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Gareth Armstrong’s contribution to the 

Dylan centenary of 2014 was to direct 

“Clown in the Moon”, penned by Gwynne 

Edwards, which toured extensively. The 

subjects of that play and “Wilde without the 

Boy” share some things in common. Both 

writers came from beyond England, both 

spanned the genres of verse and 

performance, both toured and were lionised 

in America, both died prematurely. The life of Oscar Wilde lasted five years longer than that 

of Dylan Thomas.  

 

But the differences too were considerable, not least that between the wives Caitlin and 

Constance, the spouse who lived wholly up to her name. Wilde’s theatre-writing stopped 

precipitately and, as this two-part solo show tells, there was small incentive for Wilde after 

his two years of imprisonment to resume as a playwright. Even if his name had not been 

shunned by producers and impresarios any royalties would have all been forfeit in 

bankruptcy.  

 

Gerard Logan in a post-show discussion of some eloquence describes “De Profundis” as a 

love letter to Lord Alfred Douglas. It sounds on first hearing like an outpouring of 

repudiation. But if love at its last call is to recognise the qualities of the other in truth, then it 

is a letter of love. Less the slim gilt soul Bosie’s foremost qualities are those of vanity and 

extravagance. His is “the supreme vice- shallowness.” Thousands of pounds, in fin de siecle 

era values, poured from Wilde’s pocket for his dining and entertaining. Not only has the 

object of this extravagance been silent throughout Wilde’s two years in Reading Gaol but he 

derives pleasure from the playwright’s pennilessness. That status ensures that his 

abominable father, the Marquess of Queensberry, is unable to get his costs repaid for the 

abortive libel case against him.  

 

“Wilde without the Boy” opens with Wilde’s release imminent. The voices of authority still 

refer to him by prisoner number rather than name. But they are circumspect enough to 

transfer him briefly to Pentonville so as to frustrate the press who are anticipated to gather 

in hordes on the day of release. The episode of Wilde’s ghastly half hour at Clapham 

Junction on a rainy November’s day two years earlier is recalled. The government is also 

disposed to give their prisoner ten shillings to help him on his way. In the life to come Wilde 

yearns to see again the petals of spring lilac and rose.  

 

Gareth Armstrong has devised a few sound effects of clanging doors and shouted 

commands. Props are few; low lighting behind the chair struts cast prison bars of shadow 

across the floor of Aberystwyth’s studio space. Otherwise, the production is Gerard Logan’s, 



entirely and triumphantly. He is in pinstriped trousers but collarless and tie-less. The hair 

looks oiled and crimped to denote the once dandy. The eyebrows arch in nods to 

aestheticism.  

 

An interval divides the great outpouring of “De Profundis” from the searing humanity of 

“the Ballad of Reading Gaol”. Edinburgh, says Logan in the discussion, is stern in its timing; 

the whole Festival rotates around the hourly slot. In truth Wilde’s impassioned prose is the 

better for the adaptation. It is a rare performance piece that does not benefit from the wise 

application of the knife. The adaptation shapes the narrative and slims the weight of its 

spiritual content. What remains is still a great hymn to language, correct and equal in both 

expressiveness and precision.  

 

Gerard Logan makes comment on this precision, that an adjective like “horrible” occupies, 

in Wilde’s pen, a space of preciseness and limitation, which it has lost in today’s common 

usage. The giddying and unfettered social life was in retrospect “dining with panthers”. As 

for their connection “it was only in the mire that we met.”  

 

“Wilde without the Boy” is not history, at least not in full. A radio drama on 12th October 

recreated the first trial, Wilde versus Queensberry. It comprised large stretches of Wilde’s 

verbal duels with defending counsel Edward Carson. It left an impression that his vaunting 

celebrity had given Wilde the notion of untouchability. When friends, with Ross in the lead, 

implored he leave Britain he stayed in London. The self-certainty of the artist was 

insufficient against the law. But then prison made him into another kind of brief artist.  

 

It is little mentioned that the two criminal trials prosecuted two defendants. Wilde’s co-

defendant received the same sentence and on release slipped into unknown anonymity, one 

of history’s myriad casualties. But of course it is not history at all in one sense. The Epstein 

monument in Père Lachaise may be covered by the marks of red rose-leaf lips but “the love 

that dare not speak its name” still holds true across large swathes of the globe. There are two 

hundred or so independent jurisdictions; seventy-eight maintain legislation that makes to be 

gay to be subject to criminal sanction.  
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