common Pleas in Dublin, on 17 December 1864. The ‘great libel case’ occasioning such intense interest had been brought by an attractive young woman of literary pretensions, Mary Travers, against Lady Wilde, the celebrated wife of Dublin’s leading eye-and-ear doctor, Sir William Wilde. It marked the culmination of a fourteen-month campaign of vilification, annoyance and aggravation against the parents of the ten-year-old Oscar Wilde.

Mary Travers, daughter of the eccentric professor of medical jurisprudence at Trinity College Dublin, had been, since her late teens, a patient of Dr Wilde’s, as well as a friend of the family. The doctor had taken a lively interest in her well-being and development, and perhaps something more. He had accompanied her to exhibitions, bought her clothes, lent – or given – her small sums of money, encouraged her literary ambitions, advised her on her reading, invited her to family meals and included her on family excursions. If there was an element of infatuation in all this, Dr Wilde had – at the beginning of the 1860s – tried to break the connection, perhaps unsettled by signs of Miss Travers’ increasingly unstable temperament. Twice he offered her money so that she might join her brothers in Australia. On both occasions she took the money but failed to make the voyage.

She became, instead, ever more demanding of Dr Wilde’s attention, and increasingly resentful of his wife’s refusal to engage. Alive to slights, she convinced herself that both the Wildes were determined to insult and humiliate her. But, according to her own account, the gravest insult occurred in October 1862. During a consultation in Dr Wilde’s surgery, while he was examining the mark of a burn on her neck, she lost consciousness – perhaps choked by her bonnet strap. Coming round, she found Dr Wilde distraught and apologetic. She also found – so she claimed – that, during her period of unconsciousness, she had been ‘violated’.

This discovery did not, however, terminate her relationship with the Wildes. She continued to see the doctor and to write to his wife, but with ever-growing intemperance and hostility. She put garlic into the surgery soap-tray at Merrion Square as part of a series of planned ‘annoyances’. She continued to expect money, writing to the doctor on one occasion, ‘if you do not choose to send it promptly as usual, see what will happen’. She wrote a barbed review of Lady Wilde’s latest book, piqued at the success it was enjoying. She threatened suicide, and sent a mocked-up press cutting announcing her own death.

And then, in October 1863, she printed a pamphlet entitled Florence Boyle Price: or A Warning – a barely fictionalized record of her various complaints, with the Wildes figuring as the overweening ‘Dr and Mrs Quilp’ – he with ‘a decidedly animal and sinister expression about his mouth’, she ‘an odd sort of undomestic woman’ inclined to spend ‘the greater portion of her life in bed’. The tale of how the doctor had used chloroform – concealed in ‘a handsome scent bottle’ – to subdue the young Miss Price in order that he might have his way with her, was told with the lurid relish of a penny dreadful. A thousand copies were produced.

The pamphlets were widely circulated in Dublin. The Wildes strove to ignore the attack, and for a while it appeared that they had weathered the storm. But the elevation of Dr Wilde to a knighthood at the beginning of 1864 fired Miss Travers’ ire and resentment. In April of that year, with Sir William due to give a public lecture at the Metropolitan Hall on ‘Ireland Past and Present’, Miss Travers arranged for a troop of newsboys to distribute the pamphlet (together with extracts from some of Sir William’s letters to her) outside the venue. One rang a hand-bell, hired from a local auctioneers; all carried placards emblazoned with the names of Sir William and his wife. Miss Travers directed operations from the seclusion of a cab, parked nearby.

From then on the campaign became unceasing. A letter appeared in Saunders’s News-Letter – signed ‘Inquirer’, but written by Miss Travers – feigning an innocent concern about the events of the evening, and suggesting a legal solution: ‘A number of boys were selling a pamphlet, and through curiosity I purchased one in which [Sir William’s] name most disreputably figured. Can it be possible the occurrence therein related took place? If untrue, the knight ought to take action and punish the offender. The pamphlet is six months in circulation and its accuracy has not been questioned.’2

Scurrilous verses alluding to Sir William’s supposed sexual improprieties – and his several illegitimate children – began to be published in the Dublin Weekly Advertiser; others were pushed through the letterbox at 1 Merrion Square. When Lady Wilde fled down to Bray, Miss Travers tracked her there. She engaged the local newspaper boys to parade along the esplanade, directly outside the Wildes’ house, again carrying placards and offering the pamphlet for sale. Harassed to the limit of her endurance, Lady Wilde wrote to Miss Travers’ father:

Sir – You may not be aware of the disreputable conduct of your daughter at Bray, where she consorts with all the low newspaper boys in the place, employing them to disseminate offensive placards, in which my name is given, and also tracts, in which she makes it appear that she has had an intrigue with Sir William Wilde. If she chooses to disgrace herself that is not my affair; but as her object in insulting me is the hope of extorting money, for which she has several times applied to Sir William Wilde, with threats of more annoyance if not given, I think it right to inform you that no threat or additional insult shall ever extort money for her from our hands. The wages of disgrace she has so basely treated for and demanded shall never be given to her. Jane. F. Wilde.

Although Professor Travers replied to the letter, he did not destroy it; and his daughter, finding it among his papers, at once grasped its potential. She had become fixed on the idea of getting Sir William into court, and this seemed an opportunity. Taking the letter to a firm of Dublin solicitors, she instructed them to bring a libel action against Lady Wilde – claiming that such phrases as ‘disreputable conduct’, ‘consorted with all the low newspaper boys’, ‘intrigue’ and ‘wages of disgrace’, traduced her character and her chastity. And although Lady Wilde was the author of these slurs, Sir William was listed as the co-defendant in the action, since husbands – at that date – were held to be legally responsible for their wives’ civil misdemeanours. Miss Travers demanded £2,000 in damages.* The Wildes, it seems, sought to compromise the matter out of court, but Miss Travers was implacable. Forced to fight, they instructed their solicitors to enter a defence of justification and privilege.3

An extraordinary array of legal talent was deployed on both sides. Miss Travers was to be represented by Sergeant Armstrong, the leading figure of the Irish Bar, supported by Mr Heron QC and the brilliant Isaac Butt QC (an old friend of the Wildes), as well as by two juniors. Lady Wilde engaged Sergeant Sullivan (a future lord chancellor of Ireland), together with two supporting QCs and two further juniors. The trial began on Monday 12 December, and lasted six days.

Miss Travers had the opportunity to air her grievances in open court. She told, in compelling detail, of Sir William’s attentions to her, his letters (sometimes cajoling, sometimes railing), his desire that she should call him ‘William’, his attempt to embrace her, his contrition when she objected. Led by her counsel, she described the incident in October 1862, when she had lost consciousness in Dr Wilde’s surgery. She reported his frantic imprecations when she had come to: ‘Do be reasonable, and all will be right,’ he had, apparently, pleaded. ‘I am in your power… spare me, oh, spare me… strike me if you like. I wish to God I could hate you, but I can’t. I swore I would never touch your hand again. Attend to me and do what I tell you. Have faith and confidence in me and you may remedy the past and go to Australia. Think of the talk this may give rise to. Keep up appearances for your own sake.’ And she informed the hushed courtroom, that – yes – during her period of unconsciousness, she had been ‘violated’; or, as Sergeant Armstrong glossed it, she ‘went in to the room a maid, but out a maid she never departed’.4

These were the details feasted upon by the press and the public. But there was much that was incoherent in Miss Travers’ testimony, and much that was odd about her behaviour. Sergeant Sullivan did his best to point up these inconsistencies: her failure to mention the alleged rape at the time, her inability to recall the exact date of the incident, her continued relationship with Sir William after the event, her uncertainty as to whether there had been any further ‘transactions’ of a similar sort. But no direct denial could be made, as Sir William – despite his nominal status as co-defendant – had been advised not to go into to the witness box.

Instead it was left to Lady Wilde, dressed in black (as a show of mourning for her brother, recently deceased in America), to give an account of Miss Travers’ campaign of harassment. Cross-examined by Isaac Butt, her performance was assured. Perhaps too assured. She adopted a lofty disdain towards Miss Travers and her claims. She refused to countenance the notion that Sir William had had ‘an intrigue’ or ‘underhand sort of love affair’ with the plaintiff. She showed a turn of humour. Having been quizzed about the mock death notice that Miss Travers had sent her, she remarked, ‘I think I saw her next in August 1863, after her death.’ It drew a laugh from the public gallery, but rather shocked the jury. Although Butt tried to draw her into a discussion upon the supposed immorality of the German novel that she had recently translated, the judge stopped that line of questioning.

For some onlookers at least there would have been a spice of dramatic irony in this courtroom duel. The married Isaac Butt, for all his assumed tone of moral indignation, was (like Sir William Wilde) known to have fathered several illegitimate children. And, though he might seek to portray Lady Wilde as cold and unfeeling, it was rumoured that he had had a dalliance – if not an affair – with her in the years before her marriage. But in the theatre of the Four Courts everyone had their role to play.

There was a ‘general expectation’ that the case would be settled in favour of the Wildes.5 The judge, in his address to the jury, emphasized the oddities of Miss Travers’ behaviour in relation to the supposed rape, suggesting that, given her continued friendship with Sir William, it might be reasonable to conclude ‘that if intercourse existed at all it was with her consent, or certainly not against her consent… and that the whole thing is a fabrication’.

But this had to be set against the eloquent summing-up delivered by Isaac Butt on the Friday afternoon – described in the press as ‘one of the most powerful appeals ever addressed to a jury in Dublin’.6 He portrayed Miss Travers as an isolated and vulnerable young woman callously treated by the proud and powerful Wildes. Sir William, in refusing to give evidence, had not played ‘the part of a man’ – and Butt was ‘sorry an Irish gentleman should have acted so’. Lady Wilde’s attempts to rise above Miss Travers’ baiting (and Isaac Butt’s questioning), were set down as heartlessness – unworthy of a mother, a wife, a woman or a Christian. That she should have responded to Miss Travers’ account of a suicide attempt with the terse rejoinder ‘the intelligence has no interest for Lady Wilde’, called forth a torrent of rhetorical mock-indignation: ‘Oh! Shame on genius! Oh! shame on the heart of a woman; shame – shame above all on the heart of an Irishwoman.’

Such emotive appeals – for all their obvious theatricality – had their effect. The jury, after several hours’ deliberation, found for Miss Travers – although they undercut the force of their verdict by awarding her only a farthing’s damages, rather than the £2,000 she had sought. The Wildes, nevertheless, were burdened with the costs of the case – which were ‘expected to be very heavy’.7

The extraordinary week-long drama was at an end. In its combination of salacious detail and impassioned advocacy it was deemed – outside of Ireland – to have been a peculiarly Irish spectacle. ‘Irishmen are impetuous and demonstrative,’ declared The Times of London, ‘and forensic eloquence is such a characteristic of their race that we can readily believe it to have been powerfully displayed even in a cause like this; but Englishmen will probably wonder how so much interest could have been excited or so much professional energy employed.’8



* Although it is difficult to fix exact equivalents between old and current monetary amounts, most late nineteenth-century sums should be multiplied by between 80 and 100 to give an idea of their value at the time of writing.
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-PART I-

The Star 
Child

1854–1874
age 1–20
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Oscar Wilde as a schoolboy.


1

A Small Unruly Boy

‘He rarely spoke of his childhood, beyond saying that he had been very, very happy.’

robert sherard

In May 1855 – nine years before the Travers trial – Sir William Rowan Hamilton, Ireland’s astronomer royal, wrote to a friend about his busy social life in Dublin: ‘A very odd and original lady… had also lately a baby: such things you know will happen, at least in Ireland; and on my being asked to hand her in to dinner… when I met her for the first time in my life, she told me of this “young pagan,” as she called him… and she asked me to be a godfather, perhaps because I was so to a grandson of Wordsworth the Poet… and because she is an admirer of Wordsworth. However, I declined.’

The refusal did not, it seems, provoke any resentment. The ‘odd and original lady’ paid Sir William a visit soon afterwards, when he had an open day at his observatory. ‘My visitress,’ he reported, ‘told me, as we drank a glass of wine to the health of her child, that he had been christened on the previous day, by a long baptismal name, or string of names, the two first of which are Oscar and Fingal! the third and fourth [O’Flahertie and Wills] sounding to me as a tremendous descent, but I daresay she prefers them.’1

Oscar Fingal O’Flahertie Wills Wilde, the ‘young pagan’ under discussion, had been born on 16 October 1854 at 21 Westland Row, Dublin, a neat Georgian terraced house, close to the Westland Row Railway Station, and backing on to the open space of Trinity College park. And the long string of baptismal names had been bestowed upon him at a service – conducted by his uncle – in the neighbouring church of St Mark.2

‘Oscar’ and ‘Fingal’ were names touched with poetry and romance; they were, as his mother declared, ‘grand, misty and Ossianic’. In the Celtic epic ascribed to the ancient bard Ossian (but written in 1760 by James MacPherson), ‘Oscar’ figured as the great but doomed hero of Irish legend, while ‘Fingal’ was his no less heroic grandfather, leader of the mythic warrior troop the Fianna. The name O’Flahertie, if not quite so poetical, was scarcely less imbued with legendary association. The O’Flaherties were the great family of the west of Ireland: they had been lords of Connemara and kings of Connaught. And the young Oscar Wilde could claim kinship with them through his paternal great-grandmother. Wills, too, was a family name of sorts – though one with ‘Anglo’ rather than ‘Irish’ resonances. It had been adopted by Oscar’s father, his grandfather, and – indeed – had also been given to Oscar’s older brother, William, at his birth two years previously. The Wills family had been influential landholders around Castlerea since the beginning of the eighteenth century; and it seems to have been a desire for genteel association, rather than any ties of blood, that prompted the Wildes’ serial adoption of the name. Taken together the names made up an impressive list. Certainly it impressed Sir William Rowan Hamilton. They were names that carried both hopes and expectations. They proclaimed, too, the affiliations – and, indeed, the pretensions – of the child’s parents.3

Oscar Wilde’s father and mother were figures of note on the Dublin scene. Although both were still in their thirties as the time of Oscar’s birth, they were already marked out as real ‘celebrities’: ‘Surgeon Wilde’ and his wife ‘Speranza’. And if they were famed in Dublin, their reputations also carried beyond the Pale. Their names were known across Ireland, in England, on continental Europe, and even in America.

William Wilde was not only the leading aural and ophthalmic surgeon in Dublin, and a leader in medical research, he was also the author of popular books on travel and history, an acknowledged expert on Irish archaeology, topography, ethnology and folklore, and a leading light of both the British Association for the Advancement of Science and the Royal Irish Academy (RIA). His wife, Jane, was a poet, and – to a large portion of the Irish populace – a national heroine. She may have been ‘odd and original’, but she was also, as Sir William Rowan Hamilton noted, ‘quite a genius, and thoroughly aware of it’. She contributed erudite articles to Dublin’s periodical press, read Greek for pleasure, and produced acclaimed translations from both French and German.

In any setting the Wildes were a conspicuous couple. She was magnificent (indeed one observer described her as ‘rather too magnificent’):4 almost six feet tall, upright and commanding; not perhaps conventionally beautiful, but with a clear complexion, fine brows, dark eyes, blue-black hair and a delight in billowing white crinolines and flowing shawls. She was apt to put people in mind of a Roman goddess or Roman matron, or of the Ossianic heroine Deugala.5 He was of medium height, but beside his towering wife appeared smaller. Also he stooped slightly as a result of his long hours of work. While she was stately and ponderous, he – ‘like a Skye terrier’ – was all sinewy energy and eager bustle. He walked in a curious fashion, pumping his elbows as he went. His eyes were bright. There was a slightly simian cast to his features, emphasized by his side whiskers. His dark hair, already flecked with wolfish grey, was thick and unruly. He had, too, a distinctive sallow complexion that caused some to think that he looked ‘dirty’. Men considered him ugly; women found him attractive.6

Even in a city famed for its talk, both the Wildes were celebrated as brilliant exponents: he a wonderful conversationalist and raconteur, she ‘amusingly fearless and original’ and fond of making ‘a sensation’. The home they created together at Westland Row had a reputation for being sociable, hospitable, intellectual, stimulating and unconventional. Some found the Wilde ménage rather over-stimulating and too unconventional, but few could deny that it rested upon a ground of real substance and achievement. They were recognized as the ‘Jupiter-Æsculapius and Juno-Minerva’ of their own Olympus.7

William Robert Wills Wilde had been born (in 1815) and raised in Co. Roscommon in the west of Ireland, the third son of a modestly well-to-do provincial doctor from the established Anglo-Irish protestant class. His mother, Amelia née Fynn, though, came of old Irish stock (the Fynns of Ballymagibbon in Co. Mayo were renowned for their wide estates, their ancient name, their connection to the O’Flaherties and their mental instability).8 In an Ireland that was too often divided along established lines, between indigenous Catholic Celts and Anglo-Protestant incomers, William Wilde embraced the connections and ambiguities of his heritage. He saw great benefit in the ‘fusion’ of the races, and thought that there could not be a better intermixture ‘than the Saxon and the Celt’.9

While both his older brothers entered the established Church of Ireland (and one of his two sisters also married a clergyman), William followed his father’s profession. As a young man of seventeen he was sent to study medicine – or, rather, surgery – in Dublin. And after five years of training at the city’s leading medical institutions, and five years of amiable sociability among his fellow medical students, he was appointed a licentiate of the Royal College of Surgeons of Ireland.

It was an achievement gained in the face of considerable distractions. He suffered from recurrent bouts of asthma. On the eve of his final exams he contracted a near-fatal fever, and was only brought through by a course of strong ale (one glass taken every hour) prescribed by his sometime tutor and long-time friend, Dr Graves. And, on top of these health worries, the unmarried twenty-two-year-old also learnt that he was due to become a father. Any – or all – of these considerations might have encouraged him to accept a position as medical attendant to a wealthy and consumptive Scots merchant who was about to depart in his steam yacht for a restorative nine-month cruise to the Holy Land. The newly qualified doctor’s duties were not onerous, and he found time during the frequent stopovers to compile material for his first book, a two-volume travelogue, which was published to considerable acclaim on his return to Dublin.

Narrative of a Voyage to Madeira, Teneriffe, and along the shores of the Mediterranean (or ‘Wilde’s Madeira’, as it was more conveniently known) revealed the author as a young man of extraordinary energy, erudition and pluck. His literary style was lively and engaging; his range of interest boundless: birdlife, plant specimens, antiquities, the health-giving effects of climate, the habits of stray dogs, modes of capital punishment, modes of dress, Napoleonic battle sites, royal tombs, the beautifully shaped eyes of the young women in Bethlehem, the beautifully shaped fingers of the young women in the tobacco-factories at Corunna. He visited Algerian slave markets, ascended a pyramid at the risk of his life, dissected a dolphin (to discover how marine mammals suckled their young without drowning them), and – at Tyre – carried out a thorough investigation into the true origins of the ‘Tyrhennian purple’ dye.

At Mycenae, in the Greek Peloponnese, he was struck by a resemblance between the vast un-mortared stonework of the so-called ‘Treasury of Atreus’ and the great Neolithic tumulus at Newgrange in Co. Meath. It suggested to him that there must be a common ancestry between the Aryan peoples of pre-classical Greece and the early Celts of prehistoric Ireland.10 William Wilde had a particular enthusiasm for the early history of Ireland. During his childhood in rural Roscommon he had often accompanied his father on his medical rounds among the local peasantry. These trips had given him a love of the topography, the antiquities, the history and the folklore of the country. It was a world of mystery: unexplained ruins of ancient stone and earth littered the landscape, place names echoed with the figures of a lost heroic age, and the colourful superstitions of the local people seemed to preserve the world-view of Ireland’s pre-Christian past.

And, as a medical student in Dublin, William Wilde had been delighted to find others who shared his antiquarian interests. Their common enthusiasm reflected a new spirit of cultural nationalism, less political and revolutionary than that espoused by some of their contemporaries, but no less challenging to the established hierarchies. The celebration of Ireland’s pre-Christian Celtic past seemed to trump all the later divisions of creed, nationality and political allegiance, and to offer a vision of an Ireland united in itself and separate from England. A focus for these enthusiasts was provided by the RIA, an institution dedicated to the collection, investigation and analysis of Irish antiquities. William Wilde was elected a member at the young age of twenty-three.11

His love of Ireland, however, was never limiting or parochial. He used the money he earned from his book (a very useful £250) to complete his medical education at some of the foremost centres of learning in Europe. Partly as a result of his travels in Egypt, where he had seen many people suffering from ophthalmic trachaea, he decided to specialize in diseases of the eye. He spent three months at the Royal London Ophthalmic Hospital (Moorfields); he travelled to Vienna and studied at the Allgemeine Krankenhaus, the city’s great general hospital, where classes were still conducted in Latin; and he visited institutions in Prague, Dresden, Heidelberg and Berlin, before returning to Dublin – in 1841 – to establish his practice in Westland Row (initially at No. 15, then at 21).

Wilde’s energy was prodigious. He quickly built up a fashionable practice as both an ophthalmic and aural surgeon. As an act of civic philanthropy he opened a dispensary for poor patients in the converted stables next to the house, transforming it in 1844 into St Mark’s Hospital for Diseases of the Eye and Ear, on Mark Street. On both the professional and the philanthropic fronts he was perhaps aided by the fact that he was an active Freemason.12 He contributed regularly to the prestigious Dublin Journal of Medical Science before – at the age of thirty – becoming its editor, and transforming it into the yet more respected Quarterly publication. His pioneering interest in medical statistics led to him being made medical commissioner for the census of 1841 (and assistant commissioner for the subsequent censuses of 1851, 1861 and 1871).

And there was more. He produced an overview of Austrian intellectual life (Austria: Its Literary, Scientific and Medical Institutions); he attended the natural history and ethnology sessions of the British Association. He continued his investigations into the antiquities of Ireland, giving regular updates to the RIA. He revised his Madeira for a second edition. He contributed articles on diverse topics to the Dublin University Magazine (a publication co-founded, and briefly edited, by Isaac Butt). He published The Last Years of Dean Swift’s Life, the first work to suggest that the author of Gulliver’s Travels had not gone mad during his final years. He produced a discursive account of The Beauties of the Boyne and the Blackwater (1849) based on his ramblings in the west of Ireland (he had taken Lord Macaulay over the battlefield of the Boyne when the author was researching his History of England).

And all this was accomplished against a background of committee meetings, convivial club dinners, occasional lectures and a busy social life. He seems to have taken some part in the education of the illegitimate son he had fathered at the end of his student days. Henry Wilson (as he was obliquely named) was acknowledged as an unspecified ‘cousin’, and brought up to follow his father’s profession. William Wilde also sired at least two more children out of wedlock, girls – Emily (born 1847) and Mary (born 1849) – who were adopted as wards by his eldest brother, Rev. Ralph Wilde, sometime vicar of Kilsallaghan, outside Dublin. Their mother was reputed to be the keeper of a ‘black oak shop’ in the city.13 The notion, though, that Dr Wilde was an inveterate ‘runner after girls’ with an illegitimate ‘family in every farmhouse’ was probably the exaggerated invention of Dublin gossip.14 By the beginning of the 1850s he seems to have been in want of a wife. There was a courtship – or at least a flirtation – with the Shakespearean actress Helena Faucit. But it came to nothing, and he turned his attentions elsewhere.

Jane Francesca Elgee was a worthy mate. In 1851 she was twenty-nine and famous. Over the previous five years she had achieved a popular renown as one of Ireland’s heroic voices, exposing the horrors of the Famine, and expressing a nationalist outrage at the failure of the British government to address it. Although she came of a thoroughly conventional middle-class Protestant Dublin family, brought up among people high in both the established church and the British army, she had been seized by the radical nationalist spirit of the times, her ‘patriotism kindled’ by reading the poetry of the recently deceased Thomas Davis, one of the founders of the ‘Young Ireland’ movement.15 The fire soon took hold.

The youngest of four children, brought up by a widowed mother, Jane was of a strongly romantic and literary disposition. She was proud of her connection to the Gothic novelist Charles Maturin, author of Melmoth the Wanderer, a bizarre Faustian tale revered by Goethe, Balzac and the young Romantics. Maturin had married her mother’s sister, and although he had died in 1824 he remained a key presence in Jane’s imaginative life. In search of additional support for her artistic nature, Jane had also convinced herself that the Elgee name derived from the Italian ‘Algiati’ – and from this (imaginary) connection she was happy to make the short leap to claiming kinship with Dante Alighieri (in fact the Elgees descended from a long line of Durham labourers).16 Her childhood was spent among books and poetry. Tennyson and Elizabeth Barrett Browning became her favourites, ‘leaving, of course, the Great God, Wordsworth, undisturbed on his throne’.17 An excellent linguist, she became familiar not just with English authors, but also with the whole range of classical and modern European literature. It was, though, in Ireland’s nationalist cause that she found a subject to inspire her own creativity – and her own sense of an exalted destiny.

Confronted by the injustice and tragedy of the Famine and its aftermath, she began to write impassioned letters and impassioned verses indicting her own landlord class – ‘the spoilers of our land’ – in ringing cadences. They were sent to The Nation, the leading weekly paper of Irish radicalism, the voice of the ‘Young Ireland’ movement. Not daring to use her own name, for fear of outraging her family, she signed her letters ‘John Fanshaw Ellis’ and her verses ‘Speranza’, the Italian word for ‘hope’. The Nation’s editor, Gavan Duffy, was impressed, and through the pages of his paper Speranza’s poems were carried into thousands of humble Irish homes; they were read round fires and declaimed by ballad sellers: ‘The Voice of the Poor’, ‘The Stricken Land’, ‘A Lament for the Potato’.

In her 1847 ballad ‘The Brothers’ she commemorated young John and Henry Sheares, who had been hanged for their part in the thwarted Irish rebellion of 1798, and imagined them calling to the next generation to take up their fight for ‘Fatherland’:

Oh! they preach to us, those still and pallid features –

Those pale lips yet implore us, from their graves,

To strive for birthright as God’s creatures,

Or die, if we can but live as slaves.

Jane’s family was shocked when, inevitably, her alias was exposed and they discovered what she was up to. But she was unrepentant. There was too much excitement and drama in her new role. She had found her calling: ‘I should like to rage through life,’ she declared; ‘this orthodox creeping is too tame for me – ah, this wild rebellious ambitious nature of mine. I wish I could satiate it with Empires, though a St Helena were the end.’18 An Irish revolt seemed a real possibility – at least in the radical circles of literary Dublin. In July 1848, with Duffy and some of the other leaders of the movement imprisoned, Jane added her voice to the calls for armed insurrection. Writing anonymously in the Nation she cried out for ‘a hundred thousand muskets glittering brightly in the light of heaven’. The results were calamitous. The people, exhausted by their privations, did not rise. The government suspended habeus corpus. There was one minor insurrection in Tipperary (‘the Battle of the Widow McCormack’s Cabbage Patch’) in the course of which two ‘rebels’ were shot. At the subsequent trial of Gavan Duffy (where he was defended by Isaac Butt), Jane’s inflammatory leader was one of the planks in the prosecution’s case. Jane had the considerable courage to go to the solicitor general and admit her own authorship. This act of bravery added new lustre to her reputation: it rapidly became mythologized into the story that she had actually stood up in open court, and interrupted the prosecution’s address with the ringing declaration, ‘I am the culprit, if culprit there be.’19

During the course of the trial Jane was certainly impressed by Isaac Butt. The thirty-five-year-old lawyer, though a recent convert to the Nationalist cause, was an impassioned advocate (he secured Duffy’s acquittal). Jane romanticized him as ‘the Mirabeau of the Young Ireland movement, with his tossed masses of black hair, his flashing eyes, and splendid rush of cadenced oratory’.20 There were rumours that the attraction was mutual. Years later, John Butler Yeats, writing to his son William, reported: ‘When she was Miss Elgee, Mrs Butt found [Jane] with her husband when the circumstances were not doubtful, and told my mother about it.’21 The incident, however, seems to have been as transitory as the 1848 uprising.

Following the chastening collapse of the Young Ireland movement, Jane withdrew from the political front line, concentrating instead upon sexual politics and literary work. She became an ardent supporter of women’s rights, and an able translator. She produced, in 1849, an English version of Wilhelm Meinhold’s weird Gothic romance Sidonia the Sorceress. Over the following two years she published translations of Lamartine’s’s Pictures of the First French Revolution (1850) and The Wanderer and his home (1851). Not that these high-minded endeavours ever obscured her relish for the less exalted aspects of life: one female writer friend recalled how, at their first meeting, Jane ‘spoke much about poetry… but still more about fashion’.22

Among Jane’s several contributions to the Dublin press was an enthusiastic review – in the Nation – of William Wilde’s Beauties of the Boyne and the Blackwater. It is uncertain whether this encomium initiated a new, or reflected an existing, friendship, but in November 1851 Jane was married to the book’s author. The marriage was timely. She had been left orphaned by the death of her mother at the beginning of the year, and life for an unmarried woman in the middle years of the nineteenth century was still fraught with practical problems. Her relatives certainly were relieved to see her settled.

Speranza had once joked that ‘genius should never wed’. And it was a stricture that might apply as much to her husband as to herself. Nevertheless, they both strove to accommodate themselves to their new state. They shared a pleasure in socializing and entertaining. Literary production was not abandoned. William, while working on his analysis of the 1851 census returns, also published Irish Popular Superstitions (dedicated ‘to Speranza’) and an important textbook on aural surgery, which helped establish the speciality of ‘otology’ (the branch of medicine relating to the diseases of the middle ear and mastoid). Jane continued her translation work with a version of Dumas père’s Glacier Land, before embarking on a new edition – if not a new translation – of Swedenborg’s The Future Life.

Some adjustment, though, was of course necessary. William Wilde was not an easy man. He had, as Jane confided to a friend, ‘a strange, nervous, hypochondriacal home nature which the world never sees – only I and often it makes me miserable, for I do not know how to deal with fantastic evils though I could bear up grandly against a real calamity… My husband so brilliant to the world envelops himself… in a black pall and is grave, stern, mournful and silent as the grave itself… And yet the next hour if any excitement arouses him he will throw himself into the rush of life as if life were eternal here. His whole existence is one of unceasing mental activity.’23 But his brilliance excused much, and brought other rewards. In 1853 he was appointed ‘surgeon oculist-in-ordinary to the Queen in Ireland’, and besides his own flourishing practice, he took on a lucrative role as medical advisor to the Victoria Assurance Company.24

The Wildes’ first child, a son, was born on 26 September 1852. Although known as Willie almost from the first, he was christened William Charles Kingsbury (Wills) Wilde (Charles had been the name of Jane’s father; Kingsbury her mother’s maiden name). Another son arrived just thirteen months later: the ‘young pagan’ Oscar, his string of names providing a suitably Irish counterbalance to the Anglocentric designations of his older brother.

Jane embraced the cares of motherhood with self-dramatizing irony and enthusiasm. As she apostrophized to a friend, soon after Willie’s birth, ‘Oh Patriotism, on Glory, Freedom, Conquest, the rush, the strife, the battle and the Crown, ye Eidolons of my youth, where are you? Was I nobler then? Perhaps so, but the present is the truer life. A mere woman, nothing more. Such I am now… How many lives we live in life!... as someone said seeing me over little saucepans in the nursery, “Alas! the Fates are cruel / Behold Speranza making gruel!”… Well, I will rear Him a Hero perhaps the President of the future Irish Republic. Chi sa? I have not fulfilled my destiny yet. Gruel and the nursery cannot end me.’25

When Oscar was barely a year old, the Wildes moved the short distance from Westland Row to 1 Merrion Square. Although literally just around the corner, the new address marked a definite upward shift in both status and scale. The square, with its generously proportioned houses and large central garden, had been built in the 1760s as a fashionable Dublin enclave for the country’s great landowning families. But, with the Acts of Union in 1800 marking the demise of the old Irish Parliament, many of these Anglo-Irish aristocrats found it more desirable to have their town houses in London, close the seat of real political power. Over the following decades the large Merrion Square houses became, instead, the preserve of Dublin’s successful professional men – a home-grown aristocracy of talent and wit. With William’s ever-growing practice and Jane’s vivid sense of self-worth the square seemed an entirely appropriate setting for the unfolding drama of Wilde family life. Jane was thrilled: ‘This move is very much to my fancy,’ she declared complacently. ‘We have got fine rooms and the best situation in Dublin.’

Number 1 certainly was impressive. Standing on the northwest corner of the square, it was larger than the other houses, augmented along its Merrion Street flank by a two-storey addition, comprising the front door and a stone-flagged hallway on the ground floor, with, above it, a light-filled conservatory and a room in which Dr Wilde could see his patients. A door and staircase at the rear of the building gave separate access to this consulting room, while there was a larger room on the ground floor, at the back, where William could carry out operations. The principal rooms of the house were ‘fine’ indeed – high-ceilinged, with delicate mouldings and marble fireplaces, and with views across the square at the front. The Wildes filled them with books and pictures. There were Turkey carpets laid on the broad Irish-oak floorboards. A bust of Charles Maturin was one of the adornments of the ground-floor library. Six live-in servants were required to run the new establishment, their quarters confined to the basement. The nursery was at the top of the house.

Here were installed the two boys. Jane hoped they would ‘flourish’ in their commodious new environment, and they did. Willie, in his mother’s words, was becoming ‘slight, tall and spirituelle looking with large beautiful eyes full of expression’, while the one-year-old Oscar was ‘a great stout creature who minds nothing but growing fat’.26 Jane was a devoted mother. Much of the passion and exalted vision that she had for the ‘Fatherland’ was converted into love and exalted vision for her children. William Wilde also took an active share of parenthood, despite both his professional cares and the huge project he had taken on to catalogue the collection of the RIA.27 A fresh excitement enlivened the house in April 1857 when Jane gave birth to another child: a much-longed-for daughter, christened Isola Francesca Emily. She at once became the pet of the family.

There are occasional glimpses of the infant Oscar. A sense of self, and of self-dramatization, seem to have come to him early. One visitor recalled the two-year-old boy entertaining a group of guests in the Merrion Square drawing room, by repeatedly declaiming his own euphonious name: ‘Oscar, Fingal, O’Flahertie, Wilde… Oscar, Fingal, O’Flahertie, Wilde.’28 A photograph survives of him at this time, stout, assured, and dressed – according to the custom of the age – in a splendid dress of blue velvet.29 There was, however, nothing girlish in his manner. The young Swedish writer Lotten von Kraemer, who visited Merrion Square in August 1857, accompanied by her father, the governor of Uppsala, considered him a ‘little brown-eyed wildcat’. She recalled William Wilde coming into the room, leading the ‘golden haired’ Willie by the hand, and carrying Oscar – ‘a small unruly boy’ – upon his arm. The young brothers were already part of the bustling life of the house. The Kraemers, when they attended an informal dinner that Sunday, were amazed to find the boys still up and about; and having kissed their father goodnight, they were charged with fetching a book from the library.30

By the following year both Oscar and Willie were, in their mother’s partial estimation, growing ‘tall and wise’. In the same letter Jane remarked of the ten-month-old Isola, ‘she has blue eyes and promises to have an acute intellect – those two gifts are enough for any woman’.31 Exaggeration, romance and the life of the mind were all part of atmosphere at Merrion Square. And so was literature. Jane read to her children from the first, and poetry in particular. As they leaned their heads against her, she unfolded the enchantments of Tennyson’s ‘The Lady Clare’ and Longfellow’s Hiawatha.32 Poe’s ‘The Raven’ was another of her favourites.33 She also introduced her sons to the rich heritage of Irish verse, from the misty grandeur of ‘Ossian’ and the melancholy lyrics of Tom Moore to the stirring nationalist ballads by Thomas Davis, Denis Florence MacCarthy and, indeed, herself (of his mother’s poems, Oscar’s favourite was the ballad of the Sheares brothers).34 And it was from his mother’s reading that he began to perceive both the music and the magic of words.

Family life was full of affection, encouragement and caresses. Lotten von Kraemer noted how William Wilde’s eyes rested upon his children ‘with pleasure’, and how he stroked Oscar’s hair before sending him on his way.35 When Jane travelled to London, she carried with her the memory of the boys’ ‘quick kiss and warm hug at parting’.36 Her trip to the English capital, however, had been to find a trained nursery governess for the children. And with the arrival of this new helper (the first of a succession), together with the medical qualification of William Wilde’s illegitimate son Henry Wilson, travel became a possibility for the Wilde parents. Inspired by their growing friendship with the Kraemers, they made regular trips to Sweden and Scandinavia over the coming years, leaving the children behind in the care of servants.37

But there were also holidays en famille, to villages and resorts near Dublin, or to ‘the grand wild scenery’ of Connemara, in the far west, where William had built a little fishing lodge, set – as Jane put it – ‘on the edge the Atlantic’.38* Dr Wilde’s enthusiasm for building increased with the years. In 1861 he designed and built a terrace of four ‘very handsome’ houses at Bray, the favoured seaside retreat near Dublin; three were to be let, and one used by the family.39

Over one holiday, spent at the lovely village of Enniskerry at the foot of Glencree (perhaps in 1860 or 1861, before the completion of the Bray houses), Jane befriended Fr Lawrence Prideaux Fox, one of the Oblates of the Immaculate Heart charged with running the nearby – and recently established – St Kevin’s Reformatory. He was an energetic and entertaining man, with literary and artistic interests: he knew Charles Dickens and Cardinal Newman, and was renowned for his ‘talent as a decorator’: at Inchicore, the oblate foundation on the outskirts of Dublin where he was based, he had originated a celebrated ‘crib’.40 During that Glencree vacation he and Speranza ‘enjoyed many a pleasant hour’ of conversation.

Religion was a subject much in her thoughts. She was working on a translation of the controversial German romance Eritis Sicut Deus (‘You shall be as God’). The book – which had first appeared anonymously in 1854 – dramatized the crisis of faith, and the response to it of German philosophy, through the story of Robert and his beautiful wife, Elizabeth. The former renounces God in favour of a self-created aesthetic creed of art-worship and sensual indulgence, only to encounter despair; the latter briefly follows him down this path, but, having been brought to the brink of madness, recovers her faith – and with it, her sanity, and her happiness.41 Although Jane herself had (as her son later described it) ‘a very strong faith in that aspect of God we call the Holy Ghost’, she was impatient of all religious dogma, and particularly of ‘any notion of priest and sacrament standing between her and God’.42 Nevertheless she maintained an aesthetic appreciation of many aspects of Catholic worship. In an article written for the Dublin University Magazine in 1850 she had praised the contemporary Catholic Church in Ireland for its inspired patronage of the arts, noting that ‘Catholicism alone has comprehended the truth that Art is one of the noblest languages of religion’.43

During the Glencree holiday she took the children to services at the small Gothic-revival church next to the reformatory. There was a tribune that allowed visitors to attend without coming into contact with the reformatory inmates. Fr Fox recalled that it was not long before she asked him to instruct Oscar and his brother: ‘After a few weeks I baptised these two children, Lady Wilde herself being present on the occasion.’ The priest subsequently called on William Wilde to tell him what had been done. The doctor, who was ‘bitterly opposed to reformatories’ as a means of dealing with the numerous boys convicted for petty crimes in the troubled aftermath of the famine, had never been particularly easy with Fr Fox, but in this instance he merely remarked that he did not care what his sons ‘became so long as they became as good as their Mother’.44 Oscar retained a memory of this second christening, but it was not backed up with any further Catholic teaching or contact during his childhood.45

Other spiritual forces impressed him rather more. He vividly recalled being awakened one night by a series of piercing shrieks. He thought it was a dog in pain. The next day, however, news arrived that a relative had died, and he was told that the cries of the night before must have been those of the Banshee – the fairy harbinger of death.46 Irish lore and legend were always part of the family’s shared imaginary world, and they became more so when in 1862 William Wilde bought 170 acres of land along the shore of Lough Corrib close to the little town of Cong, in Co. Mayo, in the far west. The land had special meaning for him, having once belonged to his maternal Fynn relatives. But it was also – he believed – the site of the legendary battle of Moytura (Magh-Tura) where the two ancient Celtic peoples of Ireland, the Dananns and the Firbolgs, had fought for supremacy. He began work on a handsome dwelling there, to be called ‘Moytura House’. Set in ‘a picturesque situation’ looking over the lough, the two-storey building, whitewashed and steep gabled, would become a second home for the family. It had spacious rooms in which to entertain. There was a rose garden with a sundial, and a walled kitchen garden filled with fruit trees.†

In days spent playing together, Oscar developed a happy ‘boyish comradeship’ with his older brother – a relationship smoothed and lightened by Oscar’s conciliatory nature.47 At one juncture he even gave Willie his favourite teddy bear: ‘Whenever afterwards I got angry with him,’ he later explained, ‘I used to threaten him with an “I shall take back my bear, Willie.”’ It was a saying that retained a currency between the brothers well beyond the end of their childhood.48 But, though he was ready to accommodate himself to others, Oscar’s individuality of outlook was also becoming apparent. On one Connemara holiday he ran away from the family and hid in a cave.49 On another occasion – at Merrion Square – he and Willie were having their evening bath in front of the fire in the nursery, their little nightshirts hanging to warm on the fender. While the nurse was momentarily out of the room, the boys noticed a brown spot appear on one of the shirts. It deepened slowly and then burst into flame. While Willie shouted for the nurse to come to the rescue, Oscar clapped his hands in delight at the conflagration. And when the nurse rushed in, snatched the flaming garment from the fender and pushed it into the fire, Oscar ‘cried with rage at the spoiling of the pageant and the end of the fun’. This, he would later explain, revealed something of the difference between him and Willie.50

Oscar and his brother began their educations at home. A succession of governesses, usually foreign, introduced them at least to both French and German.51 But they learnt rather more at the parental board. The Merrion Square house was often filled with interesting people and interesting talk; and – as the Kraemers noticed – the young Wilde children were excluded from little of it.

The social gatherings chez Wilde, lit by the energy and charisma of the host and hostess, overflowed with intellectual merriment and wit. There were regular Saturday dinner parties for what Jane described ‘ten or twelve clever men’: they would dine at half past six and part at eleven.52 Sometimes the meal would be followed by poetry or music. The company would include not only ‘the brilliant genius of Ireland’ (the leading literary, scientific and antiquarian lights of Dublin), but also ‘celebrities of Europe and America’.53 The ‘earliest hero’ of Oscar’s childhood was the ‘tall and stately’ Smith O’Brien – one-time leader of the Young Ireland movement – who became a regular visitor, having returned to Dublin from exile in Tasmania.54 In the summer of 1861, when Dublin hosted the annual meeting of the National Association, the Wildes kept open house for the Swedish contingent, giving a series of happy informal
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