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“So brilliant is Ellmann’s account of Wilde’s morning and afternoon that dusk seems to fall swiftly and angrily.… Ellmann is our foremost literary biographer.… Wilde’s life was a work of art, and so is this biography.”
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“Monumental.”
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Introduction

Oscar Wilde: we have only to hear the great name to anticipate that what will be quoted as his will surprise and delight us. Among the writers identified with the 1890s, Wilde is the only one whom everyone still reads. The various labels that have been applied to the age—Aestheticism, Decadence, the Beardsley period—ought not to conceal the fact that our first association with it is Wilde, refulgent, majestic, ready to fall.

From as early as 1881, when he was in his late twenties, to the middle of 1895, when he was forty, literary London was put out of countenance by this outrageous Irishman from Dublin (via Oxford), who declared he was a socialist and hinted he was a homosexual, while patently mocking wise saws on all subjects. He declined, in a public and ceremonious manner, to live within his means, behave modestly, respect his elders, or recognize such entities as nature and art in their traditional apparel.

He won admiration, and denigration. Legends sprang up about him, and unsavory rumors too. He was accused of sins from effeminacy to plagiarism. That he was the kindest of men was not so widely known. Instead, at the very moment he was writing his best and The Importance of Being Earnest had crowned his career, what the law picturesquely calls sodomy was imputed to him. He was sentenced in the end to two years of hard labor for the lesser charge of indecent behavior with men. So much glory has rarely been followed by so much humiliation.

The hardships of prison life, and of subsequent exile in France and Italy, left Wilde a broken man. A spendthrift on his uppers, slighted by old acquaintances, he pursued on his release the life for which he had been jailed. He wrote The Ballad of Reading Gaol and after that nothing. In 1900 he died in an obscure Paris hotel. He left behind him a sort of testament, De Profundis, in the form of a prison letter to his lover, Lord Alfred Douglas. It skirted penitence and, while acknowledging faults (not those cited in the courtroom), vindicated his individuality. Published bit by bit over sixty years, it reawakened the quarrels of old friends, who continued to dispute their sometime place in his life as long as they lived.

Other contemporaries snubbed Wilde as an ex-convict, but entertained him gladly enough in their memoirs. Many a dull chronicle, as in life many a dull table, was posthumously enlivened by this boulevardier. As for the reading public, it never failed in devotion to him, within the English-speaking countries or abroad, where his genius shines through translation.

When Wilde left Oxford in 1878 he called himself a professor of aesthetic, and aestheticism is the creed which is usually attributed to him. Yet his theme is not, as is often supposed, art’s divorce from life, but its inescapable arraignment by experience. His creative works almost always end in unmasking. The hand that adjusts the green carnation suddenly shakes an admonitory finger. While the ultimate virtue in Wilde’s essays is in make-believe, the denouement of his dramas and narratives is that masks have to go. We must acknowledge what we are. Wilde at least was keen to do so. Though he offered himself as the apostle of pleasure, his created world contains much pain. In the smashup of his fortunes rather than in their apogee his cast of mind fully appeared.

Essentially Wilde was conducting, in the most civilized way, an anatomy of his society, and a radical reconsideration of its ethics. He knew all the secrets and could expose all the pretense. Along with Blake and Nietzsche, he was proposing that good and evil are not what they seem, that moral tabs cannot cope with the complexity of behavior. His greatness as a writer is partly the result of the enlargement of sympathy which he demanded for society’s victims.

His language is his finest achievement. It is fluent with concession and rejection. It takes what has been ponderously said and remakes it according to a new perspective and a new principle. An older generation’s reassuring platitudes and tired certainties are suddenly infused with youthful intransigence, a sort of pontifical impudence that commands attention. We have the pleasure of affirming the ancien régime and of rebelling against it at the same time. Long live the king, we cry, as we cut off his head.

As for his wit, its balance was more hazardously maintained than is realized. Although it lays claim to arrogance, it seeks to please us. Of all writers, Wilde was perhaps the best company. Always endangered, he laughs at his plight, and on his way to the loss of everything jollies society for being so much harsher than he is, so much less graceful, so much less attractive. And once we recognize that his charm is threatened, its eye on the door left open for the witless law, it becomes even more beguiling.

Some of his interest lies in a characteristic that, along with his girth, he shared with Dr Johnson. He occupied, as he insisted, a ‘symbolical relation’ to his time. He ranged over the visible and invisible worlds, and dominated them by his unusual views. He is not one of those writers who as the centuries change lose their relevance. Wilde is one of us. His wit is an agent of renewal, as pertinent now as a hundred years ago. The questions posed by both his art and his life lend his art a quality of earnestness, an earnestness which he always disavowed.



Beginnings
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CHAPTER I

Toil of Growing Up


The soul is born old, but grows young. That is the comedy of life. The body is born young and grows old. That is life’s tragedy.

LADY BRACKNELL: Prism! Come here, Prism! Prism! Where is that baby?



First Words

Oscar Wilde first emerges for us into articulate being in 1868, when he was thirteen, in a letter he wrote to his mother from school. Portora Royal School, in Enniskillen, which prepared pupils for Trinity College, Dublin, was a good school, though to call it ‘the Eton of Ireland,’ as the headmaster and Wilde’s mother did, was pretentious.1 In later life Wilde told D. J. O’Donoghue, the tireless compiler of an Irish biographical dictionary, that he had spent ‘about a year there.’ The actual period was seven years, from age nine to sixteen. Facts were for bending: interviewed for The Biograph, an English annual which published his ‘life’ in six pages when he was only twenty-six, Wilde said that he had been privately tutored at home.2 Portora was not a resonant name, and it seemed preferable to have attended no school rather than one that had to be laboriously identified. ‘I have forgotten my schooldays,’ says Mrs Cheveley in An Ideal Husband. ‘I have a vague impression that they were detestable.’ Then too, Wilde found it imaginatively seductive to deconstruct his nurture, to obliterate by whim all those sums and paradigms. No school on earth produced Oscar Wildes. But Portora, which flourishes still, must be credited with having prepared not only Wilde but Samuel Beckett.

The letter Wilde wrote from there unfortunately survives only in a fragment. Still, as a hieroglyph of his adolescence, it is valuable:


September 1868

Portora School

Darling Mama, The hamper came today, and I never got such a jolly surprise, many thanks for it, it was more than kind of you to think of it. Don’t please forget to send me the National Review.… The flannel shirts you sent in the hamper are both Willie’s, mine are one quite scarlet and the other lilac but it is too hot to wear them yet. You never told me anything about the publisher in Glasgow, what does he say? And have you written to Aunt Warren on the green note paper?3



The rest of the letter is said to have referred to a cricket win over a regimental side, and to ‘that horrid regatta.’ Accompanying the letter was a sketch, now lost, captioned, ‘ye delight of ye boys at ye hamper and ye sorrow of ye hamperless boy.’

The person we think of as Oscar Wilde is assembling here. He is on excellent terms with his darling mother, and keen to be on better ones, perhaps because his elder brother Willie is distinctly a rival for her attention. Oscar will unseat him later. With a precocious sense of the ridiculous he pictures the scene of felicity and misery which the delivery of the hamper had created. His appetite for dramatic presentation is whetted. Other predilections are clear: cricket interests him mildly, rowing not at all. Since the school was situated on the river Erne, the antipathy to regattas must have been unfashionable and individual. His liking for cricket was to flag, and later he would tease his robust biographer, Robert Sherard, by pretending to find the players’ attitudes ‘indecent’ and ‘not Greek.’4 Eventually he dismissed these two team sports as ‘bats and boats,’ preferring riding, shooting, and fishing.

The letter reveals that his thirteen-year-old tastes in clothing were a dandy’s, discriminating between his own scarlet and lilac shirts and the unmentionable colors of Willie’s. (Wilde was wearing a lilac shirt, with a heliotrope tie, when the two women who halved the pen name of ‘Michael Field’ came to see him in 1890.5) His predilection for scarlet and related tints was shared with his mother, who is reported as wearing into her sixties a scarlet dress, and whom a Dublin observer, Lord Rathcreedan, claims to have seen flaunting a red shawl.6 ‘Vermilion’ was a word that Wilde liked to draw out lingeringly, in his inflection of tints and shades. (On the other hand, he had a horror of magenta.7) In The Ballad of Reading Gaol, the last indignity suffered by the condemned man is that he cannot be hanged in his scarlet coat. When it was pointed out to Wilde that the regiment to which the man belonged was the Blues, he offered instant revision:


He did not wear his azure coat

For blood and wine are blue.8



More than aesthetic preference lay behind his eagerness to read his mother’s new poem in the National Review. It bore the patriotic title ‘To Ireland’ and renewed a plea that Lady Wilde had made in her youth, for someone to blow the trumpet of rebellion. A new edition of her poems was to appear from a Scottish publisher, and the new poem would replace the dedication in the first edition of 1864, which read,


Dedicated to my sons Willie and Oscar Wilde

                                    ‘I made them indeed

Speak plain the word country. I taught them, no doubt,

That country’s a thing one should die for at need’



lines of her own with more fervor than style. The young Wilde had a taste for both her poetry and her politics.

He also enjoyed his mother’s practical jokes. ‘Aunt Warren’ in the letter was Lady Wilde’s much older sister, Emily Thomazine, who in 1829 had married Samuel Warren, then a captain, and later, like his brother Nathaniel, a lieutenant-colonel in the British Army. Mrs Warren, her Unionist politics befitting an army wife, frowned on her sister, who as a nationalist frowned back. Irking Aunt Warren with green notepaper was a shared subversive delight. Emily Warren, except as co-owner with the Wildes of certain properties, does not appear on the scene again. Her husband had died about 1850, and she herself in 1881. Like her older brother, who became a judge in Louisiana, she kept her distance from sister Jane. Yet perhaps a bit of Emily Thomazine Warren survives in Aunt Augusta Bracknell, whose husband’s brother is a general with a first name, Ernest, more solemn than Samuel and Nathaniel. Lady Bracknell issues English commands which are promptly disobeyed by Irish hearts.

(Jane) Speranza Francesca Wilde
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All women become like their mothers. That is their tragedy. No man does. That’s his.



The mother to whom this boy of thirteen addressed himself was no ordinary person. Lady Wilde had a sense of being destined for greatness, and imparted it. Her son subscribed to her view, and treated her with the utmost consideration and respect, almost as though he were her precursor rather than she his. Four years before she received that letter from school, her husband had been knighted. The title helped, because she had always been uneasy about her first name, which was Jane, and had modified her second name, almost certainly Frances, into Francesca, regarding the new name as a brilliant vestige of the Elgee family’s origins in Italy, where—according to what she maintained was a family tradition—they had been called Algiati. From Algiati to Alighieri was an easy backward leap, and Dante could not save himself from becoming Jane Elgee’s ancestor. (Her son in turn was to claim a visual resemblance to and a spiritual kinship with both Shakespeare and Nero.) What signature to use became a complicated matter. To tradesmen or correspondents of no consequence, she signed herself Jane Wilde; to those she liked she was Francesca or J. Francesca Wilde. But she had another forename as well, altogether of her own devising. This was Speranza. It was part of the motto with which her notepaper was embossed: Fidanza, Speranza, Costanza. In her correspondence with Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, translator of Dante, she signed herself Francesca Speranza Wilde.9

That she found a certain humor in her nom de plume is evident from a cheering letter she sent to the Irish novelist William Carleton: ‘In truth I cannot bear this despondency of yours—unrecognised genius may name its miseries, deep and poignant, but not yours.… Let St. Speranza, if you will allow my canonisation, work the miracle of your restoration, for your gloom is all imaginary.…’ Carleton responded by praising ‘the great Ocean’ of her soul.10

The rivering waters that formed that great Ocean have been traced. Among her ancestors, if not Dante, there was on her mother’s side the Reverend Charles Maturin, whose Melmoth the Wanderer, with its mysterious, satanic hero, exercised fascination upon Scott, on Balzac, who wrote a sequel to it, on Baudelaire, who found in Melmoth an alter ego, and on Oscar Wilde, who would one day take Melmoth as his own name. Lady Wilde’s maternal great-grandfather, Dr Kingsbury, was a well-known physician and friend of Jonathan Swift. Her father, Charles Elgee (1783–1821), took up the law, and his father, John Elgee (1753–1823), was a rector and archdeacon in the Church of Ireland. Her mother, Sarah, was the daughter of another cleric, Thomas Kingsbury, who besides being vicar of Kildare held the secular post of Commissioner of Bankruptcy. Further back, Lady Wilde’s paternal great-grandfather, Charles Elgee (1709–87), was a well-off farmer in County Down; another ancestor on her mother’s side was English: a bricklayer (died 1805) who emigrated from County Durham in the 1770s because of the Irish building boom.11 Given these unexceptionable antecedents, Lady Wilde still opted for her hypothetical Tuscan origins.

Like her son, she enjoyed improving upon reality. She allowed it to be understood that she had been born in 1826. When pressed, she responded airily that her birth had never been recorded, no Registry Office having been required when giants still walked the earth. The parish register that might have refuted her has not been found. ‘Indeed,’ says Lady Bracknell, ‘no woman should ever be quite accurate about her age. It looks so calculating.’ Though biographers have sought the date of Lady Wilde’s birth in vain, it is possible now gracelessly to reveal, on the basis of her application for a grant from the Royal Literary Fund in November 1888, by which time age rather than youth was to her advantage, that she was born on 27 December 1821, a mere half-decade earlier than she had said. Her son Oscar was a match for her: he regularly claimed to be two years younger than he was, even on his marriage certificate; and Lady Wilde went along with this chronology, congratulating him on winning the Newdigate Prize at the age of ‘only 22,’ when she knew he was close to twenty-four.

Lady Wilde communicated to her son both her nationalism and her determination to embody it in verse. One version she gave of how she had made her debut on the national stage was that she had come upon a book or pamphlet by Richard D’Alton Williams, who was tried for treason, though acquitted, in 1848. Presumably it was the work of his that began with the poem ‘The Nation’s Valentine, To the Ladies of Ireland,’ which called upon women to ‘sing us no songs but of FATHERLAND now.’ She was moved, she was fired. ‘Then it was I discovered I was a poet.’12 She did manage a rhetoric close to her master’s. But for W. B. Yeats she evolved a different account. ‘Walking through some Dublin street, she came upon so great a crowd that she could go no further,’ Yeats recalled her telling him. ‘She asked a shopman what brought so many people into the street and he said: “It is the funeral of Thomas Davis.” And when she answered, “Who was Thomas Davis? I have never heard of him,” he said, “He was a poet.” ’13 That a poet should be so multitudinously mourned decided her to be a poet too.

Thomas Davis’s poetry did in fact convert many to nationalism, including Yeats’s friend John O’Leary. But Davis’s funeral was in 1845, when Jane Wilde was a good twenty-two rather than eighteen, and she could not have been ignorant of his identity as leader of Young Ireland.14 Williams’s verse and Davis’s funeral contributed to the rising sentiment among sensitive Irishmen, Protestants as well as Catholics, that they must take up the nationalist cause. Jane Elgee began to write verse on the coming revolution, on the famine, and on the exodus from Ireland of the famished. These she submitted to Charles Gavan Duffy, editor of the Nation (which had been founded in 1842), under the name of ‘Speranza.’ They were enclosed in letters signed ‘John Fanshaw Ellis,’ in echo of Jane Francesca Elgee. When Gavan Duffy liked and printed her patriotic poems, she submitted some love poetry, which he liked less and did not print. Still, his curiosity was awakened and he asked Ellis to come and see him. Ellis responded by asking Gavan Duffy to pay a visit instead to 34 Leeson Street. There, as Gavan Duffy recounts, the smiling maid, on being asked for Mr Ellis, showed him into a drawing room, where he found only George Smith, publisher to the university. ‘What! my loyal friend, are you the new volcano of sedition?’ asked Gavan Duffy. Smith left the room and returned ‘with a tall girl on his arm, whose stately carriage and figure, flashing brown eyes, and features cast in an heroic mould, seemed fit for the genius of poetry, or the spirit of revolution.’15 The stage-managing was characteristic: as Jane Elgee confided later to the mathematician Sir William Hamilton, she loved ‘to make a sensation.’ Gavan Duffy wrote to her that one day she would ‘win a reputation not second to Mrs Browning.’16

Speranza’s verses were inflammatory. ‘The Young Patriot Leader’ was on Thomas Francis Meagher, convicted of treason in 1849 in a trial she attended. The government, however, took more notice of the prose in the Nation. Gavan Duffy as editor and leader-writer was put in prison to await trial for sedition. In his absence, Jane Elgee wrote editorials for two successive issues of the paper, which said outright what Gavan Duffy had put circumspectly. In ‘The Hour of Destiny,’ on 22 July 1848, she announced that ‘The long pending war with England has actually commenced,’ and a week later, in ‘Jacta Alea Est’ (‘The Die Is Cast’), fiercely exclaimed: ‘O! for a hundred thousand muskets glimmering brightly in the light of Heaven.’ But she was willing to allow, if England capitulated promptly, ‘the golden link’ of the monarchy to continue to unite the two nations. These articles inflamed the government if not the populace, and were tacked on to the charges against Gavan Duffy as being his work, even though he was in prison. When the barrister pleading his case, Isaac Butt, said he could defend everything except the ‘Jacta Alea Est,’ Jane Elgee went to the Solicitor General, denounced herself as author of the articles, and asked to have the added charge removed from Gavan Duffy’s indictment. She was refused. ‘I think this piece of Heroism will make a good scene when I write my life,’ she boasted to a Scottish friend.17 When the prosecutor interrogated Gavan Duffy about the articles, a tall woman arose in the gallery to interrupt. ‘I, and I alone, am the culprit, if culprit there be.’ The judge gaveled her down, but the prosecution dropped this line of questioning.18 Gavan Duffy was tried four times. Jury after jury being unwilling to convict, he was at last set free. Jane Elgee’s intervention was the most effective act in the three great courtroom dramas in which the Wilde family performed. It must have been in her mind forty-seven years later, when she insisted that her son Oscar stand trial rather than run away, anticipating that he too might have a famous victory.

Immoderateness was a policy with her. In December 1848 she wrote, ‘I should like to rage through life—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.’ ‘All virtue must be active,’ she declared at another time. ‘There is no such thing as negative virtue.’19 If heroic deeds were not possible, she could at least dress with derring-do. At the Lord Lieutenant’s ball on St Patrick’s Day, 1859, she vaunted a dress that was ‘three skirts of white silk niched round with white ribbon and hooped up with bouquets of gold flowers and green shamrocks.’20 In her salon in Dublin, and later in London, she cut a figure in increasingly outlandish costumes, surmounted by headdresses and festooned with outsize and bizarre jewelry.

Her remarks were in keeping with her attire. Oscar Wilde would comment later, ‘Where there is no extravagance there is no love, and where there is no love there is no understanding.’21 In its lower range Lady Wilde’s conscious rhetoric could be quite forthright, as when she wrote in an essay on ‘The Bondage of Woman,’ ‘We have now traced the history of women from Paradise to the nineteenth century, and have heard nothing through the long roll of the ages but the clank of their fetters.’22 Her son would turn this round in A Woman of No Importance: ‘The history of woman is the history of the worst form of tyranny the world has ever known. The tyranny of the weak over the strong. It is the only tyranny that lasts.’ His mother did not see history in this way. She interrupted the feminist Mona Caird to say, ‘Every woman will give the top of the jug to some man till the end of the chapter.’23

In conversation she was iconoclastic. When someone asked her to receive a young woman who was ‘respectable,’ she replied, ‘You must never employ that description in this house. It is only tradespeople who are respectable. We are above respectability.’24 In The Importance of Being Earnest, when Lady Bracknell asks, ‘Is this Miss Prism a female of repellent aspect, remotely connected with education?,’ Canon Chasuble replies, ‘She is the most cultivated of ladies, and the very picture of respectability.’ ‘It is obviously the same person,’ says Lady Bracknell. Wilde once announced that his mother and he had decided to found a society for the suppression of virtue, and it says something for their kinship of minds that either of them might have originated the idea.

What Lady Wilde contributed to the Irish scene was a talent for magnifying parochial matters. For her, poetry meant oratory. Coulson Kernahan reports her rebuke to a friend of his, ‘You, and other poets, are content to express only your little soul in poetry. I express the soul of a great nation. Nothing less would content me, who am the acknowledged voice in poetry of all the people of Ireland.’25 When she moved to England, after her husband’s death, she complained with pomp and dejection, ‘I have a habit of looking at souls, not forms. Alas now I only feel the agony and loss of all that made life endurable, and my singing robes are trailed in London clay.’26 She claimed her aquiline look came from having been an eagle in a previous existence, and to the young Yeats, whom she befriended, she said, ‘I want to live in some high place, Primrose Hill or Highgate, because I was an eagle in my youth.’27

Yet she did not want to lead the troops like Joan of Arc, only to inspire them as ‘a priestess at the altar of freedom.’28 It was up to men to wage the wars. Women should be free, and the highest form of their freedom was to suffer for a cause.29 Other forms of freedom did not attract her. She would rebuke George Eliot for having characters in Middlemarch say ‘By God!’ when ‘By Jove!’ would have been enough. Her own part after her marriage, she said, when ‘at last my great soul is imprisoned within a woman’s destiny,’30 was to provide the poetry to go with her husband’s prose.

An All-Round Man
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ALGERNON: The doctors found out that Bunbury could not live … so Bunbury died.

LADY BRACKNELL: He seems to have had great confidence in the opinion of his physicians.



William Robert Wilde, who married Jane Elgee on 14 November 1851, was worthy of her regard. She had testified to it in the Nation by an extremely laudatory review of his The Beauties of the Boyne in 1849, which may have been the agent of their first meeting. His family, like hers, was resolutely middle-class. His great-grandfather was a Dublin merchant; his grandfather Ralph Wilde settled as a farmer in Castlereagh; Ralph’s son Thomas, a physician, married Amalia Flynn (born about 1776). Two of their three sons became Church of Ireland priests, and only the third, William Robert Wilde (born March 1815), followed his father’s profession.

William Wilde had his detractors, but no one in Ireland, or perhaps even in Britain, knew as much as he about the eye and ear. St Mark’s Hospital, Dublin, which he founded in 1844, was the first in Ireland to treat afflictions of these organs. His books Aural Surgery (1853) and Epidemic Ophthalmia (1851) were the earliest textbooks in their fields, and stood up well for years. Even today surgeons use the terms ‘Wilde’s incision’ for mastoid, ‘Wilde’s cone of light,’ and ‘Wilde’s cords.’ He displayed great skill in amassing medical data for books about Austria and the Mediterranean coast. When a census of Ireland was undertaken in 1851, Wilde was appointed Census Commissioner to organize the collection of medical information. His statistics on the incidence of deafness and blindness and eye and ear diseases were the first ever compiled in Ireland. He was appointed Surgeon Oculist to the Queen in Ireland in 1863, and the next year was knighted.

However demanding his medical work was, he pursued other interests. He wrote easily, and on many subjects. The skull of Swift came into his hands, and he published a short, valuable book to prove that the great satirist in his last years was not insane but physically ill. William Wilde trained his own eye on Irish archaeological remains, and his ear on folklore. He was the first to find and identify a lake dwelling; he brilliantly and speedily catalogued the great collection of antiquities now in the National Museum of Ireland. From his peasant patients, often in lieu of fees, he collected superstitions, legends, cures, and charms that might have been lost. An attendant wrote them down at the time, and Wilde’s widow would edit and publish them in two posthumous volumes that had a great influence on Yeats. The catalogue of antiquities is still in use, and William Wilde’s little book of Irish Popular Superstitions (1852), dedicated to Speranza, can still engage and amuse.

Like his wife, William Wilde was a nationalist. Discouraged by the failure of the 1848 uprising, both dissociated themselves from the republican Fenianism of the late 1860s. (Speranza expressly disavowed democracy.) William Wilde’s nationalism expressed itself in a love for the countryside, past and present. Two of his books deal with Lough Corrib and Lough Mask in the west (1867) and with the Boyne and Blackwater in the east of Ireland (1849). He not only knew the places thoroughly, he could also re-create their history. The legendary battle of Moytura, for example, in which the Tuatha De Danaan defeated the Fomorians near Cong, was so much in his mind that he claimed to have found the grave of one of its heroes, and in 1864 built Moytura House on the supposed site of the battle. When the British Association visited the Aran Islands in 1857, William Wilde was their official guide, and so impressed the governor of Uppsala, who was among the visiting dignitaries, that he invited the Wildes to Sweden. In 1862, he conferred on Wilde the Order of the Polar Star.*

Success promotes malice. Yeats discounts, but cannot keep from relating, ‘a horrible folk story’ that Sir William once took out the eyes of a man who had come to consult him as an ophthalmologist and laid them upon a plate, intending to replace them, and that the eyes were eaten by a cat. ‘Cats love eyes,’ said a friend of Yeats. More to the point, tongues in Dublin wagged that Sir William was dirty. Yeats retails the riddle ‘Why are Sir William Wilde’s nails so black?’ and the answer ‘Because he has scratched himself.’ But Bernard Shaw calls this a misconception owing to the fact that Sir William had the kind of porous skin that looks dirty, and Yeats’s father, with a portrait painter’s exact eye, confirmed that Wilde was ‘a neat and well-dressed man,’ though the square beard that grew from rather than under his chin was untidy.32 William Wilde was aware of the danger of infection in hospitals, and, before the advent of Lister, advocated that doctors wash their hands with chlorite of lime.33 Yet once, at a dinner party in his house, he tasted the soup by dipping his thumb in the tureen and then sucking it. When he asked Lady Spencer, the Lord Lieutenant’s wife, why she did not touch her soup, he was told, ‘Because you put your thumb in it.’34

Sir William was of average height, but Lady Wilde was nearly six feet tall, which led to their being caricatured as a giantess and dwarf. In later years Speranza became so bulgy in the lumbar region that Shaw attributed her condition to gigantism, which he offered, without medical evidence, as a hereditary cause of Oscar Wilde’s homosexuality. R. Y. Tyrrell, professor of classics at Trinity, with equal authority pronounced William Wilde to be pithecoid. J. B. Yeats said, however, that ‘His figure was spare and exceedingly well-knit. He walked with his elbows … very rapidly. He had sharply inquisitive eyes … and looked very eccentric … a wiry restless man and a contrast to his ponderous wife and her measured speech.’35 Sir William was reputed to be vain, and certainly relished wearing his Swedish decoration and the uniform that went with it; members of the Irish Academy were instructed to address him as Chevalier. He was accustomed, like his son, to dominate dinner tables;† ‘the best conversationalist in the metropolis,’ his wife said of him when they married. Dubliners liked to remember that on one occasion another unstoppable talker seized the initiative before Sir William, and Sir William’s response was to put his head down on the table and audibly doze.37

He never lacked for friends; these were as various as Maria Edgeworth, whom he had known in London, the hilarious Charles Lever, with whom he had been at medical school, and the more severe Sir Samuel Ferguson, who would write his elegy. In their house at 1 Merrion Square, one of the largest and best maintained in the city, the Wildes at first gave dinner parties for a dozen guests, but later held receptions on Saturday afternoons for over a hundred.38 Writers, university professors, government officials, and visiting actors and musicians thronged to these parties. Under Lady Wilde’s aegis musicians played, actors and actresses enacted scenes, and poets recited their verses.

The energy with which Sir William faced the world was not necessarily maintained in private. Between his bursts of activity he was often despondent. His wife reported that she had asked him, ‘What could make you happy?’ only to receive the answer, ‘Death.’39 Though he was acquisitive of honor, he could be humble. In his book on the Boyne he begins by saying that he is not, strictly speaking, an archaeologist, having much other work to do, and he defers to the authority of Petrie and others (Sir William had little Irish).

One aspect of Sir William Wilde was known only to his intimates. Before his marriage he had fathered three illegitimate children. He was twenty-three when his first child, a boy named Henry Wilson (the surname slyly implying Wilde’s son?), was born in Dublin, in 1838, and since Wilde had been away from Ireland for more than nine months, the child was evidently conceived abroad. Sir William looked after his son, educated him, and took him into his surgery as a fellow practitioner. The mother or mothers of the two other children—Emily, born in 1847, and Mary, born in 1849—are also unknown. The Reverend Ralph Wilde, Sir William’s eldest brother, adopted the two girls as his wards, so they kept the name of Wilde.

In the Dublin of this time, the old Regency permissiveness lingered. Sir William’s friend Isaac Butt, before Parnell the leader of the Irish party in Parliament, also had illegitimate children, and apparently no one minded. Perhaps Oscar Wilde derived his interest in foundlings, orphans, and mysteries of birth from his experience of his father’s extended family, when they all summered together, legitimate and illegitimate children alike, in Glenmacnass, south of Dublin.40 So Dorian Gray is in love with a young woman of illegitimate birth, whose brother reproaches their mother for her fall. Lady Windermere has been abandoned by her errant mother, and a cloud hangs over Jack Worthing’s birth in The Importance of Being Earnest. Young Arbuthnot’s mother in A Woman of No Importance is unmarried. More largely, discovering who they really are is the pursuit of most of Wilde’s principal characters.

Henry Wilson outlived his father, but Emily and Mary were not so fortunate. In the course of showing off their ball dresses before a party, one went too close to an open fire, caught her crinoline in the flames, and was terribly burned. So was her sister, who tried frantically to rescue her. Their gravestone records them as dying, both on the same day, on 10 November 1871.‡ Sir William’s grief was intense, and his groans could be heard outside the house.41 A simple stone in the garden of Moytura House, bearing the inscription ‘In Memoriam,’ may commemorate the death of the two girls as well as that of Isola, legitimate daughter of the Wildes, who had died four years before.

Lady Wilde was conversant with her husband’s past, and did not resent it. John Butler Yeats many years later privately attributed her indulgence to the fact that she herself had, before her marriage, been caught with Isaac Butt in circumstances ‘that were not doubtful’ by Mrs Butt.42 She certainly admired Butt, once calling him, in print, ‘the Mirabeau of the Young Ireland movement, with his tossed masses of black hair, his flashing eyes, and splendid rush of cadenced oratory.’ But Jane Wilde needed no such history to make her tolerant of passion. She remarked in her sixties to a young man, ‘When you are as old as I, young man, you will know there is only one thing in the world worth living for, and that is sin.’ She was, however, to be severely tried by one postmarital episode. A longtime patient of her husband, Mary Travers, began to hint that Sir William had given her chloroform and then raped her. It seemed she had withheld this allegation for two years, but public recognition of the Wildes—Sir William’s knighthood, conferred on 28 January 1864, and the fanfare accorded Lady Wilde for her 1863 translation of M. Schwab’s The First Temptation—roused her to action.

Mary Travers had first become a patient of William Wilde in 1854, when she was eighteen. She dated her ‘ruin’ as from October 1862, yet she had remained a patient. That same year, she had accepted from Wilde the fare to Australia, and failed to embark. Her case was not strong. An allegation of rape after so long an interval would have had no chance of a favorable verdict; instead Mary Travers wrote letters containing dark hints to newspapers and composed a scurrilous pamphlet about the Wildes (as ‘Dr and Mrs Quilp’) which she cheekily signed ‘Speranza.’ Lady Wilde was so stung she protested by letter to Mary Travers’s father, lately become professor of medical jurisprudence at Trinity College, that his daughter was making ‘unfounded’ allegations. When Mary Travers discovered this letter of 6 May 1864 among her father’s papers, she sued Lady Wilde for libel.

The case was heard over five days, from 12 to 17 December 1864. Everyone wondered whether Sir William would take the stand, but since it was not he who was being sued, he did not have to. His failure to do so was of course a point for Mary Travers. The barrister for Miss Travers was the omnipresent Isaac Butt, who was anything but gallant towards Lady Wilde. Why had she taken no notice of the woman’s charges that her husband had raped her? he asked. Lady Wilde replied majestically, ‘I really took no interest in the matter. I looked upon the whole thing as a fabrication.’ Like her younger son, she was more emancipated than the age. The jury upheld the charge of libel: Sir William was not without fault, they found—some of his letters to Mary Travers, produced as evidence, showed considerable fluster—but they placed a low value on Miss Travers’s outraged innocence, awarding her a farthing in damages. Sir William was obliged to pay £2000 in costs on his wife’s behalf, a large sum in a year when he was building four houses in Bray and one at Moytura.

It has been said that the case left Sir William Wilde a broken man. The evidence points otherwise. He was not so affluent, but, according to his loyal wife, he had more patients than ever. The Lancet, the journal of the British Medical Association, defended him in England, and after Saunders’s News Letter spoke up for him in Dublin, Mary Travers brought libel proceedings against that journal in 1865, but this time she lost.§ Lady Wilde did not trouble to bury the matter. She wrote of it to her friends in Sweden, assured them that Mary Travers was ‘certainly mad,’ and sent clippings to show how Sir William’s colleagues stood behind him. ‘All Dublin has called on us to offer their sympathy,’ wrote his wife, ‘and all the medical profession here and in London have sent letters to express their entire disbelief of the (in fact) impossible charge.’43 Sir William showed his indifference by writing his most cheerful book, Lough Corrib (1867), after the trial.44 In April 1873 the Royal Academy of Ireland conferred on him its highest honor, the Cunningham Gold Medal. When the Wildes’ two sons reached Trinity College in 1869 and 1871, they could not have helped hearing a ballad commonly sung there, which ran,


An eminent oculist lives in the Square.

His skill is unrivalled, his talent is rare,

And if you will listen I’ll certainly try

To tell how he opened Miss Travers’s eye.45



But no one brought up in Dublin would take this sort of thing seriously. Oscar Wilde brushed aside the Mary Travers case when he wrote in De Profundis, ‘I inherited a famous name.’ He might have thought twice about it, however, before instituting the prosecution of Queensberry in 1895.

Shaping Oscar Wilde
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The wonderful palace—Joyeuse, as they called it—of which he now found himself lord, seemed to him to be a new world fresh-fashioned for his delight.



The marriage of William and Jane Wilde was a contented one. Lady Wilde presented her husband with three legitimate offspring to match his three illegitimate ones. The first, William Robert Kingsbury Wills Wilde, was born on 26 September 1852, and inspired her to write,


Alas! the Fates are cruel.

Behold Speranza making gruel.46



The second, Oscar Fingal O’Flahertie Wills Wilde, was born on 16 October 1854, when the family was still living at 21 Westland Row, though he always claimed that they had already moved to their better address at 1 Merrion Square. The third child, Isola Francesca Emily Wilde, was born on 2 April 1857. The naming of the children was carefully done, on the principle enunciated by Lord Henry Wotton in Dorian Gray, that ‘Names are everything.’ Willie, as he was always called, had his father’s name with the addition of ‘Kingsbury’ in tribute to his mother’s family, and both boys took the name of ‘Wills’ from the family of the playwright W. G. Wills. (Sir William dedicated his first book, Madeira, ‘with gratitude’ to two people, one of them a William Robert Wills.) The parents were more venturesome with their daughter, whose first name, ‘Isola,’ was meant to suggest Isolde or Iseult, while her second name, ‘Francesca,’ perpetuated the Italian connection. But it was the middle child whose naming was most elaborate. On 22 November 1854, Jane Wilde wrote to a Scottish friend:


A Joan of Arc was never meant for marriage, and so here I am, bound heart and soul to the home hearth by the tiny hands of my little Willie and as if these sweet hands were not enough, behold me—me, Speranza—also rocking a cradle at this present writing in which lies my second son—a babe of one month old the 16th of this month and as large and fine and handsome and healthy as if he were three months. He is to be called Oscar Fingal Wilde. Is not that grand, misty, and Ossianic?47



‘Oscar’ (she called him ‘Oscar’) and ‘Fingal’ came from Irish legend, but the name ‘O’Flahertie’ was added in deference to William Wilde’s connections with Galway families through his grandmother O’Flynn. O Flaith-bherartaigh, the name of the pre-Norman kings of West Connacht, is the most Galwegian of Galway names. The famous prayer of the Galway burgesses was ‘From the wild O’Flaherties good Lord deliver us!’ Oscar Wilde misspelt the terrifying name as ‘O’Flehertie’ when he enrolled at school. At Oxford a fellow student recalled that he signed himself ‘O. O’F. Wills Wilde’ and was known as Wills Wilde (though this can have been true only for a time),48 and in his contributions to the Trinity classical magazine Kottabos he initialed himself ‘O.F.O.F.W.W.’ When someone supposed, later on, that he had always been Oscar Wilde, he replied, ‘How ridiculous of you to suppose that anyone, least of all my dear mother, would christen me “plain Oscar”.… I started as Oscar Fingal O’Flahertie Wills Wilde. All but two of the five names have already been thrown overboard. Soon I shall discard another and be known simply as “The Wilde” or “The Oscar.” ’49‖ (He did not like it, however, when William Archer referred to him casually in print as ‘Oscar.’51) Eventually, in jail, he would find his simplest cognomen: C.3.3.

Oscar Wilde was christened by his uncle, the Reverend Ralph Wilde, rector of Kilsallaghan, on 26 April 1855 in St Mark’s Church. His mother had asked Sir William Hamilton to stand as godfather to the ‘young pagan’ (as she described him),52 but Hamilton declined. In a letter of 17 June 1855, his mother described her second son as ‘a great stout creature who minds nothing but growing fat.’ Willie, then nearly three, she saw as ‘light, tall, and spirituelle [sic], looking with large beautiful eyes full of expression. He is twined round all the fibres of my heart, but what do you think of Mrs. Browning’s son who at six years old composes the most sublime poetry? Poor child, I should die of apprehension if Willie were like this.’53 Robert Ross said that Lady Wilde longed for a girl when she bore, instead, a second boy.54 A London friend of the family, Luther Munday, recalls how Lady Wilde declared that, for the first ten years of Oscar’s life, she had treated him as a daughter rather than as a son in dress, habit, and companions.55 Indeed, a photograph of Oscar at the age of about four shows him wearing a dress.

However accommodating it is to see a maternal smothering of masculinity as having contributed to his homosexuality, there is reason to be skeptical. Jane Wilde was addicted to large statements, not meant for scrutiny. Victorian and even Edwardian children of both sexes were put in dresses during their infancy. Her letters do not suggest that she regarded Oscar as anything but a boy. Early in his third year she did give birth to a girl; having the reality, she did not need to force the semblance. Although she has been described by Thomas Flanagan as ‘the silliest woman who ever lived,’56 she had some common sense, and her treatment of her children appears to have been more normal than she was willing to admit. The birth of Isola was a great pleasure to all members of the family. A letter of 17 February 1858 from Jane Wilde remarks, ‘We are all well here—Willie and Oscar growing tall and wise, and Baby—you don’t forget little Isola I hope—is now 10 months old and is the pet of the house. She has fine eyes and promises to have a most acute intellect. These two gifts are enough for any woman.’57

Soon after Isola’s birth, the Swedish writer Lotten von Kraemer, then a very young woman, accompanied her father, Baron Robert von Kraemer, the governor of Uppsala, on a visit to the Wildes when the British Association came to Ireland in July 1857. The butler at 1 Merrion Square greeted them, and when they asked for Mrs Wilde gave them an old retainer’s wink: ‘There isn’t daylight in her room,’ he said, although it was one o’clock in the afternoon. She appeared eventually, festooned and cordial, very much the poet, and they had just sat down to what was for her breakfast when William Wilde returned to meet his visitors: ‘The noble figure is slightly bowed,’ wrote Lotten von Kraemer, ‘less by years than by ceaseless work … and his movements have a haste about them which at once conveys the impression that his time is most precious.… He carries a small boy in his arm and holds another by the hand. His eyes rest on them with content. They are soon sent away to play, whereupon he gives us his undivided attention.’58

Oscar Wilde as a child survives in glimpses. He once ran away and hid in a cave; another time, playing chargers with Edward Sullivan and Willie, he broke his arm.59 Sir William had bought, in 1853, a hunting lodge called Illaunroe on what his son would call ‘the little purple island’ (attached by a causeway to the mainland) in Lough Fee in the west. Here Willie and Oscar learned to fish. As Wilde told Robert Ross long after, ‘The lake was full of large melancholy salmon, which lay at the bottom and paid no attention to our bait.’60

When the Wildes moved from 21 Westland Row to 1 Merrion Square in June 1855, they acquired a German governess and a French bonne, and staffed their big house with six servants. The children were brought up to speak French and German, and were privately tutored during their early years. In a revealing story Wilde told Reggie Turner, Oscar and Willie were once having their evening bath in the nursery in Merrion Square, in front of the fireplace; their little singlets were hung to warm on the high fender. While the nurse was momentarily out of the room, the two boys noticed a brown spot on one of the singlets which deepened and burst into flame. Oscar clapped his hands with delight, while Willie shouted to the nurse, who came to the rescue by pushing the singlet into the fire. At this Oscar cried with rage at having his spectacle spoiled. ‘This,’ said Wilde, ‘was an example of the difference between Willie and me.’61

In the summers the Wilde family would often go to the beautiful country south of Dublin; they stayed at Dungarvan, County Waterford, and Oscar is said to have played on the seashore with a boy called Edward Carson, later to be his cross-examiner as well as the architect of Irish partition.62 (Michael MacLiammoir commented, ‘Yes, that would explain it all. Oscar probably upset Edward’s sandcastle.’) Perhaps a year or two later they were at Glencree in the Wicklow mountains. They took a farmhouse, probably Lough Bray Cottage, at the foot of the vale of Glencree, less than a mile from the newly opened Glencree Reformatory. The Reformatory chaplain, the Reverend L. C. Prideaux Fox (1820–1905), visited them. William Wilde expressed his bitter opposition to reformatories, but his wife enjoyed the chaplain’s company, and even asked if she could bring her children to his chapel. Father Fox explained there was a tribune in the chapel from which the altar could be seen without contact with the prisoners. Jane Wilde came with her children. She occasionally showed a hankering to turn Catholic, and a letter to her from Sir William Hamilton hopes that the Catholic poet Aubrey de Vere would not ‘succeed in converting, or perverting you.’63 Now she thought of having the children received, and the fact that both boys had been baptized as Protestants did not faze her. Father Fox, himself a convert, wrote, ‘It was not long before she asked me to instruct two of her children, one of them being that future erratic genius, Oscar Wilde. After a few weeks I baptized these two children, Lady Wilde herself being present on the occasion.’ Oscar would have been perhaps between four and five. At her request, Father Fox bravely called on William Wilde to say what he had done. The doctor, a resolute Protestant, one of whose books is dedicated to the Dean of St Patrick’s, cannot have been pleased, but passed the matter off lightly with the remark ‘I don’t care what the boys are so long as they become as good as their mother.’64 Soon afterwards Father Fox was given another post, and never saw the family again.

As often happened with private baptisms, this one was not registered, and doubt has been cast on this first of Wilde’s conversions as well as on his last; but there are reasons for believing that Father Fox did as he said. His account of the people living near the Glencree Reformatory is in other respects accurate.a Wilde himself told friends that he had an obscure recollection of having been baptized a Catholic.65 The incident would seem to have given rise to the second baptism planned by both Algernon and Jack in The Importance of Being Earnest, on which Lady Bracknell comments, ‘At their age? The idea is grotesque and irreligious!… I will not hear of such excess.’ But when Oscar Wilde later made some tentative overtures towards Rome, he did not regard the early ceremony as worthy of mention. Father Fox had baptized in vain, but the incident offers an example of Lady Wilde’s pleasure in ceremonies in which she had no intention of participating herself. A taste for vicarious spiritual sensations was implanted early.

On the secular plane, Wilde appears to have had an untroubled upbringing. Quite possibly he is himself a model for his fairy-tale hero, ‘The Young King,’ who in boyhood had already ‘shown signs of that strange passion for beauty that was destined to have so great an influence over his life. Those who accompanied him … often spoke of the cry of pleasure that broke from his lips when he saw the delicate raiment and rich jewels that had been prepared for him.’ Though Wilde would later theorize that one should have no possessions, he was gratified by scarlet and lilac shirts, just as at school he made a point of having beautiful large-paper editions of the classical texts that others read in more basic copies. At a time when most schoolboys were concerned with games and grades, Wilde was cultivating his tints and textures. Still, he was not all precocity. His reading was chiefly in historical romances, such as J. W. Meinhold’s The Amber Witch, and an even greater favorite, the same author’s Sidonia the Sorceress, which his mother had translated in 1849. Sidonia was one of those gifted, ferocious women who fascinated the Pre-Raphaelites; Burne-Jones did a painting of her; William Morris in later life remained so enamored of her that in 1893, through Wilde, he sought Lady Wilde’s consent to the Kelmscott Press’s republishing the book, which he praised as ‘an almost faultless reproduction of the past, its action really alive.’66

What distinguishes Sidonia from run-of-the-mill sorceresses is that she has a power of ironic speech. Brought to trial for witchcraft, she worsts her accusers point for point in a way that Lady Wilde and her courtroom-conscious son could admire. Sidonia was ‘a game old devil and fought it out like a brick to the last,’ said Morris. The book makes much of a painting of Sidonia which proves to be a double portrait: in the foreground, executed in the style of Lucas Cranach, is a woman golden-haired and richly gowned, while in the background lurks the ravening sorceress in the garments she wore at her execution, done in the manner of Rubens.67 The search for sources of Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray is unending, but here is another analogue to the benign portrait of Dorian by Basil Hallward, and the malign one of Dorian as drawn by his own soul.

The three Wilde children grew up amid increasing affluence and success. William Wilde’s knighthood in 1864 was the climax, and they all delighted in it. Oscar’s letters to his mother speak of ‘Sir William’ instead of ‘Father,’ as if to savor the title. He and his brother were allowed at an early age to sit at the foot of the dinner table, and so, as Oscar Wilde said, he heard as a child all the important questions of the day discussed. He and Willie were not allowed to speak: this childhood training in holding his tongue, Oscar said, was responsible for his wagging it so successfully in his maturity.68

As the boys approached adolescence, their parents began to think of a school to replace home tutoring. ‘My eldest boy is nearly eleven—very clever and very high spirited,’ Lady Wilde explained on 22 April 1863 to a Swedish friend, ‘and tho’ he obeys me he will scarcely obey a governess. I feel it would be a risk to leave him. But we think of sending both boys to a boarding school soon.’69 Evidently Oscar was more tractable than his brother. In May 1863 Willie was experimentally put in school near Dublin, at St Columba’s College, but in February 1864 both boys were sent to the Portora Royal School; a railway line from Dublin to Enniskillen had conveniently been opened in 1859. (It has been conjectured that their parents packed them off because of the Mary Travers case, but that suit did not go to trial until December 1864.) The boys were then twelve and almost ten, Oscar being younger than most entrants at that time.

At Portora, Willie threw himself into school activities and, though never a systematic student, became a popular ‘character,’ quick-witted, erratic, and energetic. He was inclined to boastfulness, and ridiculed for it. His best subject was drawing, which he had practiced with his father. At first the masters thought that he was the talented son, and the headmaster, the Reverend William Steele, was to amuse Oscar by suggesting that with effort he might match Willie’s standard.70 Lady Wilde had been partial to Willie as her firstborn: ‘Willie is my kingdom,’ she wrote on 22 November 1854, and announced, ‘I will rear him a Hero perhaps and President of the future Irish Republic. Chi sa? I have not fulfilled my destiny yet.’71 Four years later, on 20 December 1858, she informed Lotten von Kraemer, ‘Willie is a darling child. He is so good and so wise, but little Isola is rapidly taking her place as pet of the house.’ Oscar is conspicuously unmentioned. By 1865 Lady Wilde was remarking impartially in a letter, ‘My two boys have gone to a public school.’ In 1869 she writes, ‘My two sons were home for the vacation—fine clever fellows—the eldest quite grown-up looking.’72 By this time Willie was in his last year at Portora, and clearly being outdone by his brother, who was, for example, fourth in classics when Willie was thirteenth. Probably it was now that Lady Wilde remarked to George Henry Moore (the father of George Moore the novelist), ‘Willie is all right, but as for Oscar, he will turn out something wonderful.’73

Willie patronized Oscar, who patronized Willie. Oscar was big, languid, and dreamy. Willie was a tolerable pianist; Oscar had no musical talent. But his wit made itself felt: thanks to his mischievous eye, nearly all the boys in the school bore nicknames conferred by him, though good-humoredly enough.b His own nickname, which annoyed him, was ‘Grey Crow,’ perhaps premonitory of Dorian’s surname. Willie was known as ‘Blue Blood’ because he had protested, when accused of having failed to wash his neck, that its color came not from dirt but from the blue blood of the Wilde family.74

Oscar’s most marked talent, at first, was his gift for fast reading. ‘When I was a boy at school,’ he told Eugene Field in 1889, ‘I was looked upon as a prodigy by my associates because, quite frequently, I would, for a wager, read a three-volume novel in half an hour so closely as to be able to give an accurate résumé of the plot of the story; by one hour’s reading I was enabled to give a fair narrative of the incidental scenes and the most pertinent dialogue.’ He told the novelist W. B. Maxwell that he read two facing pages of a book at a time, and in a demonstration showed he had mastered the intricacies of a novel in three minutes.75 Wilde could talk on other subjects while he was quickly turning the pages. At school the more studious pupils assumed that he was a skimmer rather than a scholar. It was true that he did not cram for examinations, and read the prescribed texts for pleasure, along with much that was unprescribed, neglecting what he found boring. Still, in 1866 he was a prizeman in the Junior School, which meant he was excused from the annual examinations, and in 1869 he won a copy of Butler’s Analogy as a third prize for Scripture. What distinguished him was his excitement over the literary qualities of Greek and Latin texts, and his disinclination to enter into textual minutiae. Not until his last two years at Portora, 1869–71, when he began to make deft and mellifluous oral translations from Thucydides, Plato, and Virgil, did his fellow students realize his talent. The classical work that caught his imagination was the Agamemnon of Aeschylus, which he must have studied with a master, J. F. Davies, who published a good edition of the play with commentary in 1868. At a viva voce on it, Wilde ‘walked away’ from all others, including Louis Claude Purser, later the distinguished professor of Latin at Trinity College. The Agamemnon stirred Wilde’s sensibilities so that he never left off quoting from it.

Purser, Wilde’s classmate, wrote down his recollections of Wilde at Portora for Robert Sherard and A. J. A. Symons. These differ from those of others, perhaps because Wilde had changed his ways by 1868, when Purser entered the school. Dr Steele and two of Wilde’s other classmates remembered him as being dirty and slovenly, but Purser is firm that he ‘was more careful in his dress than any other boy.’ Perhaps he was dirty under those scarlet and lilac shirts. According to Robert Sherard, Wilde alone





































Aesthete Among the Classicists




















































































	Viva Voce Thucydides
	8



	Viva Voce Tacitus
	7, ½



	Greek Prose Composition
	5



	Greek Translation
	7 [best mark given]



	Greek Tragedians
	7



	Latin Comedians
	7



	Latin Prose Translation
	6



	Demosthenes
	5



	Ancient History
	7



	Greek Verse
	5



	Greek Verse Composition
	1 [Purser had 5]



	Greek Viva Voce
	6



	Latin Viva Voce
	5, ½



	Translation from Latin Poets
	4



	English Composition
	6 [highest mark scored by a candidate]



	Latin and Greek Grammar
	4
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