Wilde’s Shadow: Wolfenden and Ireland

Eibhear Walshe

How did Wolfenden impact on Ireland and Irish attitudes towards homosexuality? Indirectly and by means of cultural and literary change, as I investigate. No direct newspaper references I could find, so indirect, how did Ireland deal with the issue of law reform in the wake of UK changes? 1982 in Northern Ireland. A time lapse. of 27 years. Why, Post colonialism, Catholicism a dread of the other. All sex in Ireland connected with politics.

Ireland up to 1957

In Ireland, same-sex activity between men had been criminalised ever since Henry VIII assumed control of the monasteries in 1536 and seized control of the prerogatives of the ecclesiastical courts, making sodomy a crime. Homosexuality had been a sin, was now a crime, but would not become a sexual identity until the second half of the nineteenth century. Interestingly enough, some of the most infamous cases of trials for sodomy were amongst the Anglo-Irish, Wilde’s own Ascendancy class. For example, Mervyn Touchet, Earl of Castlehaven, was tried in the House of Lords in 1631 for sodomy and adultery and executed on 14 May 1631. In 1640, John Atherton, Lord Bishop of Waterford and Lismore was hanged in Dublin for sodomy. In a later famous case in 1822, Percy Jocelyn, Bishop of Clogher, was found in flagrante delicto with a soldier, but broke bail and fled to Scotland where he died in disgrace. 

The key moment in the invention of modern Ireland was also a key moment in the invention of the idea of the homosexual. The criminalisation of same-sex desire in Britain and Ireland by means of the Labouchere Amendment (1885), and the construction of the political and cultural project of the Celtic Revival with Yeats’s first collection of poetry (1889). Home rule, Anti-Gay laws. Literary production became an arena for the assertion of national difference and the play, and the poem and the pamphlet were all deployed as part of a widespread and continuing resistance to the colonial. Irish writers like Yeats, seeking to free Ireland from the control of the colonising power, sought an autonomous self-image in opposition to the imperial culture. However, a lesbian and gay presence within any national literature troubles privileged formations of what traditionally constituted ‘woman’ and ‘man’. Specifically, it troubled and complicated what could be termed ‘masculinist nationalism’ in both British and Irish cultural discourse. In particular, the primacy of a particular form of masculinist nationalism in Irish writing led, inevitably, to the suppression of a number of counter- discourses (i.e. feminism, radical socialism, lesbianism, and the homoerotic). In Ireland, where religious and judicial codes refused legitimacy and public space for same-sex desire, any lesbian or gay sensibility could only have existed in contradistinction to mainstream cultural discourse. As with any cultural discourse, Irish nationalism had a distinct lesbian and gay presence. Irish lesbian and gay writing, in common with most other Irish writing, evinces a connection and a preoccupation with politicized Irish nationalism. One could argue that Irish lesbians and gay men were not exactly excluded from the formulation of Cultural Revolution — quite the opposite, in fact. Quite close to the source of national pride and identity — the creation of an Irish republic — there also existed traces of lesbian and gay writing.

Ireland and the Wilde Trials,

Wilde’s homosexuality became a contested discourse in Ireland during his Old Bailey trials of 1895, a discourse that became intertwined with Irish cultural nationalism. My argument is that there was a surprisingly reticent, even tolerant, attitude evident towards Wilde in many of the mainstream Irish newspapers and this reticence stands in marked contrast to the energetic homophobia of the English newspapers. It also contrasts with the Irish media coverage of two other homosexual scandals in Dublin: the 1884 Dublin Castle Scandal and the 1907 stealing of the Irish Crown Jewels, where opportunistic nationalist anger against Crown administrators was expressed in virulently homophobic newspaper outpourings. 

1) Most noteworthy in the fact that publicity around the Dublin Castle trials 1884provoked widespread Irish newspaper condemnation of homosexuality. All Irish papers distanced themselves from what they chose to see as a foreign vice, using this condemnation for purposes of nationalist rhetoric. In the United Ireland of 7 June 1884, O’Brien wrote of the defendants’ homosexuality as ‘the system of depravity unsurpassed in the history of human crime’ and compared it with ‘the comparatively venial crimes (as far as human society is concerned) of the Moonlighters and Invincibles.’
 Other accounts stressed the un-Irishness of those accused: the Evening Telegraph attacked Cornwall for ‘contaminating the running stream of Irish moral purity by stirring up the sink of pollution implanted by foreign hands in its very edges,’
 while the Dundalk Democrat noted sodomy as ‘a crime that was unmentionable and happily is unknown and was previously unheard of by ninety-nine out of every hundred of the people in this country’. 
 

 2 )Wilde’s three trials of 1895 took place at a crucial juncture in the making of the modern idea of homosexuality in modern Ireland, Oscar Wilde, famous for his writings and notorious for his sexuality, must therefore link Irishness with ‘queerness’. His name becomes a weathervane for any cultural shifts in perceptions of homosexuality. Much has been written on British media treatments of the Wilde trials, but little or nothing on the Irish sources. The local newspaper coverage of the trials drew out an ambivalent and often contradictory contestation about Wilde’s sexual sin from within Irish cultural discourse. The Irish newspapers struck a markedly differing note from their British counterparts, mitigated his aberrant homosexuality for those writers and indeed for their society. 

 The three trials of Oscar Wilde in 1895 and the consequent newspaper coverage provide us with a moment of crucial engagement with the question of homosexuality in Ireland. Certainly his disgrace radicalised Wilde’s own sense of his sexuality after his release and subsequent exile in continental Europe. He wrote to his friend and first lover, Robert Ross, in February 1898, making an implicit link between patriotism and uranian love: ‘A patriot put in prison for loving his country loves his country, and a poet in prison for loving boy’s loves boys. To have altered my life would have been to have admitted that 

Irish Reactions. Consider this from the London Letter of the Cork Constitution for 27 May 1895, just after Wilde had been sentenced:

All who heard the trail of Wilde and Taylor say the sentence passed upon the prisoners is not a whit too severe. These persons – I will not call them privileged – describe the evidence as revolting. The sentence, as a matter of fact, is the most severe known to the law. It is not confinement only that indeed might be borne with equanimity. It is the complemental infliction of hard labour that the sting, the misery, the degradation exists. The interpretation of the term in prison covers all that is demoralising and crushing. The maximum of loathsome and humiliating labour has to be borne by a system reduced through the thinnest and most rigid dietary to a point just above actual collapse. Such a life, even for two brief years, to a man of luxurious habits crowds by a refinement of skilful pressure all that is conceivable in exacting toil and shameful degradation supplemented by associating with the scum of the earth, quite ready themselves to heap upon this particular criminal the unspeakable loathing aroused by his offence. A leper would not exchange places with Wilde.’

If we consider the next homosexual scandal to take place in pre-independence Ireland, the so-called Irish Crown Jewels theft of July 1907, again Nationalist Ireland could be as homophobic as necessary if the sexual scandal involved crown officials. When King Edward VII and Queen Alexandra visited Dublin that summer, in the words of H. Montgomery Hyde, ‘Dublin Castle was the scene of another scandal with homosexual undertones’.
 Just before the royal party reached Dublin, the Insignia of the Order of St Patrick, the so-called Irish Crown Jewels, were stolen from a safe in Dublin Castle. The theft was discovered on 6 July and as H Montgomery Hyde writes; ‘the officer responsible for their safekeeping was the Ulster King of Arms, Sir Arthur Vicars, and a homosexual aged forty-three. Sir Arthur shared a house with his assistant, the Athlone Pursuivant, Francis Shackleton, also homosexual….’
 

 A Royal Commission was set up to investigate but King Edward VII intervened to adjourn the commission after only a week of hearings, alarmed because, in Myles Dungan’s account of the affair, there was, ’evidence of the existence of a group of homosexuals associated with the Office of Arms.’
 This group of homosexuals included Vicars, Shackleton, and the King’s brother-in-law, the Duke of Argyll, and thus the monarch was anxious to stop all rumours and press speculation. Despite royal intervention, a smear campaign had already begun against Sir Arthur Vicars, on nationalist anti-Dublin Castle grounds, just like the earlier campaign against Cornwall. Dungan reports that Sir Anthony McDonnell, Undersecretary for Ireland, had a brother in the Irish parliamentary party and circulated a report that ‘there was a connection between Vicars and a group of homosexuals in London’.
 The jewels were never recovered and Vicars and Shackleton were dismissed, but the Irish Crown Jewels scandal still made its way into public’ discourse, with the Gaelic American Journal asserting that ’Mr Shackelton’s whole private life was turned inside out – evidence of his disgusting misconduct was dragged to light…Sodom and Gomorrah were destroyed by fire but Dublin Castle still stands.’
 Again, homophobia could be counted on when the politics of the public scandal dictated.

Homosexuality and the new Irish state

After independence there was something of a difference. Post-colonial countries like Ireland have particular difficulty with the real presence of the homoerotic. Colonialism itself generates a gendered power relation ship and, inevitably, casts the colonizing power as masculine and dominant and the colonised as feminine and passive. One of the consequences of this resistance to the imperial was an increased unease with the shifting and ‘unstable’ nature of sexual difference, and so a narrowing of gender hierarchies ensues. In Irish cultural discourse, silencing sexual difference became imperative because of a supposed link between homosexuality and enfeebled, ‘feminised’ masculinity. The post-colonial struggle to escape the influence of the colonising power became a struggle to escape the gendered relation of male coloniser to female colonised. Therefore the post-colonial culture could not permit any public, ideological acknowledgement of the actuality of the sexually ‘other’. The post-colonial theorist Ashis Nandy, in his study The Intimate Enemy, 10 argues convincingly that the colonial relation is inevitably and profoundly gendered. In this particular context, his thesis could be extended in this manner: the homosexual is assumed to be a transgender ‘pretend’ woman and the lesbian to be an unsexed ‘pretend’ man, and thus lesbian and gay identity is acutely threatening and unsettling within any post-colonial culture. For a nation coming of age the lesbian and gay sensibility must be edited out, shut up. consolidation of the idea of an Irish republic led to the introduction of censorship, an intensification of Catholic influence of the idea of an Irish state and, as a result, a profound antipathy towards all public notion of homosexuality, amongst other sexual activities. Twentieth-century Irish cultural programme of self invention and of nation building. Ireland achieved political autonomy in 1922 and what was then being gradually constructed in the late 1920s and into the 1930s was an official or state version of the idea of ‘Irishness’. This national identity actively supported and promoted the ideal of linguistic, economic and cultural self-sufficiency as a necessary adjunct to political independence. Yet it was to be a stagnant world, what Terence Brown calls ‘the devastating lack of cultural and social innovation in the first decade of Irish independence 
 He goes on to state that’ an explanation for this social and cultural conservatism of the new state is, I believe, to be found in the social composition of Irish society’ 
.

The scant historical evidence shows that Ireland of the nineteen forties and fifties was indeed a time of repression and difficulty in relation to homosexuality, as Kieran Rose has shown: ’According to a government committee in the 1930s gross indecency between male persons was’ spreading with malign vigour’ and in 1946, a Labour Party report on Portlaoise prison stated that homosexuals constituted 30 per cent of the total and are kept apart from other prisoners’ 
. In 1954, the centenary of Wilde’s birth, Mac Liammoir wrote to the Irish newspapers suggesting that members of the public might subscribe to the placing of a suitable tablet on the facade of the house in which Wilde had been born at 21, Westland Row, Dublin. His biographer, Christopher Fitzsimons mentions that : ‘There was no local authority scheme at that time to pay for the erection of such memorials and he soon found himself secretary and honorary treasurer of a self-appointed committee…The cost was only £62.12.6d but the subscriptions, even at £1, were slow to come in. Bord Failte, the Irish tourist board, refused to be associated with the project, as did leading commercial organisations. It was believed that there was still a slur over Wilde’s name, although half a century had passed since his trial and imprisonment in London….The plaque was unveiled by the playwright Lennox Robinson, who received a tomato on his shirt front for his pains’
 . the Evening Herald reported front page in 16th October that ‘Dr Robinson said he wanted emphatically to emphasis Wilde’s Irishness 
 .The Irish Times on October 19th published in full Michael MacLiammoir’s BBC broadcast tribute to Wilde’: We have raised a plaque in marble on the walls of the Dublin house where, a hundred years ago, Oscar Wilde was born on October the sixteenth. I and a few friends have planned to do this because all of us in Ireland who admire his work and believe him to have been a man of significance wish him to be remembered as a portion of that contribution that Ireland, through a series of historical events, has inevitably made to literature in the English language and to the tradition of the English theatre. We wish to remind our countrymen that Wilde was an Irishman…Wilde an Irishman? Was he not tribe less and nation less…True Wilde’s Irishry was of the old-fashioned school. He was courageous in the old Irish way, he was proud, indolent, reckless, easily led, companionable, heedless, hard-drinking, and gregarious and swaggering... Those of us in Ireland who revere the best of his work and from whom his personality has won an almost personal affection are inclined to grudge the heaping of his gifts onto the rich lap of England.

We forget too, in our regret, that his mother’s fervent if somewhat spasmodic nationalism did not manifest itself in her son. That had he stayed in Ireland, had he undertaken the work of Yeats in stemming the drainage of blood from Ireland’s artistic life, Ireland would have most likely never have noticed him. England gave him brilliant recognition and she followed it with a sentence that to one of his temperament was a sentence of death. Ireland, after one amused and friendly glance, would have asked him who in the name of goodness he thought he was and allowed him to do little more than talk and dream and drink himself into a condition of virtuous apathy. But Ireland would have given him a glorious funeral.

Mr Hilton Edwards read a message from Mr MacLiammoir who is acting in London in which he said: ‘We would have the passer-by remember that although it was England who gave him his fame and his infamy it was Ireland who gave him those qualities that made him the most memorable tragic comedian of his age. Sunday Independent 17th October 1954. p 9 

MacLiammoir and Wilde

A vital element in change was cultural and theatrical. Changes in British law and in censorship in the theatre and the experience of working on Wilde all had a cumulative effect on MacLiammōir’s writings on the homoerotic. Alan Sinfield writes that: ‘It is no accident, then, that the English legislation governing both theatre and homosexuality was reformed when the Labour Party was elected with a big majority on a modernizing platform in 1966…The Woldfenden proposals were enacted in 1967 and theatre censorship was abolished in 1968…It enabled many gay men and lesbians to refuse the discreet spirit of the law and, with varying degrees of flamboyance, to come out’.
 

Wilde was the invisible but by no means inaudible bond who made the road I was facing less chilly...That magician whose name was my secret for ever more. Micheál Mac Liammōir, An Oscar of No Importance. 

 The most important figure for the transformation of Wilde’s reputation in Ireland was actor and dramatist, Micheál Mac Liammōir (1899-1978). Mac Liammōir was born Alfred Willmore in London in 1899 but gaelicised his name and reinvented himself as an Irishman. In the late 1920s he moved to Dublin, setting up his Gate Theatre with his life partner, the director Hilton Edwards, and quickly establishing himself as a central figure in Irish theatrical life. 

His widely performed play The Importance of Being Oscar (1960) presented an acceptable version of Wilde, his life and his writings for a wide audience in Ireland and elsewhere. The many performances of this popular show were crucial for the process of cultural acceptance and rehabilitation of Wilde’s name in Ireland, but the openly gay Mac Liammōir and Edwards achieved this transformation, this revolution, by heterosexualising Wilde. Taking their cue from De Profundis, they reconstructed Wilde as helpless victim, sidestepping any details of his sexual downfall and finding tragedy and pathos in his fate. Mac Liammōir performed his ‘safe’ version of Wilde’s life in theatres, schools and on television all over Ireland from 1960 to 1970 and thus facilitated a sea change in Irish attitudes towards Wilde. In his 1968 memoir of the show, published under the title An Oscar of No Importance, Mac Liammōir permitted himself some frank speculation on Wilde’s sexuality: ‘How fortunate he was. Not merely because without the catastrophe he would be remembered as the author of a handful of underrated and little read books and plays, but, by the very nature of the scandal that ripped the last rags of decency from him, posthumous writers can discuss him and his work with complete frankness, as no other homosexual artist, leading a discreet and reasonable private life, can even in our time be discussed.’ 
 As a result of Mac Liammōir’s Wilde show, new versions of his sexuality could be accommodated and presented in mainstream social 

  The interest in Wilde culminated in the one man show, The Importance of Being Oscar. It was created by Mac Liammōir and Edwards and then directed by Edwards, first performed on 15 September, 1960 at the Curragh Barracks in County Kildare, for Irish Army officers and their families. Later transferring to the Gaiety Theatre in Dublin on 3 October, The Importance of Being Oscar came as a much-needed boost, providing them with widespread commercial and critical success. Christopher Fitzsimons records that: ‘The Importance of Being Oscar opened to a very warm response. All the reviews next day were more than favourable…
 This success led to a series of American and European tours and, eventually, a television dramatisation. Another biographer Micheál Ō’hAohda calls this time in their career, the ‘Reingreencarnation’
. This led to a world-wide touring of the play and great financial success for the pair.
Given that the name of Wilde had been employed throughout the twentieth century as a shorthand code for homosexual identity, Mac Liammōir’s reading of Wilde, in his one-man show The Importance of Being Oscar (1963), was very partial, shaped by a need to present an acceptable version of Wilde and of his fate. Contemporary lesbian and gay theorists have reclaimed Wilde as a powerfully disruptive figure, a sexual rebel and a social transgressor. However, in this version, Mac Liammōir fixes on Wilde the tragic hero not Wilde the rebel, Irish or otherwise. Hilton Edwards introduced the published text of the performance in the following terms: ‘It shows him to have been aware, from the first, of the inevitability of his tragedy.’
 

 In his narrating within The Importance of Being Oscar, Mac Liammōir chose to distance himself from Wilde, recounting his life and his writings rather than impersonating Wilde directly. This allowed him to construct a Wilde of his own making. Edwards and Mac Liammōir took Wilde’s fall from grace as their theme and saw that fall as consequent on his fatal glorification of the erotic: ‘I did but touch the honey of romance / And must I lose a soul’s inheritance?’
 However, the honey of Wilde’s romance in this version is predominantly heterosexual. Wilde’s key act of transgression, his infatuation with Bosie, is referred to in one telling phrase: ‘That Tiger Life’.
 Setting a tone of world-weary despair and ennui, Mac Liammōir keeps all his sexual referents strictly heterosexual. In the first half of the presentation, Wilde’s passion for Lily Langtry and his love for Constance, his wife, are recounted. Indeed the readings from Salomē and The Picture of Dorian Gray concentrate on Herod’s lust for Salomē, rather than on her eroticization of Iokanaan’s body, and on Dorian’s murderous instincts, rather than on Lord Henry’s and Basil’s love for Dorian’s beauty. After these straight moments from Wilde’s writings, MacLiammōir inserts a short interval. During the interval, Wilde’s affair with Bosie, his ‘Tiger Life’ with London rent boys and the three trials are presumed to have taken place. In the second act, the play deals solely with Wilde’s prison writings and the consequences of Wilde’s sexual deviancy are concentrated on, rendered with pathos and melodrama. Wilde’s dignity in prison and in exile, his composed yet passionate reproach to Bosie in De Profundis, the stark anguished compassion of The Ballad of Reading Gaol all serve to increase a sympathy with the erring outcast. His final fable, The Doer of Good, although dealing with lust and the despair of the erotic, is firmly heterosexual.

However, playing Wilde, or at least interpreting Wilde as predominantly straight, led to questions that Mac Liammōir was not quite ready to answer. Joan Dean has researched the two North American tours of The Importance of being Oscar, and her account of these various reviews reveals that there was a greater cultural difficulty with Wilde and with the hidden theme of his homosexuality in the United States than in Ireland. The first American performance of the show began in the Lyceum Theatre on Broadway on 14 March 1961 and led to a four-week season. American reviews, positive in many ways, were, at the same time, as blunt as they could be about the gay implications of the subject and of the production. The New Yorker commented that: ’Despite Mr. Mac Liammōir’s innumerable skills, his performance will of necessity appeal only to a fairly specialized audience.’
 The World Telegraph and Sun believed that: ‘the show can only have a specialized appeal.’
 As Joan Dean has written, ’encoded was a bristling over of any, let alone, a sympathetic treatment of homosexuality. If it wasn’t just a disease, it certainly was still a crime.’
 Despite some hostility, The Importance of being Oscar returned to the United States in October 1961 for an extended tour, where the First Lady, Jackie Kennedy, attended a performance of the play in Washington.

  Indeed, it was not until Mac Liammōir was in the final decade of his life that he wrote his most directly ‘gay’ playThus Mac Liammōir’s memoir, An Oscar of No Importance, is a revealing account of the way in which the one-man show on Wilde brought him face to face with the nature of Wilde’s sexuality and with the implications for his own creativity. Where the play concentrates on the normative aspects of Wilde’s life and writings, the memoir displays no such reticence. It opens with surprising directness, relating a childhood incident where he quizzed his embarrassed father as to the exact nature of Wilde’s unspeakable crime, eventually provoking this outburst: ‘What was wrong with Oscar Wilde?… He turned young men into women’. 
 In the course of the memoir Mac Liammōir explores his professional and personal bonds with Wilde: ‘that magician whose name was my secret for evermore.’ 
 He even allows himself to theorise on Wilde’s sexual identity. He claims a more direct kinship with Wilde than in his previous writings: ‘Wilde was the invisible but by no means inaudible bond who made the road I was facing less chilly’ 

  In relating the process by which he devised the one-man show with Edwards, Mac Liammōir incorporates a candid account of Wilde’s sexuality into the memoir, but adopts a tone of objectivity throughout. His attitude to Wilde is one of worldly understanding: ‘All right, so he was “So” (the twenties slang-word for the contemporary word ‘queer’). 
 His account of Wilde’s sexual history is forthright and clear-sighted: 

He had been initiated into homosexual practices, as the legend has asserted, by Robert Ross himself, and difficult as it may be for the mind of today wholeheartedly to believe that this was in truth his very first experiment, there is a great deal of evidence to show that the had been in fact passionately in love with his own wife, and had been strongly attracted throughout his earlier manhood by many other women. It was likely too that it was the experience with Ross that decided him to accept himself for the future completely as a pederast and to lose all his previous interest in the opposite sex. Robert Ross stated that the affair began in 1886, the same year that English law adopted the statute that nine years later was to cause Wilde’s arrest and imprisonment: one could be forgiven for wondering could it have been the very same day that Queen Victoria signed the statute? At the very same moment, it may be, when Wilde decided to respond to the enamoured Ross, so closely the web seems woven about him.

  Much can be deduced from the above account of Mac Liammōir’s own concept of homosexual attraction, a concept that also informs his later writings, including Enter a Goldfish and Prelude on Kasbeck Street. Same-sex desire, as he presents it, is a matter of choice and he is anxious to frame the homoerotic within the context of heterosexuality. Mac Liammōir makes a distinction − and a necessary duality − between the ‘born invert’ and the ‘convert’, a distinction that surfaces again in his later writings. He places Wilde within the second category and speculates as to whether or not Wilde’s very public ‘Tiger Life’ was, in fact, a reaction to his earlier heterosexuality: ‘Is it the enthusiasm of the convert? This, in Wilde’s case, was perversely heightened by a violent and very personal sense of sin, which, in the born invert, is absent’.
 Mac Liammōir finds Wilde’s blatant disregard for potential notoriety disturbing and seeks to explain the almost suicidal disregard that Wilde had for public opinion and for the legal consequences of his sexual transgressions. Side by side with this unease at Wilde’s supreme confidence is a need to find such openness commendable: 

Yet how fortunate he was. Not merely because without the catastrophe he would be remembered as the author of a handful of under-rated and little-read books and plays, but because, by the very nature of the scandal that ripped the last rags of decency from him, posthumous writers can discuss him and his work with complete frankness, as no other homosexual artist, leading a discreet and reasonable private life, can, even in our time, be discussed. Unless they pass into a vast immortality, of course, like Socrates or Shakespeare or Sappho or Michelangelo or Leonardo. It does not matter very much what we say of them: like the sun they are so undeniable, and like the sun they were born so long ago. But with later and lesser artists, the case is different. The life they had so wisely and so prudently hidden from the world succeeds at once in hiding their shameful secret from the world and in forever preventing their chroniclers from giving a full-length portrait. ‘We may gather’, one may read of many a splendid man or woman, ‘that many slanderous rumours were circulated during the lifetime of this artist; that he (or she) was addicted to unnatural tendencies, and that the friendship with so-and-so was in fact… There is, of course, no solid foundation for such a theory. These hints give us little more than a respectable retouched passport photograph: their discretion leaves us with a sense of incompleteness, and so we begin to guess, and to guess about the fundamental nature of the artist is a depressing and vulgar waste of time.’ 

 It seems as if he almost envies Wilde his open, unambiguous sexual identity, openness not as available to Mac Liammōir ‘even in our time’, or so he hints. In this memoir he is prepared to discuss Wilde’s ‘sin’ frankly and openly, but always as the impartial, uninvolved outsider, rarely allowing his own connection with Wilde to surface, and keeping his own life apart. As narrator, he presents himself as judge and unbiased arbiter of moral conduct, fair-minded, rational, methodical, and stripping away the prejudices against Wilde’s aberrant sexual life, and finding in his disaster a kind of achievement: ’Did I believe him to have been a bad man who, like so many bad men, provides an interesting study in abnormality? I do not believe him to be a bad man. His only “badness” in my eyes is that he failed to fulfil the destiny imposed upon him by potentialities unguessed at even by those who idolised him at the hour of his triumph, perhaps especially by these. He himself was aware of them. Spiritually, if one may be allowed an outmoded, outworn term, he was a failure. Yet failure itself, bowed down with broken dreams, is essentially a part of him.’ 
 Yet, here and there, Mac Liammoir lets his own personal stake in Wilde and in Wilde’s sexual nature become apparent
 Legal Change in Ireland
Decriminalisation of homosexuality in Ireland in 1993. 

This change in the Irish law came as a the result of a twenty-year campaign for reform started in 1974, five years after the Stonewall Riots in New York, with the foundation of the Irish Gay Rights Movement in Dublin. The campaign for the decriminalisation of male homosexuality in Ireland (already abolished in the UK since 1967) came as part of a broader movement towards liberalisation in Ireland in the 1970s. 

Gay News banned in Ireland. In 1978, The Campaign for Homosexual Law Reform published: Homosexual Legislation in Ireland, A Case for Reform and argued that ’Where the rights of any section of the community, however small, are violated, the human dignity and freedom, not only of that section but of all citizens is thereby diminished. 
(p 12) ( It is worth noting that, in a report published in 1997 by Dr Margot Bolster, the current Irish State Pathologist, she notes that 13 gay men were murdered in Ireland between 1975 and 1996 directly because of their sexuality.) By means of a legal challenge taken by a university lecturer in English literature, David Norris, the Irish Gay Rights Movement confronted the Irish Government but in 1980, the High Court in Dublin found that the anti-gay laws were not unconstitutional. 1981 National Gay conference. and so, in 1983, GLEN (Gay and Lesbian Equality Now) was founded. Supreme court appeal in `1984 also found against Norris and the judgement quoted Wolfenden- chief Justice C.J O’Higgins stated ‘As long ago as 1957, the Wolfenden committee acknowledged, in relation to Great Britain the serious harm such conduct caused to marriage not only in turning men away from it as a partnership in life but also in breaking up existing marriages.’ Katheryn C. Conrad in her book Locked in The Family Cell, writes’ In a blatant distortion of the Wolfenden Committee’s findings, the justice’s comment imply that a threat to marriage inheres in homosexuality itself, not in the socio-political and legal environment in which homosexuals find themselves’ This ruling still stands.

A campaign of political pressure and lobbying led the European Court of Human Rights to rule that Ireland’s anti-gay laws contravened the European convention on Human Rights in 1988. Anxious not to have same mistakes as post 1966 UK, including equal age of consent, 17 , same for heterosexual Irish people. In the end, despite several attempts to raise it, it held at equal age of consent.

With the intensification of the campaign for law reform and the emergence of a number of national lesbian and gay organisations by the late 1980s, right wing pressure groups in Ireland responded with a counter campaign. In 1990, Family Solidarity published The Homosexual Challenge, Analysis and Response
. In this, they argued that.’ faced with homosexuality as a politicised cause, we are challenged by the demands of the homosexual movement in Ireland…There are two problems involved with in understanding homosexuality. One is the lack of information …the second is the new presentation of the view that homosexuality is a normal development and should be regarded as such by society. …As we believe this publication will show, it is also mistaken. ‘Despite such pressure from right-wing activists, decriminalisation took place after a campaign of political pressure and lobbying led the European Court of Human Rights to rule that Ireland’s anti-gay laws contravened the European convention on Human Rights in 1988. Finally, on June 24th 1993, Dail Eireann passed a Bill decriminalising homosexuality and David Norris, now a senator in the Irish Seanad, wrote in The Irish Times on 25th June: ‘…When next week, this Bill is passed by Seanad Eireann and sent to the President for signature I will, for the first time in my life, feel that I am at last a full and equal citizen in my own country’. Sea change in Wildean perceptions as Irish gay movement, and Irish studies and other factors. KAL case. A much more open society
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