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The Queen's English: Words and Their Impact on the Queensberry Libel Trial 
Jennifer Wise 

Abstract 

Words, both written and spoken, figured heavily in the imprudent libel trial brought by Oscar 

Wilde against the Marquess of Queensberry. From its outset, the trial was steeped in words, 

connotations and convolutions enough to delight any enthusiast. Unfortunately for Wilde, the 

meanings of these words were open to conflicting interpretations in Victorian society. It was this 

discrepancy that proved destructive to Wilde's reputation and livelihood, arguably his very life, in 

the criminal proceedings instigated by the libel trial itself. By his own words, Wilde would fall as 

meteorically as he had risen in the minds of his fellow Englishmen. 

"Wickedness is a myth invented by good people to account 

.for the curious attractiveness ef others. " 

-- Oscar 

Wilde1 

February 18, 1895 arrived in London wrapped in a cold fog, which clung to the city for part of the 

day. 2 The Marquess of Queens berry may have spent his morning like many men of his station, 

breakfasting over the London papers at his rooms in the Carter's Hotel in Dover Street. The Times 

that day announced the death of the Dowager Lady Stanley of Alderley, whom the marquess might 

have known personally. A provocative article on the dangers of milk cut with country water 

warned of impending typhoid epidemics in the city, and an anonymous play, "The M.P.'s Wife" , 

received an unsavory review.3 On this day in particular, dowagers and tainted milk were of little 

interest to the marquess, but playwrights were very much on his mind. Queensberry was resolved 

that a certain London playwright by the name of Oscar Wilde had violated the already-turbulent 

waters of the marquess ' domestic sphere. 

Word reached Queensberry some time before that his own son, Lord Alfred Douglas, had become 

the subject of unflattering conjectures due to his public behavior in Wilde's company. The pair 

seemed overly familiar to observers, and they spent a great deal more time than was prudent among 

a certain type of young man: namely, pretty, unemployed and very young. It would not do. When 

Queensberry's characteristically blustering demands failed to sway his son, the marquess resolved 

to strike at Wilde instead. And so, on February 18'h, he traveled to the Albemarle Club, where 

Wilde was a member. At the desk, Queensberry produced a calling card on which he scrawled 

several words, and he directed the hall porter to deliver the card to Mr. Wilde.4 Stepping out into 

the bracing February air, he must have congratulated himselfon how his words would cut Wilde 

1 Oscar Wilde, "Phrases and Philosophies for the Use of the Young," The Chameleon, December 
1894. 
2 "Weather." The London Times. 18 Feb 1895. 10, col. D. 
3 "Opera Comique Theater", "Death of the Dowager Lady Stanley of Alderley", and "Local 
Government" from The London Times. 18 Feb 1895 . 12E, SC, and 7 A, respectively. 
4 "Testimony of Sidney Wright, porter at the Albemarle Club," in The Trials of Oscar Wilde from 
Famous World Trials, http://www.law.umkc.edu/faculty/projects/ftrials/wilde/wilde.htm. 
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when they were read. He could not have guessed that the card that bore his name and writing 

would soon be labeled Exhibit A in a legal trial against him. 

Words, both written and spoken, would figure heavily in the Queensberry libel trial. This fact 

would seem to have fallen in Wilde '.s favor, as he was the quintessential man of words, having 

become wildly popular in London that spring for parlor comedies full of wry humor and sparkling 

conversation. Queensberry, on the other hand, was more suited to actions, as evidenced by his 

penchants for fisticuffs and petulant outbursts. 

From its outset, the Queensberry trial would be steeped in words, connotations, and convolutions 

enough to delight any enthusiast. Wilde would be in his element as a master of witticisms and 

turns of phrase, but ultimately the words upon which the trial were based were open to conflicting 

interpretations. The meanings Oscar Wilde ascribed to the trial's operative words were markedly 

different than the meanings assigned them by the court. The discrepancy would prove fatal to 

Wilde's reputation and livelihood, arguably his very life, in the criminal proceedings instigated by 

the libel trial. 5 While our discussion will focus solely on the libel trial , it is important to understand 

the consequences of that trial in order to appreciate the power of its words on Wilde ' s life. 

The Accusation 

Wilde received Queensberry's card on February 28th, 1895, when he arrived at the Albemarle club. 

Around the pre-printed title Marquess of Queens berry, it read : "For Oscar Wilde, posing as 

somdomite [sic]".6 It was simply the most recent overture in the marquess' hateful campaign 

against Wilde, which had included an uninvited visit to Wilde ' s home to make bodily threats , and 

Queens berry's appearance at opening night of The Importance of Being Earnest, armed with a 

collection of vegetables.7 An insulting card seen by only one other human being - a hall porter 

who reportedly could not make out Queensberry's penmanship8 
- may seem a trifling thing in 

comparison. It was these "hideous words," as Wilde described them to a friend directly after the 

incident9, which put the playwright on the path toward his own unforeseen destruction. 

The day after Wilde received the insulting card, he filed a libel suit against the marquess. 10 It was 

an ill-conceived notion on Wilde ' s part to publicly accuse a powerful and choleric peer of the 

realm. So why did Wilde go through with it? Perhaps he was concerned with damage to his artistic 

reputation, or the honor of his own wife and children, or he may simply have wished to repay the 

marquess a portion of the annoyance he had inflicted. Eighteen months later, Wilde would attest 

5 Colin Evans, " Oscar Wilde Trials: 1895" in Great World Trials , ed. Edward W. Knappman 
(Detroit: Visible Ink Press, 1997), 155. The effect that the trials and imprisonment had on Wilde 's 
career and health are outlined in Wilde's De Profundis , written from his Reading Gaol cell. The 
autobiographical essay was addressed to Lord Alfred Douglas, Wilde ' s lover, who encouraged 
Wilde to bring suit against his father. 
6 Morris B. Kaplan, Sodom on the Thames: Sex, Love and Scandal in Wilde Times (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 2005), 228. 
7 Ibid, 229. 
8"Testimony of Sidney Wright." 
9 The Three Trials of Oscar Wilde, edited by H. Montgomery Hyde (New York: University Books, 
1956), 28. 
1° Kaplan, 229. 
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from his prison cell that he was powerless to redirect this course of events - that his solicitor's 

advice and Lord Douglas' assurances of financial backing left him without recourse. "I had no 

excuse left for not going [to file legal suit]. l was forced into it," Wilde admitted bleakly. 11 

In any case, the wording of the calling card becomes important to Wilde's reasoning for filing the 
lawsuit. The word "posing" is crucial. Rather than accusing Wilde outright of being a sodomite, 

Queensberry chose to refer to him as "posing" as a sodomite. In legal terms, this was an important 

distinction. Section 11 of the 1885 Criminal Law Amendment Act, entitled "Outrages on 
Decency", stated that "any male person who, in public or in 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, shall be guilty of a misdemeanor. .. " 12 Had 

Queensberry accused Wilde of a sodomitic relationship with his son, then Lord Alfred could also 

have faced criminal charges as a participant in the act. In addition, if Queens berry had already 

considered a possible litigious reaction on Wilde's part, in court it would be more difficult to prove 

Wilde a sodomite than to prove that he posed as one. Wilde's identity as a flamboyant eccentric 
was well-known in London 13, and his oddities and writings could certainly make a case within the 

frame of Victorian sensibilities that he was "posing" as a sodomite. 

This word may have been significant to Wilde for other reasons. If it signaled to Wilde that 

Queensberry wished to avoid any scandal touching his son, Wilde may have wrongly assumed that 
Queensberry had no useable evidence outside of Wilde's own eccentricities. The playwright was 

well aware of his ability to defuse such petty attacks through doublespeak and humor. What then, 
inside a court of law, could he have to fear from "the most infamous brute in London"? 14 

A Letter to Basie 

David Schulz, author of"Redressing Oscar: Performance and the Trials of Oscar Wilde", states 
quite truthfully, "[t)hough Wilde was the prosecutor, it quickly became evident that he was the one 

on trial, not, as Wilde had intended, the raving aristocrat." 15 Queensberry' s counsel, Edward 

Carson, possessed evidence that Wilde had not foreseen, in the form of material witnesses who 
agreed to testify to Wilde's commission of the act of sodomy upon their persons. 16 The threat of 

their testimony was so great that it would force Wilde to withdraw charges against Queensberry 
before these witnesses could testify. 17 But our focus here is on the trial proceedings themselves, in 

which Carson brought written evidence before the court in the shape of Wilde's letters and artistic 

works. He cast aspersions upon these writings that ultimately resulted in a game of cat-and-mouse 
between the counselor and the author, where the meaning of Wilde's words played center stage in a 

battle of intellects. 

11 The Three Trials of Oscar Wilde, 29. 
12 SWARB Law Index, " "Outrages on Decency", 1885 Criminal Law Act, Section 11,". 
13 Kaplan, 227. 
14 Oscar Wilde, "Testimony of Oscar Wilde on Direct Examination," in The Trials of Oscar Wilde. 
15 David Schulz, "Redressing Oscar: Performance and the Trials of Oscar Wilde," TDR 40, 2 
(Summer 1996): 39. 
16 Michael S. Foldy, The Trials of Oscar Wilde (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1997), 2. 
17 Ibid, 19. 
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The first piece of literary evidence was put forward, surprisingly, by Sir Edward Clarke, counsel for 

Mr. Wilde. In a preemptory strike, Clarke attempted to defuse the content of a letter from Wilde to 

Lord Alfred Douglas. The letter referred to Douglas as " my own boy," and waxed eloquent on his 

"red rose-leaf lips" and "slim gilt soul. " " I know Hyacinthus, whom Apollo loved so madly, was 

you in Greek days," it avowed, an_d was signed "with undying love, Yours, Oscar." 18 

Amid snickers from the court, Clarke explained that this letter, while "extravagant to those in the 

habit of writing commercial correspondence," was simply a prose sonnet written by an artist to 

express a pure and aesthetic sensibility. 19 This ' sonnet' was one of several letters used to blackmail 

Wilde in 1893 ; the attempt failed due in part to Wilde ' s sarcastic disinterest, as well as the 

blackmailers' comical disorganization. By introducing the letter in this fashion , Clarke meant early 

on to give the court pause over its ability to judge works of art .20 However, the insinuation that 

certain expressions, taboo to the common drudge, were permissible to the upper echelons of artistic 

society, may have created a gulf between Wilde and polite society. In the eyes of the court, such a 

separation might be seen as the elitist justification of unacceptable behavior, or an attempt to 

eschew cultural norms. 

IJ1 cross-examination Carson and Wilde bandied words over this letter's content. Carson 's was the 

language of the bar, ever logical and direct; Wilde's language was that of the artist, a conflation of 

philosophy and witticism. Relentlessly, Carson hammered his questions at Wilde, who deflected 

them in his characteristic style. Judging from the number of times Justice Collins had to quell the 

laughter and applause of the court, the proceedings seem to have borne a striking resemblance to 

Wilde's immensely popular scripts. 

This particular act followed the playwright' s plan splendidly. At every turn, Wilde framed his 

words vaguely enough that they always constituted a response, but never a reply. While 

questioning him on the appropriateness of the aforementioned letter to Lord Alfred, Carson directed 

Wilde away from his defense of its artistic qualities: "Apart from art, Mr. Wilde?" Wilde defined 

his own testimony succinctly: "l cannot answer apart from art." Carson read a passage from the 

letter and asked, " Is that a beautiful phrase?", to which Wilde replied matter-of-factly: "Not as you 

read it, Mr. Carson . You read it very badly." Carson was no stranger to such battles of wits , and 

retorted, " I do not profess to be an artist; and when I hear you give evidence, I am glad I am not." 21 

The rebuttal, however satisfying, illustrates Carson 's irritation . Wilde was winning. 

In Defense of Art 

For much of the cross-examination, Wilde was not asked to answer "apart from art," since his 

writings formed a large part of Carson's argument. The defense provided examples of Wilde's 

work which were read aloud to the court, encouraging jury and spectators to form an opinion on the 

decency of its themes. This was important to proving Queens berry' s innocence of the libel charge, 

because it was necessary by English law to prove that the statement was published in the public 

18 "Opening Speech for the Prosecution by Sir Edward Clarke," in Famous World Trials . 
19 Ibid. 
20 Foldy, 3. 
21 The Three Trials of Oscar Wilde, 133. 
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interest.22 lf it could be shown that Wi Ide was corrupting his readers with homosexual ideology (or 

preying upon nai"ve youths to sate his sexual appetites) then he could be considered a danger to 

society. 

The Picture of Dorian Gray was sifted extensively in cross-examination, as were the Phrases and 
Philosophies for the Use of the Young. The latter were published in the Oxford journal The 

Chameleon, limited to a single issue because of its questionable content. It contained a short story 

entitled "The Priest and the Acolyte," which dealt with a sexual relationship between a priest and 
an altar boy.23 Carson was very interested in Wilde's opinion of the story, and whether his 

publication in the same journal implied the playwright 's support of the work. If Wilde were to 
admit to its immorality, he would open his own works to the same appraisal. When Carson asked 

Wilde ifhe found "The Priest and the Acolyte" immoral, the latter replied brilliantly, " It was 

worse; it was badly written."24 

It is interesting that a self-appointed aesthete and gifted literate like Wilde, who prided himself on 
his command of the language, did not include two particular words in his lexicon: blasphemous and 

perverted.25 Wilde avoided both terms when they were introduced by Carson; it seems their 

inherent power was too much for his evasive talents. Such morally-charged adjectives did not 
belong to art, and Wilde had no wish to leave his comfort zone in favor of the unfriendly halls of 

theologians. It was a brilliant maneuver on Wilde's part, because to acknowledge them would be to 
permit their entrance into the trial vocabulary, thus setting Wilde up to be judged on these words' 

own terms. He was not willing, as an artist of the upper strata, to submit to pedestrian labels. 

The abrupt switch from the so-called literary portion of the trial to the evidence-based questioning 

may reflect Carson's acknowledgement that Wilde was his superior on matters of literature. Up to 
that point, the playwright had deflected every attack with self-assurance. Wisely, the attorney 

moved into his own element, beginning to build an argument based on events. As the trial was 
rerouted onto terra infirma (for Wilde, at least), Carson began testing the chinks of his opponent's 

armor. Unfortunately, Wilde 's own words would be his undoing. 

On Social Distinctions and Ugly Boys 

Carson changed gears, examining Wilde on his relationships with various young men whom he 

dined and offered presents. The material point the counselor hoped to illustrate in each case was 

that these young men were the artist's inferiors in age, education and social status. They came 
from the lower walks of British society: grooms, valets, newsboys and loafers. All were in their 

teens and twenties, and lacked any formal education or breeding. What could Wilde have gained 
from association with them, Carson insinuated, aside from illicit favors? 

To this , Wilde made plain that he enjoyed the company of younger people, and explained, " I 
recognize no social distinctions at all of any kind."26 It was an extremely charitable thing (and 

22 Foldy, 2, footnote 8. 
23 Kaplan, 233. 
24 The Three Trials of Oscar Wilde, 121. 
25 ibid, 122, 124. 
26 The Three Trials of Oscar Wilde, 145. 
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somewhat difficult to swallow) that the Oxford-educated 'darling son' of London's theater district 
magnanimously held every man in equal esteem. Yet Britain had its own mode of caste system, 
and within it men like Oscar Wilde did not offer champagne and dainties to corner newsboys. At 
least, they did not do so without some personal advantage in mind. 

Carson detailed this possible advantage bluntly as regarded Walter Grainger, a sixteen-year-old 
servant boy: "Did you ever kiss him?" Wilde was emphatic that he had not, explaining, "He was, 
unfortunately, extremely ugly. I pitied him for it. "27 It was an unfortunate slip of the tongue for 
Wilde, who had responded brilliantly up to that point. With one blunder, however, tlle tables were 

turned in Carson' s favor, and he was thoroughly aware of his own advantage. He increased 
pressure on Wilde, repeatedly asking why Wilde had qualified his not kissing Grainger with the 
observation that he was ugly. Did he object to kissing Grainger on the basis of his looks alone? 
Were he more attractive, would Wilde have obliged? Kaplan remarks: "For audiences in search of 
dramatic reversals, this has been a moment to savor. It seems a classic case of the hero undone by 
his own overreaching."28 

At this point, Wilde' s composure crumbled. He attempted a lame justification that had none of his 
former self-assurance. One does not have to have been present that day to recognize the tension in 
his words, or to see him squirm under Carson 's forceful interrogation. Wilde attempted to collect 
himself, stammering over several answers, until he decided on: "You sting me and insult me and try 

to unnerve me; and at times one says things flippantly when one ought to speak more seriously. I 
admit it."29 There was no hint of Wilde' s well-sharpened wit here, only capitulation. Once 
humbled, the tone of his replies became mechanical and irritated, and failed to divert the court from 
pondering this strange and uncomfortable statement which Wilde had let slip. The power of 
oratory had passed out of Wilde and into Carson, never to return. 

Conclusion 

A slur scratched on a calling card began a most unfortunate incident in Victorian legal history. It 
escalated witll the texts of two letters and several literary works, all penned by Oscar Wilde. 
Verbal sparring between Carson and Wilde added fuel to the fire , until Wilde wilted under the heat 
of Carson's persistence and his own admitted "flippance." Ultimately words , which had catapulted 
Wilde to international fame , became his own downfall in court. By remaining true to himself, to 
that ethic of the aesthete that placed an artist 's work above the mundane exercises of the "average" 
world, he had alienated himself from the society that stood poised to judge him. This verbal and 
written differentiation solidified Wilde's position as a deviant from societal norms, be it in a 
literary or moral sense, and set him up as an entity that could not coexist in their sphere. As Ari 
Adut so succinctly phrased it, Wilde "came across as a provocateur defying society through his 
words and persona even as he denied his transgression."30 

27 Ibid, 150. 
28 Kaplan, 238. 
29 The Three Trials of Oscar Wilde, 150. 
30 Ari Adut, "A Theory of Scandal: Victorians, Homosexuality, and the Fall of Oscar Wilde," 
American Journal of Sociology 111 :1 (July 2005), 233. 
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HISTORY 

Although the Queensberry libel trial ended with Wilde dropping the charges levied against the 
marquess, his die was cast. The identity Wilde had labored to present - Artist, Enlightened Other, 

Aesthetic Elite - was immortalized in court records . At his own insistence, he was a creature 
outside the mundane world and immune to its decrees. Thus by extension, he had no need of its 
mercy. 

He received none. The evidence accrued by Queensberry' s agents was presented to the Crown, 
who tried Wilde on criminal charges of gross indecency with numerous young men. The fust 
criminal trial was undecided, and led to a second, in which Wilde was ultimately found guilty. 
Sentenced to two years hard labor, the maximum sentence, Wilde would die penniless several years 
later. It was a harsh end for this gifted eccentric, made all the more dramatic because his piteous 
fate, like his meteoric rise, was based on words. 
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