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The Voice That Speaks: Wilde Trial

In 1895, Oscar Wilde, a well known and respected playwright, journeyed from the stage to the courtroom, where he himself became the central figure of a drama.  But the drama was not centered around what we would consider to be a criminal act today, but one that was considered hideous, sinful, and dreadfully unlawful in 19th century society.  After continuously being harassed by Lord Queensberry, father of Lord Alfred Douglas, who was Wilde’s supposed lover, Wilde made an unforeseen decision that would ruin his life – he took Queensberry to court.  But the trial’s focus quickly shifted from Queenberry’s defense to Wilde’s own, where he was accused of homosexuality, an act considered to be of criminal repute and which later led to the imprisonment and ruin of Wilde’s career and life.  For those of us living in the 21st century, where homosexuality is steadily emerging as an accepted mode of sexuality, several questions still remain: what were the specific attitudes of homosexuality in 19th century society, that would allow a man to legally be punished and imprisoned for it; and how did the Oscar Wilde trials reveal these attitudes?  By obtaining background details behind the history of homosexuality, a transcribed version of the Wilde trials can better be analyzed for a careful understanding of how a man could legally be convicted of homosexuality.  Added to this is an interesting connection between Ancient Roman beliefs of accepted sexuality to Wilde’s own.

The trials of Oscar Wilde went from a legal accusation of harassment, made from Wilde to Queensburry, to an accusation on Wilde’s supposed homosexuality, which would lead him behind bars as punishment.  The question is all too clear for many of us that are unaccustomed to the legal reprimands (outside of social judgment) due to homosexuality: how was it that a man could be legally convicted of homosexuality, and how did it come to be considered an illegal offense? 

Since the time of Henry VIII, the act of sodomy was considered to be a civil crime, even punishable by death
.  Although this was the case, it has been said that sexual relations between two adult males was commonplace and accepted in some cases.  It was partly due to the social purity movement, led by feminists and social conservatists, that the issue of homosexuality emerged in the late 1800s (Linder).  These two groups sought to protect young girls by changing the age of assault that was considered to be a misdemeanor.  This led to Henry Labouchere, M.P., to propose an amendment to the then current criminal laws, making any age punishable if convicted of “gross indecencies.”  The Criminal Law Amendment Act had added to the illegality of “buggery” (sodomy) to include “any male person who, in public or private, commits, or is a party to the commission of, or procures or attempts to procure the commission by any male person of, any act of gross indecency with another male person” (Greenberg 400).  Labouchere had originally chosen vague words to describe his meaning of this, and it was twisted around to include sexual acts between two members of the same sex (Linder).  It was under this law that Oscar Wilde was tried and convicted of in 1895
.  

Under the Criminal Law Amendment Act, the maximum penalty for sodomy was two years’ imprisonment, which was cut down from life in prison, which had itself been cut down from hanging, as already seen since Henry VIII’s time (Greenberg 15).  But what appears to be a softer approach
 towards homosexuality is really just an elusive mirage, since the intolerance of homosexuality was at a rise towards the late 1800s and considered to be a “monstrous vice” (Greenberg 400).  Now the question moves from how could one be imprisoned to why?  This question is, of course, controversial and up for argument, but two particular areas seemed to rouse the public into a frenzy: the effeminacy of certain homosexuals, and the fear and speculation that homosexuality could be taught from one to another.  Both of these points seem to appear in the case of Oscar Wilde.

In a work written by David F. Greenberg, noted writer and professor of sociology, he raises the question of “whether effeminate homosexual men evoke a stronger hostile response from heterosexuals than gay men whose gender is conventional” (Greenberg 391). This statement is followed by a comment that studies have shown the answer to be in the affirmative
.  The relation to this point and the Wilde case is that his flamboyant and eccentric nature (speculated as stemming from his Irish roots) placed Wilde in this category of being decidedly ‘different.’ Several have also made statements to the effect that Wilde was indeed effeminate. This makes his homosexuality seem to pose a more personal threat to the community in the eyes of its inhabitants.  But there are also reasons during that time that point to a widening fear of effeminate homosexuals:  just a decade and a half prior to Wilde’s trials, the first Boer War was lost under the leadership of an effeminate homosexual, and “male effeminacy was taken as a sign that the nation was losing its ability to sustain imperial expansion” (Greenberg 392).  This was followed by publicity given to Max Nordau’s Entartung, which stated that “only a chaste leadership can survive challenge from the infidel lower classes” (Greenberg 392).  Here, Greenberg speculates that Wilde was convicted of sodomy not strictly because of his homosexuality, but because of his “flamboyant and contemptuous manner.” But in light of this, it should be kept in mind that given his artistic endeavors and success, Wilde’s case intensified by his already established popularity.

Returning to Wilde’s “flamboyant” and effeminate nature, based on the above, these qualities would have placed him in a category that was feared and held in contempt by the people, mainly because of their lack of knowledge and naïveté
 towards the subject.  He was different – if not in his sexual preferences (from heterosexuality, considered to be the norm) then due to his showy nature.  Madame de Bremont, who wrote on Wilde, is said to have labeled him a “feminine soul,” and as appearing abnormal because of his genius, which stems from the soul and brain being bound by sexual antithesis (Sherard 96).  This, she stated, was the reason for his “secret influence that weighted down his manhood and enervated his hope: the knowledge that 

he possessed the feminine soul; that he was a slave to the capricious, critical, feminine weakness to temptation; the feminine instinct of adaptability, the feminine impulse of the wanton’s soul, gave him the lust for strange, forbidden pleasures…” (Sherard 96).  Here, Madame de Bremont, who knew him personally, gives a critical reading of his character in a very interesting way – although her description excuses Wilde for his “indecent” actions based on nature’s own influences, she marks him as being different from the majority (a genius, as a result)
.  Modern writers have described him as “Eccentric clothing never perturbed Oscar, and flamboyant personal ornamentation became a habit.  He grew to love jeweled rings and jeweled prose” (Fido 18).


Aside from the specific fear of effeminacy, it was thought that homosexuality could be taught to one another. This seems to be particularly evident in the incident involving Alfred Douglas’ father, Lord Queensberry.  Lord Queensberry was very concerned over the relationship between his son and Wilde.  He felt that it was changing his son, and went as far as threatening to disown him.  In a letter written to his son on April 1, 1894, he wrote the following: “With my own eyes I saw you in the most loathsome and disgusting relationship, as expressed by your manner and expression.  Never in my experience have I seen such a sight as that in your horrible features….  No wonder people are talking as they are” (Linder).  According to Lord Queensberry, Douglas had never acted in such a fashion as he had during the dinner between him, his father, and Wilde, which sparked the cited letter.  During this get-together, Douglas has been described as acting with very effeminate gestures and remaining close to Wilde.  Because his father had not seen him act in such a fashion prior to this, he was under the impression that it was due to his friendship with Wilde. Therefore, if he were to end this relationship, these gestures and acts of effeminacy staining his reputation would also stop. 


In one editorial featured in the London Evening News, the belief that homosexuality was a learned act is also mentioned:  “To [Wilde] and such as him we owe the spread of moral degeneration amongst young men with abilities sufficient to make them a credit to their country.  At the feet of Wilde they have learned to gain notoriety by blatant conceit, by despising the emotions of healthy humanity and the achievements of wholesome talent” (Greenberg 393).  This article specifically labels Wilde as being responsible for corrupting young men.  Even during the cross examination of 21 year old witness and supposed lover of Wilde, Charles Parker, during the first trial shows how it was specifically asked whether the young Parker had committed sexual relations prior to being with Wilde, as seen from the trial transcripts below:

Gill--Until you became acquainted with Taylor
 had you ever been mixed up with men in the commission of indecent acts? 
Parker--No, never.

This shows how the point was made that it was because of Wilde that Parker committed this “sin.”  John Boswell, a recognized writer on the history of attitudes toward homosexuality, also states that it was a common notion that homosexual behavior was a “learned” trait obtained through cross-cultural contact (Boswell 52).  Boswell goes back to as early as the 5th century B.C., where Herodotus claimed that Persians learned homosexuality through the Greeks; and it was also thought that crusaders brought with them homosexual behavior back to Europe from the Middle East during the Middle Ages (Boswell 52).  Obviously, this stream of belief is not a new one, and thinking from the perspective of an inhabitant with this mind set, Wilde would indeed pose a threat to society, working towards converting it into a homosexual one.  This made him even more dangerous than his effeminacy, because all of the young boys’ sexuality at stake, which meant that the ability to reproduce would also be threatened.  Thus was the mode of thinking during Wilde’s time.


With these points in mind, the hostility (which was, of course, unfounded) during Wilde’s trials towards homosexuality does not appear as shocking, especially in light of the fact that the thought of someone going to prison because of their sexual identity initially seemed preposterous and unheard of to some of us.  Nevertheless, this hostility was very present.  Once the focus shifted away from Queensberry, the purpose of the trial was to determine whether Oscar Wilde had committed acts of homosexuality.  The level of hostility can best be seen in the judges’ closing statement, as he reads that Wilde has been found to be guilty and will receive the maximum penalty to be had under this crime:

Sentencing Statement of Justice Wills 

Statement made to Wilde and Taylor after the jury returned its verdict of "guilty."
Justice Wills: Oscar Wilde and Alfred Taylor, the crime of which you have been convicted is so bad that one has to put stern restraint upon one's self to prevent one's self from describing, in language which I would rather not use, the sentiments which must rise in the breast of every man of honor who has heard the details of these two horrible trials.  That the jury has arrived at a correct verdict in this case I cannot persuade myself to entertain a shadow of a doubt; and I hope, at all events, that those who sometimes imagine that a judge is half-hearted in the cause of decency and morality because he takes care no prejudice shall enter into the case, may see that it is consistent at least with the utmost sense of indignation at the horrible charges brought home to both of you. 

It is no use for me to address you.  People who can do these things must be dead to all sense of shame, and one cannot hope to produce any effect upon them.  It is the worst case I have ever tried.  That you, Taylor, kept a kind of male brothel it is impossible to doubt.  And that you, Wilde, have been the center of a circle of extensive corruption of the most hideous kind among young men, it is equally impossible to doubt. 

I shall, under the circumstances, be expected to pass the severest sentence that the law allows.  In my judgment it is totally inadequate for a case such as this.  The sentence of the Court is that each of you be imprisoned and kept to hard labor for two years. 

In the closing statement above, the judge states that the conviction is “so bad” that it would force them to have to restrain themselves in the face of the “horrible” trials, almost as though he were driven by a physical desire to hurt the convicted.  The judge clearly expresses his doubtless belief that both Wilde and Taylor are guilty of this “horrible” charge. The judge goes on to say that the two men are “dead to all sense of shame,” and that Wilde brought the most “hideous kind” of corruption to young men.  These statements clearly demonstrate the repulsive response of the judge to the act of homosexuality.  He claims that it is the “worst case” he has ever tried – it would be interesting to compare other cases tried by this judge to weigh homosexuality against other criminal acts, such as murder.  Did they truly view this to be an act worse than taking a life?  Interestingly, the judge gives a comment that implies the maximum sentencing, which he gives to Wilde and Taylor, as being too lenient.  Given that he views this as the most severe crime imaginable, this does not come as a shock.  


A correlation too interesting to set aside is the connection between the practice of the Romans in comparison to Oscar Wilde’s actions and references made by himself and others.  During ancient Rome, going even further back to Ancient Greece, it was believed to be appropriate for a younger man to come under the apprenticeship of an older one.  This apprenticeship constituted the entrance of manhood and very often involved sexual intercourse between the two males, with the younger as being the “passive” participant.  Once the young man passed the accepted age for this arrangement, it was considered to be inappropriate, and keeping to the rules of who played the “passive” and “aggressive” role during intercourse was very important and marked the line of appropriateness.  Aside from this, several ancient philosophers and writers have condoned the act of homosexuality within their works. In quoting Xenophon, an ancient writer and philosopher, John Boswell stated that Xenophon “expressed the opinion of most Greeks of his day when he commented that homosexuality was a part of ‘human nature’” (Boswell).  Boswell goes on to quote Aristotle, who mentions homosexuality as “natural”; Plutarch, who is quoted as saying that “there is a good deal of homosexuality among your brightest and best”; and even Plato professed his consent, who wrote the following comment that makes his stance all too clear: “Wherever, therefore, it has been established that it is shameful to be involved in homosexual relationships, this is due to evil on the part of the legislators, to despotism on the part of the rulers, and to cowardice on the part of the governed” (Boswell 49-58).  The last comment, made by Plato, is very logical in nature and aligns itself with the theory of the people fearing and feeling threatened by and of homosexuality.  


Several signals are given that demonstrate Wilde’s knowledge of these stances and practices.  During the trial, Wilde was read a poem written by Alfred Douglas that is titled “Two Loves,”and published in Wilde’s The Chameleon.  The poem speaks of “Love that dare not speak its name,” which prompts the counsel to question Wilde on who exactly is this love?  Obviously, it is insinuated that the poem refers to the love and sexual play of Douglas and Wilde, but Wilde’s response is not of this nature, but rather from an older male to younger apprentice, as is evident from his response:  “Gill--What is the "Love that dare not speak its name"?  Wilde—

"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 Michelangelo 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 Michelangelo, and those two letters of mine, 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.  It is beautiful, it is fine, it is the noblest form of affection.  There is nothing unnatural about it.  It is intellectual, and it repeatedly exists between an elder and a younger man, when the elder man has intellect, and the younger man has all the joy, hope and glamour of life before him.  That it should be so the world  does not understand.  The world mocks at it and sometimes puts one in the pillory 

for it” (Linder).  Like the practice of the Romans, Wilde mentions the exact relationship that was very common in Rome, which he equates to his own relationships with young men: as “a great affection for an elder for a younger man.”  He also quotes Plato who, aside from being a Roman from ancient times, has clearly stated his acceptance of homosexuality.  He comments above that there is nothing “unnatural” about this type of relationship, and in Roman times, that is very much so.  Like Plato’s statement, Wilde in this passage indicates that the world does not understand this relationship, and it is almost as though he were speaking as Plato, so close is the analogy of the leaders’ ignorance.


During another moment from the trial, the witness Charles Parker was asked by prosecution Gill of what he and Wilde frequently spoke of. To this, Parker responded by saying that “Wilde would talk of poetry and art during dinner, and of the old Roman days” (Linder). Once again, Wilde mentions the ancient roman days, likely speaking of the old roman ways.  Another connection to the old roman ways was the consistent age of his supposed lovers, which resembled this elder/youth relationship typical in Ancient Rome: “John Gray being twelve years, Fred Benson thirteen, Ross and Gide fifteen, Douglas sixteen and Beergohm eighteen years younger than Wilde” (Pine 142).  All too clear is a continuous link and resemblance to Wilde’s practices and beliefs, in the respect of sexuality, to that of the Romans.


Douglas O. Linder, author of “Famous Trials” website and professor of Law, summed up the Oscar Wilde scandal quite appropriately when he stated that the “Old Bailey, the main courthouse in London, had never presented a show quite like the three trials that captivated England and much of the literary world in the spring of 1895.  Celebrity, sex, witty dialogue, political intrigue, surprising twists, and important issues of art and morality--is it any surprise that the trials of Oscar Wilde continue to fascinate one hundred years after the death of one of the world's greatest authors and playwrights?”  

The answer to Linder’s question is a definite no.  The status and flamboyancy of Wilde had a great deal to do with the magnanimity that the trials grew to.  As we’ve seen, these factors that made him different in the eyes of the public, particularly his effeminate nature, turned him into a model threat for the public.  At this time, the fear and threat of homosexuality was growing, and Wilde’s trial took part in that growth.  Linder speculates that “The Wilde trials caused public attitudes toward homosexuals to become harsher and less tolerant.  Whereas prior to the trials there was a certain pity for those who engaged in same-sex passion, after the trials homosexuals were seen more as a threat” (Linder).  I would not agree that Wilde’s case alone dramatically changed the attitudes of the public, but rather that it was one in several other incidents during the span of two decades that caused a more aggressive fear of homosexuals.  This was the case in particularly those displaying effeminate natures, such as in the case of the Boer War’s homosexual leader.   This, toppled with the new Criminal Law Amendment Act enacted in the late 1800s, was what truly peaked the threat of homosexuality in England.  

This fear of homosexuals can be said to stem from many things, but two common themes seem to be the focus on effeminacy, and its unnatural nature, and also the belief that homosexuality is learned.  This was evident in both the way that Lord Queensberry reacted to his son’s newfound effeminacy, blaming it on Wilde, and the newspaper clipping explicitly stating that Wilde was responsible for the corruption of many young boys.  John Boswell also demonstrated that this belief dates as far back as the 5th century B.C.  With this belief looming over the heads of the public, Wilde appeared to pose an extreme threat.  The response from the judge during the trial’s sentencing statement is evidence enough of the horrendous views that homosexuals were seen through.

Interestingly, Wilde’s views on the appropriate relationship between a young man and elder closely resembled the typical actions of Ancient Romans.  This relationship, which Wilde himself notes as one of mentorship, was used as a learning tool for young boys developing into manhood.  In his description of this type of relationship in court, in the age difference of his lovers (all younger than he), and in the various quotes and references he throws out randomly, Wilde is clearly in agreement with this set of Roman ways, which opens up the question of whether he was truly a homosexual in the definition of an Ancient Roman.  But this point can be deeply speculated on, and the point remains that he was in full acceptance of these practices.

And once again we are left with Wilde’s famous final question that departed him from the trial.  Were he here today, the answer to this question would be yes!, we are finally listening! 


Wilde—“And I?  May I say nothing, my Lord?”
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� Henry VIII issued The Statute of 1533, making sodomy a capital offense until 1828 (Douglas Linder. “Homosexuality and the Law”)


� Ironically, Labouchere was a close personal friend of Wilde, and during the debate over this amendment, homosexuality was never discussed (Greenberg 400).


� By soft approach I do not mean that they were literally “soft”, as in lenient, but not as initially harsh (harsh would be considered here as the loss of life, reduced to 2 years imprisonment). 


� This study is noted as taken from Morin and Garfinkle (1978).


� Naïveté in terms of believing that a nation’s ability to sustain capital expansion was due to male effeminacy.


� An interesting note worth mentioning is that Wilde was thought to have been “trained” in effeminacy by his mother, who is said to have wanted a girl, and even went on to dress him in women’s clothing (Fido 16).


� Taylor is the acquaintance of Wilde who is said to have set up and arranged several of Wilde’s prospective lovers, which here includes Charles Parker, a 21 year old valet who claims to having partaken in sexual relations with Wilde because he was low on funds (Linder2).





