
— Chapter Five — 

 

 ‘Paedobaptistry’: 

Wilde as Priapic Educationalist 
 

 

 

‘Liable to Misconstruction’: 

Pater’s Evaluation of The Picture of Dorian Gray 

 
 

I have an emerald, a great round emerald, which 

Caesar’s minion sent me.  If you look through this 

emerald you can see things which happen at a great 

distance.  Caesar himself carries such an emerald 

when he goes to the circus.  But my emerald is larger.  

I know well that it is larger.  It is the largest emerald 

in the whole world.  You would like that, would you 

not?  Ask it of me and I will give it you.    

     (Oscar Wilde, Salomé)
1
 

 

 

Informed of the death of his former friend and mentor Walter Pater, Oscar Wilde 

immediately retorted:  ‘Was he ever alive?’
2
  Such was Wilde’s biting jest in 

1894, a year before he would find himself the defendant in the most (in)famous 

set of Victorian trials, as well as ‘the most famous pederast in the world’s 

history’.
3
  Wilde’s question sprang from a perspective on Pater that J. A. 

Symonds equally shared, a perspective Symonds expresses in a letter to Henry 

Graham Dakyns as ‘[Pater’s] view of life gives me the creeps […] I am sure it is 

a ghastly sham’, and in a letter to Mary Robinson as ‘I cannot sympathize with 

Pater’s theory of life […] I have always thought it the theory of one who has not 

lived & loved’.
4
  Denis Donoghue suggests that these letters imply that ‘if Pater is 

                                                 
1
 Oscar Wilde, Salomé: A Tragedy in One Act, in The Complete Works of Oscar Wilde, 3

rd
 

edn (Glasgow: Harper Collins, 1994), pp.583-605 (p.601). 
2
 Recorded by Max Beerbohm — as quoted in Richard Ellmann, Oscar Wilde, rev. edn 

(New York: Knopf, 1988), p.52.  ‘In later life he disparaged Pater as man, as writer, and 

as an influence, as Robert Ross noted with some distress’ (Ibid.). 
3
 Rupert Croft-Cooke, Feasting with Panthers: A New Consideration of Some Late 

Victorian Writers (London: W. H. Allen, 1967), p.176. 
4
 Letter to Dakyns, after 20 February 1873 — from Herbert M. Schueller and Robert L. 

Peters, eds, The Letters of John Addington Symonds, 3 vols (Detroit, MI: Wayne State 

University Press, 1967-69), II, p.273.  Letter to Robinson, 30 March 1885 — from R. M. 

Seiler, ed., Walter Pater: The Critical Heritage (London: Routledge, 1980), p.124. 
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indeed a lover of young men, I wish he would act boldly upon his desires and 

stop etherealizing them in that sickly way’.
1
  According to Linda Dowling, 

Symonds’s assessment of Pater stems from his own attempts, in word and deed, 

‘to discard the crippling sexual sublimations of the Platonic eros’ advocated by 

Pater, while still keeping ‘the ideal of Dorian comradeship’ — in essence, from 

his attempts ‘to free himself and the English Uranians from one half of the 

inheritance of Oxford Hellenism’.
2
  Rather than be ‘crippled’ like Pater by the 

‘sexual sublimations’ advocated by Socrates and his Victorian acolyte, Benjamin 

Jowett, both Symonds and Wilde decided instead to emulate Alcibiades, by 

embracing the erotic potential tacitly afforded Socratic eros, an erotic potential it 

had always been accused of actualising anyway.  Although their views were 

similar in this regard, Wilde, with Alcibiades’ drunken flair, would make a 

grander entrance into the Victorian symposium than would Symonds, becoming 

the spokesman for the ‘newer sexual realism’.  

 

 

 
 

Socratic Love 
Edouard-Henri (Paul) Avril (1849-1928) 

Lithograph with watercolour, 1906 
 

Plate VIII of the 1906 Paris edn  

of De figuris Veneris (1824) 

by Friedrich Karl Forberg (1770-1848) 

British Library, London, UK
3
 

                                                 
1
 Denis Donoghue, Walter Pater: Lover of Strange Souls (New York: Knopf, 1995), p.40. 

2
 Linda Dowling, Hellenism and Homosexuality in Victorian Oxford (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 

University Press, 1994), p.130.  For Symonds’s distrust of ‘Uranian eros’, see pp.128-38. 
3
 Although he claims that Socrates went no further than what is displayed in this 

illustration, Alcibiades nonetheless affirms that this portrayal of Socrates as ‘sexually 

aroused’ is no exaggeration:  ‘Socrates is erotically attracted to beautiful boys, and is 

always hanging around them in a state of excitement’ — Plato, The Symposium, trans. by 

Christopher Gill and Desmond Lee (New York: Penguin, 2006), p.69. 
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 Although one became a flamboyant dandy on the vanguard of Late-

Victorian society and the other remained a reserved Oxford don whose 

appearances before the public were usually in print, Wilde and Pater were 

nonetheless friends — and had been so since 1877, when Wilde was still an 

undergraduate at Magdalen College.
1
  The eventual breach between these two 

friends was the result of a bevy of ‘boys’ and a single text.  This bevy included 

John Henry Gray, a Decadent poet and later Roman Catholic priest, a ‘stunner’ 

soon to be supplanted in Wilde’s affections by Lord Alfred Douglas (‘Bosie’), a 

promiscuous aristocrat who dabbled in Uranian verse and dawdled in his Oxford 

studies, as well as flaunted a lack of discretion that would ultimately spur Wilde’s 

demise and imprisonment.  As early as 1891, Pater had begun to concede that 

Wilde was far too dangerous a person to know — probably through details 

supplied by their mutual friend Lionel Johnson, the person who would later 

fatefully introduce Wilde to Douglas, his friend from Winchester College, a 

public school.
2
  Pater responded accordingly.  The text that additionally provoked 

this breach, a text equally indiscreet, was The Picture of Dorian Gray, still in 

manuscript in 1890 when it was shown to Pater in the hope that he would review 

it, which he later did.
3
  In such a public venue as a review, there was much that 

Pater needed to avoid, namely that Wilde’s relationship with John Gray was 

intimately bound together with the text, as Richard Ellmann explains:   

 
To give the hero of his novel the name of ‘Gray’ was a form of courtship.  Wilde 

probably named his hero not to point to a model, but to flatter Gray by 

identifying him with Dorian.  Gray took the hint, and in letters to Wilde signed 

himself ‘Dorian’.  Their intimacy was common talk.
4
 

 

 To Wilde’s surprise and displeasure, Pater took the occasion of this 

review not to flatter, elucidate, or cloak, but to distance himself as much as 

possible from both Dorian and his corrupter, Lord Henry Wotton — both of 

whom were unmistakably modelled on himself and the ideas he had expressed in 

his volume The Renaissance, for ‘Wilde evidently intended [Lord Henry] to be 

recognizably Paterian’.
5
  Although, in principle, Pater would have seconded 

                                                 
1
 See Ellmann, pp.83-84; Donoghue, p.81. 

2
 Ellmann, p.324.  See Dowling, Hellenism, p.136.  In ‘Oscar Wilde: The Myth of 

Martyrdom’, Historian, 77.2 (2003), pp.30-38, Trevor Fisher suggests that ‘Wilde and 

Douglas […] conducted themselves with such astonishing indiscretion that it is 

remarkable they survived as long as they did’ (p.34). 
3
 Donoghue, p.83.  See An Inquiry into Oscar Wilde’s Revisions of ‘The Picture of Dorian 

Gray’ (New York: Garland, 1988), pp.38, 63, and 114, where Donald Lawler suggests 

that Pater ‘was privy to Wilde’s first manuscript revisions and had been asked to make 

suggestions for improvement’. 
4
 Ellmann, pp.307-08. 

5
 Donoghue, p.85.  Lord Henry’s verbal sparring is clearly derived from Pater’s 

Renaissance (and often borders on plagiarism); however, Lord Henry’s name seems to 

have derived from another source — the scandalous aristocrat Lord Henry Somerset 
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Wilde’s claim that ‘life itself was the first, the greatest, of the arts’
1
 — in his 

signed review, ‘A Novel by Mr. Oscar Wilde’, published in the periodical The 
Bookman in November 1891, Pater complained that 

 
A true Epicureanism aims at a complete though harmonious development of 

man’s entire organism.  To lose the moral sense therefore, for instance, the sense 

of sin and righteousness, as Mr. Wilde’s heroes are bent on doing as speedily, as 

completely as they can, is to lose, or lower, organisation, to become less 

complex, to pass from a higher to a lower degree of development. [….] Lord 

Henry, and even more the, from the first, suicidal hero [Dorian], loses too much 

in life to be a true Epicurean — loses so much in the way of impressions, of 

pleasant memories, and subsequent hopes, which [Basil] Hallward, by a really 

Epicurean economy, manages to secure.
2
 

 

                                                                                                                          
(1851-1926), who was obliged to flee to the Continent after his irate wife had publicised 

his sexual relationship with a young commoner named Henry Smith (Somerset had first 

met Henry when the boy was only seven, but they seem not to have become intimate until 

Henry was about seventeen).  Although, in a review for the Pall Mall Gazette (30 March 

1889), Wilde chides the exiled Lord Henry for his Songs of Adieu — ‘He has nothing to 

say and says it’ — Wilde seems to have later reconsidered the potential of this erotic 

exile, and decided to give him ‘something to say’:  the choicest of Pater’s expressions — 

see Timothy d’Arch Smith, Love in Earnest: Some Notes on the Lives and Writings of 
English ‘Uranian’ Poets from 1889 to 1930 (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1970), 

pp.24-27.  See also Robert K. Martin, ‘Parody and Homage: The Presence of Pater in 

Dorian Gray’, Victorian Newsletter, 63 (1983), pp.15-18.  In ‘Self-Plagiarism, Creativity 

and Craftsmanship in Oscar Wilde’, English Literature in Transition (1880-1920), 41.1 

(1998), pp.6-23, Josephine M. Guy relates:  ‘So when in “The Critic as Artist” Wilde uses 

Arnold’s language, or Pater’s in The Picture of Dorian Gray, the strategy is knowing and 

careful — their ideas are never passed off as Wilde’s own.  Rather, in these instances, 

borrowing has become a strategy of allusion, an act of display rather than disguise’ (p.7). 
1
 In this chapter, the quotations from The Picture of Dorian Gray derive from two 

sources:  the original Lippincott version of 1890 (used as the base text), as well as the 

authoritative version published by Harper Collins.  The reason for employing one or the 

other is the markedly better sense or more suggestive phrasing that it provides, as well as 

the presence of those discussions about murder that are absent from the Lippincott 
version.  Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray, in Lippincott’s Monthly Magazine: A 
Popular Journal of General Literature, Science, and Politics, 46 (July 1890), pp.3-100 

[Philadelphia, PA: J. B. Lippincott]; abbreviated as Dorian 1890.  Oscar Wilde, The 
Picture of Dorian Gray, in The Complete Works of Oscar Wilde, 3

rd
 edn (Glasgow: 

Harper Collins, 1994), pp.17-159; abbreviated as Dorian 1891.  This particular quotation 

is from Dorian 1890, p.66.  All quotations from Wilde’s other works are taken from The 
Complete Works. 
2
 Walter Pater, ‘A Novel by Mr. Oscar Wilde’ [Review of The Picture of Dorian Gray], 

The Bookman: A Monthly Journal for Bookreaders, Bookbuyers and Booksellers, 1.2 

(November 1891), pp.59-60 — reprinted in Oscar Wilde: The Critical Heritage, ed. by 

Karl Beckson (London: Routledge, 2001), pp.83-86 (pp.84-85). 
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Obviously, by late autumn 1891, Pater had become familiar enough with Wilde’s 

dangerous companions — the fictive Dorian Gray and the affected John Gray, 

among others — familiar enough to desire distance:   

 
Pater’s sense of the relation between Lord Alfred and Wilde, added to common 

rumor about Wilde’s sexual life, made him decide that minor textual changes in 

Dorian Gray were not enough.  He could have avoided having anything further 

to do with the book.  Instead, with unusual boldness, he arranged to review it and 

took the occasion to repudiate not only Lord Henry but his creator.
1
 

 

Of Dorian, it was said that ‘these whispered scandals only lent him, in the eyes of 

many, his strange and dangerous charm’ (Dorian 1890, p.74)
2
 — but Pater was 

never one of the many.  As Pater’s earlier responses to the scandals of Oscar 

Browning and Simeon Solomon reveal, he only tolerated ‘dangerous charm’ until 

he himself risked being caught in the descending panther-cage:  ‘[Pater] became 

prudent, but only when a scandal obtruded’.
3
  As Donoghue further explains:  

‘Most of Pater’s friendships during his later years, if friendship is not too strong a 

word for them, were with writers […] and he retained them in his circle unless 

prudence indicated that he should be rid of them’.
4
  Confronted with the 

increasing publicity of Wilde’s ‘dangerous charm’, in both its flamboyant and its 

fictive forms, ‘Pater realized that in the minds of Wilde’s popular readership the 

ethics of Basil’s timorous Platonism did not offset the gusto with which Dorian’s 

flowers of evil blossomed.  And in the inevitable controversy, Pater had no 

intention of carrying the blame for Wilde’s exuberance’.
5
  As Wilde would 

                                                 
1
 Donoghue, p.84; ‘Lord Alfred’ should probably be replaced with ‘John Gray’ above. 

2
 ‘If anything, the severe legal penalties encouraged rather than deterred the antinomian 

Wilde’ (Fisher, p.32). 
3
 Donoghue, p.36.  However, his friendships with Oscar Browning and Simeon Solomon 

were certainly deeper than his sense of propriety or discretion.  As Donoghue notes about 

Browning’s scandal at Eton:  ‘None of these considerations made him unacceptable to 

Pater or to the Fellows of King’s College, Cambridge’ (p.37).  As for Solomon’s arrests 

and imprisonment:  ‘Pater at least went to the trouble of discussing the [1873] arrest with 

Solomon’s sister Rebecca […] Pater’s affection for him was not diminished by the 

episode’ (p.38).  Browning’s own disregard for scandalous associations continued 

throughout his life, such that, in his Memories of Sixty Years at Eton, Cambridge and 
Elsewhere (London: John Lane, 1910), pp.106-09, 182, Browning was still proclaiming 

loudly that the infamous Solomon had been his friend. 
4
 Donoghue, p.70. 

5
 Gerald Monsman, ‘The Platonic Eros of Walter Pater and Oscar Wilde: “Love’s 

Reflected Image” in the 1890s’, English Literature in Transition (1880-1920), 45.1 
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episode:  ‘When Wilde visited Oxford in February 1890, possibly with a draft of Dorian 
Gray, did Pater see an echo of Mallock’s brutal caricature of himself in Lord Henry, 

whispering evil metaphors into the ear of the young man?’ and ‘Did Pater realize that his 

recurring language of erotic suffering and suggestive evocation of strange sins 

exacerbated sensual tendencies in impressionable minds?  His note to the Conclusion of 
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explain years later to Robert Baldwin Ross (1869-1918):  ‘Dear Pater was always 

frightened of my propaganda’.
1
  

 

 

 
 

Oscar Wilde 
Napoleon Sarony (1821-96) 

Photograph, 1882 

Prints and Photographs Division  

Library of Congress, Washington, D.C., USA 

 

 

 In this particular case, Pater was confronted with a pressing choice 

between public discretion and personal friendship.  Wilde’s cultivations in 

literature and in life had become too overtly scandalous and propagandistic for 

                                                                                                                          
The Renaissance indicates he would have’ (pp.38; 40).  About the intention of the 

Marquess of Queensberry’s attorneys to use Dorian Gray as ‘primary evidence for the 

defense’, see Moe Meyer, ‘Under the Sign of Wilde: An Archaeology of Posing’, in The 
Politics and Poetics of Camp, ed. by Moe Meyer (London: Routledge, 1994), pp.75-109 

(p.91). 

In ‘Oscar Wilde, De Profundis, and the Rhetoric of Agency’, Papers on 
Language and Literature, 37.1 (2001), pp.85-110, David Foster describes this dangerous 

‘posing’ that Pater found so threatening: 

The controversy over Dorian Gray exacerbated what by 1890 had already 

become a rich intertext of posing [for Wilde]:  the early stories, newspaper and 

magazine articles and photos, Punch caricatures, and word of mouth, all 

contributed to the complex public persona.  The homoerotic overtones of 

Wilde’s posing blended both assertion and evasion, deflecting direct attacks 

from those who were suspicious of what lay beneath the pose.  (P.90) 
 

1
 As quoted in Ellmann, p.84. 
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Pater’s sense of security, such that Pater began, in turn, to cultivate as much 

distance between himself and his friend, in person and in print, as courtesy would 

allow:  ‘[Lionel] Johnson’s life was weird enough to interest Pater but not to 

make him afraid that he would be drawn into it. […] This was the main worry in 

Pater’s friendship with Wilde’.
1
  Pater was hoping — perhaps hopelessly — that, 

by cultivating such a distance, he would spare himself the cage threatening to 

descend around Wilde and those nearby, a cage crafted legally by the Labouchère 

addition to the Criminal Law Amendment Act of 1885 (which extended the 

criminality of same-sex erotic practices) and emotively by the Cleveland Street 

Scandal of 1889 (which exposed a ‘rent-boy’ ring at 19 Cleveland Street in 

London’s West End, a sort of ‘telegraph-boy brothel’ frequented by gentlemen 

and aristocrats, including Prince Edward — or so the Public Record Office 

documents concerning the investigation, released in 1975, suggest).
2
  Wilde’s 

connection to that underworld, at least textually, was boldly asserted by a review 

of The Picture of Dorian Gray published in The Scots Observer soon after the 

novel appeared in its original form, in Lippincott’s Magazine in 1890: 

 
Mr Wilde has brains, and art, and style; but if he can write for none but outlawed 

noblemen and perverted telegraph-boys, the sooner he takes to tailoring (or some 

other decent trade) the better for his own reputation and the public morals.
3
 

 

The problem is that Wilde did follow this reviewer’s advice:  he began ‘tailoring’, 

which involved frequenting the elaborately decorated and perfumed rooms of 

Alfred Taylor in Little College Street, near Westminster Abbey, rooms where 

Taylor had amassed a collection of young ‘stunners’ from London’s working 

classes, ‘renters’, male prostitutes all: 

                                                 
1
 Donoghue, p.80.  In Walter Pater: The Critical Heritage, Seiler merely notes:  ‘Their 
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2
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Leitch, The Cleveland Street Affair (Boston, MA: Little, Brown, 1976). 
3
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Gray, in The Scots Observer (5 July 1890), as reprinted in Rupert Hart-Davis, ed., The 
Letters of Oscar Wilde (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1962), p.265, note 2.  In ‘“Culture 

and Corruption”: Paterian Self-Development versus Gothic Degeneration in Oscar 

Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray’, Papers on Language and Literature, 39.4 (2003), 

pp.339-64, Nils Clausson claims that, ‘after June 20, 1890, the date the July issue of 

Lippincott’s Monthly Magazine appeared, “Victorian literature had a different look”’ 

(p.363). 
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What seems to characterize all Wilde’s affairs is that he got to know the boys as 

individuals, treated them handsomely, allowed them to refuse his attentions 

without becoming rancorous, and did not corrupt them.  They were already 

prostitutes.  The excitement of doing something considered wrong, and the 

professional avarice of the blackmailing, extortionate, faithless boys, may have 

been as important for Wilde as sexual gratification.
1
 

 

Thus Wilde preoccupied himself with ‘trade’, with ‘rent-boys’ from ‘grey, 

monstrous London […] with its myriads of people, its sordid sinners, and its 

splendid sins’ (Dorian 1891, p.47), living a life he would later summarise for 

Ross:  ‘I have fallen in and out of love, and fluttered hawks and doves alike.  

How evil it is to buy Love, and how evil to sell it!  And yet what purple hours one 

can snatch from that grey slow-moving thing we call Time!  My mouth is twisted 

with kissing, and I feed on fevers’.
2
  Meanwhile, Pater was at Oxford, living and 

writing ‘The Aesthetic Life’: 

 
It is part of [the aesthete’s] tact, his finely educated sense of fitness, to 

dissimulate his interests, to say less than he really feels, to carry about with him 

in self-defence through a vulgar age a habit of reserve, of irony it may be, this 

again becoming in its turn but an added means of expression.
3
   

 

 Had Pater lived a year longer than he did — bypassing his heart attack on 

30 July 1894 — he would, like most Victorians, have witnessed Wilde’s 

publicised conviction, imprisonment, and complete disgrace, a disgrace 

facilitated by disclosures about Wilde’s involvement with those young ‘renters’, 

his relationship with Lord Alfred Douglas, and his well-stained, hotel bed-sheets.  

As the ‘gutter press’ liked to chide in various ways, Wilde had become the 

ultimate embodiment of the ‘Ass-thete’, a puckish allusion to Wilde’s role as the 

Victorian Bottom.
4
  When it came to the aesthetic (not the ass-thetic) life, Pater’s 

                                                 
1
 Ellmann, p.390.  For Wilde’s interaction with Taylor’s ‘circle’, see Ellmann, pp.389-91; 
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the Regulation of Homosexuality in England in the Nineteenth and Early Twentieth 

Centuries’, in Hidden from History: Reclaiming the Gay and Lesbian Past, ed. by Martin 

Bauml Duberman, et al. (New York: Meridian, 1989), pp.195-211. 
2
 Letter to Robert Ross, 14 May 1900, in Rupert Hart-Davis, ed., The Letters of Oscar 

Wilde (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1962), p.828. 
3
 This is the last passage of an essay left unfinished at Pater’s death — Houghton Library 

(Harvard University) MSS, Engl. 1150 (7), as quoted and punctuated by Donoghue, 

p.291. 
4
 Schmidgall notes that ‘the pun [is the result] of a resourceful menswear firm in Chicago 

that, capitalizing on the publicity attending Oscar’s visit to the city in 1882, sought to 
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instincts — even his instinct for dying — were uncommonly superb, leading 

Henry James to express in a letter to Edmund Gosse on 10 August 1894, just after 

Pater’s burial at St Giles’s Cemetery, Oxford:  ‘[His death] presents itself to me 

— so far as I know it — as one of the successful, felicitous lives, and the time & 

manner of the death a part of the success’.
1
  James was to prove prophetic.  Had 

Pater lived even a little longer, he would have found himself inextricably bound 

within the Victorian period’s most scandalous tangle, a tangle comprised of 

Wilde, Lord Alfred Douglas, a dozen ‘renters’, soiled bed-sheets, and Dorian 
Gray, a tangle he could hardly have avoided as inspirer of much that the resultant 

trials condemned.  This was a tangle into which he was inevitably drawn, though 

posthumously. 

 

 

      

                                                                                                                          
catch the eye with an advertisement featuring “Wild ‘Oscar;’ Or, Balaam, the Ass-thete”’ 

(Stranger, p.170).  Such characterisations should be seen in relation to Ari Adut’s 

comments:  ‘The proclivities of Wilde were […] common knowledge in London for a 

long time before his tribulations began’ (p.214); ‘Wilde’s well-known homosexuality did 

not cause a scandal until his trials simply because it was not publicly denounced.  People 

prattled — much and maliciously, but always in private’ (p.228) — ‘A Theory of 

Scandal: Victorians, Homosexuality, and the Fall of Oscar Wilde’, American Journal of 
Sociology, 111.1 (2005), pp.213-48. 
1
 Rayburn S. Moore, ed., Selected Letters of Henry James to Edmund Gosse, 1882-1915: 

A Literary Friendship (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1988), p.115.  

‘Death spared [Pater] the tragedy of Wilde’s trial, a tragedy we can conceive only as the 

sacrifice of male homosexuality to male homophobia.  But Pater’s homoeroticism cannot 

be represented in the terms of such a discourse’ — William F. Shuter, ‘The “Outing” of 

Walter Pater’, Nineteenth Century Literature, 48.4 (1994), pp.480-506 (p.506). 
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 Pater would have cringed had he foreseen that his private intimations 

concerning The Picture of Dorian Gray would be invoked by Wilde, as he 

dramatically occupied the dock in the Old Bailey from 3 April till 31 May 1895, 

to justify the novel’s published contents.  Under cross-examination from Edward 

Carson during his first trial, Wilde claimed that he had never deleted anything 

from Dorian Gray, but had actually made an addition:  ‘In one case it was 

pointed out to me — not in a newspaper or anything of that sort, but by the only 

critic of the century whose opinion I set high, Mr Walter Pater — that a certain 

passage was liable to misconstruction, and I made an addition’.
1
  For Wilde, 

addition was always preferable to deletion, for he disagreed with Pater — ‘the 

only critic of the century whose opinion I set high’ — that ‘in literature, too, the 

true artist may be best recognised by his tact of omission’ (Appreciations, p.l5).
2
  

‘Tact’ was never a Wildean virtue.  Wilde subsequently testified that Pater had 

sent him several letters regarding Dorian Gray (letters no longer extant), the 

outcome of which was his modification of that overly suggestive passage Pater 

feared was ‘liable to misconstruction’.
3
  That passage may have been, as Donald 

Lawler suggests,
4
 the one in which Basil Hallward questions Dorian about the 

ruin of his intimates:  ‘Why is your friendship so fateful to young men?’ (Dorian 

1890, p.79).  At this point in the novel, Basil begins to provide a ‘list of the 

debauched’ for rhetorical support — the boy in the Guards, Sir Henry Ashton, 

Adrian Singleton, Lord Kent’s son, the young Duke of Perth — a list that Dorian 

interrupts in the 1891 version:  ‘Stop, Basil.  You are talking about things of 

                                                 
1
 As quoted in H. Montgomery Hyde, ed., The Trials of Oscar Wilde, 2

nd
 edn (New York: 

Dover, 1973), p.109. 
2
 In ‘Pater’s Sadness’, Raritan, 20.2 (2000), pp.136-58, Jacques Khalip writes: 

The type of currency that an absent, Paterian life comes unusually to promote is 

most striking when we recast that absence as the quality of countless 

‘unmentionables’ during the nineteenth century who, like Pater himself, wore 

their silence, rather than hearts, on their sleeves as repressed proof of the love 

that dared not speak its name.  The price paid by homosexuals is an oblivion that 

society campaigns for and enforces as the inevitable world both out of and into 

which homosexuals must be consigned.  (P.147) 
 

3
 See Lawler, Inquiry, pp.55-56. 

4
 Lawler claims that ‘there is only one instance in the final revision of Dorian Gray in 

which Wilde made the kind of addition to which he alluded at the trial.  It follows a long 

series of detailed accusations by Basil Hallward of young men who had been ruined by an 

association with Dorian Gray.  This would seem just the sort of passage to which Pater 

would take exception’ (Ibid., p.55, note).  Monsman observes: 

Wilde had begun his novel sometime late in 1889 and finished revising it in 

April or May of 1890; and he had visited Pater at Oxford on or about 15 

February 1890.  On that occasion Wilde also called on Lionel Johnson, who 

reported that Wilde had ‘laughed at Pater: and consumed all my cigarettes’.  If 

Pater did read the manuscript of Dorian Gray, this would have been the 

occasion, Wilde perhaps finding risible Pater’s alarm at the corrupting influence 

of Dorian on his companions.  (‘Platonic’, p.27) 
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which you know nothing’ (Dorian 1891, p.112).  This is indeed a passage ‘liable 

to misconstruction’, a passage with a suggestiveness to which Pater would have 

been extremely sensitive. 

 Like the painter Basil, whom he praises in his Bookman review, Pater 

always advised discretion, even in things only ‘liable to misconstruction’; 

however, discretion was a quality Wilde rarely, if ever, enjoyed, and for Wilde 

enjoyment was everything.  While Wilde’s indiscretions were usually sexual, 

Pater’s were usually textual — which perhaps prompted Wilde’s acidic retort 

upon hearing of his former friend’s death:  ‘Was he ever alive?’  Well, Pater had 

lived, even if only textually; and his texts exercised an inescapable influence over 

Wilde, as Wilde’s prison reading-lists reveal. 

 In De Profundis, Wilde asserts that ‘with freedom, books, flowers, and 

the moon, who could not be happy?’ (p.1039).  However, during his 

imprisonment he had neither freedom nor emerald carnations (and only 

occasionally the variable moon), but books he was eventually permitted, upon 

approved request: 

 
In July 1895 Wilde was allowed to choose fifteen books to be sent to him in 

prison:  they included The Renaissance.  Two months later he got Greek Studies, 

Appreciations, and Imaginary Portraits.  Robert Ross, visiting Wilde in prison in 

May 1896, undertook to send him Gaston de Latour when it came out on 

October 6.  A further list, submitted to the prison authorities on December 3, 

1896, included Pater’s posthumous Miscellaneous Studies (1895).
 1
 

 

Another list, dated 29 July 1897, requests ‘Walter Pater’s posthumous volume of 

essays’, though this was one of several volumes struck from the list by the prison 

governor.
2
  Amidst this veritable library of Pater volumes, this small cell in the 

appropriately christened, but heteronymous ‘Reading Gaol’, Wilde constructed an 

epic epistle addressed ‘Dear Bosie’, a letter now called De Profundis.
3
  In this 

epistle, Wilde employs the language of Pater to explain the ways he had himself 

                                                 
1
 Donoghue, pp.85-86. 

2
 Suzanne Tatian, of Reader Services at the William Andrews Clark Library, University 

of California, Los Angeles, kindly corresponded with me regarding a manuscript in the 

library’s collection, ‘Autograph list of books requested by Wilde from the prison 

authorities while at Reading. 1896’ (Shelfmark: W6721L R825):  ‘Our list doesn’t 

include any work of Pater’s. […] Merlin Holland’s The Complete Letters of Oscar Wilde 

(4
th

 Estate, 2000) mentions this and includes a few more lists than what we own.  In those 

lists, works by Pater include Renaissance, Greek Studies, Appreciations, Imaginary 
Portraits, and Essays.  A list at the P.R.O. from 29 July 1897 included “Walter Pater’s 

posthumous volume of essays” but it was one of several that the new governor struck 

out’.  Laurel McPhee, Assistant Librarian at the Clark Library, kindly seconded the above 

details in another E-mail. 
3
 It should be remembered that this title was invented for its posthumous publication in 

1905.  Although Wilde suggested the title Epistola: In Carcere et Vinculis, Robert Ross 

supplied the current title instead, based on a suggestion from E. V. Lucas. 
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been corrupted, initially by touches textual, then by touches sexual.  This second 

touch (particularly that of Lord Alfred Douglas, whose life revolved, in Wilde’s 

phrasing, around ‘boys, brandy, and betting’
1
) has received much, perhaps too 

much consideration of late in film, biographies, and criticism.
2
  In contrast, it is to 

                                                 
1
 Letter to Robert Ross, ca. 29 June 1900, Letters of Wilde, p.831. 

2
 As a scholarly choice, I have opted, beyond the confines of this footnote, neither to 

quote from nor to provide references to Neil McKenna’s The Secret Life of Oscar Wilde 

(New York: Basic Books, 2005 [2003]), a biography that, although not apparently 

attempting to do so, strikingly supports my claims for including Wilde among the 

paederastic Uranian writers, a point cogently made by Jad Adams in his review of the 

biography: 

This would be easier to enjoy as an epic of sexual liberation if Wilde and Co. 

really were arguing for the acceptance of love between man and man.  In fact, as 

McKenna’s extensive quotations make quite clear, many were standing up for 

the righteousness and desirability of sex between men and boys.  McKenna 

exhaustively documents Wilde’s relationships both with young men who were 

his social equals, and with the teenage working-class boys or ‘chickens’ who 

were to his taste.  One encounter at a hotel in Worthing was with a 15-year-old 

boy, an event which, if it happened today, would have Wilde castigated as a 

celebrity paedophile — ‘Strange Bedfellows’, The Guardian [online edn], 25 

October 2003 <http://books.guardian.co.uk/reviews/biography/0,6121,1070373, 

00.html> [last accessed 25 May 2006]. 
 

In his biography (with its title befittingly derived from the most pornographic and 

repetitive of Victorian pseudo-memoirs, My Secret Life by Walter), McKenna seems 

surprised that, confronted with the detail that Wilde had practised anilingus on five 

messenger boys in a single evening, Aubrey Beardsley was ‘shocked and rather 

disgusted’, Beardsley feeling that ‘to know that Oscar was a sodomite was one thing, to 

be forced to listen to the goriest of gory details was quite another’ (McKenna, p.262).  

McKenna clearly disagrees with Beardsley’s shock and disgust, since the entirety of his 

biography revels in such revelations.  As a result, Wilde is reduced to his sex-drive:  his 

every thought becomes priapic; almost every ‘friendship’ he forges becomes a sexual 

escapade that leaves behind scant intimacy and scanter depth; his principal audience 

becomes the legion of servants puzzled as to the proper method for handling the residues 

with which Wilde has writ large his defiance of puritanical society, writ in a medium less 

conventional than that of the printed book or the Victorian broadsheet — ‘bed sheets […] 

stained with a mixture of vaseline, semen and excrement’ (McKenna, p.222). 

Were even a fraction of the soiled ‘bed sheets’ McKenna handles both accurate 

and aptly evaluated — which I believe they are (though I would, for starters, discard the 

overly-knowing, outrageousness, and unpublished memoirs of Trelawny Backhouse) — 

then, against the grain of McKenna’s rhetorical claims for Wilde as a heroic ‘sodomite’, 

Wilde is recognisable as the Wilde I display:  an Ass-thete who is strikingly shallow and 

best defined by Wilde’s description of Dorian Gray as ‘callous, concentrated on evil, with 

stained mein, and soul hungry for rebellion’.  Despite its scholarly, conceptual, and other 

flaws, McKenna’s biography should certainly be considered in any holistic engagement 

of Wilde’s eroticism; however, for reasons scholarly rather than Beardsleyan, I have 

refrained from engaging it here.  It should also be noted that McKenna rather 

disingenuously employs the term ‘Uranian’ throughout to designate materials, actions, 
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that earlier, textual touch that the following turns.  Those ‘boys’ came and went, 

but Pater’s Renaissance was a permanent object to have and to hold, as Wilde 

explains:  ‘I never travel anywhere without it; […] it is the very flower of 

decadence; the last trumpet should have sounded the moment it was written’.
1
  

Even in prison, Wilde’s hand was ever upon that ‘holy writ’ of Decadence, 

prompting him to relate to Douglas:  ‘I remember during my first term at Oxford 

reading in Pater’s Renaissance — that book which has had such a strange 

influence over my life’ (De Profundis, p.1022).  About Wilde’s relationship to 

this volume, Ellmann relates:  ‘Much of it, especially the celebrated 

“Conclusion”, he had by heart’.
2
 

 For the Victorians, the most controversial, hence influential section of 

The Renaissance: Studies in Art and Poetry — titled Studies in the History of the 
Renaissance in the first edition so prized by Wilde — was its ‘Conclusion’, a 

conclusion for which Pater later provided the following footnote: 

 
This brief ‘Conclusion’ was omitted in the second edition of this book, as I 

conceived it might possibly mislead some of those young men into whose hands 

it might fall.  On the whole, I have thought it best to reprint it here, with some 

slight changes which bring it closer to my original meaning.  I have dealt more 

fully in Marius the Epicurean with the thoughts suggested by it.   

          (Renaissance 1893, p.186, emphasis added)
3
 

                                                                                                                          
and individuals better labelled, given his often dubious claims, ‘homosexual’ and 

‘homoerotic’.  In most cases the materials, actions, and individuals so labelled are indeed 

‘Uranian’, though the import and importance of these are ‘Uranian’ in a ‘paederastic’ 

sense, not in the ‘androphilic’ sense McKenna asserts.  In essence, the fatal, 

encompassing flaw of McKenna’s biography is that it fails to recognise that Wilde and his 

circle ‘were standing up for the righteousness and desirability of sex between men and 

boys’.  While Walt Whitman’s desires were primarily androphilic, Wilde’s rarely were, 

adding a degree of specificity to Wilde’s self-evaluation — despite an elevated, histrionic 

tone inappropriate to the speaker and his circumstances — that ‘A poet in prison for 

loving boys loves boys.  To have altered my life would have been to have admitted that 

Uranian love is ignoble’ — Letter to Robert Ross, ca. 18 February 1898, Letters of Wilde, 

p.705.  Since this statement was made to Wilde’s most constant of friends, a fellow 

paederast who knew him better than most, his phrasing is authentic (however 

unreflective), rather than veiled:  had Wilde intended, as McKenna would suggest, to 

describe himself as ‘A poet in prison for loving men’, he would have phrased it thus. 
1
 As quoted in Ellmann, p.301. 

2
 Ibid., p.47. 

3
 While reviewing her friend-and-neighbour’s novel for Macmillan’s Magazine (June 

1885), Mrs Humphry Ward suggests that Marius serves to recant the ‘Conclusion’ to The 
Renaissance (Donoghue, p.91).  Donoghue partially agrees:  ‘The book is indeed a 

revision of the Conclusion […] But the motto of both books might well be the same:  

death is the mother of beauty’ (p.194).  It might have been a recant or a revision, but it 

proved equally dangerous, as W. B. Yeats suggests:  ‘It taught us to walk upon a rope 

tightly stretched through serene air, and we were left to keep our feet upon a swaying 

rope in a storm’ — in W. B. Yeats, Autobiographies (London: Macmillan, 1955), p.303. 
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George Augustus Moore (1852-1933), a friend of Pater and acquaintance of 

Wilde, employs much the same phrasing while considering the influence and the 

evasiveness of Pater’s style — ‘all those lurking half-meanings, and that 

evanescent suggestion’.
1
  ‘Half-meanings’ and ‘suggestion’ — these were the 

ways that Pater’s textual touch, however scandalous, nonetheless maintained its 

discretion, as Lesley Higgins and James Eli Adams explain, respectively: 

 
Pater, therefore, learned the art of indirection from two masterful practitioners, 

Socrates and Plato; he pursued a complementary approach in his own work 

through the multiple voices of ancient Greek writing, myth, and art.
2
 

 

Invariably the binding secret remains obscure:  it seems to designate a particular 

state of mind or mode of existence rather than a body of discursive lore, and 

hence is not to be revealed, only experienced. [….] Pater’s rhetoric clearly 

suggests a calculated affiliation of his aestheticism with homoerotic subcultures 

that still remain shadowy in recent social and literary histories of Victorian 

England.
3
 

 

Masked as a consideration of Dorian’s ‘yellow book’ — reminiscent of Flavian’s 

‘golden book’ and of Wilde’s description of The Renaissance as ‘the golden book 

of spirit and sense, the holy writ of beauty’
4
 — Wilde says much the same about 

Pater’s style, though his description is far more insightful, and is Higgins and 

Adams elevated stylistically to the level of art:   

 
The style in which it was written was that curious jewelled style, vivid and 

obscure at once, full of argot and of archaisms, of technical expressions and of 

elaborate paraphrases, that characterizes the work of some of the finest artists of 

the French school of Décadents.  There were in it metaphors as monstrous as 

orchids, and as evil in color.  The life of the senses was described in the terms of 

mystical philosophy.  One hardly knew at times whether one was reading the 

spiritual ecstasies of some mediæval saint or the morbid confessions of a modern 

sinner.  It was a poisonous book.  The heavy odor of incense seemed to cling 

about its pages and to trouble the brain.  The mere cadence of the sentences, the 

subtle monotony of their music, so full as it was of complex refrains and 

movements elaborately repeated, produced in the mind of the lad [Dorian], as he 

                                                 
1
 George Moore, Confessions of a Young Man: Avowals, 9

th
 vol. of The Collected Works 

of George Moore in 21 vols (New York: Boni and Liveright, 1922-24), p.166.  See also 

Dowling, Hellenism, pp.xv-vi, 92-94; Louis Auchincloss, The Style’s the Man: 
Reflections on Proust, Fitzgerald, Wharton, Vidal, and Others (New York: Scribner’s, 

1994), pp.89-98, ‘Pater and Wilde: Aestheticism and Homosexuality’. 
2
 Lesley Higgins, ‘Jowett and Pater: Trafficking in Platonic Wares’, Victorian Studies, 

37.1 (1993), pp.43-72 (p.59). 
3
 James Eli Adams, ‘Gentleman, Dandy, Priest: Manliness and Social Authority in Pater’s 

Aestheticism’, ELH, 59.2 (1992), pp.441-66 (p.454). 
4
 As quoted in Ellmann, p.83. 
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passed from chapter to chapter, a form of revery, a malady of dreaming, that 

made him unconscious of the falling day and creeping shadows.   

            (Dorian 1890, p.64) 

 

Like all of his writings, Pater’s Renaissance was obscure to some, vivid to others, 

depending on who was reading.
1
   

 Current critical consensus suggests that Pater’s intended audience was a 

select group of Oxford (under)graduates,
2
 most of whom had homoerotic and/or 

paederastic ‘dispositions’ and had studied Literae Humaniores (or Greats), hence 

could read Plato in the original, augmented perhaps by the recent translations by 

Pater’s mentor Benjamin Jowett, for ‘the predominance and pre-eminence of 

“Jowett’s Plato” was significantly unchallenged for more than sixty years’.
3
  For 

this group, Pater’s Renaissance came as a revelation, revealing that an ‘invisible 

society’, an ‘inner circle of inspired souls’ like themselves, had been the 

                                                 
1
 ‘In rhetorical terms, the appropriate figure is amplificatio, by which the writer works his 

material, as a scientist but also as any laborer or lover. […] Some sentences are instances 

of “the productive ardour”; they come upon possibilities, contingencies, negligencies, and 

take them up’ (Donoghue, pp.228-29).  See Joris-Karl Huysmans, Against the Grain (À 
rebours) (New York: Dover, 1969), p.186, where Huysmans considers such a style: 

Of all forms of literature that of the prose poem was Des Esseintes’ chosen 

favourite. [….] The novel, thus conceived, thus condensed in a page or 

two, would become a communion, an interchange of thought between a magic-

working author and an ideal reader, a mental collaboration by consent between 

half a score persons of superior intellect scattered up and down the world, a 

delectable feast for epicures and appreciable by them only. 
 

2
 Six representative cases are:  David Hilliard, ‘Unenglish and Unmanly: Anglo-

Catholicism and Homosexuality’, Victorian Studies, 25.2 (1982), pp.181-210; Clay 

Daniel, ‘The Religion of Culture: Arnold’s Priest and Pater’s Mystic’, Victorian 
Newsletter, 72 (1987), pp.9-11; William F. Shuter, ‘Pater as Don’, Prose Studies, 11.1 

(1988), pp.41-60; Adams (1992); Dowling, Hellenism (1994); Monsman, ‘Platonic’ 

(2002).  Monsman refers to this group of readers as ‘an inner circle of Oxonians’ 

(‘Platonic’, p.28).  In ‘The Death of Euphues: Euphuism and Decadence in Late-Victorian 

Literature’, English Literature in Transition (1880-1920), 45.1 (2002), pp.4-25, Lene 

Ostermark-Johansen writes:  ‘To Pater, both the writer himself and the audience for 

which he wrote were ideally scholars, more specifically philologists, going back to the 

roots of the individual word through an archaeological or geological excavation of the 

linguistic deposits of added and abandoned layers of meaning’ (p.10). 
3
 Higgins, ‘Platonic Wares’, p.50.  As Shuter notes:  ‘We know from the record of his 

library borrowings that Pater often studied Jowett’s translations, and from a remark he 

made to Grant Duff we can conclude that, on the whole, he was critical of them; in a clear 

allusion to Jowett he said, speaking of Plato:  “a more photographic translation than we 

yet have is a desideratum”’ (‘Don’, p.55).  The difference between Pater’s approach to 

Plato and Jowett’s is explained by Higgins:  ‘At the heart of Pater’s enterprise is that 

which Jowett finds unspeakable:  the body’ (p.53).  Monsman explains how ‘central’ 

Platonic thought was to Pater and Wilde:  ‘Both authors define the influence of beauty 

and love in terms of Plato’s Phaedrus’ (‘Platonic’, p.26). 
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rejuvenating force of Western culture in the Age of Leonardo and Michelangelo, 

and perhaps could become so again in the Age of Victoria.  Phrased differently, 

after Pater had hung his own portrait gallery of Renaissance personalities 

(including such disparate characters as the non-Renaissance Winckelmann), a 

portrait gallery presented via the nuances of Platonic indirection, this select group 

found itself mirrored within a historical continuum, saw itself reflected as distinct 

and laudable, possessing an elite ‘consciousness’ or ‘sensibility’ that would be 

defended publicly, decades later, by Wilde’s brazen, courtroom apologia.
1
  What 

Wilde failed to anticipate was that his own apologia for ‘The Love That Dare Not 

Speak Its Name’ would become the last expression of this ‘suggestive’ language 

of erotic indirection, a language that had begun to peter out with Symonds’s death 

in 1893 and Pater’s in 1894, an opaque and multifaceted language that was 

replaced, during his three trials in 1895, with a turbulent directness, a directness 

that infiltrated the language of law, psychology, journalism, and the street, a 

directness that encouraged taxonomies such as ‘the homosexual’.
2
 

However, for several millennia prior to 1895, the indirect, ‘suggestive’ 

language of Plato had served as a splendid vehicle for homoerotic and paederastic 

expression, so much so that Arthur C. Benson, Pater’s first and family-approved 

biographer, would confide to his own diary:  ‘Isn’t it really rather dangerous to let 

boys read Plato, if one is desirous that they should accept conventional 

moralities?’
3
   The real dangers attributed to Pater’s use of such ‘suggestive’ 

language and to the education it inculcated are noted by Potolsky: 

 
There has long been a threatening air surrounding accounts of Walter Pater’s 

influence on his students and disciples.  The reserved Oxford don, whose staid 

but quietly subversive writings set the tone of the English fin de siècle, is 

regularly credited with destroying lives, undermining morals and contributing to 

the perversion of countless students.
4
 

 

The dangers of Paterian education would seem to emerge in retrospect, only 

after their real consequences manifested themselves in the lives of the students.
5
 

                                                 
1
 Higgins suggests that ‘In general terms, Pater assembled writers and texts from classical 

and modern culture to constitute a counter- or sub-cultural canon:  Ganymede, Zeno, 

Plato, Socrates, Sappho, Pindar, Myron, Catullus, [Leonardo] da Vinci, Montaigne, and 

most recently, for Pater, Johannes Winckelmann’ (‘Platonic Wares’, p.59). 
2
 Fisher notes that ‘once [Wilde] had arrived in court he found himself powerless to 

prevent the attention of society being focused on what he called “uranian love” as it had 

never been before.  Queensberry’s detectives tore aside the veil of secrecy which had 

concealed the gay sub-culture.  A wave of puritan homophobia swept society’ (p.37). 
3
 David Newsome, On the Edge of Paradise: A. C. Benson: The Diarist (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1980), p.194. 
4
 Matthew Potolsky, ‘Fear of Falling: Walter Pater’s Marius the Epicurean as a 

Dangerous Influence’, ELH, 65.3 (1998), pp.701-29 (p.701). 
5
 Ibid., p.704. 
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It is this subversive ‘suggestiveness’, evinced through language, education, and 

art, that is encapsulated in a series of Paterian questions levelled by Lord Henry 

in Dorian Gray:  ‘Was it not Plato, that artist in thought, who had first analysed 

it?  Was it not [Michelangelo] Buonarotti who had carved it in the coloured 

marbles of a sonnet-sequence?’ (1891, p.40).  However, a third question is 

missing from this series and could equally have been asked:  ‘Was it not Pater 

who had made it so bountifully modern?’ 

 While Pater could expect his own readers, particularly those ‘elite 

“Oxonian” souls’ educated in Literae Humaniores, to be well versed in Plato, 

Wilde could subsequently expect those same readers to be well versed in Pater, 

could expect that they would recognise the Decadent seed from which Dorian 
Gray had sprung — The Renaissance.  While Donoghue merely relates that ‘it is 

possible that Pater’s book, rather than [Joris-Karl] Huysmans’s A Rebours or 

another claimant, is the “yellow book” Wilde’s Lord Henry sends to Dorian Gray, 

who imitates it in his progress to immorality’,
1
 Gerald Monsman supplies a 

convincing motive behind Wilde’s decision to allow or foster multiple claimants:  

‘Wilde may have partially deflected criticism away from Pater by hinting that the 

model for Dorian’s poisonous book was Huysmans’s A Rebours (1884), 

[however] Pater’s theme of the transfiguring book lurks behind Dorian’s 

corrupting volume’.
2
  Wilde muddies the water even further by claiming that ‘the 

book that poisoned, or made perfect, Dorian Gray does not exist; it is a fancy of 

mine merely’.
3
  Whether the ‘yellow book’ is or is not an allusion to Pater’s 

Renaissance does not alter the relative certainty that, besides a popular 

readership, a readership alternatively curious and scandalised, Wilde had also 

inherited a select group of readers who would have recognised the subtle shadow 

of Pater lingering over his only novel.
4
  This group would have recalled passages 

like the following while reading Dorian Gray: 

 
[For Leonardo,] in such studies some interfusion of the extremes of beauty and 

terror shaped itself, as an image that might be seen and touched, in the mind of 

this gracious youth, so fixed that for the rest of his life it never left him; and as 

catching glimpses of it in the strange eyes or hair of chance people, he would 

follow such about the streets of Florence till the sun went down, of whom many 

sketches of his remain.  Some of these are full of a curious beauty, that remote 

beauty apprehended only by those who have sought it carefully; who, starting 

                                                 
1
 Donoghue, p.80. 

2
 Monsman, ‘Platonic’, p.40. 

3
 Letter to Ralph Payne, 12 February 1894, Letters of Wilde, p.352. 

4
 Some believe, based on circumstantial evidence, that Wilde had a hand in the writing or 

editing of the anonymous, pornographic novella Teleny, or The Reverse of the Medal 
(1893), subsequently published in two hundred copies by Leonard Smithers.  Others 

disagree, usually on stylistic bases; see Graham Robb, Strangers: Homosexual Love in the 
Nineteenth Century (New York: Norton, 2004), pp.207-08. 
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with acknowledged types of beauty, have refined as far upon these, as these 

refine upon the world of common forms.  (Renaissance 1873, p.97)
1
 

 

In fact, the informed reader — the select, Decadent, Oxonian reader — would 

probably have recognised the very kernel from which Dorian Gray seems to have 

sprung, the end of Pater’s most famous of cameos, that of La Gioconda: 

 
The fancy of a perpetual life, sweeping together ten thousand experiences, is an 

old one; and modern thought has conceived the idea of humanity as wrought 

upon by, and summing up in itself, all modes of thought and life.  Certainly Lady 

Lisa might stand as the embodiment of the old fancy, the symbol of the modern 

idea.  (‘Leonardo’, Renaissance 1873, p.119) 

 

If Lady Lisa is, as Pater asserts, the embodiment of the old fancy of perpetual life, 

then Dorian Gray, her younger Uranian nephew, is the new fancy of perpetual 

youth — for, until the novel’s anticlimactic last page, Dorian retains his boyish, 

underage appearance, a detail that has been conveniently glossed over by most 

critics.  As Dorian puts it, ‘I shall be of age in less than a year’; and later, ‘I was a 

school-boy when you knew me’ (Dorian 1890, pp.34; 54).   

 Throughout the novel, Dorian encapsulates the sort of schoolboy 

Leonardo would have pursued through Florence, Des Esseintes through Paris, 

Aschenbach through Venice.  In fact, Des Esseintes’s prurient exploits with such 

a schoolboy seem to have infused Dorian Gray, a novel that borrows much from 

À rebours, and not merely its visual and episodic texture.  Because it also 

demonstrates the subtle innuendo Wilde and his Dorian would have employed 

while attempting to acquire such a schoolboy from amid the byways of London, 

the following episode from Huysmans’s novel has been quoted in full: 

 
Still chewing the bitter cud of his disillusionment, [Des Esseintes] was walking 

one day all alone in the Avenue de Latour-Maubourg when he was accosted 

near the Invalides by a young man, almost a boy, who begged him to tell him the 

shortest way to go to the Rue de Babylone.  Des Esseintes indicated his road 

and, as he was crossing the Esplanade too, they set off together.  

         The lad’s voice, insisting, it seemed to his companion quite needlessly, on 

fuller instructions as to the way; — ‘Then you think, do you? that by turning left, 

I should be taking the longer road; but I was told that if I cut obliquely across 

the Avenue, I should get there all the quicker’, — was timid and appealing at the 

same time, very low and very gentle.  

         Des Esseintes looked him up and down.  He seemed to have just left 

school, was poorly dressed in a little cheviot jacket tight round the hips and 

barely coming below the break of the loins, a pair of close-fitting black breeches, 

                                                 
1
 Scholarly readers will immediately recognise that I have, in all instances of quoting 

from Pater’s ‘Lionardo da Vinci’ (from Renaissance 1873), replaced Pater’s alternative 

spelling of ‘Lionardo’ with the more common ‘Leonardo’ (which Pater does himself in 

subsequent editions).  Given its unfamiliarity, ‘Lionardo’ is a distraction that draws too 

much attention to its own leonine form. 



 315

a turn-down collar cut low to display a puffed cravat, deep blue with white lines, 

La Vallière shape.  In his hand he carried a class book bound in boards, and on 

his head was a brown, flat-brimmed bowler hat.  

         The face was at once pathetic and strangely attractive; pale and drawn, 

with regular features shaded by long black locks, it was lit up by great liquid 

eyes, the lids circled with blue, set near the nose, which was splashed with a few 

golden freckles and under which lurked a little mouth, but with fleshy lips 

divided by a line in the middle like a ripe cherry.  

         They examined each other for a moment, eye to eye; then the young man 

dropped his and stepped nearer; soon his arm was rubbing against Des 

Esseintes’, who slackened his pace, gazing with a thoughtful look at the lad’s 

swaying walk.  

        And lo! from this chance meeting sprang a mistrustful friendship that 

nevertheless was prolonged for months.  To this day, Des Esseintes could not 

think of it without a shudder; never had he experienced a more alluring liaison or 

one that laid a more imperious spell on his senses; never had he run such risks, 

nor had he ever been so well content with such a grievous sort of satisfaction.
1
  

 

Although Dorian begins as a far less ‘knowing’ schoolboy, he subsequently 

develops into a paederastic Des Esseintes in his own right, though a pursuer of 

schoolboys who himself retains the appearance of one, a detail that further 

heightens the paederastic import of Wilde’s novel.  Although Dorian may 

chronologically ‘come of age’, outwardly he will ever remain a schoolboy, an 

‘Adonis’ like ‘ivory and rose-leaves’, ‘a Narcissus’ with the ‘face of Antinoüs’, a 

mystical representation of the ‘harmony of soul and body’ (1890, pp.4-9).  This 

commingling of Basil’s painterly touches, Dorian’s ‘perpetual youth’, and 

Wilde’s exploration of ‘curious beauty’ suggests that The Renaissance essay most 

embossed on Dorian Gray is ‘Leonardo da Vinci’, a claim enhanced here by 

intermingling Wilde’s 1890 and 1891 versions of the novel. 

 In The Picture of Dorian Gray, the reader arrives at an aesthetic moment, 

the painter Basil Hallward perfecting his portrait of this Adonis-Narcissus-

Antinoüs and suddenly realising:  ‘I really can’t exhibit it.  I have put too much of 

myself into it’ (Dorian 1890, p.4).  Overshadowing Basil’s aesthetic triumph is a 

burgeoning fear that the ‘shallow, prying eyes’ of the general public (1890, p.10) 

will recognise the painter’s lingering glance of love: 

 
Two months ago I went to a crush at Lady Brandon’s. [….] I suddenly became 

conscious that some one was looking at me.  I turned half-way round, and saw 

Dorian Gray for the first time.  When our eyes met, I felt that I was growing 

pale.  A curious instinct of terror came over me.  I knew that I had come face to 

face with some one whose mere personality was so fascinating that, if I allowed 

it to do so, it would absorb my whole nature, my whole soul, my very art itself.   

       (1890, p.6)
2
 

                                                 
1
 Huysmans, À rebours, pp.103-04. 

2
 ‘Basil’s “secret” is the emotional turmoil of his infatuation with Dorian, a “romance of 

feeling” defined by the novel’s allusive complexity as both Platonic and Paterian — the 
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    Portrait of Antinoüs                  Portrait of Antinoüs as Dionysus 
  Roman                                Roman 

    Marble, ca. 125-138 CE                              Marble, ca. 130-138 CE 

        Archaeological Museum of Olympia                        Hermitage Museum 

                        Olympia, Greece                                      St Petersburg, Russia 

 

 

It is those eyes — the eyes of his sitter Dorian — that begin, in time, to recognise 

the depth of infatuation underlying Basil’s painted surfaces, especially given that 

Basil’s subsequent paintings are merely variations of Dorian-in-disguise, as with 

one in which, ‘crowned with heavy lotus-blossoms, you [as Antinoüs] had sat on 

the prow of Adrian’s barge, gazing across the green turbid Nile’ (1891, p.89).  

Besides, Dorian is meanwhile being ‘schooled’ by Lord Henry Wotton, schooled 

to probe beneath the ‘shallow’ surfaces of both canvases and humanity, to ‘pry’ 

deeply into artistic motives and personal desires, to do what Pater praises in 

Leonardo:  ‘He learned […] the art of going deep, of tracking the sources of 

expression to their subtlest retreats, the power of an intimate presence in the 

things he handled’ (Renaissance 1873, p.96).  For Dorian, ‘the art of going deep’ 

is imbibed through the tutelage of Lord Henry, that ‘inspirer’ who is Wilde’s 

most Paterian creation.  Throughout the novel, Lord Henry, in clearly Paterian 

fashion, espouses theories described as ‘poisons so subtle’ that their influence is 

barely felt by those they influence (Dorian 1890, p.30), such that Dorian ‘was 

[only] dimly conscious that entirely fresh influences were at work within him’ 

(1891, p.29; 1890, p.14 reads ‘entirely fresh impulses’).  As a submissive 

‘hearer’, Dorian becomes privy to and proficient in all of Lord Henry’s ‘wrong, 

fascinating, poisonous, delightful theories’ (1890, p.35), especially after 

                                                                                                                          
worship of a meirakiskos (young man) by his intellectually inspired lover’ (Monsman, 

‘Platonic’, p.29). 
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embracing Lord Henry’s recommendation that he ‘cure the soul by means of the 

senses’ (1890, p.16):   

 
There were poisons so subtle that to know their properties one had to sicken of 

them.  There were maladies so strange that one had to pass through them if one 

sought to understand their nature.  And, yet, what a great reward one received!  

How wonderful the whole world became to one!  (P.30) 

 

Lord Henry’s corrupting ‘influence’ is described as a series of distilled ‘poisons’, 

‘poisons’ that a receptive Dorian imbibes until he begins to receive their ‘great 

reward’.    

 Ever the bon vivant of conversational influence, Lord Henry luxuriates in 

Dorian’s receptive disposition and his own sway over it:  ‘Talking to [Dorian] 

was like playing upon an exquisite violin.  He answered to every touch and thrill 

of the bow. … There was something terribly enthralling in the exercise of 

influence’ (1891, p.39).  Moreover, Lord Henry fully appreciates that the 

‘influence’ that he exercises conversationally is also exerted by potent 

personalities captured aesthetically, a truth that Dorian will later realise for 

himself under the spell of Sibyl Vane’s theatricality:  ‘She makes [her audience] 

as responsive as a violin’ (1890, p.36).  In other words, both Lord Henry and 

Sibyl force their audience — namely Dorian — into responsiveness, into a 

sympathy with themselves and their motives, a sympathy that Socrates praises in 

the Phaedrus: 

 
But nobler far is the serious pursuit of the dialectician, who finds a congenial 

soul, and then with knowledge engrafts and sows words which are able to help 

themselves and him who planted them, and are not unfruitful, but have in them 

seeds which may bear fruit in other natures, nurtured in other ways — making 

the seed everlasting and the possessors happy to the utmost extent of human 

happiness.  (As translated by Benjamin Jowett)
1
 

 

However, unlike Socrates’ philosopher (whose motives are noble) and Sibyl 

(whose motives involve little more than the aesthetic expressiveness 

characteristic of Basil), when Lord Henry suggests that ‘one should sympathise 

with the colour, the beauty, the joy of life’ (1891, p.42), Wilde’s reader 

recognises that Lord Henry is not sowing ‘the seed everlasting’ that Socrates 

promises will make ‘the possessors happy to the utmost extent of human 

happiness’.  Instead, the ‘great reward’ that Lord Henry promises is a heightened 

sympathy with life’s ‘poisons’, life’s ‘sins’ — for ‘sin is the only color-element 

left in modern life’ (1890, p.35), though a colour-element as complex as a Persian 

carpet.   

  

                                                 
1
 Plato, On Homosexuality: Lysis, Phaedrus, and Symposium, trans. by Benjamin Jowett 

(Buffalo, NY: Prometheus Books, 1991), pp.98-99. 
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 As he ‘lounged in the Park, or strolled down Piccadilly’ (1891, p.47), 

places famed for illicit rendezvous,
1
 Dorian made a habit of acquiring those sins 

so various, sins such as those Des Esseintes found with his Parisian schoolboy.  

‘This grey, monstrous London of ours, with its myriads of people, its sordid 

sinners, and its splendid sins’ (1891, p.47) — the 1890 version reading ‘its 

splendid sinners, and its sordid sins’ (p.24) — is a passage clearly plundered from 

Pater:  ‘In the streets of Milan, moved a people as fantastic, changeful, and 

dreamlike.  To Leonardo least of all men could there be anything poisonous in the 

exotic flowers of sentiment which grew there.  It was a life of exquisite 

amusements […] and brilliant sins’ (Renaissance 1873, pp.101-02).  With the 

sordid bravado of Robert Browning’s Fra Lippo Lippi, Wilde and his Dorian 

simply knot together their soiled bed-sheets and escape from the Paterian loft of 

aesthetic contemplation, rushing forth to find more palpable pleasures in the 

moonlit streets of Florence, Milan, Hyde Park, or Piccadilly.  Like those once-

pristine bed-sheets, Pater’s description of Leonardo — so brilliant, so exquisite 

— is twisted into another shape and purpose, a purpose so sordid, so Gray. 

 Nevertheless, even sins as fantastic, mercurial, and dreamlike as a 

kaleidoscope or a Persian-carpet lose their puzzlement, become merely a blended 

palette of grey after too much contemplation or indulgence:  they then afford little 

save boredom, especially amidst the Decadent necessity to be ‘always searching 

for new sensations’ (Dorian 1890, p.17).  As Lord Henry laughingly admits, ‘The 

only horrible thing in the world is ennui. […] That is the one sin for which there 

is no forgiveness’ (1891, p.146), an admission that Donoghue explains:  ‘In Pater 

and in the decadence he and Huysmans gave warrant for, the price one pays for 

extreme achievements of refinement is that there is no return from them, even as 

a vacation exercise, to common forms of existence.  There is only further 

refinement, the last curiosity’.
2
  Increasingly bored with this continual search for 

further sensations, for further refinements, Dorian does indeed become more 

horrible, more blandly grey — ‘callous, concentrated on evil, with stained mien, 

and soul hungry for rebellion’ (1891, p.137), ‘filled […] with that pride of 

rebellion that is half the fascination of sin, and smiling, with secret pleasure’ 

                                                 
1
 In ‘Say It with Flowers: The Poetry of Marc-André Raffalovich’, College Literature, 

24.1 (1997), pp.11-27, Ed Madden notes:  ‘In another poem in Tuberose and 
Meadowsweet, “Mystic Love”, Raffalovich writes of “London, the ways of Piccadilly”, 

alluding, perhaps, to a specific sexual geography of the city, to Piccadilly as a site for 

homosexual cruising’ (p.19).  See also Wolf von Eckardt, Sander L. Gilman, and J. 

Edward Chamberlin, Oscar Wilde’s London: A Scrapbook of Vices and Virtues, 1880-
1900 (Garden City, NY: Anchor, 1987).  For a more recent study of male prostitution in 

London’s Piccadilly Circus, see Mervyn Harris, The Dilly Boys: Male Prostitution on 
Piccadilly (London: Croom Helm, 1973). 
2
 Donoghue, p.186.  Besides Pater’s Renaissance and Huysmans’s À rebours, Wilde 

probably constructed his novel from other sources as well, namely Benjamin Disraeli’s 

Vivian Grey (1827), Charles Robert Maturin’s Melmoth the Wanderer (1820), and 

William Beckford’s The History of the Caliph Vathek (the English translation of which 

was first published in 1786). 
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(1890, p.73).  Pater notes a similar effect upon Leonardo, though its cause is 

obviously less carnal and narcissistic than it is for Dorian:  ‘This agitation, this 

perpetual delay, give him an air of weariness and ennui’ (Renaissance 1873, 

p.106).   

 At the end of the novel, Lord Henry exclaims, ‘Ah, Dorian, how happy 

you are!  What an exquisite life you have had!  You have drunk deeply of 

everything.  You have crushed the grapes against your palate’ (Dorian 1890, 

p.96).  This exclamation is half true:  ‘happy’, no — ‘exquisite’, yes.  As the 

ultimate bon vivant of Victorian Decadence, Dorian has indeed drunk deeply of 

everything, especially those Decadent poisons for which he has acquired a 

definite and definitive taste.  As with most forms of palatable connoisseurship, 

aging bespeaks a degree of improvement; hence, Dorian discovers that the most 

potent vintages of those Decadent poisons were distilled in earlier ages. 

 In a particularly Paterian passage from chapter three, Wilde reminds his 

reader that ‘now and then a complex personality took the place and assumed the 

office of art; was indeed, in its way, a real work of art, Life having its elaborate 

masterpieces, just as poetry has, or sculpture, or painting’ (Dorian 1890, pp.30-

31).  For Dorian, Lord Henry’s personality and aphorisms have done just that.  

By asserting poignantly that ‘life itself was the first, the greatest, of the arts’, such 

that ‘if a man treats life artistically, his brain is his heart’ (1890, p.66; 1891, 

p.153), Lord Henry posits a Decadent syllogism that whatever a man can imagine 
his life can express, for ‘there was no mood of the mind that had not its 

counterpart in the sensuous life’ (1890, p.69).  Under the influence of this 

syllogism that blends art and life, Dorian comes to recognise that he also has 

‘ancestors in literature [and art]’, complex personalities who, more so than Lord 

Henry, could take ‘the place and assumed the office of art’.  Dorian soon feels 

‘that he had known them all, those strange terrible figures that had passed across 

the stage of the world and made sin so marvellous, and evil so full of subtlety’ 

(1891, p.108) — the 1890 version reading ‘so full of wonder’ (p.76).  Those 

figures, those complex personalities first introduced to Dorian through Lord 

Henry’s cultivated conversation and books, now become the principal influences 

over him, influences so ‘subtle’ that he could but wonder:  ‘Had some strange 

poisonous germ crept from body to body till it had reached his own?’ (1890, 

p.75). 

 By continually pacing back and forth in his family’s portrait gallery, 

Dorian has indeed ‘crept from body to body till it […] reached his own’.  Amidst 

these wanderings, Dorian becomes increasingly intrigued by the portrait of his 

ancestor Philip Herbert, who was, according to a memoir from the time of the 

monarchs Elizabeth and James, ‘“caressed by the court for his handsome face, 

which kept him not long company”’ (1890, p.75).
1
  After this suggestive 

                                                 
1
 In Memoires of the Reigns of Queen Elizabeth and King James (1658, attributed to 

Francis Osborne), the passage reads ‘caressed by KING JAMES for his handsome face’ 

— as quoted in The Picture of Dorian Gray (Oxford English Novels series), ed. with 

intro. by Isobel Murray (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1974), p.246. 
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anecdote, which leaves the reader wondering whether the royal court had 

caressed his ancestor’s face literally or metaphorically,
1
 Dorian continues:  

 
Yet one had ancestors in literature, as well as in one’s own race, nearer perhaps 

in type and temperament, many of them, and certainly with an influence of 

which one was more absolutely conscious. [….] He felt that he had known them 

all, those strange terrible figures that had passed across the stage of the world 

and made sin so marvellous and evil so full of wonder.  (1890, pp.75-76) 

 

After positing a veritable museum filled with portraits of homoerotic and 

paederastic ancestors, as well as their cultural residues, a museum in which 

Dorian’s gallery constitutes only a meagre portion, Wilde, as one might expect, 

proceeds to convert The Picture of Dorian Gray into an elaborate catalogue of 

ancestral artists and philosophers who shared his Uranian ‘temperament’, a 

catalogue that displays a continuum passing through Plato, Michelangelo, 

Montaigne, Shakespeare, and Winckelmann — a list of lovers who find their 

contemporary encapsulation and manifestation, as Pater suggests in his review, in 

a proper Epicurean like Basil, a truth only belatedly recognised by Dorian in the 

novel and Wilde in the dock: 

 
Basil would have helped him to resist Lord Henry’s influence, and the still more 

poisonous influences that came from his own temperament.  The love that 

[Basil] bore him — for it was really love — had something noble and 

intellectual in it.  It was not that mere physical admiration of beauty that is born 

of the senses, and that dies when the senses tire.  It was such love as Michael 

Angelo had known, and Montaigne, and Winckelmann, and Shakespeare 

himself.  Yes, Basil could have saved him.  But it was too late now.   

             (Dorian 1890, p.60) 

 

The ‘Love that dare not speak its name’ in this century is such a great affection 

of an elder for a younger man as there was between David and Jonathan, such as 

Plato made the very basis of his philosophy, and such as you find in the sonnets 

of Michaelangelo and Shakespeare.  It is that deep, spiritual affection that is as 

pure as it is perfect.  It dictates and pervades great works of art like those of 

Shakespeare and Michaelangelo, and those two letters of mine [to Douglas], 

such as they are.  It is in this century misunderstood, so much misunderstood that 

it may be described as the ‘Love that dare not speak its name’, and on account of 

it I am placed where I am now.   

                    (From Wilde’s apologia during the first of his 

                  two trials for ‘gross indecency’, 1895)
2
 

                                                 
1
 About his own protagonist, Huysmans relates:  ‘By a curious accident of heredity, this 

last scion of a race [Des Esseintes] bore a strong resemblance to the far-off ancestor, the 

mignon of Princes’ (À rebours, p.2). 
2
 As quoted in Ellmann, p.463.  ‘Pater, of course, had written about all these intellectual 

lovers, most recently of Montaigne and “Of Friendship” in Gaston de Latour (begun 

1888)’ (Monsman, ‘Platonic’, p.29).  
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The elaborate catalogue that is Dorian Gray also includes monarchs and their 

favourites — Richard II, James I, Edward II and his beloved Piers Gaveston — 

their presence masked by a masque of jewelled pomp and gift-giving: 

 
Richard II. had a coat, valued at thirty thousand marks, which was covered with 

balas rubies. […] The favourites of James I. wore ear-rings of emeralds set in 

gold filigrane.  Edward II. gave to Piers Gaveston a suit of red-gold armor 

studded with jacinths, and a collar of gold roses set with turquoise-stones, and a 

skull-cap parsemé with pearls. [….] How exquisite life had once been!  How 

gorgeous in its pomp and decoration!  (1890, p.71)
1
   

 

Then, lest the homoerotic and paederastic elements of religion be overlooked, 

Wilde darts St Sebastian into his catalogue (1890, p.73).
2
  This Wildean 

exploration of erotic portraiture has its antecedent in Pater’s own erotic portrait of 

Leonardo, as well as many of the other portraits that constitute The Renaissance: 

 
[Leonardo] plunged also into human personality, and became above all a painter 

of portraits; faces of a modelling more skilful than has been seen before or since, 

embodied with a reality which almost amounts to illusion on dark air.  To take a 

character as it was, and delicately sound its stops, suited one so curious in 

observation, curious in invention.   (1873, p.104) 

 

Many of the figures who constitute this Wildean catalogue were first portrayed 

for Dorian in what he later dubs the ‘yellow book’, a dangerously direct allusion 

to Pater’s Renaissance, lacking only its necessary italicisation:  ‘The Renaissance 

                                                 
1
 These are some of the most prominent paederastic/homoerotic figures of English 

history.  A few years after Edward II died, Ranulph Higden explained the method of his 

death, which indicates its association with his homoeroticism:  cum veru igniti inter 
celenda confossus ignominioise peremptus (‘He was ignominiously slain with a fiery 

poker thrust into his anus’) — from Caroline Bingham, The Life and Times of Edward II 
(London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1973), p.197.  What is important here, for all of these 

historical figures, is not whether the details about them are now considered historically 

accurate or not, but that they were thought to be accurate by Wilde and other Victorians.  

Regarding James I, see David M. Bergerson, King James and Letters of Homoerotic 
Desire (Iowa City: Iowa University Press, 1999); Michael B. Young, King James and the 
History of Homosexuality (New York: New York University Press, 2000).  For the 

homoeroticism of Richard II, particularly via Shakespeare’s play, see Mario DiGangi, The 
Homoerotics of Early Modern Drama (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 

chapter four: ‘The Homoerotics of Favoritism in Tragedy’. 
2
 Sebastian, an intimate favourite of Emperor Diocletian, was appointed Captain of the 

Guard in the Imperial Roman Army.  When Sebastian refused to denounce his acquired 

Christianity in 286 CE, Diocletian ordered that he be tied to a tree so that Mauretanian 

archers could riddle him with arrows.  He was then clubbed to death and cast into a 

sewer.  See his entry in Charles G. Herbermann, et al., ed., The Catholic Encyclopaedia: 
An International Work of Reference on the Constitution, Doctrine, Discipline and History 
of the Catholic Church (New York: Robert Appleton, 1907-12), vol. XIII. 
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knew of strange manners of poisoning [….] Dorian Gray had been poisoned by a 

book’ (1890, p.77).  This ‘yellow book’ had been lent by Lord Henry, who 

roguishly anticipated that its collection of strange, suggestive poisons would 

overwhelm Dorian, despite the assertion he later makes to the contrary, as 

Ellmann explains: 

   
When Dorian tells Lord Henry that the pseudo–A Rebours has corrupted him, his 

friend denies that this could happen.  ‘As for being poisoned by a book, there is 

no such thing as that.  Art has no influence upon action.  It annihilates the desire 

to act.  It is superbly sterile.  The books that the world calls immoral are books 

that show the world its own shame.  That is all’.  But a book has completed for 

Dorian what Lord Henry began.  We are not allowed to accept [Lord Henry] 

Wotton’s judgment, for it has already been made clear that he himself, when he 

was sixteen, had been overwhelmed by a book.  His book is also left unnamed, 

but its identity can be established from his talk.  Lord Henry is forever quoting, 

or misquoting, without acknowledgment, from Pater’s Studies in the History of 
the Renaissance.

 1
  

 

Over time, the ‘prying’ Dorian comes to appreciate Lord Henry’s intention 

behind loaning this volume:  ‘You poisoned me with a book once.  I should not 

forgive that.  Harry, promise me that you will never lend that book to any one.  It 

does harm’ (1890, p.97). 

 What a grand sentence is ‘I should not forgive that’ — one of those 

flagrant-yet-subtle displays of the opaque style Wilde had absorbed from Pater 

and his Renaissance — a portmanteau that provides potential for ‘surface’ and 

‘symbol’ at once (to quote from the ‘Preface’ to Dorian Gray).  Should not is 

curious phrasing at best, perhaps meaning shall not, perhaps meaning ought not 
— the first declares the unforgivable; the second recognises, playfully, something 

almost forgiven already, for Dorian indeed recognises that the lending of this 

book is consistent with Lord Henry’s decadent personality and ‘wrong, 

fascinating, poisonous, delightful theories’: 

 
For years, Dorian Gray could not free himself from the influence of this book.  

Or perhaps it would be more accurate to say that he never sought to free himself 

from it.  He procured from Paris no less than nine large paper copies of the first 

edition, and had them bound in different colours, so that they might suit his 

various moods and the changing fancies of a nature over which he seemed, at 

times, to have almost entirely lost control.  The hero, the wonderful young 

Parisian, in whom the romantic and the scientific temperaments were so 

strangely blended, became to him a kind of pre-figuring type of himself.  And, 

indeed, the whole book seemed to him to contain the story of his own life, 

written before he had lived it.   (1891, p.97)
2
 

                                                 
1
 Ellmann, p.317. 

2
 The 1890 version reads ‘could not free himself from the memory of this book’, of which 

he had acquired a mere ‘five large-paper copies of the first edition’ (p.65). 
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The recognisable symptom provoked by this ‘dangerous novel’ (in the 1891 

version, ‘wonderful novel’) is an arousal of ‘sinful’ curiosity, a curiosity that, in 

Dorian’s case, seems to make a fetish of one particularly perverse chapter, a 

chapter that he re-reads repeatedly: 

 
The hero of the dangerous novel that had so influenced his life had himself had 

this curious fancy.  In a chapter of the book he tells how, crowned with laurel, 

lest lightning might strike him, he had sat, as Tiberius, in a garden at Capri, 

reading the shameful books of Elephantis, while dwarfs and peacocks strutted 

round him and the flute-player mocked the swinger of the censer; and, as 

Caligula, had caroused with the green-shirted jockeys in their stables, and 

supped in an ivory manger with a jewel-frontleted horse; and, as Domitian, had 

wondered through a corridor lined with marble mirrors, looking round with 

haggard eyes for the reflection of the dagger that was to end his days, and sick 

with that ennui […] that comes on those to whom life denies nothing; and had 

peered through a clear emerald at the red shambles of the Circus, […] and heard 

men cry on Nero Cæsar as he passed by; and, as Elagabalus, had painted his face 

with colors, and plied the distaff among the women.  (1890, p.76)
1
 

 

The Roman allusions in this ‘curious fancy’ would have passed unintelligibly by 

Wilde’s casual or common readers, readers without the ‘clear emerald’ of an 

education in Literae Humaniores to clarify their view, to enable them to 

appreciate the dangerous decadence hidden within these allusions — especially 

given that, even as late as 1993, the passage from which the allusion to Tiberius 

was taken required a fluency in Latin to grasp, since it had never been translated 

into English: 

 
A passage from Suetonius’s Lives of the Caesars describes Tiberius’s use of 

erotica.  (It is still not available in English translation [as of 1993]; the Loeb 
Classical Series leaves the offending text in Latin.)  In addition to having his 

bedroom on Capri decorated with two expensive paintings by Parrhasios with 

obscene subject matter (one showing the Archigallus or eunuch high priest of 

Cybele in an indecent act, the other Meleager performing cunnilingus on 

Atalanta), Tiberius had pictures illustrating sexual positions placed throughout 

rooms used for copulation:  ‘He decorated rooms located in different places with 

images and statuettes reproducing the most lascivious paintings and sculpture, 

which he amplified according to the books of Elephantis, so that no position he 

might order would fail to be represented’.
2
 

 

                                                 
1
 Huysmans also considers the erotic atmosphere surrounding Elagabalus — À rebours, 

pp.31-32.  Simeon Solomon painted Elagabalus (the Roman emperor Aurelius Antoninus) 

dressed as a prophetess:  Heliogabalus, High Priest of the Sun and Emperor of Rome, 
118-122 AD (1866; watercolour on paper; private collection). 
2
 John R. Clarke, ‘The Warren Cup and the Contexts for Representations of Male-to-Male 

Lovemaking in Augustan and Early Julio-Claudian Art’, Art Bulletin, 75.2 (1993), 

pp.275-94 (p.287). 
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By repeatedly wandering through the erotic spectacle that was Tiberius’s 

pleasure-palace (itself a catalogue of erotica worthy of The Kama Sutra), Wilde 

and his Dorian, ‘the hero of [his] dangerous novel’, repeatedly lift the poisoned 

chalice to their own and the reader’s lips, although most readers have never 

recognised the draught it contains, or its erotic import so curious, so profane. 

 While snubbing Sibyl Vane — an actress who specialises in those 

Shakespearean roles allocated, on the Elizabethan stage, to a boy, recalling ‘The 

Portrait of Mr. W. H.’ — Dorian, the bestower of the poisoned chalice, reveals 

the stages of his own poisoning by saying, ‘You have killed my love.  You used 

to stir my imagination.  Now you don’t even stir my curiosity.  You simply 

produce no effect’ (1890, p.40).  Initially, the influence of a personality or a work 

of art stirs the curiosity, then the imagination — which, for someone whose 

‘brain is his heart’, is the seat of desire.  The first is passive, the second active.  

Lord Henry insinuates as much to Basil, pointing out the latter’s own influence 

over Dorian:  ‘Your portrait of him has quickened his appreciation of the personal 

appearance of other people.  It has had that excellent effect, among others’ (1890, 

p.33).  These passages above taste of the tincture of Pater’s Renaissance, 

particularly the draught of ‘Leonardo’: 

 
In the streets of Milan, moved a people as fantastic, changeful, and dreamlike.  

To Leonardo least of all men could there be anything poisonous in the exotic 

flowers of sentiment which grew there.  It was a life of exquisite amusements 

[…] and brilliant sins; and it suited the quality of his genius, composed in almost 

equal parts of curiosity and the desire of beauty, to take things as they came.   

               (1873, pp.101-02, emphasis added) 
 

 Although, initially, Dorian merely indulges in passive appreciation, a 

voyeuristic pleasure in Sibyl’s theatricality, he is later moved to act, ‘to take 

things’, to assert his ‘manhood’.  In the culmination of this, Dorian grows bored 

and cruel, and a distraught Sibyl takes a draught of literal poison — prussic acid.  

Like his ancestor Leonardo, Dorian admits:  ‘I love beautiful things that one can 

touch and handle’ (Dorian 1890, p.54).  The erotic import of this statement is 

heightened by his subsequent comment to Basil:  ‘But the artistic temperament 

that they create, or at any rate reveal, is still more to me. [….] You have not 

realized how I have developed.  I was a school-boy when you knew me.  I am a 

man now.  I have new passions, new thoughts, new ideas.  I am different’ (1890, 

p.54).  In essence, Dorian has begun to mirror Wilde and his love of ‘beautiful 

things that one can touch and handle’, and later discard:  ‘I used to be utterly 

reckless of young lives:  I used to take up a boy, love him “passionately”, and 

then grow bored with him, and often take no notice of him.  That is what I regret 

in my past life’.
1
   

  

                                                 
1
 Letter to Reginald Turner, 21 June 1897, Letters of Wilde, p.616. 
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 Curiosity leads to desire; desire leads to contact; contact leads to a 

requirement that the beautiful thing that has already been touched and handled be 

possessed, be had:  ‘Eternal youth, infinite passion, pleasures subtle and secret, 

wild joys and wilder sins, — he was to have all these things’ (Dorian 1890, p.51, 

emphasis added).  Beautiful things, whether aesthetic or fleshy, stir in Dorian 

obdurate passions, passions that require not only that beauty be touched and 

handled and possessed, but ultimately, ravished — with Dorian thrusting his 

claim of ‘I am a man now’ into the receptive body of humanity.  For Dorian, 

desire has shifted to necessity:  ‘There were passions in him that would find their 

terrible outlet, dreams that would make the shadow of their evil real’ (Dorian 

1890, p.60, emphasis added).  However, almost unexpectedly, Dorian finds that, 

by giving his passions outlet, by making his dreams real and expressed, by 

getting ‘to know’ beauty in every way (especially in its fullest biblical sense), his 

passions are only further stirred:  ‘The more he knew, the more he desired to 

know.  He had mad hungers that grew more ravenous as he fed them’ (1890, 

p.66).  This is the ‘ravenous’ curiosity Dorian shared with his creator, whose 

punning search for ‘wild joys and wilder sins’ would lead to his tripartite ruin in 

the Old Bailey by mid-decade. 

 Dorian’s earlier influences, such as the living personality of Lord Henry 

or those personalities living only in the likes of Pater’s Renaissance — influences 

that aroused his curiosity, taught him what was possible, intensified his desires, 

and provoked his ‘sinful’ imagination — those influences inspire him, in turn, to 

create his own curious sins, sins as yet undepicted in art, as yet unconsidered by 

man, all ‘those sins that seemed to be already stirring in spirit and in flesh, — 

those curious unpictured sins whose very mystery lent them their subtlety and 

their charm’ (Dorian 1890, p.62). 

 ‘Culture and corruption […] I have known something of both’ (Dorian 

1890, p.94) — Dorian speaks of ‘culture’ and ‘corruption’ almost as past 
influences, recognising with Pater and Lord Henry that he should indeed know 

something of both; for, like his fellow Decadents, Dorian considers ‘culture and 

corruption’ inextricably linked:  ‘Culture and corruption […] I have know 

something of both.  It seems to me curious now that they should ever be found 

together’ (Wilde probably intending ‘ever’ in the sense of ‘always’).  As an 

artistic, philosophical, and practical movement, Victorian Decadence considered 

‘culture and corruption’ at length, either recognising or establishing a link 

between them.  This was a link that the Decadents found in their ‘ancestors in 

literature’ and in themselves, a link that culminated in a ‘suggestive’, eroticised 

style like that which Pater found in Leonardo:  ‘Curiosity and the desire of beauty 

— these are the two elementary forces in Leonardo’s genius; curiosity often in 

conflict with the desire of beauty, but generating, in union with it, a type of subtle 

and curious grace’ (Renaissance 1873, p.102).  A style, a ‘subtle and curious 

grace’ — this is exactly what Lord Henry had cultivated in Dorian through 

‘culture and corruption’, cultivated until Dorian merged and personified those 

‘two elementary forces’ in himself.   
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 When Lord Henry complains that the painter Basil ‘had no curiosity.  It 

was his chief defect’ (1890, p.96), his point is that Basil did not understand this 

venomous quality — this stylised grace that is a mixture of curiosity and desire 

— whether this venomous quality resided in Lord Henry or in Dorian or in 

himself.  Lord Henry’s claim is illustrated by the puzzlement Basil displays while 

naively interrogating Dorian in private:  ‘Why is your friendship so fateful to 

young men?’  Perhaps after Pater had seen it in manuscript, Wilde’s alteration of 

this passage had merely been the replacement of the word ‘fatal’ with ‘fateful’; 

however, the implication of the passage remains the same.  After providing a 

substantial list of ruined youths for rhetorical support, Basil charges Dorian with 

corrupting everyone ‘whom you become intimate with’ (1890, p.80), filling them 

‘with a madness for pleasure’ (1891, p.112).  This ‘madness for pleasure’ — 

abounding with those ‘mad hungers that grew more ravenous as [one] fed them’ 

— was the subtle poison common among the Victorian Decadents, at least those 

who were not endowed, like Basil, with that ‘sort of chivalrous conscience’ 

championed by Pater and his ‘elevated’ Uranian disciples like Lionel Johnson.  

 ‘The common’ — Pater portrays Leonardo as ‘one who has thoughts for 

himself alone, [which is recognisable in] his high indifferentism, his intolerance 

of the common forms of things’ (Renaissance 1873, p.90); Wilde portrays Dorian 

as much the same.  But what of those ‘uncommon’ poisons — ‘those curious 

unpictured sins whose very mystery lent them their subtlety and their charm’?  

What new colour-element of sin would Dorian, master of so many sinful colours, 

offer as a fateful (fatal) gift to later generations of young men?  What flower of 

beauty would Dorian cultivate while motivated by feelings resembling those of 

Leonardo? 

 
Other artists have been as careless of present or future applause, in self-

forgetfulness, or because they set moral or political ends above the ends of art; 

but in [Leonardo] this solitary culture of beauty seems to have hung upon a kind 

of self-love, and a carelessness in the work of art of all but art itself.  Out of the 

secret places of a unique temperament he brought strange blossoms and fruits 

hitherto unknown; and for him the novel impression conveyed, the exquisite 

effect woven, counted as an end in itself — a perfect end.   

          (Renaissance 1873, pp.110-11) 

 

 For Dorian, on the other hand, the ‘perfect end’ would be the 

achievement of a colour-element more mysterious and subtle, a flower more 

poisonous and charming than his friend Lord Henry could ever even have 

contemplated — a pleasure in the ultimate societal crime, a crime beyond that of 

murdering Basil, which led Dorian’s former intimate Alan Campbell to charge:  

‘You have gone from corruption to corruption, and now you have culminated in 

crime’ (Dorian 1890, p.92).  Alan assumes that the crime of murder is the 

‘culmination’ of Dorian’s corruption:  it is not.  This murder has merely 

forecasted a new selection of pleasures—colours—flavours capable of arousing 

him — or, to use the murdered Basil’s words, has merely suggested to Dorian ‘an 
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entirely new manner in art, an entirely new mode of style’ (1890, p.9).  The 

broader society of Victorian Decadents, personalities such as Lord Henry and his 

original, Walter Pater, would have considered the ‘culmination’ of corruption to 

be its own replication:  tempting and corrupting Innocents until those Innocents 

themselves become Decadents capable of tempting and corrupting in turn.  This 

is the cyclical sin for which many a Socrates has been accused, thwarted, 

punished, or executed — such that even Dorian claims that ‘he would never again 

tempt innocence.  He would be good’ (1890, p.98), as if the hallmark of 

‘goodness’ is a refusal to tempt or corrupt innocence.  

 For ‘common’ Decadence (if Decadence can be labelled such a 

paradoxical thing), the pattern of its replication is indeed cyclical:  a Decadent 

uses his influential style, whether expressed through art or through life, to spark 

the curiosity of an Innocent.  This Innocent, now curious, is enticed by the 

Decadent to imbibe sinful poisons, whether as theories, attitudes, or actions, 

poisons whose only consequence is to increase the Innocent’s appetite for them.  

As a result, the Innocent begins to lose his innocence — hence, becomes 

‘corrupted’ — through a futile attempt to satisfy his ever-growing and ever-more-

complex appetites.  Corruption merely leads to corruption merely leads to 

corruption until boredom forces the newly created Decadent (who was formerly 

the Innocent) to re-evaluate this process — in other words, to become 

imaginative.  Though he may attempt otherwise, this re-evaluation inevitably 

takes one or both of two Decadent forms, each becoming a pleasure in itself:  the 

pleasure of opting not to ‘tempt innocence’ and the pleasure of opting to corrupt 

as a form of art, as ‘corruption for corruption’s sake’.  The first Decadent form is 

displayed in Dorian’s boast that he has refrained from debauching a particular 

village girl of late — ‘Suddenly I determined to leave her as flower-like as I had 

found her’ (1890, p.94).
1
  However, Lord Henry taunts Dorian with the 

impossibility of such a fantasy, positing that Dorian, despite his intentions, has at 

the very least broken the girl’s heart and given her desires that none of her social 

class could ever fulfil.  In fact, perhaps she has already drowned herself, like 

‘Lizzie’ Siddal in John Everett Millais’s famous painting, ‘in some mill-pond, 

with water-lilies round her, like Ophelia’ (1890, p.95).  The second Decadent 

form needs no further elaboration after the preceding analysis of Dorian Gray, 

save to recall that Wilde and his circle actualised this ‘corruption for corruption’s 

sake’ through their exploits with telegraph-boys and their influence over young 

intellectuals like André Gide (1869-1951):  ‘Wilde, I believe, did me nothing but 

                                                 
1
 Of this episode, Monsman writes: 

If Dorian’s ‘great renunciation’ is to spare a country maiden’s virginity, then by 

contrast his ‘excess’ must be sexual indulgence.  Dorian’s soul undergoes the 

psychic disorder of erotomania described both in The Republic (IX) and in the 

Phaedrus.  The philosophical lover’s antithesis is not one who forgets himself 

‘in the love of physical visible beauty’ but the decadent non-lover of Lysias’s 

speech in the Phaedrus, one whose sensual desires are unmotivated by 

intellectual beauty.  (‘Platonic’, p.35) 
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harm.  In his company I lost the habit of thinking.  I had more varied emotions, 

but had forgotten how to bring order into them’.
1
   

 The first of these pleasures — opting not to tempt innocence — serves to 

improve the Decadent’s self-mastery, patience, selectivity, and subtlety; the 

second — opting to corrupt as a form of art — serves to improve the Decadent’s 

variety, scope, influence, and style.  In both cases, the Decadent’s potential for 

poisoning remains the same, a potential he cannot help but actualise, for his 

subtlety, his influence, and his style have become one with his life and his art, 

such that even in imprisonment or suicide the Decadent cannot bereave himself of 

his own ‘poisonous’ influence.  In the end, Dorian may die physically, but his 

influence — captured as a ‘surface’ (Basil’s restored painting) and as a ‘symbol’ 

(the scandalous reputation he has left behind) — has secured for him a degree of 

permanence, with Dorian merely becoming, at the very least, one of those 

‘ancestors’ exerting his influence over the future through art and legend.  Much 

the same can be said of Wilde, as aesthete, writer, transgressor, and ‘martyr’ for 

‘The Cause’.
2
   

 So, inevitably, this cycle begins anew, the Innocent replacing the 

Decadent who influenced him, continuing that lineage of influence that Pater so 

fully, perhaps fatally captured in The Renaissance, his chronicle of Decadent 

procreation or rebirth.  In the following passage, Wilde elucidates the pattern and 

desire of ‘common’ Decadence, as well as the ways Lord Henry luxuriates in 

these:   

 
And how charming [Dorian] had been at dinner the night before, as, with startled 

eyes and lips parted in frightened pleasure, he had sat opposite to [Lord Henry] 

at the club, the red candleshades staining to a richer rose the wakening wonder 

of his face.  Talking to [Dorian] was like playing upon an exquisite violin.  He 

answered to every touch and thrill of the bow. … There was something terribly 

enthralling in the exercise of influence.  No other activity was like it.  To project 

one’s soul into some gracious form, and let it tarry there for a moment; to hear 

one’s own intellectual views echoed back to one with all the added music of 

passion and youth; to convey one’s temperament into another as though it were a 

subtle fluid or a strange perfume; there was a real joy in that — perhaps the most 

satisfying joy left to us in an age so limited and vulgar as our own, an age 

grossly carnal in its pleasures, and grossly common in its aims. … He was a 

                                                 
1
 From André Gide’s diary entry, 1 January 1892, as quoted in Ellmann, p.355.  For 

Gide’s descriptions of his encounters with Wilde and their impact, see André Gide, If It 
Die: … [Si le grain ne meurt, 1924], trans. by Dorothy Bussy (London: Secker & 

Warburg, 1955). 
2
 In a letter to Frank Harris, George Bernard Shaw provides the following assessment of 

Wilde, for whom he held great sympathy:  ‘Oscar was not sober, not honest, not 

industrious’, but society made ‘a hero of him […] for it is in the nature of people to 

worship those who have been made to suffer horribly’ — as quoted in Frank Harris, 

Oscar Wilde: Including Memories of Oscar Wilde, by George Bernard Shaw (East 

Lansing: Michigan State University Press, 1959), p.341. 
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marvellous type, too, this lad, whom by so curious a chance [Lord Henry] had 

met in Basil’s studio; or could be fashioned into a marvellous type, at any rate.  

Grace was his, and the white purity of boyhood, and beauty such as old Greek 

marbles kept for us.  There was nothing that one could not do with him.  He 

could be made a Titan or a toy.  (Dorian 1891, pp.39-40) 

 

Nevertheless, however influenced by Lord Henry he may be, Dorian is not a 

‘common Decadent’ is he?  What then is the culmination of Dorian’s 

idiosyncratic, procreant ‘Ass-thetic’? 

 Prior to the silliness of his demise in the novel’s final pages, Dorian is a 

figure poised to take ‘art for art’s sake’ to an extreme that even Decadents like 

Lord Henry would have considered untenable, an extreme that probably furthered 

Pater’s decision to side, in his literary review, with the naive, murdered Basil 

instead.  Dorian is poised to move beyond ‘corruption for corruption’s sake’ — 

about which Lord Henry claims, ‘No other activity was like it’ — to ‘murder for 

murder’s sake’, Wilde finding a slight example of this pleasure in Huysmans’s À 
rebours: 

 
It was some years ago now since one evening in the Rue de Rivoli, [Des 

Esseintes] had come across a young scamp of sixteen or so, a pale-faced, quick-

eyed child, as seductive as a girl.  He was sucking laboriously at a cigarette. 

[….] 

        [Des Esseintes then takes the boy to Madame Laure’s brothel and pays for 

his pleasures with several prostitutes, which leads Madame Laure to comment:] 

‘Ah, I understand; you rascal, you like ’em young, do you?’   

Des Esseintes shrugged his shoulders. — ‘You’re wide of the mark! oh! 

miles away from it’, he laughed; ‘the plain truth is I am simply trying to train a 

murderer’. [….] 

        [Des Esseintes then explains to her his intention behind introducing the boy 

to the Parisian underworld:] ‘I shall make him acquire the habit of these 

pleasures which his means forbid his enjoying [….] Then he will take to thieving 

to pay for his visits here; he will stop at nothing that he may take his usual 

diversions on this divan in this fine gas-lit apartment.  If the worst comes to the 

worst, he will, I hope, one fine day kill the gentleman who turns up just at the 

wrong moment as he is breaking open his desk; then my object will be attained, I 

shall have contributed, so far as in me lay, to create a scoundrel, an enemy the 

more for the odious society that wrings so heavy a ransom from us all’.
1 

 

In the same humoured tone with which Des Esseintes explains his murderous 

intention behind facilitating this young scamp’s newly acquired addiction to 

refined brothel pleasures, Lord Henry exclaims to Dorian, whom Wilde’s reader 

knows to be the murderer of Basil, ‘Oh! anything becomes a pleasure if one does 

it too often’ (Dorian 1891, p.152) — undoubtedly even the pleasure of murder.  

Hence, Dorian serves to encapsulate for Wilde both Des Esseintes and the ‘young 

scamp of sixteen’ whom Des Esseintes hopes to cultivate into a murderer.  

                                                 
1
 Huysmans, À rebours, pp.66-69. 
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However, if this young scamp, commanded by his loins, ever finds himself in a 

situation where murder becomes a necessity, it will be for self-preservation, not 

for dispelling his ennui (which is the function it seems destined to provide for 

Dorian).  Notice the full speech from Wilde’s novel:  ‘“Oh! anything becomes a 

pleasure if one does it too often”, cried Lord Henry, laughing.  “That is one of the 

most important secrets of life.  I should fancy, however, that murder is always a 

mistake.  One should never do anything that one cannot talk about after dinner”’.  

For Lord Henry, the dangers associated with murder involve conversation; for 

Dorian, commission. 

 ‘The Renaissance knew of strange manners of poisoning’, Dorian 

observes, and the following is the most literal poisoning in The Renaissance: 

 
The year 1483 — the year of the birth of Raffaelle and the thirty-first of 

Leonardo’s life — is fixed as the date of [Leonardo’s] visit to Milan by the letter 

in which he recommends himself to Ludovico Sforza [the Duke of Milan], and 

offers to tell him for a price strange secrets in the art of war.  It was that Sforza 

who murdered his young nephew [Gian Galleazzo] by slow poison, yet was so 

susceptible to religious impressions that he turned his worst passions into a kind 

of religious cultus, and who took for his device the mulberry tree — symbol, in 

its long delay and sudden yielding of flowers and fruit together, of a wisdom 

which economises all forces for an opportunity of sudden and sure effect.   

            (1873, pp.100-01) 

 

Such passages were Decadent seeds that suddenly and surely yielded in Wilde 

and his like-minded contemporaries, real or fictive, a flower and a fruit that Pater, 

as well as Des Esseintes and Lord Henry, would have contemplated but would 

have avoided plucking, a flower and a fruit of which Dorian and his predecessor 

Ludovico Sforza (1451-1508) had become ardent horticulturalists.  For Dorian 

and for Sforza, the ‘sudden and sure effect’ of murder, even ‘by slow poison’, 

was ‘something terribly enthralling’, for ‘no other activity was like it’.   

 It must be admitted that Pater’s consideration of Sforza is indeed 

disturbing, for Pater seems to enjoy the contrast between slowly poisoning a 

nephew and slowly developing a religious sentimentalism; however, the 

explanation behind this is rather simple.  Wilde always enjoyed a pleasure; Pater, 

a paradox.  When Donoghue writes that ‘in Pater […] death is the mother of 

beauty and the cause of our seeing beautiful things with a correspondingly acute 

sense of their transience’,
1
 his wording is precise:  ‘Death is […] the cause of our 

seeing beautiful things’.  This Paterian paradox recalls the fictional defence of 

Michelangelo made by Donatien Alphonse François (1740-1814), the Marquis de 

Sade, in his novel Justine, or Good Conduct Well Chastised (1791), a defence of 

                                                 
1
 Donoghue, p.24.  Wolhee Choe similarly notes:  ‘Pater and Shelley place death, as 

aesthetic matter, even above life, although Pater pays greater attention to the grave and its 

attendant sorrows. […] Contemplating death, Pater suggests, frees us and allows a saner 

perception of life’ — in ‘Walter Pater’s “Romantic Morality”’, Victorian Newsletter, 72 

(1987), pp.12-17 (p.15). 
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Michelangelo for murdering, or at least revelling aesthetically in the murder of a 

young man in order to copy his agonies for a Crucifixion:  ‘And, when 

Michelangelo wished to render a Christ after Nature, did he make the crucifixion 

of a young man the occasion for a fit of remorse?  Why no:  he copied the boy in 

his death agonies’.
1
  That is the unravelling of the paradox for Pater, however 

Decadent, however cruel such a paradox may be.  On the other hand, for Wilde 

the appreciation of ‘death agonies’ is something quite different, certainly 

involving more than a change of aesthetic perspective that transforms the writer 

and the reader, the artist and his viewer into what Seamus Heaney aptly dubs ‘the 

artful voyeur’.
2
 

 It is against Wilde’s description of Dorian as ‘callous, concentrated on 

evil, with stained mien, and soul hungry for rebellion’ (Dorian 1891, p.137) that 

Pater’s review of Dorian Gray should again be considered, particularly the 

following passage: 

 
A true Epicureanism aims at a complete though harmonious development of 

man’s entire organism.  To lose the moral sense therefore, for instance, the sense 

of sin and righteousness, as Mr. Wilde’s heroes are bent on doing as speedily, as 

completely as they can, is to lose, or lower, organisation, to become less 

complex, to pass from a higher to a lower degree of development. [….] Lord 

Henry, and even more the, from the first, suicidal hero [Dorian], loses too much 

in life to be a true Epicurean — loses so much in the way of impressions, of 

pleasant memories, and subsequent hopes, which [Basil] Hallward, by a really 

Epicurean economy, manages to secure.
3
 

 

According to Pater, Dorian ‘loses too much in life to be a true Epicurean’, to have 

‘a really Epicurean economy’, a personal economy translatable into 

‘impressions’, ‘pleasant memories’, and ‘subsequent hopes’.  By invoking 

‘Epicureanism’ several times, Pater radically transforms the occasion of his 

Bookman review into an opportunity to direct readers away from Wilde’s 

immoral Dorian Gray and towards his own moral Marius the Epicurean.  This 

redirection is more than a stratagem for self-preservation on Pater’s part.  

Remember that the most controversial section of Pater’s Renaissance — the 

‘Conclusion’ that Wilde had memorised in its entirety — later acquired the 

following footnote: 

 

                                                 
1
 Marquis de Sade, Justine, or Good Conduct Well Chastised, in ‘Justine’, ‘Philosophy in 

the Bedroom’, and Other Writings, trans. by Richard Seaver and Austryn Wainhouse 

(New York: Grove, 1990), pp.447-744 (p.552). 
2
 Seamus Heaney, ‘Punishment’, in New Selected Poems, 1966-1987 (London: Faber, 

1990), p.72 (line 32). 
3
 Walter Pater, Review of Dorian Gray, reprinted in Beckson, ed., Critical Heritage, 

pp.84-85. 
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This brief ‘Conclusion’ was omitted in the second edition of this book, as I 

conceived it might possibly mislead some of those young men into whose hands 

it might fall.  On the whole, I have thought it best to reprint it here, with some 

slight changes which bring it closer to my original meaning.  I have dealt more 

fully in Marius the Epicurean with the thoughts suggested by it.   (1893, p.186) 

 

As Pater’s only completed novel, as the fuller expression of those Decadent 

views that Wilde had found so entrancing and memorable in The Renaissance, 

Marius the Epicurean — which William Butler Yeats (1865-1939) considered 

‘an example and the chief embodiment of Pater’s dangerous teaching’
1
 — is the 

one book curiously absent from Wilde’s prison reading-lists.  A veritable library 

of Pater without Pater’s second masterpiece, the later, more elaborately 

developed ‘yellow book’?  Its absence is especially noteworthy given that, as Nils 

Clausson observes, Dorian Gray’s ‘indebtedness to Pater’s Marius the Epicurean 

[…] is well established’.
2
  Its absence from Wilde’s prison reading-lists is 

perhaps much more revealing than the actual contents of those lists.  So why no 

Marius?  A rudimentary juxtaposition of the diaries of the two protagonists may 

serve as an answer for this, as well as for how Pater would have responded to the 

murderous desires surfacing at the end of Wilde’s novel. 

 Accused of corrupting and subsequently destroying a score of Innocents, 

Dorian invites Basil upstairs to his childhood school-room to view his concealed 

diary, a diary that Wilde’s reader knows to be nothing less than the horribly 

disfigured portrait of Dorian that Basil had painted long ago, a portrait that is now 

a revelation of absolute corruption expressed through varnished oil: 

 
 ‘My God! Don’t tell me that you are bad, and corrupt, and shameful’. 

        Dorian Gray smiled.  There was a curl of contempt in his lips.  ‘Come 

upstairs, Basil’, he said, quietly.  ‘I keep a diary of my life from day to day, and 

it never leaves the room in which it is written.  I shall show it to you if you come 

with me’.  (Dorian 1891, p.114)
3
 

 

In contrast, the following bespeaks the flavour of Marius’s diary: 

 
It was become a habit with Marius — one of his modernisms — developed by 

his assistance at […] Emperor [Aurelius]’s ‘conversations with himself’, to keep 

a register of the movements of his own private thoughts and humours; not 

continuously indeed, yet sometimes for lengthy intervals, during which it was no 

idle self-indulgence, but a necessity of his intellectual life, to ‘confess himself’, 

with an intimacy, seemingly rare among the ancients.  (Marius 1885, II, p.172) 

                                                 
1
 Potolsky, p.704. 

2
 Clausson, p.343. Clausson further observes that, although ‘the early chapters of Dorian 

Gray are dominated by the Paterian self-development plot’, ‘the Gothic plot in Dorian 
Gray is ultimately hostile to the progressive hopes held out by the Paterian plot of self-

actualization’ (pp.344; 362). 
3
 In Dorian 1890, this begins ‘My God! don’t tell me that you are infamous!’ (p.81). 
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[From Marius’s diary:] ‘How little I myself really need, when people leave me 

alone, with the intellectual powers at work serenely.  The drops of falling water, 

a few wild flowers with their priceless fragrance, a few tufts even of half-dead 

leaves, changing colour in the quiet of a room that has but light and shadow in it; 

these, for a susceptible mind, might well do duty for all the glory of Augustus.   

      (Marius 1885, II, p.180) 

 

[From Marius’s diary:] ‘And what we need in the world […] is a certain 

permanent and general power of compassion — humanity’s standing force of 

self-pity — as an elementary ingredient of our social atmosphere, if we are to 

live in it at all.  I wonder, sometimes, in what way man has cajoled himself into 

the bearing of his burden thus far, seeing how every step in the capacity of 

apprehension his labour has won for him, from age to age, must needs increase 

his dejection.  It is as if the increase of knowledge were but an increasing 

revelation of the radical hopelessness of his position:  and I would that there 

were one even as I, behind this vain show of things!’  (Ibid., p.182) 

 

[From Marius’s diary:] ‘In the mere clinging of human creatures to each other, 

nay! in one’s own solitary self-pity, amid the effects even of what might appear 

irredeemable loss, I seem to touch the eternal.  Something in that pitiful contact 

[…] is educed, which, on a review of all the perplexity of life, satisfies our moral 

sense, and removes that appearance of unkindness in the soul of things 

themselves, and assures us that not everything has been in vain’.  (Ibid., p.184) 

 

‘Satisfies our moral sense’, ‘removes that appearance of unkindness’, ‘assures us 

that not everything has been in vain’ — that is what Pater meant by an ‘Epicurean 

economy’ with its ‘impressions’, ‘pleasant memories’, and ‘subsequent hopes’.  

Ellmann explains this concisely:  ‘[Pater] objected that Dorian’s and Lord 

Henry’s hedonism left no place for the higher pleasures of generosity and 

renunciation’.
1
  Unlike Pater’s Marius, Wilde’s Dorian has no moral sense, is the 

very appearance of unkindness (particularly as exposed by the ‘truth’ of his soiled 

portrait), and ever assures himself and Wilde’s reader that he has lived for 

vanities alone (and certainly not in the spirit of a Dutch vanitas painting, 

exhorting the viewer to consider mortality and repent, though many critics have 

mistakenly found such an image in Dorian’s nonsensical last moment on stage).  

The ultimate result is that, ‘callous, concentrated on evil, with stained mien, and 

soul hungry for rebellion’, Dorian is poised to become that monster in which we, 

members of a more ‘civilised’ society a hundred years after Wilde’s fiction, now 

revel.   

From August to November of 1888, while Wilde was busily crafting 

Dorian Gray, or just before, ‘Jack the Ripper’ was busily introducing Wilde’s 

London and the modern world to one of its still-current fascinations — the serial-

killer — a figure who serves to encapsulate several Decadent issues, as Wilde 

clearly recognised: 

                                                 
1
 Ellmann, p.318. 
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An obsession with unrequited love, violence, and death characterized the 

Decadents on both sides of the [English] channel.  The presentation of love as 

unnatural and dangerous had its roots in the self-consciously gay writing of 

Oscar Wilde and the young French and English poets who admired him. [….] 

Masquerade, duplicity, and concealment seem to go hand in hand with violence.
1
 

 

[For Decadents like Wilde,] gay texts more openly equated death and violence 

with the forbidden.
2
 

 

In his essay ‘Pen, Pencil and Poison: A Study in Green’ (1889)
3
 — also written 

while ‘Jack the Ripper’ was on his rampage, or just after — Wilde usurps the 

tone and theme of Thomas De Quincey’s ‘On Murder Considered as One of the 

Fine Arts’ (1827), and mischievously explores the disposition of one such 

murderer: 

 
Charles Lamb’s friend, Thomas Griffiths Wainewright […] [was] of an 

extremely artistic temperament, [and] followed many masters other than art, 

being not merely a poet and a painter, an art-critic, an antiquarian, and a writer 

of prose, an amateur of beautiful things and a dilettante of things delightful, but 

also a forger of no mean or ordinary capabilities, and as a subtle and secret 

poisoner almost without rival in this or any age.  (P.1093) 

 

However, compared with the Whitechapel murders of 1888, the exploits of T. G. 

Wainewright (1794-1852) were mere trifles, as Wilde certainly recognised. 

 Daily newspaper coverage of the Whitechapel murders and the attendant 

gossip surrounding those events must have provided Wilde with a continual 

stream of murderous titillation, something to ‘talk about after dinner’.
4
  Wilde’s 

interest in these investigations probably increased substantially after 7 November 

1888, the day that Francis Tumblety (ca. 1833-1903), an American quack doctor, 

                                                 
1
 Martha Vicinus, ‘The Adolescent Boy:  Fin de Siècle Femme Fatale?’, Journal of the 

History of Sexuality, 5.1 (1994), pp.90-114 (p.93). 
2
 Ibid., p.98.  This link between Wilde’s novel and Jack the Ripper’s crimes is noted, 

though tritely handled, in Christopher S. Nassaar, ‘Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray 

and Salome’, Explicator, 53.4 (1995), pp.217-20:  ‘My thesis here is that the influence of 

Jack the Ripper is discernible in some of Wilde’s writings, especially The Picture of 
Dorian Gray and Salome’ (p.217). 
3
 Oscar Wilde, ‘Pen, Pencil, and Poison: A Study in Green’, Fortnightly Review, 45 

(January 1889), pp.41-54.  The quoted passage is from The Complete Works of Oscar 
Wilde, 3

rd
 edn (Glasgow: Harper Collins, 1994), pp.1093-1107.   

4
 ‘The Ripper was the first sexual serial killer commanding international notoriety:  he 

inaugurated the modern consciousness of such crimes […] At their breakfast tables the 

British were confronted with the mechanisms of the vilest sexual homicide’ (Richard 

Davenport-Hines, ‘Jack the Ripper’, DNB).  In dramatic form, Terry Eagleton’s character 

Wilde jokingly replies:  ‘If I’m not Jack the Ripper then maybe my father is.  He has the 

requisite skills.  He delves into bodies; so do I’ — Saint Oscar and Other Plays (Oxford: 

Blackwell, 1997), p.54. 
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was taken into custody on charges of ‘gross indecency’ committed with four 

young men — John Doughty, Arthur Brice, Albert Fisher, and James Crowley.
1
  

Five days later, Tumblety was also charged on suspicion of having committed the 

Whitechapel murders, a charge Scotland Yard was unable to substantiate 

adequately.  Although the British press never publicised Tumblety’s arrest 

(maintaining a silence prompted perhaps by Scotland Yard), North American 

newspapers did so immediately and with gusto.
2
  Hence, Wilde could easily have 

learned of these charges via gossip within his Uranian circle or via details from 

American or Canadian newspapers, especially since a number of his friends and 

acquaintances were expatriates, such as Robert Ross from Canada, or were 

Americans, such as Edgar Saltus (1855-1921), another Decadent author.
3
  Four 

charges of sodomy and five charges of murder
4
 — that was indeed a catalogue of 

‘sins’ worthy of a Dorian Gray.  However, on 16 November, James L. Hannay, a 

magistrate of the Marlborough Street Magistrates Court, released Tumblety on 

bail, from whence he fled to the Continent on 24 November, assuring his own 

sanctuary and perhaps Wilde’s ennui, for even Wainewright, transported to a 

Tasmanian prison-colony, was more palpable a figure to contemplate than a 

fleeing Tumblety — though the latter still garners considerable attention, since he 

                                                 
1
 In ‘Jack the Ripper: Two Suspects “On Trial”’, British Heritage, 23.6 (2002), pp.19-25, 

Paul Begg and Stewart Evans write: 

Because of his homosexual activities, it has been argued that Tumblety would 

not have murdered women because he was not attracted to that sex.  However, 

there seems little doubt that he was bisexual and, in any event, there have been 

other examples of homosexual murderers killing and mutilating women.  (P.25) 
 

2
 Consider these American and Canadian newspaper headlines:  ‘THE SAME 

TUMBLETY: “His Arrest in London not His First Experience”’ (New York Times, 19 

November 1888).  ‘DR. TUMBLETY: MORE ABOUT THE SUSPECTED 

WHITECHAPEL FIEND’ (San Francisco Chronicle, 20 November 1888).  ‘A St. John 

Acquaintance Arrested: The Notorious Dr. Tumblety’ (The Daily Sun, St John, New 

Brunswick, Canada, 22 November 1888).  ‘“Dr. Kumblety’s” Career: The Quack Doctor 

Supposed to Have Been Connected in the Whitechapel Murders’ (Chicago Tribune, 22 

November 1888).  ‘DOCTOR TUMBLETY’ (The Daily Alta California, San Francisco, 

23 November 1888).  ‘Dr. Tumblety in New York: Inspector Byrnes’ Detectives Have 

Been Watching Him Closely’ (Brooklyn Daily Eagle, New York City, 4 December 1888).  

‘AH THERE! TUMBLETY: The Notorious Whitechapel Suspect and His Ways and 

Manners’ (Bucks County Gazette, Bristol, Pennsylvania, 13 December 1888).  ‘OH! DR. 

TUMBLETY: He Was Charged with Being the Whitechapel Fiend – Where Is He Now?’ 

(Atchison Daily Globe, Kansas, 15 December 1888). 
3
 In Oscar Wilde: Myths, Miracles and Imitations (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1996), John Stokes notes that Wilde’s friend George Ives’s ‘extraordinary 

scrapbooks (they run for forty-five volumes) contain clippings on Jack the Ripper [...]’ 

(p.75). 
4
 The canonical list of the murdered is as follows:  Mary Ann Nichols (31 August 1888), 

Annie Chapman (8 September 1888), Elizabeth Stride and Catharine Eddowes (30 

September 1888), and Mary Jane Kelly (9 November 1888). 
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remains, for many specialists, the most viable suspect for ‘Jack the Ripper’, 

especially since this ‘sodomite’ kept and avidly displayed, as something to ‘talk 

about after dinner’ in tones of disgust, a collection of embalmed uteri of every 

class of woman.
1
  Tumblety’s collection of uteri makes Frederick Rolfe’s 

revulsion towards the ‘female body’ — those ‘parrots crossed with jelly-fish’ — 

seem rather tame by comparison. 

 Whether Tumblety was or was not ‘Jack the Ripper’ is less important for 

the present consideration than that a disproportionate number of the ‘prime 

suspects’ were also implicated, in some way, in paederastic and/or homoerotic 

practices, particularly those practices provided by the ‘male brothel’ at 19 

Cleveland Street, infamous for its scandal involving the ‘postal boys’ — such as 

Prince Albert Victor Christian Edward (1864-92; known informally as ‘Eddy’)
2
 

and his close friend and former tutor James Kenneth Stephen (1859-92).
3
  Others 

were involved in similar activities elsewhere — such as Tumblety and Montague 

John Druitt (1857-88).  Druitt, who graduated in 1880 with third class honours in 

Literae Humaniores from New College, Oxford, had recently been dismissed 

from his post as assistant master at Eliot Place School, Blackheath, southeast of 

London, for ‘serious trouble’ (a euphemism for the fate of paederastic 

pedagogues like William Johnson and Oscar Browning),
4
 and was found drowned 

                                                 
1
 For a book-length argument that Tumblety is the most likely murderer, see Stewart 

Evans and Paul Gainey, Jack the Ripper: First American Serial Killer (New York: 

Kodansha International, 1995).  Of particular curiosity is a letter from John George 

Littlechild (1848-1923; one of the ‘Ripper’ investigators from Scotland Yard; later 

privately hired to investigate Wilde in 1895) to George R. Sims, Esq., 23 September 

1913, explaining why Tumblety was a ‘prime suspect’.  Richard Davenport-Hines writes:  

‘There was a sexual element to his homicidal excitement.  He was daring, energetic, hate-

ridden, cruel, and perhaps obsessed with wombs’ (‘Jack the Ripper’, DNB). 
2
 Police documents from the Public Record Office (released in 1975) and the letters of the 

self-exiled Lord Arthur Somerset unequivocally link the later Duke of Clarence and his 

friend Stephen to the ‘Cleveland Street Scandal’.  Although the British press avoided this, 

the American press was occasionally more forthright:  ‘Cable reports from England 

announce that Prince Victor Albert [sic], eldest son of the prince of Wales and heir 

presumptive to the throne, has returned from India, where he had gone to escape the 

smoke of the Cleveland street scandal, in which he was mixed up’ (‘Prince Victor’, Daily 
Northwestern, Oshkosh, Wisconsin, 26 May 1890).  Chief Inspector Frederick George 

Abberline (1843-1929), the most prominent investigator in the ‘Jack the Ripper’ case, 

was also one of those handling the ‘Cleveland Street’ investigation — see Morris B. 

Kaplan, Sodom on the Thames: Sex, Love, and Scandal in Wilde Times (Ithaca, NY: 

Cornell University Press, 2005), pp.167-70. 
3
 While at Eton, Stephen had been a pupil of Oscar Browning and Francis Warre Cornish 

(a close friend of William Johnson, later Cory). 
4
 As reported in the Acton, Chiswick, and Turnham Green Gazette (5 January 1889).  If 

his suicide was motivated by his dismissal, it seems all the more likely that his dismissal 

had involved disclosure of paederastic activities at George Valentine’s Eliot Place School, 

especially since his assistant mastership was only a second — and seemingly elective — 

career.  By day, Druitt was a barrister, having been admitted to the Inner Temple on 17 
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in the Thames, at Chiswick, Middlesex, on 31 December 1888.  This apparent 

suicide correlated with the end of ‘Jack the Ripper’ as a newspaper headline, 

suggesting to the Victorian press and to Scotland Yard, which subsequently 

closed its investigation, that the infamous ‘Jack’ had taken his own life.  Years 

later, in a seven-page handwritten report, Sir Melville Macnaghten, Chief 

Constable, noted: ‘[Druitt] was sexually insane and from private info. I have little 

doubt but that his own family believed him to have been the murderer’.
1
 

 What is striking here — even after a dismissal of the above suspicions as 

‘spurious speculation’ — is that a correlation was drawn, at least by the Scotland 

Yard investigators and by later ‘Ripperologists’, between the paederastic and/or 

homoerotic dalliances of Tumblety, Druitt, Stephen, Prince Eddy, and others, and 

the propensity to commit the most famous criminal rampage of the Victorian 

period.  In the hierarchy of ‘sins’, paederasty was (and often still is) seen as the 

pinnacle, an observation that was made in ‘Chapter One’ in relation to a 1993 

review of a new supplement to the Dictionary of National Biography, a review in 

which the anonymous reviewer, despite noting the inclusion of various 

murderers, states that ‘the vilest person here commemorated is probably 

Frederick Rolfe, “Baron Corvo”’.
2
  For that reviewer, what makes Rolfe the 

‘vilest person here commemorated’ is undoubtedly that he was a Uranian writer 

and an unrepentant paederast.  For modern Western society, there is at least one 

‘sin’ viler than murder, and that is actualised paederasty:  an individual capable of 

committing a paederastic act was (is) capable of anything, even the Whitechapel 

murders.  For the nineteenth century, this connection between paederasty and 

murder was popularised by Ambroise Tardieu (1818-79), a French pathologist 

and expert on forensic medicine:  ‘Finally, in more serious circumstances, 

pederasty has served as a pretext and as a kind of bait for murder, and has thrown 

                                                                                                                          
May 1882, and called to the Bar of the Inner Temple on 29 April 1885.  He had chambers 

at 9 Kings Bench Walk, London.  By night, this bachelor exercised some aspect or 

another of his assistant mastership, despite having a decently paid, legal career.  A likely 

supposition is that he retained this ‘monetarily unnecessary’ post because he was sexually 

attracted to or sexual active with some of the boys.  Put concisely, by retaining this 

‘teaching’ post, he could live in residence with the boys at 9 Eliot Place, Blackheath. 
1
 Melville Leslie Macnaghten (1853-1921), Memorandum, 23 February 1894, Public 

Record Office, MEPO 3/141, ff.177-83.  The material on these suspects was gleaned from 

the following sources:  Paul Begg, Jack the Ripper: The Facts (London: Robson, 2004); 

Donald Rumbelow, The Complete Jack the Ripper (New York: Carroll & Graf, 2002); 

Philip Sugden, The Complete History of Jack the Ripper (New York: Carroll & Graf, 

1994); Colin Wilson and Robin Odell, Jack the Ripper: Summing Up and Verdict 
(London: Bantam, 1987).  I aimed, in dealing with these sources, to gather consistent 

details; however, because I consider them, individually, a bit dubious as sources 

(although they seem ‘the standards’ in this area of historical criminology), I have 

refrained from including them in my ‘Bibliography’. 
2
 Anonymous, Review, ‘Famous Foundlings — Dictionary of National Biography: 

Missing Persons, edited by C. S. Nicholls’, The Economist, 326.7798 (13 February 1993), 

pp.91-92. 
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in a new element, an unforeseen complication, in the medico-legal investigations 

which arise from serious crimes. […] “It could be said that in Paris, pederasty is 

the school in which the most adept and bold criminals are trained”’.
1
  

 Wilde seems to have acknowledged and embraced this contemporary 

correlation — at least from society’s perspective — hence, his paederastic Dorian 

is intentionally poised to become ‘that Sforza who murdered his young nephew 

[Gian Galleazzo] by slow poison’, poised to become the budding Uranian 

replacement for Wainewright’s more gruesome descendent, ‘Jack the Ripper’.
2
  

This ‘poised’ becomes all the more potent if one acknowledges the ironic 

insincerity surrounding Dorian’s ‘suicidal’ demise, a Wildean wink at the 

morality of the British reading public, a public that would never have tolerated a 

perpetually young, perpetually unrepentant murderer left alive to wander 

perpetually through the darkened alleyways of London.  To rip out the last page 

of Wilde’s novel is to release Dorian from Victorian constraint, to allow him to 

fulfil the role that Wilde has destined him to play:  the ultimate, Victorian 

descendant of Wainewright and ‘Jack the Ripper’. 

 

 

 
 

Nathan Leopold and Richard Loeb 
 

                                                 
1
 Ambroise Tardieu, ‘On Pederasty and Sodomy’, Part III of Forensic Study on Offences 

Against Public Decency, 7
th

 edn, trans. by Lindsay Robinson (2006 [1878]) 

<http://www.thesymposium.co.uk/documents/tardieu.pdf>; originally published as 

‘Troisième Partie: De la Pédérastie et de la Sodomie’, in Étude médicolégale sur les 
attentats aux moeurs, 7

th
 edn [1

st
 edn, 1857] (Paris: J. B. Baillière, 1878), pp.194-294 

(p.195). 
2
 My use of the word ‘poised’ is crucial:  I am not suggesting that Dorian achieved a 

mastery of ‘murder as a fine art’, but that Wilde has constructed him with that potential in 

mind.  As for the Dorian one finds within the confines of the novel, I agree with Simon 

Joyce:  ‘But if Dorian has some success embodying the goals and attitudes of the 

aesthetic movement, he is a major disappointment as a criminal.  Dorian’s criminal 

centerpiece, the murder of the painter Basil Hallward, is particularly poor, and undertaken 

for the most pedestrian of motives’ — Capital Offenses: Geographies of Class and Crime 
in Victorian London (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2003), p.184. 
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 If contemporary films, novels, and newspaper headlines bespeak the 

current degree of curiosity, then we ‘Moderns’ find ourselves saying with Lord 

Henry, ‘I should like to know some one who had committed a real murder’ 

(Dorian 1891, p.147), perhaps to substantiate our own theories on the matter:  ‘I 

should fancy that crime was to [the lower orders of society] what art is to us, 

simply a method of procuring extraordinary sensations’ (1891, p.152).  Although 

we, like Lord Henry, find our curiosity sparked by the Sforzas, Wainewrights, 

Rippers, Dorians, Leopolds & Loebs, and Hannibal Lectors of this world — all of 

those who kill or would willingly kill for pleasure’s sake — we, members of a 

more ‘civilised’ society, disclaim any actual understanding, and claim instead that 

a Decadence that allows for murder with neither ‘motive’ nor ‘insanity’ (those 

two concepts required by our great bastions of law and psychology) is 

impossible.
1
  Nevertheless, ‘Dorian manages the murder [of Basil], and the 

                                                 
1
 Wilde has, in many ways, simply anticipated the likes of Leopold and Loeb.  On 21 May 

1924, Nathan Freudenthal Leopold (1904-71) and Richard Albert Loeb (1905-36), two 

charming and genius-level University of Chicago graduate students, sons of prominence 

and wealth, kidnapped and murdered Robert Emanuel ‘Bobby’ Franks (1909-24), a 

fourteen year old from their neighbourhood who was walking home from school.  

Confronted with a premeditated murder committed by two ‘sane’ criminals — criminals 

motivated by the excitement of the act — the press coined the term ‘thrill killing’.  Once 

caught, the homoerotic dynamics surrounding their relationship and their crime became 

evident, though both the prosecution and the defence attempted to discuss these dynamics 

as little as possible.  At one point, Defence Attorney Clarence S. Darrow ‘added that Loeb 

was not a homosexual, but Leopold was.  [Darrow] hinted that Leopold was in love with 

Dick Loeb’— Hal Higdon, Leopold & Loeb: The Crime of the Century (Champaign: 

University of Illinois Press, 1999), p.147.  For the argument by State’s Attorney Robert E. 

Crowe that there was some form of ‘sexual perversion in the killing’, centring around the 

fact that they ‘had removed Bobby Frank’s trousers long before taking off the rest of his 

clothes’ and that ‘the coroner’s physician says that when little Robert Franks was 

examined, his rectum was distended’, see Higdon, pp.244-46.  Even outside of the 

courtroom, the erotic dynamics of the relationship between Leopold and Loeb were not 

lost on contemporaries.  In ‘Elite of the Jail Think Leopold “Ain’t So Much”’, an article 

in the Chicago Daily Tribune (4 June 1924), p.2, Tyrrell Krum writes:  ‘All through their 

childhood and college days “Babe” Leopold and “Dicky” Loeb were constant 

companions […] Their trail of learning and spending of their fathers’ fortunes was 

marked by their adhesive comradeship’ — as quoted in Paul B. Franklin, ‘Jew Boys, 

Queer Boys: Rhetorics of Antisemitism and Homophobia in the Trial of Nathan “Babe” 

Leopold Jr. and Richard “Dickie” Loeb’, in Queer Theory and the Jewish Question, ed. 

by Daniel Boyarin, Daniel Itzkovitz, and Ann Pellegrini (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 2003), pp.121-48 (p.144, note 42).  The use of the Whitmanesque 

phrase ‘adhesive comradeship’ suggested tactfully that they were lovers.  However, the 

most revealing assessment was probably that of Harry Olson, Chief Justice of the 

Municipal Court of Chicago, and later famed for advocating Eugenics and the sterilizing 

of ‘defectives’:  ‘This case is not so unique from a psychological standpoint that it will 

not frequently repeat itself.  On the contrary, it is very common in criminology where one 

of the parties is homosexual’ — [Various], ‘The Loeb-Leopold Murder of Franks in 
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disposal of the body, as if De Quincey were right about murder’s being one of the 

fine arts’.
1
   

 If the revelry expressed in ‘Pen, Pencil and Poison’ reveals anything, all 

that ‘murder as pleasure’ or ‘murder as a fine art’ requires — for Wilde no less 

than for Dorian — is a gradated reconsideration, a gradual moral negation distinct 

from Pater’s aesthetic contemplation of the murderous Sforza or Hopkins’s quasi-

religious half-hope of an Afghan death for his bugler boy.  Notice how, after 

killing his friend Basil (Dorian 1891, p.117), Dorian begins to reconsider him:  

‘Poor Basil! what a horrible way for a man to die!’ (1891, p.121, emphasis 

added).  His ‘friend’ becomes merely a ‘man’, then merely a ‘thing’:  ‘[Besides] a 

horrible smell of nitric acid in the room […] the thing that had been sitting at the 

table was gone’ (1891, p.127, emphasis added).  This reconsideration is more 

concisely expressed in a repeated refrain from Wilde’s ‘Ballad of Reading Gaol’ 

(1898), a poem dedicated to a convict who was executed for slitting his wife’s 

throat with a razor (recalling the modus operandi of ‘Jack the Ripper’):  ‘Each 

man kills the thing he loves’.
2
  Such a reconsideration — his ‘friend’ ultimately 

                                                                                                                          
Chicago, May 21, 1924’ [in 6 parts], Journal of Criminal Law and Criminology, 15 

(1924), pp.347-508 — part 6: ‘Symposium of Comments from the Legal Profession’ — 

(p.395).  See Jonathan Simon, ‘“A Situation So Unique That It Will Probably Never 

Repeat Itself”: Madness, Youth, and Homicide in Twentieth-Century Criminal 

Jurisprudence’, in Law’s Madness (The Amherst Series in Law, Jurisprudence, & Social 

Thought), ed. by Austin Sarat, Lawrence Douglas, and Martha Merrill Umphrey (Ann 

Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2003), pp.79-118.  About Wilde’s influence on 

Leopold, Franklin writes: 

A new homophobic spin in the press [came] when detectives discovered that 

[Leopold’s] scholarly proclivities included the sexual and even the homosexual.  

In his confession Leopold revealed his familiarity with the work of Sappho […] 

and admitted that had read Havelock Ellis’s Sexual Inversion (1897), the most 

widely circulated English-language study of homosexuality at the time.  He also 

expressed a great fondness for Pietro Aretino, the Italian Renaissance poet 

whose erotic verse he studied closely and considered translating, as well as 

Oscar Wilde, whom he identified as a ‘pervert’ and whom the press described as 

one of his ‘heroes’.  (P.130) 
 

See also Higdon, p.83. 
1
 Ellmann, p.316. 

2
 ‘The Ballad of Reading Gaol’, in The Complete Works of Oscar Wilde, 3

rd
 edn 

(Glasgow: Harper Collins, 1994), pp.883-99.  This particular phrasing is from line 37.  

‘[Wilde] dedicated The Ballad of Reading Gaol to a fellow prisoner, Charles Thomas 

Wooldridge, who had been hanged for murdering his spouse. […] A trooper in the Royal 

Guards, Wooldridge slit his spouse’s throat three times with a razor.  Since this was 

obviously a premeditated crime, he was sentenced to death on 7 July 1896’ — Karen 

Alkalay-Gut, ‘Aesthetic and Decadent Poetry’, in The Cambridge Companion to 
Victorian Poetry, ed. by Joseph Bristow (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 

pp.228-54 (p.250).  Note Dorian’s comment after learning of Sibyl Vane’s suicide:  ‘I 

have […] murdered her as surely as if I had cut her little throat with a knife’ (1891, p.79).  

See Gert Hekma, ‘From Sade to Fassbinder: Aesthetics of Cruelty and Male Love in 
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becoming ‘the thing’ — is in drastic antipathy to Marius’s evaluation of the 

gladiatorial fights in the Roman amphitheatre: 

 
There was something in a tolerance such as this, in the bare fact that [Emperor 

Aurelius] could sit patiently through a [gladiatorial] scene like this, which 

seemed to Marius to mark Aurelius as his inferior now and for ever on the 

question of righteousness; to set them on opposite sides, in some great conflict, 

of which that difference was but a single presentment.  (Marius, I, p.241) 

 

Or, this act of charity and utter forgiveness: 

 
When a certain woman collected for interment the insulted remains of Nero, the 

pagan world surmised that she must be a Christian:  only a Christian would have 

been likely to conceive so chivalrous a devotion towards mere wretchedness.  

‘We refuse to be witnesses even of a homicide commanded by the law’, boasts 

the dainty conscience of a Christian apologist, ‘we take no part in your cruel 

sports nor in the spectacles of the amphitheatre, and we hold that to witness a 

murder is the same thing as to commit one’.  (II, p.113) 

 

Against the moral indictment and depth of the above, Wilde and his murderous 

Dorian seem, at best, strikingly shallow and affected, despite the fact that Wilde 

has fashioned his Dorian so that ‘he has something of the glamour of a Faust 

rather than the foulness of a murderer and drug addict’.
1
  Pater and his Marius 

would have agreed heartily with the verity Wilde would later hypocritically 

preach to Douglas on six separate occasions in De Profundis:  ‘The supreme vice 

is shallowness’.
2
  Prison seems, at least on the ‘surface’, to have altered one of 

Wilde’s ‘Phrases and Philosophies for the Use of the Young’, that ‘Only the 

shallow know themselves’ (p.1244).  Not surprisingly, even in prison Wilde 

shallowly preferred the amoral Walter Pater of The Renaissance (1873) to the 

moral Walter Pater of Marius the Epicurean (1885).  To Wilde’s humoured 

disdain, Pater had the worst of all habits — the habit of maturing. 

 Although Dorian could kill both his conscience and Basil, he nonetheless 

had to admit, ‘The dead linger sometimes.  The man upstairs will not go away’ 

(Dorian 1891, p.124) — that is, until his former intimate Alan Campbell arrives 

with nitric acid.  For dissolving Pater, Wilde chose instead the acidity of his wit, 

asking the one question he himself could best have answered:  ‘Was [Pater] ever 

alive?’  A few years after snarling that vitriolic remark, Wilde awoke in Reading 

Gaol, awoke to the realisation that he had misread Pater’s Renaissance, had 

mapped his life according to faulty and shallow coordinates gleaned from a 

‘golden book’, had failed to comprehend Pater’s apprehension that The 

                                                                                                                          
Homosexual Artists’, in Alterity, Identity, Image: Selves and Others in Society and 
Scholarship (Amsterdam Studies on Cultural Identity), ed. by R. Corbey and J. Th. 

Leerssen (Amsterdam, The Netherlands: Editions Rodopi, 1991), pp.57-74. 
1
 Ellmann, p.99. 

2
 De Profundis, pp.981, 1002, 1005, 1020, 1021, and 1056. 
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Renaissance ‘might possibly mislead some of those young men into whose hands 

it might fall’.
1
  Wilde had indeed been misled.  He had taken the lesser of the 

‘two Uranian paths’, the path of Pandemotic lust rather than Uranian love, the 

unfortunate path Alcibiades had taken long before, straight to the statue of 

Priapus, whose pedestal always bore, in the time of the Romans, an epigrammatic 

warning such as ‘If I do seize you, you shall be so stretched that you will think 

your anus never had any wrinkles’ or ‘Thou shalt fear this god and hold thy hand 

high:  this is worth thy while, for lo! there stands ready thy cross, the phallus’.
2
   

 Since he had been impaled upon a phallic cross of his own erecting,
3
 it is 

understandable that Wilde had no place in his life or his prison cell for a book 

that would have acted as a conscience, that would have echoed Basil’s dismay:  

‘My God! don’t tell me that you are bad, and corrupt, and shameful’.  Pater’s 

Marius would have done just that.
4
  It would have reminded Wilde — self-

dubbed ‘the pariah-dog of the nineteenth century’
5
 — of exactly what he had 

sacrificed and killed through the hubris of his legal attack on Douglas’s father, 

the Marquess of Queensberry, as well as through the sordid evidence that he had 

left behind, evidence submitted against him during his subsequent trials for ‘gross 

indecency’:  not only his reputation, his literary career, his family, and his health, 

but also the aspirations of many like Symonds and Pater who had attempted to 

keep a tactful, homoerotic and paederastic flourish while yet in the public eye.  

The impact of Wilde’s fall is readily observable on the first group:  

 
The real immoral certainty lay in Oscar’s appalling disregard of innocent 

bystanders who stood to be devastated by his pursuit of physical pleasures that, 

he later admitted, ‘wreck the soul’:  his wife and two boys, of course; his 

mother; his close friends; the poor family butler; and many a young man, one 

imagines, whom he amused himself with and then carelessly discarded.  His ass-

theticism was criminal more in the figurative than the literal sense.
6
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5
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6
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Although more oblique, its impact on the second group was also shattering, as 

Dowling explains: ‘In this moment […] all the expanded scope Symonds had so 

cautiously, Pater so covertly, and Wilde so carelessly endeavoured to win for 

homoerotic imagination and experience would seemingly vanish overnight’.
1
  Its 

impact on the second group can be gauged most clearly by considering its impact 

on Edward Carpenter. 

After the death of J. A. Symonds in 1893, the Uranian poet Edward 

Carpenter believed that the mantle of ‘homoerotic and paederastic apologist’ had 

passed to him.  In consequence, he began immediately to compose Homogenic 
Love: and Its Place in a Free Society, a pamphlet privately published by the 

Manchester Labour Press in 1894.  However, given the fallout of Wilde’s trials 

and imprisonment, it suddenly became untenable for Carpenter, despite his 

intentions, to include Homogenic Love in his 1896 collection Love’s Coming-of-
Age.  As Carpenter would phrase this himself:  ‘The Wilde trial had done its 

work; and silence must henceforth reign on sex-subjects’.
2
  For the next decade, 

the ‘silence’ that Carpenter forecasted remained — that is, until 1908, when he 

broke that silence himself by publishing The Intermediate Sex: A Study of Some 
Transitional Types of Men and Women, the first volume in English to affirm 

same-sex desires as well as have a wide readership.
3
 

Beyond the textual, Carpenter also had more ‘practical’ Uranian aims 

that were thwarted by the Wilde catastrophe, principally his involvement in the 

organisation and curriculum of Abbotsholme, a school founded as an ‘idyllic 

pastoral environment’
4
 on the banks of the Dove River in rural Derbyshire, a 

location that he felt would be conducive for the establishment of a Uranian 

utopia.  Influenced by German naturists, Walt Whitman, and his friend Carpenter, 

Cecil Reddie (1858-1932) founded Abbotsholme as a far more overtly Uranian 

environment than even William Johnson’s Eton College: 

 
In 1905 Richard Ungewitter, then 36, published Die Nacktheit (Nakedness), a 

slim book, daringly illustrated with photographs of his followers walking in 

woods.  Over 90,000 copies were sold.  A year later he set up a naturalist 

society, organised on masonic lines. [….] Werner Zimmermann, a Swiss, joined 

Ungewitter, and wrote widely and with great conviction about the benefits of 

bringing up children as naturists, arguing that they would not feel guilty about 

their bodies or their sexuality.  His influence was widely felt.  In England some 

boys’ schools, most noticeably Bedales [founded in 1893], took up his ideas.  

Another was Abbotsholme, a progressive boys’ school started in 1889.  The 

school hymn ‘The Love of Comrades’ was adapted from Walt Whitman, the 

                                                 
1
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2
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chapel and grounds were adorned with statues of joyous, naked boys, and in 

summer there was compulsory nude bathing in the river.
1
 

 

So, for six years at Abbotsholme, ‘The Love of Comrades’ was on everyone’s 

lips; and naked boys, both from marble and flesh, dotted the rural landscape 

without anyone feeling ashamed … that is, till there interposed a Wilde.   

Given the vehement castigation that Wilde’s trials elicited, Carpenter and 

his disciple Reddie were forced to drape their publications and their pupils anew.  

In fact, Victorian society intended to thwart the Uranian potential of such schools 

in the future by infusing these all-male educational environments with girls:  

‘Within the boys’ schools there was a growing number of educators, such as the 

Reverend Cecil Grant, who favoured co-education because it was likely to lessen 

the risk of homosexuality in the public schools’.
2
 

 Wilde had indeed thwarted the Uranian dream of a less-clandestine 

venue, such as Abbotsholme, for practising a paederastic pedagogy.  Wilde had 

indeed nullified much of the aesthetic, educational, and other capital that the 

Uranians had amassed by circulating pamphlets, poetry, essays, paintings, and 

photographic ‘studies’.  Wilde had indeed killed the Uranian hope of exercising a 

broader cultural influence though periodicals such as the Artist and Journal of 
Home Culture, which tactfully printed Uranian material until Charles Kains 

Jackson resigned his editorship in 1894 (a serendipitous decision, especially 

given that, after Wilde’s trials a year later, it would have been untenable to 

circulate Uranian materials so openly).  Nevertheless, the legend of ‘Wilde the 

martyr’ and the decadence of his Picture of Dorian Gray would continue to live 

beyond their author, as a lingering influence over many of the later Uranians, as 

is evinced by their texts and artworks.  Although ‘the aesthetics of Pater and the 

Greek ideal were being slightly perverted and misinterpreted’ by Wilde and his 

coterie, suggests d’Arch Smith too slightly, their works like Dorian Gray did ‘set 

off a flood of paederastic material in the form of verse, prose and paintings as 

well as initiating a new trend in the art of photography’.
3
  In essence, Dorian 

became one of those ‘ancestors in literature’, such that, after his immortalisation 

on the canvas of fiction, paederastic and homoerotic literature would ever 

afterwards be branded, to some extent, as Wilde’s progeny — branded with his 

‘wild joys and wilder sins’, branded with the blemish of the murderous Cain.
4
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 However, Wilde also had progeny who were neither textual nor pictorial 

— two charming and distanced sons, Cyril (1885-1915) and Vyvyan (1886-

1967), sons whom Wilde seems to have intended to follow in his own heavy, 

Decadent footsteps, footsteps left across their nursery in the form of fairy tales.  

One of those tales, ‘The Young King’, is particularly subversive, with a 

paederastic import that will soon be considered at length — but first, it is 

necessary to defend a claim that, for Victorian Decadents like Wilde, precocious 

children like Cyril and Vyvyan could, given a proper environment, somewhere 

like Abbotsholme, perceive such an erotic import.  To substantiate this claim, 

Henry James’s novel What Maisie Knew (1897) is uniquely suited — though, 

before reaching Maisie, the following needs to make a short excursion to a child 

who is a master of mirrors; for, as Wilde stresses in Salomé, ‘Only in mirrors 

should one look, for mirrors do but show us masks’.
1
 

 

 

              
 

Title Page for A House of Pomegranates  
Illustrated by Charles De Sousy Ricketts (1866-1931) 

and Charles Hazelwood Shannon (1863-1937) 

(London: James R. Osgood, 1891) 
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‘Somebody Killed Something: That’s Clear’: 

James’s Approach to Childhood Knowing 
 

 

‘It seems very pretty’, [Alice] said when she had 

finished [reading ‘Jabberwocky’], ‘but it’s rather 

hard to understand!’  (You see she didn’t like to 

confess, even to herself, that she couldn’t make it out 

at all.)  ‘Somehow it seems to fill my head with ideas 

— only I don’t exactly know what they are!  

However, somebody killed something:  that’s clear, at 

any rate —’   

              (Lewis Carroll, Through the Looking-Glass)
1
 

 

 

It may seem that Alice has gathered little from the poem ‘Jabberwocky’ — 

though eventually in Through the Looking-Glass she will have its problematic 

diction explained by the most famous of eggheads, Humpty Dumpty.
2
  Despite 

being oblivious to its almost-Wittgensteinian language-game, its Anglo-Saxon 

parody, and its flurry of neologisms, Alice flawlessly latches onto its core 

meaning, so much so that few adults could probably better her three-word précis:  

‘Somebody killed something’.  Despite her gaps in understanding, despite her 

inability to define that ‘somebody’ or ‘something’, Alice nonetheless gathers the 

import of what she has read, recognising that someone has killed ‘the thing’. 

 In the preface to the New York edition of his novel What Maisie Knew, 

Henry James asserts (as readers might themselves suspect) that ‘the infant mind 

would at the best leave great gaps and voids’ in its understanding.
3
  Nevertheless, 

James later remarks, ‘Small children have many more perceptions than they have 

terms to translate them; their vision is at any moment much richer, their 

apprehension even constantly stronger, than their prompt, their at all producible, 

vocabulary’.
4
  James’s observations and Lewis Carroll’s language-game find their 

proper gloss in two of Ludwig Wittgenstein’s most notable of propositions:  ‘The 

limits of my language mean the limits of my world’, and further ‘That the world 
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is my world, shows itself in the fact that the limits of the language (the language 

which I understand) mean the limits of my world’.
1
  Despite ‘great gaps and 

voids’, children’s perceptions are often ‘much richer’ than they ‘have terms to 

translate them’ into — hence, their inability to formulate adequate speech-acts 

poses ‘the limits of [their] world’, as well as provides an opportunity for the more 

mature to fill those ‘great gaps and voids’ with the pleasantness of Marius’s 

childhood, until ‘the whole of life seemed full of sacred presences’ (I, p.17) — or 

else, rather selfishly, to convert the child into ‘a deep little porcelain cup in which 

biting acids could be mixed’ (Maisie, p.398). 

 Before considering Oscar Wilde’s sons as an intended audience for ‘The 

Young King’, it is a necessary aside to consider James’s novel, which is about a 

turbulent divorce and its aftermath as viewed by a child, drawing particular 

attention to a few passages that illustrate how far a child’s language — and, 

consequently, societal navigation — can be expanded, even under questionable 

and morally reprehensible circumstances.  In James’s novel, mothers and fathers 

continually change partners and names, while Maisie herself becomes the pretext 

for all sorts of adult sexual intrigue.
2
  Neglected and exploited by everyone 

around her, Maisie provides James with an opportunity to consider how far 

‘overthought’ and ‘underthought’ can pass between an adult and a child — and 

the amount of passage, James suggests, is considerable. 

 What Maisie Knew is, according to James’s narrator, the story of 

‘innocence so saturated with knowledge’ (p.525),
3
 a knowledge that Maisie has 

derived through the continual (mis)use relatives have made of her as a plaything, 

a plaything in games they assume she will never fully comprehend: 

 
‘Poor little monkey!’ [her mother] at last exclaimed; and the words were an 

epitaph for the tomb of Maisie’s childhood.  She was abandoned to her fate.  

What was clear to any spectator was that the only link binding her to either 

parent was this lamentable fact of her being a ready vessel for bitterness, a deep 

little porcelain cup in which biting acids could be mixed.  They had wanted her 

not for any good they could do her, but for the harm they could, with her 

unconscious aid, do each other.  (P.398) 

 

The following snippet of conversation, made upon Maisie’s return after six 

months spent with her father, reveals the first expression of this ‘use’:  

 

                                                 
1
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‘And did your beastly papa, my precious angel, send any message to your own 

loving mamma?’ 
 

[….] 
 

‘He said I was to tell you, from him’, she faithfully reported, ‘that you’re a nasty 

horrid pig!’  (P.404) 

 

Such is the beginning of Maisie’s education.  However, Maisie soon enough 

decides, insightfully, not to play along, for ‘she had a new feeling, the feeling of 

danger; on which a new remedy rose to meet it, the idea of an inner self, or, in 

other words, of concealment’ (pp.405-06).
1
  In other words, Maisie has begun to 

recognise the existence of ‘underthought’, that ‘everything had something behind 

it:  life was like a long, long corridor with rows of closed doors.  She had learned 

that at these doors it was wise not to knock’ (p.419); or, as the narrator further 

relates, ‘she had grown up among things as to which her foremost knowledge was 

that she was not to ask about them’ (p.419).  However, the ‘why’ of this is also 

within Maisie’s grasp or, at the very least, her voyeuristic gaze: 

 
It was in the nature of things to be none of a small child’s business, even when a 

small child had from the first been deluded into a fear that she might be only too 

much initiated. […] [Maisie] learned on the other hand soon to recognise that 

patient little silences and intelligent little looks could be rewarded from time to 

time by delightful little glimpses.  (P.511) 

 

As James’s narrator explains, Maisie’s ‘sharpened sense of spectatorship’ — 

described as ‘an odd air of being present at her history […] as if she could only 

get at experience by flattening her nose against a pane of glass’ (p.472) — 

brought ‘a high quickening of Maisie’s direct perceptions’ (p.467).  As James 

emphasises in one of his notebooks:  ‘EVERYTHING TAKES PLACE BEFORE 

MAISIE’.
2
 

 For the adults in James’s novel, innocence and its language ‘limit’ — its 

supposed language ‘barrier’ — serve rhetorical functions about which the child is 

only indirectly consequential.  Accused of retaining letters to Maisie from her 

mother, Miss Overmore (who will later become Mrs Beale, the girl’s stepmother) 

responds:  ‘They were not fit for the innocent child to see’ (p.428) — though it 

must be admitted that nothing contained in those letters could have been any 

more scandalous than her own conversations with young Maisie or within range 

of Maisie’s ‘spectatorship’.  Notice her rather comical protest to Sir Claude, 

                                                 
1
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Maisie’s new stepfather and soon to be her own illicit lover — using Maisie, of 

course, as the pretext for meeting and carrying out their affair: 

 
‘How you talk to her!’ cried Mrs. Beale.  

‘No worse than you!’ he gaily rejoined.  (P.488) 

 

On one occasion, Sir Claude admits to Maisie: 

 
‘I’m talking to you in the most extraordinary way — I’m always talking to you 

in the most extraordinary way, ain’t I?  One would think you were about sixty 

and that I — I don’t know what any one would think I am.  Unless a beastly 

cad!’  (P.629) 

 

At another point, he makes a few lurid comments to Maisie about his own wife, 

Maisie’s mother: 

 
‘I beg your pardon […] for appearing to discuss that sort of possibility under 

your sharp little nose.  But the fact is I forget half the time that Ida is your 

sainted mother’.  

 ‘So do I!’ said Maisie.  (P.470) 

 

These passages illustrate how thoroughly Maisie is treated as someone who is not 

exactly an adult, not exactly a child.  As a result, the language and other games in 

the novel blur the distinction between the ‘conventional’ and the 

‘unconventional’, with the ‘conventional’ leading, inevitably, to the 

‘unconventional’, particularly for Sir Claude, whose very name, in James’s 

hands, seems an awkward clumping of the refined and the base.   

 Sir Claude had a habit of presenting Maisie with children’s games, the 

instructions to which were far too complex for Maisie and her elderly governess 

to decipher; however, rather than admit their ignorance to Sir Claude, the girl and 

her governess spend the time they are believed to be playing these games 

discussing ‘him’ and the ‘games’ of his relationships: 

 
[Sir Claude presented her with] ever so many games in boxes, with printed 

directions. […] The games were, as he said, to while away the evening hour; and 

the evening hour indeed often passed in futile attempts [on the part of Mrs. Wix, 

the child’s governess,] to master what ‘it said’ on the papers.  When he asked the 

pair how they liked the games they always replied ‘Oh, immensely!’ but they 

had earnest discussions as to whether they hadn’t better appeal to him frankly for 

aid to understand them.  This was a course their delicacy shrank from [….] The 

answer on the winter nights to the puzzle of cards and counters and little 

bewildering pamphlets was just to draw up to the fire and talk about him; and if 



 350

the truth must be told this edifying interchange constituted for the time the little 

girl’s chief education.  (Pp.447-49)
1
 

 

In truth, these conventional and unconventional ‘games’ pale into insignificance 

next to the ‘games’ played by Maisie’s mother and her new husband, by Maisie’s 

father and his new wife, and by the two new stepparents together.
2
  Hence, this 

game-motif becomes the leit-motif running through the fireside chats Maisie has 

with her governess Mrs Wix: 

 
‘Well, my dear, it’s [your mother’s] game, and we must just hold on like grim 

death’.  Maisie could interpret at her leisure these ominous words.  Her 

reflections indeed at this moment thickened apace. […] She perceived […] that 

something beyond her knowledge had taken place in the house.  The things 

beyond her knowledge — numerous enough in truth — had not hitherto, she 

believed, been the things that had been nearest to her:  she had even had in the 

past a small smug conviction that in the domestic labyrinth she always kept the 

clue.  (P.460) 

 

Or, as James’s reader is told elsewhere, ‘There was little indeed in the relations of 

her companions that [Maisie’s] precocious experience couldn’t explain’ (p.435), 

for ‘our young lady was led [...] to arrive at a dim apprehension of the unuttered 

and the unknown’ (p.515). 

 To demonstrate Maisie’s ‘knowing’ and its relationship to spectatorship, 

gaming, and language, it is beneficial to take a bit of a lengthy stroll in 

Kensington Gardens with her and her stepfather, five pages of James’s novel 

condensed below: 

 
‘Upon my word he is making up to her!’  

 [Sir Claude’s] allusion was to a couple who, side by side, at the end of 

the glade, were moving in the same direction as themselves.  These distant 

figures, in their slow stroll (which kept them so close together that their heads, 

drooping a little forward, almost touched), presented the back of a lady who 

looked tall, who was evidently a very fine woman, and that of a gentleman 

whose left hand appeared to be passed well into her arm […] 

 ‘Why, mercy — if it isn’t mamma!’  
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 Sir Claude paused with a stare.  ‘Mamma?  Why, mamma’s at 

Brussels’.  

 Maisie, with her eyes on the lady, wondered.  ‘At Brussels?’  

 ‘She’s gone to play a match’.  

 ‘At billiards?  [“Billiards were her great accomplishment” (p.400)]  

You didn’t tell me’.  

 ‘Of course I didn’t!’ Sir Claude ejaculated.  ‘There’s plenty I don’t tell 

you.  She went on Wednesday’.  

 The couple had added to their distance, but Maisie’s eyes more than 

kept pace with them.  ‘Then she has come back’.  

 Sir Claude watched the lady.  ‘It’s much more likely she never went!’  

 ‘It’s mamma!’ the child said with decision.  

 They had stood still, but Sir Claude had made the most of his 

opportunity, and it happened that just at this moment, at the end of the vista, the 

others halted and, still showing their backs, seemed to stay talking.  ‘Right you 

are, my duck!’ he exclaimed at last.  ‘It’s my own sweet wife!’  

 He had spoken with a laugh, but he had changed colour, and Maisie 

quickly looked away from him.  ‘Then who is it with her?’  

 ‘Blest if I know!’ said Sir Claude. […] 

 [Maisie] studied the gentleman’s back.  ‘Then is this Lord Eric?’  

 For a moment her companion made no answer […] ‘What do you know 

about Lord Eric?’  

 She tried innocently to be odd in return.  ‘Oh, I know more than you 

think!  Is it Lord Eric?’ she repeated. 

 ‘It may be.  Blest if I care!’  

 Their friends had slightly separated and now, as Sir Claude spoke, 

suddenly faced round, showing all the splendour of her ladyship and all the 

mystery of her comrade.  Maisie held her breath.  ‘They’re coming!’  

 ‘Let them come’.  And Sir Claude, pulling out his cigarettes, began to 

strike a light.  

 ‘We shall meet them!’  

 ‘No; they’ll meet us’.  

 Maisie stood her ground.  ‘They see us.  Just look’.  

 Sir Claude threw away his match.  ‘Come straight on’.  The others, in 

the return, evidently startled, had half paused again, keeping well apart.  ‘She’s 

horribly surprised and she wants to slope’, he continued.  ‘But it’s too late’. [….] 

 ‘What will she do now?’ [Maisie] asked. 

 Sir Claude was at present in a position to say:  ‘Try to pretend it’s me’.  

 ‘You?’  

 ‘Why, that I’m up to something’.  

 In another minute [her mother] had justified this prediction, erect there 

before them like a figure of justice in full dress. […] ‘What are you doing with 

my daughter? [….] I know your game, and I’ve something now to say to you 

about it’.  

 Sir Claude gave a squeeze of the child’s arm.  ‘Didn’t I tell you she 

would have, [Maisie]?’  

 ‘You’re uncommonly afraid to hear it’, [her mother] went on; ‘but if 

you think she’ll protect you from it you’re mightily mistaken. […]  Should you 

like her to know, my dear [husband]?’  
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 Maisie had a sense of her [mother] launching this inquiry at him with 

effect; yet [she] was also conscious of hoping that Sir Claude would reply in the 

affirmative.  We have already learned that she had come to like people’s liking 

her to ‘know’.   (This passage is from pp.494-99) 

 

‘To know’ — this ‘knowing’, although not as developed in her as in her decadent 

parents and stepparents, allows Maisie nonetheless to navigate such situations 

with relative ease, to reach the core meaning or ‘underthought’ of such situations, 

all of which draws attention to the imaginative quality and irony of her mother’s 

later statement that 

 
‘There have been things between us — between Sir Claude and me — which I 

needn’t go into, you little nuisance, because you wouldn’t understand them’.  It 

suited her to convey that Maisie had been kept, so far as she was concerned or 

could imagine, in a holy ignorance and that she must take for granted a supreme 

simplicity.  (Pp.549-50) 

 

To solidify this point, consider the moment Maisie is told by Mrs Wix of the 

arrival of her stepfather to their hotel in France — where, of course, he has come 

principally for an adulterous dalliance with her stepmother:  

 
‘My poor dear, he has come!’  

 ‘Sir Claude?’  Maisie, clearing the little bed-rug with the width of her 

spring, felt the polished floor under her bare feet.  

 ‘He crossed in the night; he got in early’.  Mrs. Wix’s head jerked 

stiffly backward.  ‘He’s there’.  

 ‘And you’ve seen him?’  

 ‘No.  He’s there — he’s there’, Mrs. Wix repeated. [….] 

 ‘Do you mean he’s in the salon?’ Maisie asked again.  

 ‘He’s with her’, Mrs. Wix desolately said.  ‘He’s with her’ […].  

 ‘Do you mean in her own room?’ Maisie continued.  

 She waited an instant.  ‘God knows!’   

           (This passage is from pp.612-13)
1 

 

Well, not only God.  Perhaps the more accurate conclusion to this exchange 

between Maisie and her governess is found in the last lines of the novel: 

 
‘Oh, I know!’ the child replied.  

        Mrs. Wix gave a sidelong look.  She still had room for wonder at what 

Maisie knew.  (P.649) 

 

                                                 
1
 In ‘Closely Observed Texts: Learning from Reading: Henry James’s novel What Maisie 

Knew’, Journal of Child Psychotherapy, 28.2 (2002), pp.217-33, Graham Shulman 

writes:  ‘Maisie enters a new stage of development, a stage of growing conscious 

awareness of an adult sexual couple.  This development in Maisie’s consciousness is 

specifically linked with the inevitable forward movement of time’ (p.224). 
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 In relation to the present concern about literature for children — 

particularly as it relates to the next exploration, Wilde’s sons as an intended 

audience for ‘The Young King’ — and not just literature about children, consider 

another short passage from What Maisie Knew, the last pleasant moment spent 

between the girl and her stepfather, Sir Claude.  This is indeed one of the most 

ironic moments in the novel, as well as the most important (given the present 

speculations about Maisie and her ‘knowing’) for considering James’s 

protagonist as a reader of children’s literature: 

 
They stood there and smiled, [Sir Claude] with all the newspapers under his arm 

and [Maisie] with the three books, one yellow and two pink.  He had told her the 

pink were for herself and the yellow one for Mrs. Beale, implying in an 

interesting way that these were the vivid divisions in France of literature for the 

young and for the old.  (P.636) 

 

This is indeed humorous — Maisie’s two pink volumes contrasted with her 

stepmother’s more salacious ‘yellow book’ — as if one could question, save for a 

division in vocabulary, Maisie’s ability to understand fully the contents of that 

French volume ‘for the old’.  One could speculate on the titles of those pink 

volumes, perhaps British or American imports like sentimental Little Lord 
Fauntleroy or moralising Little Women, all unworthy of a sensitive and 

experienced child like Maisie, especially since, as John C. McCloskey notes:  

‘There is little now in the situation, of which [Maisie] is the center, that eludes 

her.  Her perception, her power of inference, her insight into character and motive 

make her expertly at home in the world from which her demand for exclusive 

possession will shortly force her, an adolescent, to emerge’.
1
 

 It has not been uncommon for critics, from F. R. Leavis onwards, to 

complain that James (un)intentionally made What Maisie Knew into a comedy by 

endowing his young heroine with uncanny powers of moral navigation and 

personal insight.
2
  However, this complaint is nullified if Maisie is recognised, 

                                                 
1
 McCloskey, p.507.  For comment on James’s novel, see Beverly Lyon Clark, Kiddie Lit: 

The Cultural Construction of Children’s Literature in America (Baltimore, MD: Johns 

Hopkins University Press, 2003), chapter 3: ‘Kiddie Lit in the Academy’. 
2
 ‘There remains, finally, the question of the tone of the novel, initially formulated by F. 

R. Leavis and Marius Bewley in their debate over whether James’s “comedy” here is 

essentially Dickensian or Jacobean, informed by laughter or horror.  The Jacobean 

argument has been elaborated by Martha Banta […] and Sallie Sears’ (Blackall, pp.146-

47).  For the novel’s similarity to ‘an extraordinarily high-spirited comedy’, see F. R. 

Leavis, ‘“What Maisie Knew”, A Disagreement by F. R. Leavis’, in Marius Bewley, 

Complex Fate: Hawthorne, Henry James and Some Other American Writers, with an 

intro. and two interpolations by F. R. Leavis (London: Chatto and Windus, 1952), pp.119-

26.  For its similarity to a comedy of manners, see J. A. Ward, The Imagination of 
Disaster: Evil in the Fiction of Henry James (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 

1961), pp.82-83.  In Literary Impressionism and Modernist Aesthetics (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2001), Jesse Matz writes:  ‘What Maisie Knew extends itself 
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instead, as a representative of a distinct species among the young, a species in 

which Lewis Carroll’s Alice would equally have found her place:  those treated 

as potential or fractal adults.  In Child-Loving: The Erotic Child and Victorian 
Culture, James R. Kincaid claims that 

 
few would question that the innocent child was manufactured by Rousseau, with 

refinements by Wordsworth and a thousand lesser writers, interior decorators, 

and producers of greeting cards.  Prior to the eighteenth century, says [Philippe] 

Ariès, nobody worried about soiling childish innocence because ‘nobody thought 

that this innocence really existed’.  Now, however, [in the Victorian period,] the 

notion that the child was innocent, valuable, and weak became common.
1
 

 

Maisie and Alice are neither innocent nor valuable nor weak — at least in the 

contexts of the texts that present them — yet, neither are they soiled by their trips 

down the rabbit-hole.
2
  They are merely more ‘knowing’ than most adults 

(whether Victorian parents or those of today) would prefer, children who would 

rather not play games from paper boxes or read timid books in pink covers.  They 

might, more scandalously and disconcertingly, expect relevance, beauty of 

language, unpatronizing plots, and the answers to all questions.    

 ‘But, Maisie and Alice are fictions’ is the obvious retort to this assertion, 

though the sort of fictions that lead one to recall another set of precocious 

children, two sons and a daughter who were unrestricted by their famous father in 

almost every way — allowed to speak as equals to the adults of his circle, to 

mingle with his evening guests, to visit the studios of painters who specialised in 

the nude (and even to take lessons), to frequent salons full of freethinking artists 

and poets, to read any book.  That the son Henry would become an unprecedented 

master of the English novel, that the son William would become a master of 

psychology as well as the founder of Pragmatism, that the daughter Alice would 

become a memorable diarists, perhaps as interesting as Dorothy Wordsworth — 

that would indeed be a triumvirate worthy of fiction, those three children from 

among the children of Henry James, Sr.
3
 

                                                                                                                          
beyond any real hope for aesthetic ingenuity, as James strays into a personification too 

much like what Sterne gives us in Tristram Shandy’ (p.114).  Contemporary critics have 

often avoided this debate through careful phrasing:  in Henry James and the 
Philosophical Novel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), Merle A. Williams 

writes:  ‘What Maisie Knew, with its unique blend of comedy, pathos and anguish, is a 

novel that is deeply concerned with ways of seeing the world’ (p.27). 
1
 James R. Kincaid, Child-Loving: The Erotic Child and Victorian Culture (New York: 

Routledge, 1992), p.72. 
2
 ‘This question of how Maisie is affected by what happens to her has in fact been a major 

debate in critical response to the novel:  critics have been evenly divided between two 

contrasting views of Maisie at the end — damaged and corrupted or undamaged and 

uncorrupted’ (Shulman, p.230). 
3
 For elaboration on the permissive atmosphere surrounding the James children — 

seemingly an outgrowth of the Fourierist ideas championed by their father — see the 
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 Ever the narcissistic father, Oscar Wilde seems to have expected much 

the same ‘knowing’ to be reflected in the mirror of his own sons Cyril and 

Vyvyan, as is suggested by the subversive fairy tales he wrote and read to them, 

particularly the paederastic tour de force ‘The Young King’. 

 

 

 

     
 

Henry James, Sr. and Henry James, Jr. 
[Studio of] Mathew Brady (ca. 1823-96) 

Half-plate daguerreotype, 1 August 1854 

Houghton Library, Harvard University 

Cambridge, Massachusetts, USA 

  

                                                                                                                          
initial chapters of Sheldon M. Novick, Henry James: The Young Master (New York: 

Random House, 1996).  For the overlap between Maisie’s story and James’s biographical 

details, see John Carlos Rowe, The Other Henry James (Durham, NC: Duke University 

Press, 1998), chapter 5: ‘The Portrait of a Small Boy as a Young Girl: Gender Trouble in 

What Maisie Knew’ (pp.120-54). 
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‘Little Porcelain Cup in Which Biting Acids Could Be Mixed’: 

Wilde’s Sons as an Audience for ‘The Young King’ 
 

 
I dreamed of the moisture of warm wet lips 

       Upon my lips. 
 

Then sudden the shades of the night took wing, 

And I saw that love was a beauteous thing, 

For I clasped to my breast my curl-crowned king, 

       My sweet boy-king.  (John Francis Bloxam, from ‘At Dawn’)
1
 

 

 

The lines above, from a poem by John Francis Bloxam, were published, perhaps 

unsurprisingly, in the only issue of The Chameleon: A Bazaar of Dangerous and 
Smiling Chances (December 1894), an Oxford periodical that, as Timothy d’Arch 

Smith relates, ‘received the full glare of publicity and ridicule in the Wilde 

trials’,
2
 due in large part to a short story titled ‘The Priest and the Acolyte’, also 

written by Bloxam.  That particular story aptly illustrates Martha Vicinus’s claim 

that ‘throughout Europe the boy became a vessel into which an author — and a 

reader — could pour his or her anxieties, fantasies, and sexual desires’,
3
 

especially since Bloxam’s story centres around Ronald Heatherington, a priest 

whose vague yearnings become strikingly tactile after the appearance of Wilfred, 

the boy who is to serve as his ceremonial acolyte: 

 
The priest sprang through the open window, and seizing the slim little figure in 

his arms, he carried him into the room.  He drew the curtain, and, sinking into 

the deep arm-chair, laid the little fair head upon his breast, kissing his curls again 

and again.
4
 

                                                 
1
 As quoted in d’Arch Smith, p.56. 

2
 Ibid., p.54; see also pp.54-60. 

3
 Vicinus, p.91. 

4
 This passage is taken from John Francis Bloxam, ‘The Priest and the Acolyte’, reprinted 

in Brian Reade, ed., Sexual Heretics: Male Homosexuality in English Literature from 
1850-1900 (London: Routledge, Kegan Paul, 1970), pp.349-60 (p.353).  For a facsimile 

of the single issue of this magazine published in 1894, see The Chameleon, with intro. by 

H. Montgomery Hyde and an essay by Timothy d’Arch Smith (London: The Eighteen 

Nineties Society, 1978).  In Pedophiles and Priests: Anatomy of a Contemporary Crisis 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), Philip Jenkins writes:  ‘A pederastic theme is 

overt in Bloxam’s work, but a fascination with the physical beauty of boys recurs in the 

work of other clergy and pseudoclergy, including Gerard Manley Hopkins and Frederick 

Rolfe’ (p.27).  As yet another illustration of the current inability to address paederastic 

themes — even in scholarly contexts — consider the following description of Bloxam’s 

story in Colin Cruise, ‘“Pressing All Religions into His Service”: Solomon’s Ritual 

Paintings and Their Contexts’, in Love Revealed: Simeon Solomon and the Pre-
Raphaelites, compiled and ed. by Colin Cruise (London: Merrell, 2005), pp.57-63:  ‘The 
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To the priest’s pleasured surprise, the boy returns his affection: 

 
When they met in the vestry next morning, the lad raised his beautiful flower-

like face, and the priest, gently putting his arms round him, kissed him tenderly 

on the lips.  

‘My darling! my darling!’ was all he said; but the lad returned his kiss 

with a smile of wonderful almost heavenly love, in a silence that seemed to 

whisper something more than words.
1
 

 
 

 
 

 

Their secret intimacy flourishes until, one fateful evening, the rector of the church 

surprises the priest and acolyte in flagrante delicto: 

 
The little lad sat on his knees with his arms closely pressed round [the priest’s] 

neck and his golden curls laid against the priest’s close-cut hair; his white night-

shirt contrasting strangely and beautifully with the dull black of the other’s long 

cassock.
2
 

 

Recognising that their discovered intimacy, duly confessed, will inevitably spell 

their doom, or at least part them, this paederastic priest conducts a final, fatal 

communion, tinct with poison: 

                                                                                                                          
story ends with the Consecration of the Eucharist and the suicide of a priest and his 

beloved friend’ (p.63).  This phrasing recalls Jowett’s disingenuous use of ‘friend’ to 

cloak Socratic paederasty. 
1
 Bloxam, ‘The Priest’, p.353. 

2
 Ibid., p.354. 
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Just before the consecration the priest took a tiny phial from the pocket of his 

cassock, blessed it, and poured the contents into the chalice. […] [The priest] 

took the beautiful gold chalice, set with precious stones, in his hand; he turned 

towards [the boy]; but when he saw the light in the beautiful face he turned again 

to the crucifix with a low moan.  For one instant his courage failed him; then he 

turned to the little fellow again, and held the chalice to his lips [….] The instant 

he had received, Ronald fell on his knees beside him and drained the chalice to 

the last drop.  He set it down and threw his arms round the beautiful figure of his 

dearly loved acolyte.  Their lips met in one last kiss of perfect love, and all was 

over.
1
 

 

This synthesis of paederasty and the dangerous chalice was not Bloxam’s 

invention:  from Classical Greece to Renaissance Italy to Victorian England, 

those upon the symposial couch, as in Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio’s 

Bacchus, were prone to extend the kylix (resembling a scyphus like the Warren 

Cup), a traditional paederastic gift for a beloved boy, the eroticism of such a 

symposial act heightened by the undraping of the sash and the presence of an 

overripe and bursting pomegranate, a traditional symbol of sexual experience.
2
 

Given the paederastic import of Bloxam’s story, it is not surprising that, 

once the Oxford University authorities became aware of its contents, this 

particular undergraduate periodical did not survive into a second issue.  The 
Chameleon’s editor, who was none other than Bloxam himself, also printed in 

this solitary issue Lord Alfred Douglas’s poem ‘Two Loves’, with its (in)famous 

line ‘I am the love that dare not speak its name’, and Wilde’s ‘Phrases and 

Philosophies for the Use of the Young’, an epigrammatic series that, in 

association with ‘Two Loves’ and ‘The Priest and the Acolyte’, would be duly 

exploited against him during his trials.  The last of these ‘Phrases and 

Philosophies’ — ‘To love oneself is the beginning of a life-long romance’ 

(p.1245) — was made incarnate in The Picture of Dorian Gray, a novel of 

narcissistic self-love, a novel itself for ‘the Use of the Young’.  What Wilde’s 

contemporary readership never knew (and his readership today still fails to 

appreciate) is that Dorian Gray — in many ways the most Decadent of Victorian 

texts — was not initially composed to popularise the sensual values of Walter 

                                                 
1
 Bloxam, ‘The Priest’, pp.359-60. 

2
 Pomegranates appear in four of Caravaggio’s paintings:  Boy with a Basket of Fruit (ca. 

1592), Bacchus (ca. 1596), Supper at Emmaus (ca. 1601), and Still Life with Fruit on a 
Stone Ledge (ca. 1603).  Given the ancient Roman atmosphere of Bacchus, it seems that 

Caravaggio is linking the bursting pomegranate with the detail that the Romans used its 

juice as a remedy for infertility and as an aphrodisiac.  Further, the fruit is associated with 

the rape of Persephone, hence with sexual experience and the Underworld.  After 

Demeter’s impassioned appeal, Zeus requests Persephone’s release from Hades; however, 

before leaving, Persephone eats some pomegranate seeds, which results in her required 

return for a third part of each year, symbolising how seeds are buried and reborn.  About 

Caravaggio’s use of various fruits for erotic suggestiveness, see Adrienne Von Lates, 

‘Caravaggio’s Peaches and Academic Puns’, Words & Image, 11.1 (1995), pp.55-60. 
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Pater’s Renaissance or to rewrite Joris-Karl Huysmans’s À rebours, but as a 

children’s tale, a detail explained by Wilde’s principal biographer, Richard 

Ellmann: 

 
The ideas and themes he scattered were sometimes reaped by his 

young admirers.  The novelist W. B. Maxwell, while a boy, had heard many 

stories from Wilde, and wrote one of them down and published it.  He 

confessed to Wilde, whose face clouded, then cleared as he mixed approval with 

reproach, ‘Stealing my story was the act of a gentleman, but not telling me you 

had stolen it was to ignore the claims of friendship’.  Then he suddenly became 

serious:  ‘You mustn’t take a story that I told you of a man and a picture.  No, 

absolutely, I want that for myself.  I fully mean to write it, and I should be 

terribly upset if I were forestalled’.  This first mention of The Picture of Dorian 
Gray antedated by several years, Maxwell says, the actual composition.

1
 

 

 

 

 
 

Bacchus 
Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio (1571-1610) 

Oil on canvas, ca. 1596 

Galleria degli Uffizi, Florence, Italy 

 

 

Wilde’s novel was one of the most decried of the century, decried as the absolute 

flowering of the evils of Decadence:  how much more repugnant would that 

flower have been had Wilde’s Victorian detractors known that it had initially 

been told to a ‘boy’ (though his dates suggest that he might very well have been 

                                                 
1
 Ellmann, p.309. 
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in his teens)
1
 named William Babington Maxwell (1866-1938), the son of his 

friends?  Basil’s question to Dorian about the ruin of his intimates could equally 

have been levelled at Wilde:  ‘Why is your friendship so fateful to young men?’  

That the earliest form of Dorian Gray had been told to a boy or young 

man also draws into question Wilde’s retort — in a letter to the Pall Mall Gazette 

in early December 1891 — that his second volume of fairy tales had not been 

intended specifically for the young: 

 
The writer of this review […] starts by asking an extremely silly question, and 

that is, whether or not I have written this book for the purpose of giving pleasure 

to the British child.  Having expressed grave doubts on this subject, a subject on 

which I cannot conceive any fairly-educated person having any doubts at all, he 

proceeds, apparently quite seriously, to make the extremely limited vocabulary 

at the disposal of the British child the standard by which the prose of an artist is 

to be judged!  Now in building this House of Pomegranates I had about as much 

intention of pleasing the British child as I had of pleasing the British public.
2
 

 

‘Giving pleasure to the British child’ might not have been Wilde’s principal 

intention in constructing his second volume of fairy tales, A House of 
Pomegranates (1891), but he seems to have drawn a distinction, at least for 

himself, between the typical ‘British child’ and the likes of Maxwell or his own 

sons — especially since his son Vyvyan would later admit, ‘He told us all his 

own written fairy stories suitably adapted for our young minds’ (emphasis 

added),
3
 with ‘suitably adapted’ probably only involving compensation for ‘the 

extremely limited vocabulary at the disposal of the British child’.  Besides, as the 

following will suggest, Wilde was less intent on ‘giving pleasure to the British 

                                                 
1
 Ellmann could very well be correct in labelling young Maxwell — as Maxwell does 

himself — ‘a boy’.  Whether the earlier, oral version of Dorian Gray was told to Maxwell 

as ‘a boy’ or as a teenager, it nonetheless suggests that Wilde had been ruminating over 

the details of this story ‘of a man and a picture’ for more than a decade before it assumed 

its published form in 1890.  I have been unable to locate Maxwell’s ‘plagiarised’ story, 

and must assume that it was published anonymously and/or in some minor journal or 

newspaper. 
2
 Letters of Wilde, pp.301-02.  In Fairy Tales and the Art of Subversion: The Classical 

Genre for Children and the Process of Civilization (New York: Routledge, 1991), Jack 

David Zipes writes: 

Wilde was highly disturbed by the way society conditioned and punished young 

people if they did not conform to the proper rules. [….] He had always been 

sensitive to the authoritarian schooling and church rigidity which most English 

children were expected to tolerate [….] [For that reason,] he clearly wanted to 

subvert the messages conveyed by [Hans Christian] Andersen’s tales, but more 

important his poetical style recalled the rhythms and language of the Bible in 

order to counter the stringent Christian code.  (P.114) 
 

3
 Vyvyan Holland, Son of Oscar Wilde (Harmondsworth, Middlesex, UK: Penguin, 

1957), p.45. 
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child’ than on ‘getting pleasure from the British child’, especially if, as Lord 

Henry asserts, the ultimate pleasure is the exercise of influence, ‘to convey one’s 

temperament into another as though it were a subtle fluid […] There was a real 

joy in that’ (Dorian 1891, p.40).  Put simply, given the first audience for Dorian 
Gray, Wilde’s retort to the Pall Mall Gazette becomes disingenuous, becomes an 

act of essential and flagrant diversion, for he was not at liberty to assert that he 

had written those tales with an audience of children in mind, lest he be accused of 

attempting to ‘corrupt the innocent’, which was, in fact, what he was trying to do.   

Wilde did have undistinguished contemporaries whose tales for boys 

could abound with paederastic content without drawing much or any publicity, 

even when those contemporaries attempted to court attention.  In a dumbfounding 

piece of self-advertisement, Edward Irenaeus Prime-Stevenson (1858-1942) — 

sometimes referred to as ‘The Father of Modern American Gay Literature’ — 

writing under the pseudonym of Xavier Mayne, parades the paederastic nuances 

of his own ‘subversive boys books’, particularly Left to Themselves: Being the 
Ordeal of Philip and Gerald, which was published in the same year as Wilde’s 

House of Pomegranates: 

 
Fiction for young people that has uranian hints naturally is thought the last sort 

for circulating among British boys and girls.  [Nevertheless,] in ‘White 

Cockades’, a little tale of the flight of the Younger Pretender, by E. I. Stevenson, 

issued in Edinburgh some years ago, passionate devotion from a rustic youth 

toward the prince, and its recognition are half-hinted as homosexual in essence.  

The sentiment of uranian adolescence is more distinguishable in another book 

for lads, ‘Philip and Gerald’, by the same hand:  a romantic story in which a 

youth in his latter teens is irresistibly attracted to a much younger lad; and 

becomes, con amore, responsible for the latter’s personal safety, in a series of 

unexpected events that throw them together — for life.
1
 

 

Wilde always garnered too much attention from the general public to be as overt 

and scandalous as Prime-Stevenson; nevertheless, despite his comments to the 

Pall Mall Gazette, Wilde did construct tales for boys full of the ‘sentiment of 

uranian adolescence’, as Naomi Wood asserts: 

 
Oscar Wilde’s fairy tales are not often discussed in this [erotic] context, though 

his sexuality has been discussed extensively by a panoply of critics in the 

century since his death.  Oscar Wilde’s fairy tales encode the vision of an 

idealistic pederast, a man who loves beautiful youths; the style and content of his 

fairy tales offer a vision of love and beauty that urges a different aesthetic and 

moral relationship to the world and experience from the heavily censored and 

didactic productions of the Grimm brothers.  Oscar Wilde’s fairy tales 

                                                 
1
 As quoted in James Gifford, ‘Left to Themselves: The Subversive Boys Books of 

Edward Prime-Stevenson (1858-1942)’, Journal of American and Comparative Cultures, 

24.3-4 (2001), pp.113-16 (p.113). 
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rhetorically create a new, morally sensual child by enacting Walter Pater’s 

aesthetics.
1
 

 

Although specific pederastic practice is certainly not to be gleaned from the fairy 

tales, the fairy tales use the ideals and images surrounding Classical and 

contemporary homosexual discourses to offer an alternative, idealized form of 

love and morality, one that emphasizes spiritual procreancy, unselfish self-

sacrifice, and, paradoxically, immersion in sensual experience as the means to 

true spirituality.
2
  

 

Wilde’s most conspicuously paederastic fairy tale — ‘a distinctly more 

transgressive, though still by no means obtrusive, assertion of homosexual 

themes’
3
 — is ‘The Young King’ from A House of Pomegranates.

4
 

 Wilde’s tale begins with a pair of sensual images, images seemingly 

constructed as an invitation for his sons Cyril and Vyvyan to admire 

voyeuristically the young king as exhibitionist — the first, this youth reclining 

provocatively in a sensual pose; the second, racing about the woodlands, barely 

clothed: 

 
The lad — for he was only a lad, being but sixteen years of age — […] had 

flung himself back with a deep sigh of relief on the soft cushions of his 

embroidered couch, lying there, wild-eyed and open-mouthed, like a brown 

woodland Faun, or some young animal of the forest newly snared by the hunters. 

        And, indeed, it was the hunters who had found him, coming upon him 

almost by chance as, bare-limbed and pipe in hand, he was following the flock of 

the poor goatherd who had brought him up, and whose son he had always 

fancied himself to be.  (‘King’, p.213) 

 

The pruriency of this passage is heightened exponentially when placed alongside 

biographical evidence for Wilde, such as the following passages from two letters 

to Robert Ross: 

 

                                                 
1
 Naomi Wood, ‘Creating the Sensual Child: Paterian Aesthetics, Pederasty, and Oscar 

Wilde’s Fairy Tales’, Marvels & Tales: Journal of Fairy-Tale Studies, 16.2 (2002), 

pp.156-70 (p.156). 
2
 Ibid., p.167.  According to Schmidgall, ‘Oscar would never have been so foolish or 

artlessly forthright as to compose his tales in such a way as to make them specifically 

“about” the oppression or repression of homosexual identity [….] I suspect Oscar 

sprinkled just enough subtly strange hints throughout the stories to let the homosexual 

cognoscenti know of his fellow-feeling’ (Stranger, p.153). 
3
 Ibid., p.161. 

4
 Oscar Wilde, ‘The Young King’, in The Complete Works of Oscar Wilde, 3

rd
 edn 

(Glasgow: Harper Collins, 1994), pp.213-22.   
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My dearest Bobbie, Bosie has insisted on stopping here for sandwiches.  He is 

quite like a narcissus — so white and gold.  I will come either Wednesday or 

Thursday night to your rooms.  Send me a line.  Bosie is so tired:  he lies like a 

hyacinth on the sofa, and I worship him.  

You dear boy.  Ever yours, Oscar
1
 

 

There is a great deal of beauty here [in Morocco].  The Kabyle boys are quite 

lovely. [...] Bosie and I have taken to haschish:  it is quite exquisite:  three puffs 

of smoke and then peace and love.
2
 

 

The mountains of Kabylia [are] full of villages peopled by fauns. […] We were 

followed by lovely brown things from forest to forest.  The beggars here have 

profiles, so the problem of poverty is easily solved.
3
  

 

The young king, ‘a brown woodland Faun’, would find his equivalent in the boys 

of Kabyle, ‘lovely brown things’ who followed Wilde and Douglas about the 

Moroccan woodlands (and certainly back to their rooms for ‘peace and love’ and 

a little remuneration, ‘so the problem of poverty is easily solved’) — though, in 

his later, more domesticated and palatial state, the young king, reclining ‘on the 

soft cushions of his embroidered couch […] wild-eyed and open-mouthed’, 

would become the ‘hyacinth on the sofa’, Wilde’s beloved Lord Alfred Douglas. 

Wilde’s sons would also have heard that the young king has a ‘strange 

passion for beauty that was destined to have so great an influence over his life’ 

(‘King’, p.214), a phrase that has its echo in their father’s claim to Douglas that 

‘Pater’s Renaissance […] has had such a strange influence over my life’ (De 
Profundis, p.1022), a phrase that reverberates in this tale, because, as Wood 

asserts, ‘Pater’s aesthetic credo in The Renaissance clearly informs Wilde’s fairy 

tales’.
4
  Pater’s volume also infuses this particular tale with a certain deadliness 

that is not merely textual.  As Dorian explains, ‘The Renaissance knew of strange 

manners of poisoning’ (Dorian 1890, p.77) — one of the most memorable of 

these, according to Pater, at the hand of Ludovico Sforza, ‘who murdered his 

young nephew by slow poison’ (Renaissance 1893, p.85).  The figure of Sforza 

seems almost detectable behind the explanation of the death of the young king’s 

mother, just after giving him birth:  ‘Grief, or the plague, as the court physician 

stated, or, as some suggested, a swift Italian poison administered in a cup of 

spiced wine, slew, within an hour of her wakening, the white girl who had given 

him birth’ (‘King’, p.213). 

 Wilde’s sons would also have been told that, because of his ‘strange 

passion for beauty’, the young king has a penchant for exploring his own palace, 

and that rumours describe him being found 

                                                 
1
 As quoted in Ellmann, p.385. 

2
 Letter to Robert Ross, from Morocco, ca. 25 January 1895, More Letters of Oscar 

Wilde, ed. by Rupert Hart-Davis (New York: Vanguard, 1985), p.128. 
3
 Ibid., p.129. 

4
 N. Wood, p.161.  See also Schmidgall, Stranger, p.150. 
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kneeling in real adoration before a great picture that had just been brought from 

Venice, and that seemed to herald the worship of some new gods.  On another 

occasion he had been missed for several hours, and after a lengthened search had 

been discovered in a little chamber in one of the northern turrets of the palace 

gazing, as one in a trance, at a Greek gem carved with the figure of Adonis.  He 

had been seen, so the tale ran, pressing his warm lips to the marble brow of an 

antique statue that had been discovered in the bed of the river on the occasion of 

the building of the stone bridge, and was inscribed with the name of the 

Bithynian slave of Hadrian.  He had passed a whole night in noting the effect of 

the moonlight on a silver image of Endymion.  (‘King’, p.214) 

 

The passage above displays the young king as fascinated by those Classical 

ephebes whom Dorian Gray had come to encapsulate for the painter Basil, since 

Dorian was an ‘Adonis’, ‘a Narcissus’ with the ‘face of Antinoüs’, the physical 

manifestation of the ‘harmony of soul and body’ (Dorian 1890, pp.4-9).  In fact, 

the young king finds himself reflected in these aesthetic images, particularly in 

his bedroom, where ‘a laughing Narcissus in green bronze held a polished mirror 

above its head’ (‘King’, p.215).  The face of the young king reflected in a mirror 

held by a patinaed Narcissus is a cogent illustration of Wilde’s claim that ‘to love 

oneself is the beginning of a life-long romance’, however fatal that narcissism is 

to oneself or to others. 

As Pater relates in his Renaissance, Johannes Winckelmann had been 

equally stirred by those erotically suggestive, Grecian images:  ‘Suddenly he is in 

contact with that life, still fervent in the relics of plastic art’ (1893, p.146), for 

‘Greek sculpture deals almost exclusively with youth, where the moulding of the 

bodily organs is still as if suspended between growth and completion’ (p.174).  

However, Winckelmann later found this ‘moulding of the bodily organs’ in 

something far less frigid than marble:   

 
That his affinity with Hellenism was not merely intellectual, that the subtler 

threads of temperament were inwoven in it, is proved by his romantic, fervent 

friendships with young men.  He has known, he says, many young men more 

beautiful than Guido [Reni]’s archangel.  These friendships [succeeded in] 

bringing him into contact with the pride of human form.  (P.152) 

 

Similarly, Wilde’s young king also has more than Grecian marbles to stare upon, 

to caress, and to kiss, for he has in his service ‘many young men more beautiful 

than Guido’s archangel’, young companions who answer to his every wish and 

whim:  

 
[The young king] would sometimes be accompanied by the slim, fair-haired 

Court pages, with their floating mantles, and gay fluttering ribands; but more 

often he would be alone, feeling through a certain quick instinct, which was 

almost a divination, that the secrets of art are best learned in secret.   

                (‘King’, p.214) 
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[After relating to his courtiers the three dreams that had revealed the inhumanity 

surrounding the making of his regalia,] he bade them all leave him, save one 

page whom he kept as his companion, a lad a year younger than himself.  Him 

he kept for his service, and when he had bathed himself in clear water, […] he 

put on [his goatherder clothing], and in his hand he took his rude shepherd’s 

staff. 

          And the little page opened his big blue eyes in wonder, and said smiling to 

him, ‘My lord, I see thy robe and thy sceptre, but where is thy crown?’  (P.220) 

 

 

 

 
 

Alessandro Alberti with a Page 
Follower of Titian (Tiziano Vecellio, ca. 1488-1576) 

Oil on canvas, mid 16
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 century 
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 This fairy tale began with several invitations to admire voyeuristically — 

the first, the image of the young king reclining in a sensual pose; the second, of 

the young king racing about the woodlands, barely clothed — and it ends, after a 

dozen such voyeuristic spectacles, with one that Wilde seems to have 

incorporated specifically with Cyril and Vyvyan in mind, for it relates to a 

repeated image from one of their favourite fairy tales, ‘The Selfish Giant’ —  

‘[the trees] covered themselves with blossoms’ (p.284).  When the nobles enter 

the cathedral, swords drawn to slay the young king for degrading his office and 

their esteem, they discover him awaiting his investiture and praying before the 

image of Christ: 

 
And lo! through the painted windows came the sunlight streaming upon him, and 

the sunbeams wove round him a tissued robe that was fairer than the robe that 

had been fashioned for his pleasure.  The dead staff blossomed [with] bare lilies 

that were whiter than pearls.  The dry thorn blossomed [with] bare roses that 

were redder than rubies.  Whiter than fine pearls were the lilies, and their stems 

were of bright silver.  Redder than male rubies were the roses, and their leaves 

were of beaten gold. [….] He stood there in a king’s raiment, and the Glory of 

God filled the place. [….] And the people fell upon their knees in awe, and the 

nobles sheathed their swords and did homage, and the Bishop’s face grew pale, 

and his hands trembled.  ‘A greater than I hath crowned thee’, he cried, and he 

knelt before him. 

 And the young King came down from the high altar, and passed home 

through the midst of the people.  But no man dared look upon his face, for it was 

like the face of an angel.  (‘King’, pp.221-22) 

 

Although Cyril and Vyvyan would have heard that ‘no man dared look upon [the 

young king’s] face’ after his staff had been ‘covered […] with blossoms’ and ‘the 

Glory of God [had] filled the place’, they would also have heard that ‘it was like 

the face of an angel’ — for the narrator, their father, always dared to look upon 

the face of beauty that others feared (however dangerous such a glance might be), 

and was inviting his sons to do so as well. 

Although the prurient, sensual imagery of ‘The Young King’ may have 

gone unnoticed by Wilde’s sons — if one posits that they were less ‘knowing’ 

than Maisie, Alice, or the James children — the tale nonetheless provides 

Decadent, paederastic opportunities, especially if Wilde’s sons were to inquire 

while listening, ‘What is a Faun?’  ‘Who are the “new gods”?’  ‘Why does he 

love Adonis and Endymion so much?’  ‘Who was the Bithynian slave of 

Hadrian?’  ‘What do Court pages do?’ 

 The most ‘dangerous’ sentence in ‘The Young King’ — a sentence that 

ignores all discretion, all parental tact — seems explicitly structured to elicit just 

such a question from either Cyril or Vyvyan, the answer to which must needs be 

paederastic, for it would be impossible to answer otherwise:  ‘[The young king] 

had been seen, so the tale ran, pressing his warm lips to the marble brow of an 

antique statue that had been discovered in the bed of the river on the occasion of 

the building of the stone bridge, and was inscribed with the name of the 
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Bithynian slave of Hadrian’.  This sentence seems to implore either Cyril or 

Vyvyan to inquire, ‘What is his name?’ — hence, providing an occasion for their 

father to insinuate about or expound upon the paederastic relationship between 

Emperor Hadrian (76-138 CE) and the Bithynian boy Antinoüs (111-130 CE), 

about a love that, from the Victorian period to today, ‘dares not speak its name’.
1
  

Their father would have had much to say on that particular theme, since his 

letters to Ross abound with allusions to his feverish ‘nights with Antinous’.
2
  

 However, there is more here than mere textual insinuation; for, as Gary 

Schmidgall observes, ‘one sad result of this coincidence was that the avocation of 

youth-chasing on one hand and the vocation of fatherhood on the other began to 

produce unattractive, sometimes poignant coincidences’
3
 — one of those 

‘poignant coincidences’ arising because, unlike Vyvyan, ‘Cyril was rather more 

like the kinds of young men Oscar instinctively gravitated toward in his 

liaisons’,
4
 which might explain why Vyvyan, who resembled his father more in 

disposition (and, later in life, became one of his father’s most sympathetic of 

scholars), remained almost unmentioned in his father’s conversations and letters, 

while ‘I could not bear the idea of being separated from Cyril, that beautiful, 

loving, loveable child of mine, my friend of all friends, my companion beyond all 

companions’.
5
  However, preference aside, they were both his progeny, and 

Wilde seems to have enfolded them — Cyril in particular — directly into the 

dangerous, erotic atmosphere he had structured around himself, a poignant 

example being a summer holiday spent at the sea: 

 
The Wilde family spent August and September of 1894 at the seaside in 

Worthing [….] Bosie was also a visitor at Worthing, and this was also when 

Oscar became friendly with an eighteen-year-old named Conway who was a 

newspaper boy on the pier at Brighton. [...] The boy became part of the family 

circle, a playmate, in effect, to both Oscar and his sons.  But, as the Queensberry 

Plea of Justification stated, ‘The said Oscar Fingal O’Flahertie Wills Wilde upon 

several occasions in the months of August and September in the year of our Lord 

One thousand eight hundred and ninety-four ... at the Albion Hotel Brighton in 

the same County did solicit and incite one Alfonso Harold Conway to commit 

sodomy and other acts of gross indecency and immorality with him’.
6
 

 

It would certainly be more decorous to brush aside the paederastic import of this, 

to claim that this Worthing holiday had merely provided an opportunity for Wilde 

to spend a few paternal months with his sons, while also enjoying midnight 

frolics with ‘Bosie’ Douglas and the newly acquired Conway.  Such a claim 

                                                 
1
 For an entire volume devoted to this paederastic relationship, see Royston Lambert, 

Beloved and God: The Story of Hadrian and Antinous (New York: Viking, 1984). 
2
 Letter to Robert Ross, 20 February 1898, Letters of Wilde, p.705. 

3
 Schmidgall, Stranger, p.135. 

4
 Ibid., p.142. 

5
 De Profundis, p.1005. 

6
 Schmidgall, Stranger, pp.137-38. 
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would be easier to maintain were it not for Wilde’s appreciation that his lover 

Lord Alfred Douglas had but three passions — ‘boys, brandy, and betting’
1
 — 

and that what Douglas was ‘betting on’ was the prospect of ‘bedding’ Cyril, the 

model for Wilde’s ‘young king’.   

Before considering a vignette about Douglas’s erotic hopes for Cyril, it is 

crucial to consider and mark one comment by Robert Ross, Wilde’s most 

protective friend and former lover, as well as his literary and financial executor:  

‘The only [published] personal reflections to which any importance or belief can 

be attached are those by Monsieur André Gide and Ernest La Jeunesse’.
2
  Ross’s 

comment provides André Gide’s autobiographical remembrances a degree of 

authenticity afforded to only one other, and it is in this light that one must 

consider the following vignette:  Gide records that, after Douglas had described 

Cyril’s beauty to him, Douglas ‘whispered with a self-satisfied smile, “He will be 

for me”’.
3
  As with anyone given to betting, Douglas was counting on a little luck 

and a slight advantage, an advantage that Wilde’s fairy tale might easily have 

provided, for that tale was a Decadent seed planted by Cyril’s father, a father 

whose lover hoped to reap its bounty, and would likely have acted upon his 

desires for the ‘young king’ so ‘wild-eyed’ had Wilde’s conviction and 

imprisonment for ‘gross indecency’ not interposed.  As a result of their father’s 

trials and incarceration, Cyril and Vyvyan never saw him again.  Whisked away 

to the Continent to avoid the taint of his and Douglas’s lingering stains, they left 

behind everything Wildean, even his name, becoming instead Cyril and Vyvyan 

Holland.  The last word about this troubling episode rightly belongs to Cyril, who 

expresses that, after more than a decade of contemplation, 

 
the more convinced I became that, first and foremost, I must be a man.  There 

was to be no cry of decadent artist, of effeminate aesthete, of weak-kneed 

degenerate. [….] I am no wild, passionate, irresponsible hero.  I live by thought, 

not by emotion.
4
 

 

Cyril’s comments, encapsulated in the allusive ‘I am no wild’, reveal the disparity 

between Wilde’s expectations and the fate of the sons he had hoped would follow 

in his own Decadent footsteps, footsteps left across their nursery in the form of 

fairy tales, the most prurient being ‘The Young King’.  Wilde’s sordid trials and 

complete disgrace insured that his influence over his sons would not continue as 

he had envisioned — and assured, as well, that Douglas would lose his ‘chance’ 

                                                 
1
 Letter to Robert Ross, ca. 29 June 1900, Letters of Wilde, p.831.  One is reminded here 

of the statement attributed to Winston Churchill:  ‘Don’t talk to me about naval tradition.  

It’s nothing but rum, sodomy and the lash’.  Douglas might well have profited from ‘the 

lash’ — though, in his case, it would probably have led to ‘le vice anglais’ (a love of the 

flagellum) rather than an improvement in discipline or character. 
2
 As quoted in Ada Leverson, Letters to the Sphinx from Oscar Wilde, with Reminiscences 

of the Author by Ada Leverson (London: Duckworth, 1930), p.14. 
3
 See Gide, If It Die, pp.300-01.  About Douglas’s plans for Cyril, see d’Arch Smith, p.47. 

4
 As quoted in Vyvyan Holland, p.122. 
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with Cyril, a chance that Wilde does not seem to have been particularly averse 

about facilitating, for none knew his beloved Douglas’s character and desires 

better than he.  

 For over a hundred years, legions of parents have unwittingly scattered 

Wilde’s utterly Decadent, paederastic fairy tales across the nurseries of the world.  

It is an enduring benefit to Wilde’s enduring fame that he had learned from Pater 

the secret of an enduringly evasive style — ‘all those lurking half-meanings and 

that evanescent suggestion’.
1
  Otherwise, bonfires aplenty would probably have 

consumed his works for children long ago.  However, to see ‘the red shambles of 

the Circus’ properly, one must peer ‘through a clear emerald’ owned by a fiddling 

Nero (Dorian 1890, p.76) — which is a symbolic way of expressing that, to 

appreciate its ‘underthought’, one needs a Decadent perspective like the one he 

possessed and few ‘enlightened’ parents do.  Fairy tales have always seemed a 

rather innocuous genre (at least the English variety), the last place one would 

expect to find an utterly Decadent, paederastic playfulness:  however, once 

Wilde’s ‘agenda’ is recognised, his fairy tales literally explode with erotic 

nuance. 

 Before returning to Wilde, consider the following passage of typical 

erotica, a masturbatory fantasy a bit banal, the sort of thing most parents would 

consider criminal or nearly criminal to read to a child, an act that would 

undoubtedly constitute ‘corrupting the innocent’: 

 
His penis was very limp, so it took a long time to get himself going.  ‘Now I am 

going of!’ he cried, and made himself very stiff and straight.  ‘Delightful’, he 

cried, ‘I shall go on like this forever’.  Fortunately nobody saw him or heard 

him.  Then he began to feel a curious tingling sensation all over him.  ‘Now I am 

going to explode’, he cried.  And he certainly did explode.  There was no doubt 

about it. 

 

The above may appear incompatible with the present considerations, a trite 

example of erotica lacking any Wildean flair.  Nonetheless, the above is, in 

actuality, one of Wilde’s fairy tales stripped of its ‘surface’ — or, to phrase this 

symbolically, seen through Nero’s ‘clear emerald’ — a dangerously clear 

perspective Wilde thwarts for the typical reader by a few alterations, a few 

additions.  Replace the word ‘penis’ with ‘rocket’ (an object very close in 

contour), add a few bombastic sound-effects, and ‘The Remarkable Rocket’ is 

ready for insertion into The Happy Prince and Other Tales (1888): 

 
The Rocket was very damp, so he took a long time to burn.  At last, however, the 

fire caught him. 

        ‘Now I am going off!’ he cried, and he made himself very stiff and straight.  

‘I know I shall go much higher than the stars, much higher than the moon, much 

higher than the sun.  In fact, I shall go so high that — ’ 

        Fizz! Fizz! Fizz! and he went straight up into the air. 

                                                 
1
 Moore, Confessions, p.166. 
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        ‘Delightful!’ he cried, ‘I shall go on like this for ever.  What a success I 

am!’ 

        But nobody saw him. 

        Then he began to feel a curious tingling sensation all over him. 

       ‘Now I am going to explode’, he cried.  ‘I shall set the whole world on fire, 

and make such a noise that nobody will talk about anything else for a whole 

year’.  And he certainly did explode. Bang! Bang! Bang! went the gunpowder.  

There was no doubt about it. 

        But nobody heard him, not even the two little boys, for they were sound 

asleep.
1
 

 

The above recalls Wilde’s later Worthing holiday with his sons, and his 

bombastic sexual exploits there with Douglas and Conway, though ‘nobody heard 

[them], not even the two little boys, for they were sound asleep’, or seemed to be 

(not that anyone was paying attention, except perhaps for Douglas). 

 Through such fairy tales, Wilde had found a vehicle for his own 

paederastic ‘agenda’, as well as a perfect cover for expressing what could not 

have been expressed so easily in another form, especially if one wished to extend 

one’s influence over ‘the British child’.  Wilde had indeed assumed the duties of 

Rev. Canon Chasuble from The Importance of Being Earnest, Chasuble claiming, 

‘I am not by any means a bigoted Paedobaptist’ (Act II)
2
 — implying that, though 

he is a ‘Paedobaptist’ (or ‘sprinkler of children’), he is not of the bigoted sort.  

Wilde — another ‘Paedobaptist’, another ‘sprinkler of children’, another 

individual who liked ‘to convey [his] temperament [over] another as though it 

were a subtle fluid’ — has been permitted to sprinkle his ‘subtle fluid’ over the 

nurseries of the world, because parents, fortunately for Wilde, generally have an 

inability to read below the surface, particularly the surface of ‘Paedobaptistry’.  

They generally have no knowledge of the import of his ‘Preface’ to Dorian Gray:  

‘All art is at once surface and symbol.  Those who go beneath the surface do so at 

their peril’ (1891, p.17). 

 The utter disparity between Pater’s ‘Epicureanism’ and Wilde’s 

‘Paedobaptistry’ displays how divergent the two Uranian paths really are — one 

leading to Platonic aestheticism, the other to Priapic satiation; one leading to ‘a 

sort of chivalrous conscience’, the other to ‘a madness for pleasure’.  This 

disparity involves the personal ethics of whether the proximity to the object of 

desire should be crossed or not, involves the presence or absence of self-mastery, 

involves a concern for the ‘problem of [and to] the boy’. 

 For Pater, this problem is ever filtered through one of his favoured 

concepts, ascêsis (rigorous ‘self-control’, ‘self-discipline’, or ‘self-mastery’)
3
 — 

and to be ‘no master of myself’, Hopkins asserts, ‘is the worst failure of all’ 

                                                 
1
 Oscar Wilde, ‘The Remarkable Rocket’, in The Complete Works of Oscar Wilde, 3
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 edn 

(Glasgow: Harper Collins, 1994), pp.294-301 (p.301).   
2
 The Importance of Being Earnest, in ibid., pp.357-419 (p.382). 

3
 In his ‘Preface’ to The Renaissance, Pater glosses this term as ‘the austere and serious 

girding of the loins in youth’ (1893, p.xxiii).  See Donoghue, pp.79; 88.  
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(Retreat notes of 1888, Sermons, p.262).  This failure to exercise self-mastery 

ruined more than Wilde himself, for it also ruined many of those boys and young 

men who had come into contact with him and his ass-thetic/erotic residues.  

Wilde and his coterie had taken the easier, less profound of the two Uranian 

paths, hence would never have appreciated the expression of love and the beauty 

of self-martyrdom that Uranians like Pater and Hopkins sought to actualise, to 

legitimise, and to capture aesthetically, a love and a self-martyrdom that was also 

cogently and heart-wrenchingly embraced by Terence Hanbury White (1906-64), 

a novelist who would, half a century later, walk the same ‘elevated’ Uranian path 

with a boy named Zed.  As White relates on 18 September 1957: 

 
I have fallen in love with Zed. […] It would be unthinkable to make Zed 

unhappy with the weight of this impractical, unsuitable love.  It would be against 

his human dignity.  Besides, I love him for being happy and innocent, so it 

would be destroying what I loved.  He could not stand the weight of the world 

against such feelings — not that they are bad in themselves.  It is the public 

opinion which makes them so.  In any case, on every score of his happiness, not 

my safety, the whole situation is an impossible one.  All I can do is to behave 

like a gentleman.  It has been my hideous fate to be born with an infinite 

capacity for love and joy with no hope of using them. 

 I do not believe that some sort of sexual relations with Zed would do 

him harm — he would probably think and call them t’rific.  I do not think I 

could hurt him spiritually or mentally.  I do not believe that perverts are made so 

by seduction.  I do not think that sex is evil, except when it is cruel or degrading, 

as in rape, sodomy, etc., or that I am evil or that he could be.  But the practical 

facts of life are an impenetrable barrier — the laws of God, the laws of Man.  

His age, his parents, his self-esteem, his self-reliance, the progress of his 

development in a social system hostile to the heart, the brightness of his being 

which has made this what a home should be for three whole weeks of utter 

holiday, the fact that the old exist for the benefit of the young, not vice versa, the 

factual impossibilities set up by law and custom, the unthinkableness of turning 

him into a lonely or sad or eclipsed or furtive person — every possible detail of 

what is expedient, not what is moral, offers the fox to my bosom, and I must let 

it gnaw.
1
 

 

White’s comment that ‘the practical facts of life are an impenetrable barrier [….] 

[that] offers the fox to my bosom, and I must let it gnaw’ is the most profound 

expression of ‘elevated’ Uranian sentiment I have as yet encountered in my 

studies, and reveals that the Uranian continuum is still a vital aspect of the human 

condition and of aesthetic contemplation, reaching far beyond that ‘small band of 

elite “Oxonian” souls’
2
 that many would dismiss as an aberrant or abhorrent 

                                                 
1
 As quoted in Sylvia Townsend Warner, T. H. White: A Biography (London: Jonathan 
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cluster of ‘crazy’ Victorian poets or Oxford eccentrics, a cluster that the 

‘legitimate’ powers of contemporary Western society — social, medical, ethical, 

religious, legal, political, scholarly, and familial — would dismiss as 

maladjusted, psychotic, immoral, sinful, unlawful, fringe, objectionable, and/or 

intrusive.  Despite such dismissals, the Uranian continuum continues to surface, 

even today.   

 

 What follows is a consideration of that continuum — at least its more 

‘elevated’ path taken by Hopkins, Pater, and later writers such as T. H. White — 

a consideration that will serve as a miniature of the entire volume.  Befittingly, it 

will begin at the beginning, by considering the influence of the earliest Uranian, 

William Johnson (later Cory), whose paederastic pedagogy and collection of 

verses Ionica influenced many an Etonian such as Digby Mackworth Dolben, 

providing lessons in paederastic pedagogy, elevated friendship, erotic dalliance, 

and thwarted love, lessons that serve to elucidate the paederastic continuum 

stretching, unbroken, from Greco-Roman times to the present, a continuum that is 

evident in the works of such writers as E. M. Forster and Guy Davenport. 
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