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Society Events 
 

Friday 26th March: Talk by Matthew Sturgis, CAA, 

Covent Garden at 

7:00pm 

“When in Rome - Oscar 

Wilde’s Roman Sightseeing” 

Oscar Wilde went to Rome 

twice: once as a student, and 

again - at the end of his life - 

as a disgraced exile. He found 

much to inspire and console 

him in the Eternal City.  

 

Matthew Sturgis (author of 

the acclaimed When in Rome - 

200 Years of Roman Sightsee-

ing) examines the sights, art-

works and monuments that 

most impressed him.  

 

The Club for Acts and Actors 

is in Bedford Street, Covent 

Garden, behind the unassuming red door shown in this picture. 

 

The cost of the event is £7.00. There is no booking form on this occa-

sion; please pay by Paypal (membership@oscarwildesociety.co.uk) 

indicating what the money is for. If you do not have access to Paypal 

please send a cheque made payable to The Oscar Wilde Society to 

Michael Seeney at the address on the back cover. 

 

Saturday 12th May at 10:30 am, Visit to Reading Gaol 

Our last, very successful visit to Reading Gaol was in 2010; we have 

now secured another visit  and we hope that those who have not been 

before will take advantage of the opportunity. Senior Officer Tony 
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Stokes, who has looked after us so well on previous visits, has now 

left the prison but we will again be shown many fascinating parts of 

the prison which can be related to Wilde‟s time there and to the text 

of The Ballad of Reading Gaol.  

For reasons of security, numbers will be strictly limited for this visit. 

There will be a charge of £10, but would those wishing to go please e

-mail me first (michael.seeney@btinternet.com) to make sure places 

are available before sending money. 

Joining instructions will be sent to those with confirmed bookings 

nearer the time, but in order to notify the prison of numbers I must 

have names by  Friday 9 March at the latest. 

 

Saturday 9 June at 4:00pm, Oscance 

There will again be a commemoration of Oscar and Constance‟s mar-

riage at St James‟s Paddington. 

 

Saturday 21 July, Magdalen Luncheon 

The Summer lunch at Magdalen College will be on Saturday 21 July.. 

Our guest speaker will be Geoff Dibb who is preparing the Society‟s 

next publication, on Oscar‟s lecture tour of the British Isles. Further 

details in a later issue of Intentions.  

 

Friday 26 October, The Birthday Dinner 

We are delighted that our speaker at this year‟s Birthday Dinner will 

be Merlin Holland who will talk informally on the background to his 

forthcoming book, provisionally titled After Oscar. Once again the 

dinner will be at the National Liberal Club. Further details in future 

Intentions. 

 

If you have not yet signed up for the e-newsletter, please do so by 

sending an e-mail to michael.seeney@btinternet.com, simply putting 

NEWSLETTER in the subject line. 
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The Unveiling of the Restored Epstein Monument, Pere Lachaise 

Cemetery, 30 November 2011 

 

Members will know that a wonderfully cleaned, and protected, tomb 

was unveiled on 30 November. We reproduce here the remarks made 

at the ceremony by Merlin Holland and Rupert Everett. As Merlin 

notes: Please note that this was delivered in French from notes, 

which may account for some of the slightly flowery expressions 

which are not always easy to render into English! 
  

 

Monsieur le Ministre McGinley 

Monsieur le conseiller diplomatique au Ministère de la Culture  

Monsieur l‟Ambassadeur d‟Irlande 

Notre invité d‟honneur Rupert Everett 

Mesdames et Messieurs 

Welcome to this very special ceremony. I am delighted to see that you 

have come in such numbers which clearly shows the significance that 

the event has taken on. 

 

This tomb is no stranger 

to controversy.  When it 

was completed in 1912 

and brought to Paris the 

Père Lachaise authorities 

immediately pronounced 

it indecent and hid the 

genitalia of the angel by 

covering them with a 

large quantity of plaster 

and kept the whole 

monument under a tar-

paulin for two years. 

During that time there 

was much argument 

about the nature of the 

work with the sculptor, 

Jacob Epstein and vari-
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ous French men of letters on one side and the Préfet de la Seine and 

the Conservateur de Père Lachaise on the other. It was finally un-

veiled just after the outbreak of the First War when the world had 

more important things to do than argue about the indecency of an an-

gel‟s genitalia. 

  

All went well until the early 1960s when apparently two English 

spinsters came to Père Lachaise, attacked the angel and broke off its 

testicles.  In the continuing and true spirit of Victorian morality they 

considered them to be an embodiment of Oscar Wilde„s decadence.  

By 1988 the condition of the tomb had begun to deteriorate with al-

gae and graffiti, and it is thanks to the descendants of Robert Ross, 

Oscar Wilde's great friend, that the process  of getting the tomb clas-

sified as a French Historic Monument began.  I am very happy that 
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here today are members of the family of Robert Ross whose ashes 

were placed within the memorial in 1950. One of the conditions for 

its acceptance by the Monuments Historiques was that it should be 

thoroughly cleaned and that operation was carried out in 1993, also 

with help from the Irish Government. Once the tomb had been in-

cluded on the „liste supplémentaire‟ in 1995,  the French authorities, 

exceptionally, told us that we should seek 'classification complète': 

not merely classification at the 'supplementary' level but to be trans-

ferred, as occasionally happens, to the original Nineteenth Century 

list as a fully fledged French National Historic Monument. This was 

done in 1997.  

 

Then the kissing began and lipstick marks were left on the tomb. 

Wearing my family hat, I am forced to say how deeply touched I am 

by this attention my grandfather has received.  In 1897 on his release 

from prison, Oscar Wilde left England never to return, all but exiled 

by British society. Now, a century later, dozens of people come to this 

tomb every day to pay him their respects. But at the same time I have 

a certain family obligation towards what is, in a sense, my tomb and 

which is definitely my property and my responsibility to maintain 

and I also feel an obligation to France which has accepted it as a His-

toric Monument of cultural importance, as well as to Ireland which 

helped to make that classification possible twenty years ago. So it is 

with gratitude once again to Ireland and the Irish people and with 

considerable emotion that I see this tomb freshly cleaned and pro-

tected by a permanent screen. 

 

(Here I introduced Dinny McGinley, Irish Minister of State at the De-

partment of Arts, Heritage and the Gaeltacht. He was followed by 

Florent Stora from the French Ministry of Culture who read a mes-

sage from Frédéric Mitterand. I then rounded off the proceedings.) 

 

Thank you, Minister Dinny McGinley and Conseiller Florent Stora 

for those kind words. I am sure that there will be those who criticise 

what we have been obliged to do to protect this monument; indeed I 

have heard some already along the lines of „They imprisoned Oscar 

Wilde once in 1895 and now they give him another prison made of 
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glass,‟ and I have no doubt there will be other attempts at humour and 

even expressions of anger by those who feel they have been denied 

access to the actual fabric of the tomb. To them I would simply say 

„It is you, the public, who has made this necessary.‟ One or two peo-

ple have raised the question of how Ireland, in the midst of an eco-

nomic crisis could justify such a gesture. The offer to renovate and 

protect the tomb was made in the summer of 2010 before Ireland‟s 

crisis broke. I must say that I was quite prepared for that offer to be 

withdrawn, but no, it was confirmed this July and the work went 

ahead. Just because there is an economic crisis in the world doesn‟t 

mean that Culture, which has civilized Western Europe for more than 

six hundred years, comes to an end and Ireland has shown that today. 

It is like a full moon rising as darkness falls, like a cultural beacon 

shining out into the night of material uncertainty and it is an example 

for others to take heed of. I can, unfortunately, only claim 25% Irish 

blood in my veins, but at moments like this I am proud of it and re-

gret that it is not 100%. 

 

Apart from the people and Government of Ireland and the Ireland 

Fund of France, who have made this possible, there are others, no 

less important to whom I must express my heartfelt thanks. They are 

people who have given something just as precious as money – their 

time and their belief in the project. Sheila Pratschke, Director of the 

Irish Cultural Institute in Paris without whose initial contacts with the 

Office of Public Works in Dublin there would have been no project 

and who has acted as an indispenable partner and go-between ever 

since the start; Guénola Groud, Conservatrice Historique au Ci-

metière du Père Lachaise whose advice and support have been in-

valuable, especially in relations with the Monuments Historiques; 

Caroline Piel of the Monuments Historiques itself, who realised the 

importance of the Irish involvement and the deadlines involved and 

pushed through the necessary permissions (and anyone who has dealt 

with French bureaucracy will realise the near-miracle of this) in six 

days; Béatrice Dubarry-Jallet whose technical skills and improvisa-

tions in the renovation work have been remarkable; Patrick Mazingue 

who resolved the problem of protection without intruding on the 

work of art and whose glass structure has drawn admiration from all 
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for its lightness; and finally, and in some ways the most important for 

the future, the „chefs de service‟ and the „gardiens‟ of the cemetery 

who seem to have taken Oscar and his tomb into their personal pro-

tection against the destructive admiration of his fans. To them all I 

must say a very big „Thank you‟, as well as to all of you who have 

come here today to celebrate this most important event in the posthu-

mous life of my grandfather. Thank you.  

 

Rupert Everett’s Remarks 

 

Just over 116 years ago, kisses turned out to be Oscar Wilde‟s undo-

ing. In the libel action which he had brought against the Marquess of 

Queensberry for calling him a sodomite, Oscar found himself being 

cross-examined about a letter which he had written to the Marquess‟s 

son, Lord Alfred Douglas: “It is a marvel that those red, rose-leaf lips 

of yours should be made no less for music of song than madness of 

kissing.” It was a distinctly uncomfortable moment as he tried to ex-

plain away the letter as a prose-poem written by an artist, rather than 

a love-letter from one homosexual to another. But worse was to 

come. When asked if he had ever kissed a particular young man (a 

young waiter) he replied “Oh, no, never in my life; he was a pecu-

liarly plain boy,” and with that, one witticism too many, he talked 

himself into prison with two years‟ hard labour. Remember, too, how 

Oscar describes the terrible price of the kiss so much desired by the 

young Salomé: John the Baptist pays with his head and she pays with 

her life. No, kisses for Oscar Wilde weren‟t just a simple display of 

affection, a mark of love; they were associated with danger, even 

with death, so one wonders how he must have felt in the last few 

years when his myriad admirers visited him here in Paris and covered 

his last resting place with their lipstick tributes. „Save me from my 

disciples‟, I suspect,  as he once said in conversation. 

Oscar is my patron saint and someone who has been with me all 

my life. My mum used to read me „The Happy Prince‟ in bed at night. 

(She has never since done anything as remotely avant garde.) It is one 

of the first great memories of my life. An attic room in a farmhouse 

surrounded by cornfields in the summer dusks of 1963. My mother is 

sitting on my bed in one of the evening dresses she has made herself. 
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She has a bouffant and big white earings. She reads in the sing-song 

voice she normally reserves for Hail Mary‟s and Glory be‟s  

„Swallow, swallow, little swallow…‟ she chants, and I watch her 

transfixed. „…you tell me of marvellous things. But more marvellous 

than this is the suffering of men and women.‟ I don‟t know what 

Mummy and me made of that but nevertheless I adored „The Happy 

Prince‟ and we both cried at the end when God said „Bring me the 

two most precious things in the city!‟ and the angel swooped down 

and came back with the dead swallow and the lead heart of the statue. 

I was hooked. We then discovered „The Fisherman and his soul‟ and 

after „The Nightingale and the rose‟ I had to be finally banned from 

sleeping in Mummies bed. Since then I have appeared in plays and 

films by Oscar. I have even written my own script. For me he had the 

perfect blend of brilliance and silliness, of pride and humility. He was 

one of the first „stars‟ in the tradition of Byron, and along with Ver-

laine, one of the last great vagabonds of the nineteenth century. From 

the dress circle to the drains, his life was his greatest work of art and 

an inspiration to anyone who has ever felt outcast. It was many years 
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after my childhood encounter with him that I first read De Profundis 

which laid bare that life in the form of a long letter from prison to the 

young Alfred Douglas. It is part love-letter, part confessional, part 

self-analysis and wholly without delusions. It is Wilde for once with-

out his mask but at the same time it is one of the most beautiful and 

moving pieces of writing that he ever produced and today, exactly a  

hundred and eleven years since he died I should like to pay a tribute 

to him through his own words from that letter:  

 

“I was a man who stood in symbolic relations to the art and culture of 

my age. I had realised this for myself at the very dawn of my man-

hood, and had forced my age to realise it afterwards. Few men hold 

such a position in their own lifetime and have it so acknowledged. It 

is usually discerned, if discerned at all, by the historian, or the critic, 

long after both the man and his age have passed away. With me it was 

different. I felt it myself, and made others feel it.  

The gods had given me almost everything. I had genius, a distin-

guished name, high social position, brilliancy, intellectual daring: I 

made art a philosophy, and philosophy an art: I altered the minds of 

men and the colours of things: there was nothing I said or did that did 

not make people wonder: I took the drama, the most objective form 

known to art, and made it as personal a mode of expression as the 

lyric or the sonnet, at the same time that I widened its range and en-

riched its characterisation: drama, novel, poem in rhyme, poem in 

prose, subtle or fantastic dialogue, whatever I touched I made beauti-

ful in a new mode of beauty: to truth itself I gave what is false no less 

than what is true as its rightful province, and showed that the false 

and the true are merely forms of intellectual existence. I treated Art as 

the supreme reality, and life as a mere mode of fiction: I awoke the 

imagination of my century so that it created myth and legend around 

me: I summed up all systems in a phrase, and all existence in an epi-

gram. 

Along with these things, I had things that were different. I let my-

self be lured into long spells of senseless and sensual ease. I amused 

myself with being a flâneur, a dandy, a man of fashion. I surrounded 

myself with the smaller natures and the meaner minds. I became the 

spendthrift of my own genius, and to waste an eternal youth gave me 
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a curious joy. Tired of being on the heights I deliberately went to the 

depths in the search for new sensations. What the paradox was to me 

in the sphere of thought, perversity became to me in the sphere of 

passion. Desire, at the end, was a malady, or a madness, or both. I 

grew careless of the lives of others. I took pleasure where it pleased 

me and passed on. I forgot that every little action of the common day 

makes or unmakes character, and that therefore what one has done in 

the secret chamber one has some day to cry aloud on the housetops. I 

ceased to be Lord over myself. I was no longer the Captain of my 

Soul, and did not know it and I ended in horrible disgrace. I, once a 

lord of language, have no words in which to express my anguish and 

my shame. My mother and my father had bequeathed me a name they 

had made noble and honoured not merely in Literature, Art, Archae-

ology and Science, but in the public history of my own country in its 

evolution as a nation. I had disgraced that name eternally. I had made 

it a low byword among low people. I had dragged it through the very 

mire. I had given it to brutes that they might make it brutal, and to 

fools that they might turn it into a synonym for folly. What I suffered 

then, and still suffer, is not for pen to write or paper to record. 

All trials are trials for one's life, just as all sentences are sentences 

of death, and three times have I been tried. The first time I left the 

box to be arrested, the second time to be led back to the House of De-

tention, the third time to pass into a prison for two years. Society, as 

we have constituted it, will have no place for me, has none to offer; 

but Nature, whose sweet rains fall on unjust and just alike, will have 

clefts in the rocks where I may hide, and secret valleys in whose si-

lence I may weep undisturbed. She will hang the night with stars so 

that I may walk abroad in the darkness without stumbling, and send 

the wind over my footprints so that none may track me to my hurt: 

she will cleanse me in great waters, and with bitter herbs make me 

whole. 

What lies before me now is my past. I have got to make myself 

look on that with different eyes, to make the world look on it with 

different eyes, to make God look on it with different eyes. This I can-

not do by ignoring it, or slighting it, or praising it, or denying it. It is 

only to be done fully by accepting it as an inevitable part of the evo-

lution of my life and character: by bowing my head to everything that 
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I have suffered. How far I am away from the true temper of soul, this 

letter in its changing, uncertain moods, its scorn and bitterness, its as-

pirations and its failure to realise those aspirations, shows you quite 

clearly. But do not forget in what a terrible school I am sitting at my 

task. And incomplete, imperfect, as I am, yet from me you may have 

still much to gain. You came to me to learn the Pleasure of Life and 

the Pleasure of Art. Perhaps I am chosen to teach you something 

much more wonderful, the meaning of Sorrow, and its beauty.  

Your affectionate friend        

Oscar Wilde” 

 

 
 

The Birthday Dinner, 14 October 2011 
 

Last year‟s Birthday Dinner was the first to be held at the National 

Liberal Club, a venue which proved a huge success. The Lady Violet 

Bonham Carter Room was a grand but intimate setting, the service 

efficient and pleasant and the food excellent. Certainly vegetarians 

fared better than at Simpson‟s in previous years. 

 

The fact that the Club was abuzz with political rumour on the night 

that Dr Liam Fox resigned from his Ministerial position gave a dis-

tinctly Trollopian atmosphere outside the room and in the Members‟ 

Smoking Room (no smoking allowed) where we had drinks before 

dinner. 

 

Neil Titley, who as a member had secured the room for us, gave a ter-

rific talk loosely based on his encyclopaedic work The Oscar Wilde 

World of Gossip. A wide range of characters and anecdotes were con-

jured up for us and it was easy to see why Neil‟s one man show has 

proved so consistently popular around the world for so many years. 

 

This year we will return to the Club and we hope for a long relation-

ship with them, whatever members‟ political leanings. 
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Lady Bracknell in Bronze 

Members who were lucky enough to see Gyles Brandreth in the mu-

sical version of The Importance of Being Earnest at the Riverside 

Studios before Christmas will have seen a bronze bust of Lady 

Bracknell in the foyer. 

Gyles Brandreth said of the sculpture: "The Importance of Being Ear-

nest is one of the greatest comedies in the English language and 

Oscar Wilde's creation, Lady Bracknell, one of the theatre's most 

memorable characters. James Matthews is a new star in the firma-

ment of British sculptors and he has cast Lady Bracknell in bronze, 

not as a caricature but as a fully-realised and compelling individual. 

He has created a remarkable portrait of a remarkable lady."   

 

The sculpture is 2/3rds life-size and was sculpted in clay from life sit-

tings with Gyles, and from photographs of him in costume. A silicone 

 

James Matthews, Merlin Holland and Gyles Brandreth at the “unveiling” 

of Lady Bracknell at the Riverside Studios 
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rubber mould was then 

taken from the clay and a 

bronze cast made using the 

ancient 'lost wax' process. 

This is where a wax cast is 

made from the mould and is 

coated in a fireproof ce-

ramic material. When this is 

fired the wax melts out leav-

ing a hole into which the 

molten bronze is poured. 

It stands at approximately 

45cm high and weighs 

around 18 kilos when cast in 

bronze. The sculpture is lim-

ited to an edition of only 6 

bronzes, which means there 

are only 6 editions for sale 

which are made to order.  

 

The sculpture also includes a 

minute image of Wilde him-

self in the brooch that adorns 

Lady Bracknell's fur collar. 

 

The bronzes are for sale at 

£2,950. 

 

A further edition of 10 in pati-

nated plaster is available at 

£550.  

 

See more of James‟s work at  

www.james-matthews.co.uk 
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Publications 
 

Walter Pater and the Language of Sculpture, by Lene Ostermark-

Johansen (Abingdon, Ash-

gate 2011) Hbk, 402pp, illus. 

£70.00  

ISBN 9781409405849 

"Walter Pater and the Lan-

guage of Sculpture is the first 

monograph to discuss the 

Victorian critic Walter Pater's 

attitude to sculpture. It brings 

together Pater's aesthetic 

theories with his theories on 

language and writing, to 

demonstrate how his ideas of 

the visual and written lan-

guage are closely interlinked. 

Going beyond Pater's views 

on sculpture as an art form, 

this study traces the notion of 

relief (rilievo) and hybrid 

form in Pater, and his view 

of the writer as sculptor, a carver in language. Alongside her treat-

ment of rilievo as a pervasive trope, Lene Ostermark-Johansen also 

employs the idea of rivalry (paragone) more broadly, examining Pa-

ter's concern with positioning himself as an art critic in the late Victo-

rian art world. Situating Pater within centuries of European aesthetic 

theories as never before done, "Walter Pater and the Language of 

Sculpture" throws new light on the extraordinary complexity and co-

herence of Pater's writing: The critic is repositioned solidly within 

Victorian art and literature.” 
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Refiguring Oscar Wilde’s Salome, edited by Michael Y Bennett 

(Amsterdam, Rodopi 2012) Pbk. 306pp 

£54.00 ISBN 9789042034327 

“While Oscar Wilde's delightfully-

witty comedies of manners receive 

the most fanfare from the general 

public and much of academia, 

Wilde's most "serious" play-Salome-

rightfully deserves an equal amount 

of attention. Written by emerging 

scholars, established scholars, and 

notable Wilde scholars at the top of 

the field, the far-ranging essays in 

this book-the first collection solely 

on Wilde's Salome-provide new read-

ings of the play, allowing us to better 

assess how and why Salome either 

fits or does not fit into Wilde's oeu-

vre. Framed in a new light in this 

collection, this fuller understanding of Salome should potentially 

change the way we read both Salome and Wilde's entire oeuvre.” 

 

Writing Women of the Fin de Siecle ed-

ited by A.E.Gavin and C.W.de la 

L.Outlton (Basingstoke, Palgrave Mac-

millan 2011) Hbk 248pp £50.00 ISBN 

0230343422 

Writing Women of the Fin de Siècle: Au-

thors of Change is a collection of fifteen 

original essays which critically assess the 

changing culture of the late-Victorian pe-

riod as represented by a range of women 

writers. Reflecting international expertise 

in the area, the volume includes essays by 
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leading academics in the field as well as cutting-edge work by newer 

scholars and covers a range of critical perspectives. 

 

The volume is distinctive as the first to focus on women writers of 

the fin de siècle without limiting its scope to the feminist or New 

Woman. Its coverage is designed to be wide in scope but historically 

sharply defined, concentrating as it does on a period of significant so-

cial and political change and exploring both canonical and newly re-

discovered texts. 

 

The Doctor and the Kid by Mike Resnick (Amherst, Prometheus 

Books 2012) Pbk. 320pp £13.99 ISBN 1616145374 

“This is the rip-roaring steampunk 

sequel to popular "The Buntline 

Special", filled with adventure, 

excitement, and more than a little 

gun-slinging action! The time is 

1882. With the Gunfight at the 

O.K. Corral behind him, the con-

sumptive Doc Holliday makes his 

way to Deadwood, Colorado, 

where he plans to spend the rest of 

his short life.  

The book makes a claim to be 

mentioned in this newsletter by 

virtue of its opening lines, quoted 

below: 

Holliday was cutting into his steak 

at the Sacred Cow when the large 

shadow fell over his table. He 

looked up to see an elegantly dressed pudgy man standing next to 

him. “Are you the notorious Doc Holliday?” asked the man. Holliday 

checked to make sure the man was unarmed. “I am,” he replied. The 

man extended a hand. “I am the notorious Oscar Wilde. I wonder if I 

might join you?” Holliday shrugged. “Suit yourself.” Wilde sat down 
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opposite him. “I didn’t see you at my lecture last night.” “Good.” 

“Good?” repeated Wilde, arching an eyebrow. “It means you’re not 

hallucinating.” Wilde threw back his head and laughed. “I knew I’d 

like you!” “I’m flattered,” said Holliday. “Not many people do.” He 

gestured to the bottle on the table. “Pour yourself a drink.” 

            “Thank you. I will.” Wilde reached for the halfempty bottle 

and filled a small glass. “I am told that you are the only shootist who 

might have read my writings.” 

  

 

Productions 

 
Picture of Dorian Gray at the Cheltenham Playhouse from 7 to 10 

March. Presented by the Rolling Stock Theatre Company - details at 

www.playhousecheltenham.org. Box office: 01242 522852 

 

Salome: 29 May - 03 June @ 7.30 (Sunday 03 June 18.30)  Tickets 

£12 (£8 concs) Barons Court Theatre, Curtains Up Pub, Comeragh 

Road W14 9HR Directed by Barrie Addenbrooke - Box Office 

020 8932 4747  

 

Wilde Life A new work inspired by Wilde will be presented at the 

Adelaide Fringe Festival in March 2012 after a short prep season in 

Brisbane. Please see website and links for further information  -

  www.frontrow.org.au (double click on "Wilde Life " and follow 

links on that page to Adelaide Fringe and Wilde Life at the Adelaide 

Zoo in March. 

 

Salome  The 1923 silent film starring Alla Nazimova will be shown 

at the Purcell Room on London‟s South Bank on Thursday 9 Febru-

ary. There will be a live performance of a contemporary score by 

Charlie Barber, which draws on “the evocative sounds and intricate 

rhythms of traditional Arabic ensembles”. 
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Leonard Smithers 

 
Leonard Smithers was responsible for publishing some of the most 

important books of the 1890s; books that defined the decade. The po-

ems of Ernest Dowson and Arthur Symons, Beardsley‟s Rape of the 

Lock and Volpone, Beerbohm‟s first volume of cartoons, that arche-

typal 90s periodical, The Savoy and, of course, The Ballad of Reading 

Gaol were all published by the man described by Wilde  in a letter to 

Reginald Turner: 

 

“His face, clean-shaven as befits a priest who serves at the altar 

whose God is Literature, is wasted and pale - not with poetry, but 

with poets, who, he says, have wrecked his life by insisting on pub-

lishing with him. He loves first editions, especially of women: little 

girls are his passion. He is the most learned erotomaniac in Europe. 

He is also a delightful companion, and a dear fellow, very kind to 

me” 

Smithers died on his forty sixth birthday, on 19 December 1907 in a 
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house in Fulham which, to quote his son, Jack, “was completely 

empty from top to bottom”. The burial certificate shows his widow 

Alice paying for his burial, although there is evidence to suggest that 

Lord Alfred Douglas paid (he had also been published by Smithers). 

 

The grave was dug three feet deeper than normal, presumably be-

cause Alice expected also to be buried there, although when she died 

she was not in London and did not join her husband. There was 

clearly no money for a headstone and the plot in Fulham Palace Road 

Cemetery has been unmarked for over a century as shown in the pic-

ture opposite. 

 

Last year Steven Halliwell and Michael Seeney assumed official re-

sponsibility for the grave and have placed the marble slab shown be-

low on the grave.  

 

“Publisher to the 

Decadents” is taken 

from the title of 

James G Nelson‟s 

b i o g r a p h y  o f 

Smithers and the 

i m a g e  i s 

Beardsley‟s draw-

ing of Puck on 

Pegasus.  

 

For anyone wishing 

to visit, the grave is 

just inside to the 

main gate, to the 

left of the chapel. 
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The Sphinx 
 

Oscar Wilde‟s The Sphinx was published in June 1894 in the wonder-

ful covers designed by Charles Ricketts that can be seen in the illus-

tration on the next page. It was published by the Bodley Head in an 

edition of 303 small paper copies and 25 large paper. Of the small pa-

per edition, 50 copies were for America. 

 

In his Recollections of Oscar Wilde, Charles Ricketts says of The 

Sphinx: 

 

“This was a failure, my illustrations sharing in the disapproval with 

which most of the author‟s books had been received. This work is 

very rare, a considerable portion having perished in a fire at the Bal-

lantyne Press, where the unsold copies had been stored.” 

 

The fire took place in 1899 and destroyed a considerable number of  

Vale Press items. Ricketts lists these in a letter to H C Marillier, but 

does not mention The Sphinx as being affected by the fire. There is no 

mention in Stuart Mason‟s Bibliography of Oscar Wilde of any par-

ticular rarity attaching to The Sphinx. While not unusual in those days 

for books to remain in stock for a very long time, the idea that “a 

considerable portion” of 253 copies remained in stock five years after 

publication suggests it was even more of a failure than Ricketts 

thought. 

 

For a book of such supposed rarity, copies turn up at auction with 

regularity; some may be the same copies making their way around 

the trade but they are by no means rare. We would like to try and 

quantify extant  copies of  The Sphinx by conducting a census. We 

will be looking through catalogues of institutional holdings but we 

would encourage Wilde collectors to let us know of copies they hold 

(with distinguishing characteristics if any) or know of. We can assure 

owners of anonymity. Please let me know using the contact details on 

the back cover. 
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Director/Producer sought  

 
for a stage play on Oscar‟s fractious relationship with his brother, 

Willy.  Set in Willy‟s house just after Oscar‟s second inconclusive 

trial, it asks whether childhood rivalry need continue in later life, 

particularly as one brother is successful and the other not.  The cast 

of four also includes Lady Wilde and Willy‟s wife, Lily Lees.  A ra-

dio play of mine (also Wilde-related) was recently produced by The 

Wireless Theatre Company. 

http://www.wirelesstheatrecompany.co.uk/

index.php/component/jotloader?

Itemid=15&cid=2&id=133 

If you are interested, please contact Richard Woulfe at 

woulferichard@hotmail.com 

http://www.wirelesstheatrecompany.co.uk/index.php/component/jotloader?Itemid=15&cid=2&id=133
http://www.wirelesstheatrecompany.co.uk/index.php/component/jotloader?Itemid=15&cid=2&id=133
http://www.wirelesstheatrecompany.co.uk/index.php/component/jotloader?Itemid=15&cid=2&id=133
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A Previously Uncollected Poem by Oscar 
 

It was clearly not just Oscar‟s photograph that advertisers felt able to 

use without permission during the American tour. 

 

Thanks to John Cooper for this (who tells me that “short bit” refers to 

the title 10 Cents) 



Pictured above is one of Kettner‟s “signature cocktails” called High 

and Wilde. It consists of Pernod absinthe sugar, peach liquor, spar-

kling wine and doesn‟t sound like something Wilde would have or-

dered. Kettner‟s are keen to promote their Wildean connections, al-

though anyone reading what Wilde said about eating there during his 

cross-examination might wonder if that is the best advert! Anyway, a 

glass of High and Wilde is your‟s for £9.00 



  
General and website enquiries: 

  

 Michael Seeney 

 22 Edric Road 

 London SE14 5EL 

 Tel: 07980221632 (with answerphone) 

 E-mail: michael.seeney@btinternet.com 

  

♦  ♦  ♦ 

Membership enquiries 

  

 Cressida Battersby, Membership Secretary 

 Kambah, Harcourt Hill, Oxford OX2 9AS 

 E-mail:  Cressida.battersby@virgin.net 

  

♦  ♦  ♦ 

Enquiries about events: 

  

 Silvia Melchior, Events Co-ordinator 

 Tel: 07837468811 (with answerphone) 

 E-mail:  silvia@oscarwildesociety.co.uk 

  

♦  ♦  ♦ 

The Wildean 

  

 Donald Mead,  Chairman, The Oscar Wilde Society 

 Editor, The Wildean 

 63 Lambton Road, London SW20 0LW 

 Tel:  +44(0)20 8946 2742 (with answerphone) 

 E-mail:  donmead@wildean.demon.co.uk 
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 Michael Seeney, Editor, Intentions 

 22 Edric Road, London SE14 5EL 

 Tel:   0798 022 1632 (with answerphone) 

 E-mail:  michael.seeney@btinternet.com 

  


