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Wilde Psychoanalysis: 
Oscar and Sigmund Architects of Modern 

Homosexualities

Psicanálises selvagens: Oscar Wilde e Sigmund Freud 
arquitetos das homossexualidades modernas

Ray O’Neill

Abstract: Freud and Wilde, born nineteen months apart, each probed the sexual 
conventions of nineteenth-century Europe. One was a revolutionary thinker 
whose theories helped define modern psychology; the other, an Irish man of letters 
imprisoned for “gross indecency.” Through their wit, provocations, and often-
fraught treatments of queer desire, both shaped emerging discourses on sexuality 
that challenged prevailing norms. Their work contributed to new constructions 
and understandings of homosexual identity, even as their positions on same-
sex desire were sometimes paradoxical. Both endured personal or professional 
consequences for their non-heterosexual expressions or associations, tensions that 
continue to shape their cultural resonance. This paper examines parallels between 
Wilde and Freud two men who never met, but whose approaches to homosexuality 
continue to meet in explicitly and subtly influenced modern ideas of queer identity.

Keywords: Homosexuality; Narcissism; Psychoanalysis; Gay Identity; 
Cultural Legacies.

Resumo: Sigmund Freud e Oscar Wilde, nascidos com uma diferença 
de dezenove meses, sondaram cada um à sua maneira as convenções 
sexuais da Europa do século XIX. Um foi um pensador revolucionário 
cujas teorias ajudaram a definir a psicologia moderna; o outro, um 
escritor irlandês encarcerado por “indecência”. Por meio de seu humor, 
provocações e tratamentos com frequência tensos do desejo queer, ambos 
moldaram discursos emergentes sobre sexualidade que desafiavam as 
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normas vigentes. Seus trabalhos contribuíram para novas construções e 
compreensões da identidade homossexual, ainda que suas posições sobre 
o desejo entre pessoas do mesmo sexo fossem por vezes paradoxais. Ambos 
enfrentaram consequências pessoais ou profissionais por suas expressões 
ou associações não heterossexuais — tensões que continuam a moldar 
sua ressonância cultural. Este artigo examina os paralelos entre Wilde e 
Freud, dois homens que nunca se encontraram, mas cujas abordagens à 
homossexualidade continuam a convergir — de maneira explícita e sutil 
— nas ideias modernas sobre identidade queer.

Palavras-chave: Homossexualidade; Narcisismo; Psicanálise; Identidade 
gay; Legados culturais.

Wilde, Celebrity, and the Making of the Figure of ‘Wilde’ 

The public construction of Oscar Wilde as a ‘homosexual’ figure intersects strikingly with 
emerging psychoanalytic frameworks of inversion, hermaphroditism and ‘male’ hegemony. 
At over 1.9 m tall with a former boxer’s build, Wilde was no ‘shrinking violet’. Before his 
mid-1890s trials, his celebrity and aestheticism were perceived as threatening, not for implying 
homosexuality, but for a feared seductive heterosexuality. Reviewing Poems, Higginson 
worried that Wilde’s effete style appealed to “women of high position,” intruding into “ladies’ 
boudoirs [to] write prurient poems which their hostesses must discreetly ignore” (Edsall, 82). 
In this ‘pre-trials moment’, Wilde’s effeminacy suggested a subversive, seductive masculinity, 
not yet coded as homosexual.

A century later, however, a misattributed photograph was circulated as Wilde dressed 
as the biblical seductress Salomé. Ellman’s biography (429) included it as such, and Le Monde 
republished it in 1987. Over time it became ‘evidence’ of Wilde’s transvestism. Yet research by 
his grandson Merlin Holland and Horst Schröder identified the figure as Alice Guszalewicz, a 
Hungarian soprano photographed in 1906. Holland insisted: 

Whatever anyone has said about Oscar and his naughtiness, he wasn’t 
the sort of person who would dress in women’s clothes and have himself 
photographed.
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Despite such proof, Penguin, the publisher of Ellmann’s biography, has continued to include 
the misattributed image. The persistence reflects a broader discourse: that “homosexuals” are 
self-evidently effeminate, narcissistic, “un-men,” a stereotype reinforced by psychoanalysis 
and wider culture.

“An Unspeakable of The Oscar Wilde Sort” 

By the twentieth century, Wilde’s trials made him the most visible, and notorious, homosexual 
in Europe. Before 1895, ‘homosexual’ was a technical category unfamiliar to the public. 
After the trials, even those who did not know precisely what it meant, knew Wilde was one. 
His naming, shaming, and imprisonment rendered homosexuality socially legible, though 
unspeakable. In Maurice (1914), Forster’s protagonist can only identify himself as “an 
unspeakable of the Oscar Wilde sort” (139). Wilde himself grasped the stigma of his name. 
Writing to publisher Smithers in January 1898, just as The Ballad of Reading Gaol went to 
press, he admitted:

As regards America, I think it better now to publish there without my name, 
I see it is my name that terrifies … the withdrawal of my name is essential in 
America as elsewhere. (Wilde, 2000: 1011) 

His name indeed terrified. In the U.S., ‘Oscar’ ranked 29th among boys’ names in the 1880s, 
falling to 57th by the 1900s, then disappeared until its revival after 1969. In the UK, it dropped 
out of the top 200 after 1900, only resurging around the centenary of Wilde’s death, climbing 
to 7th by 2013 and is currently 10th. His trials had rendered Oscar and Wilde synonymous 
with perversion, immorality, homosexuality.

Twentieth-century cultural references cemented this association. A memoir described 
flamboyant men in evening dress as “perhaps like a couple of Oscar Wildes” (Sinfield, 135). 
Style alone could signal the allusion: “his neat moustache and admirable waistcoat suggested the 
sort of dandyism that despises women” (134). By the 1920s, Sinfield argues, the “homosexual 
Wildean stereotype was settled for two generations” (135). “‘Oscar’ became a word that could 
be used as an accusation of homosexuality but also a way for gay people to talk of themselves.” 
(Eribon, 145)
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Sexological discourse reinforced this visibility. Ellis’s Sexual Inversion (1927) 
acknowledged that Wilde’s trials made homosexuality conspicuous: 

The celebrity of Oscar Wilde and the universal publicity given to the facts of 
the case may have brought conviction of their perversion to many inverts … 
paradoxical though it may seem, imparting greater courage to others. (996)

Magnus Hirschfeld similarly observed that long after the trials, ‘to Oscar’ became slang for 
anal sex, and effeminate men were teased as ‘an Oscar’ (1914, 58). Wilde’s name thus became 
both stigma and identity for self and othering understandings of homosexuality. 

The Paradoxical Productivity of Censorship

From the start, reporting was shaped by a “deafening silence.” On March 3rd 1895, Reynold’s 
Newspaper reported Queensbury’s arrest for libel but omitted the charge, referring only to 
“words unfit for publication” (Goodman, 34). The Star called it a “very grave and serious 
allegation” (43), while The Evening News described a “horrid nocturne of terrible suggestions” 
(71). The refusal to state facts generated curiosity, rumour, and discourse.

When Wilde was arrested following Queensbury’s acquittal, coverage continued 
by innuendo. The Daily Telegraph reported only that Wilde faced “a charge of a very grave 
character”, whilst denouncing his “inflated egotism” and “diseased vanity” (75). The Star 
referred to “the startling episode of yesterday, the moment involved as more important than 
any that had proceeded it.” (78) The Illustrated Police News called it “the most gruesome 
tragedy of the nineteenth century” (78) Papers debated whether “absolute reticence or 
modified publicity” better served morality, often choosing oblique horror: “More than that, 
mercifully, we need not at present say” (Pall Mall Gazette, 79) 

For some, the solution was erasure. The Echo urged: “The best thing for everybody now 
is to forget Oscar Wilde, let him go into silence, and be heard of no more” (79). Authorities 
even delayed his arrest to allow possible flight to France. Yet Wilde did not flee. The trials had 
to happen, and in happening, they made homosexuality public, spoken, visible. explosion.

Oscar Wilde Posing ‘Somdomite’ 

This infamous calling card left by the Marquess of Queensbury, accusing Wilde of being a 
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“posing somdomite”, set in motion the trials that destroyed him and generated a new cultural 
discourse around ‘homosexuality’. Significantly, Wilde is accused not of being a sodomite, 
but of posing as one. Wilde’s outrage was immediate. He wrote to his former lover and loyal 
friend, Robbie Ross:

Bosie’s father has left a card at my club with hideous words on it. I don’t see 
anything now but a criminal prosecution. (McKenna, 2004, 454)

Something in this “hideous” word repelled Wilde. The insult marked a rupture between how 
Wilde understood himself as a man who loved men and how the courts, media, and Queensbury 
apprehended him, a sodomite. Against all advice, Wilde launched a libel prosecution, a decision 
urged on by Bosie and his family, but also by Wilde’s own fury.

Queensbury was unrelenting. He passed the evidence collected for the libel trial directly 
to the Public Prosecutor, with a cover letter also sent to the press:

In order that there may be no miscarriage of justice, I think it is my duty 
at once to send you a copy of all our witnesses’ statements, together with a 
copy of the shorthand notes of the trial. (Cohen, 174-5) 

In circulating this evidence, Queensbury sought to force Wilde’s separation from Bosie and to 
leave England, rather than risk another trial which might expose his son. 

If the country allows you to leave, all the better for the country; but, if you 
take my son with you, I will follow you wherever you go and shoot you. 
(Hyde, 222) 

The Legal Landscape and The Importance of Being ‘Earnest’ 

Queensbury’s threats around a “miscarriage of justice” resonated with earlier same-sex scandals. 
In 1889, the Cleveland Street Scandal exposed a London male brothel allegedly patronised by 
aristocrats, including Lord Somerset, equerry to the Prince of Wales. The government was 
accused of a cover-up after both Somerset and the brothel keeper fled abroad.

An earlier case, the 1871 trial of Frederick Park and Ernest Boulton, better known 
in their cross-dressed personae, Fanny and Stella, had both entertained and scandalised the 
public. Arrested in women’s clothing, while attending the theatre, they were charged with 
“conspiring and inciting persons to commit an unnatural offence” (Mc Kenna, 2013, 237) 
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alongside Ernest’s lover, former MP Lord Arthur Clinton, who subsequently committed 
suicide. Their acquittal, after the prosecution failed to prove sodomy, left a cultural legacy 
linking effeminacy, cross-dressing, and homosexuality with scandal, upper-class hypocrisies, 
and criminal suspicion.

Just as Wilde’s Trials were to define homosexuality for over a century, so Fanny and Stella 
(Frederick and Ernest), held same-sex visibility and discourse within its cultural moment, one 
in which anal sex, effeminacy, and cross-dressing were presumed. By the 1890s, ‘Ernest’ had 
become a coded byword (as ‘Oscar’ later would) evoking Uranian (Earn-ian!!) subcultures. In 
the play Earnest is both an ambiguous adjective and a valued identity. Critics dispute whether 
Wilde deliberately encoded The Importance of Being Earnest with homosexual references, 
arguing Carson, Queensbury’s barrister, would have pounced had such codes been obvious. 
But such objections assume heterosexual omniscience, denying the possibility of queer 
delimited resistant language. Wilde’s choice of a fashionable address in Piccadilly for Algernon 
and Ernest’s circumspect London ventures, E.4, The Albany, was telling in being the home of 
George Ives, homosexual rights activist and founder of the secret Order of Chaeronaea. Such 
allusions encode Wilde within hidden networks of like-desiring men.

Whether or not Wilde intentionally encoded his texts, they came to be read as 
homosexual once Wilde himself was named as such, or rather, imprisoned into that identity 
through prosecution, detention and exposure reconfigured as effeminate, narcissistic, 
homosexual. Wilde’s trials mobilised multiple layers of prevailing homosexual discourse: the 
corruption of youth, effeminacy, narcissism, prostitution, and sodomy. Importantly, Wilde 
was not tried alone, but alongside Alfred Taylor, a man portrayed as an “obvious” effeminate 
type, to reinforce unmanliness as a key marker of same-sex desire.

The prosecution highlighted a familiar set of ‘homosexual’ associations and signifiers:
•	 Anal sex: “the disgusting filth in which they found the bedclothes on more than 

one occasion” (Holland, 277).
•	 Paedophilia/Corruption of Youth: “None of them his equal in years; and … a 

curious similarity in the ages of each and every one of them” (274).
•	 Prostitution: “Had you any particular business with Taylor?” (159).
•	 Effeminacy and cross-dressing: “Did his rooms strike you as peculiar? … elaborate 

furniture … luxurious … highly perfumed? … Did you know whether Mr. Taylor 
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had a lady’s costume there? Did you ever see him with a lady’s fancy dress?” (154–
8).

For Wilde, it was not enough to convict him of “gross indecency.” He had to be discursively 
reconstructed as narcissistic, effeminate, corrupt, embodying all the traits late-Victorian 
culture would come to define as the essence of the ‘homosexual’ and that primed the stage for 
Freud’s entry onto the sexology theatre.

‘Gross Indecency’ and the Criminalisation of Desire 

Wilde’s trial placed, not only him, but same-sex desire itself in the dock, just as scientific 
discourses were beginning to categorise it. 1885’s Labouchère Amendment, under which 
Wilde was prosecuted, expanded the offence of sodomy into the vague category of “gross 
indecency.” The law never defined the term, reflecting Victorian reluctance to name “immoral” 
acts and, as Foucault observed, a shift in which “the nineteenth-century homosexual became a 
personage … a type of life … consubstantial with him.” (43).

The wording of the Act made almost any intimacy between men, kissing, embracing, 
or simply showing affection, legally punishable:

Any male person who, in public or private, commits, or is a party to the 
commission of, or procures, the commission by any male person of, 
any act of gross indecency with another male person, shall be guilty of a 
misdemeanour, and being convicted thereof, shall be liable at the discretion 
of the Court to be imprisoned for any term not exceeding two years, with or 
without hard labour. (Moran, 206) 

Thus, not only sexual acts but desire itself was criminalised. In Wilde’s case, what condemned 
him was less evidence of sexual behaviour than the “indecency” of his books, persona, and 
relationships across class/age boundaries. His refusal to conform to Victorian ideals of 
masculinity marked him as ‘unmanly’ and therefore suspect.

Unlike sodomy, which carried life imprisonment (and until 1861, the death penalty), 
prosecutions for “gross indecency” were easier precisely because of its vagueness. When does 
indecency stop being merely indecent and become gross indecency?  . The 1870s trials of 
Fanny and Stella had already shown how gender nonconformity could be treated as evidence 
of criminality, but unable to convict under the ultimate gender challenging act of sodomy. By 
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Wilde’s time posing as a gender-challenging ‘somdomite’ was not only socially threatening, 
but now a crime.

The amendment itself emerged from moral panic. In July 1885, W.T. Stead’s Pall 
Mall Gazette exposé on child prostitution provoked outrage that secured passage of the 
Criminal Law Amendment Bill. Sir Howard Vincent, Director of Criminal Investigations 
at Scotland Yard, had called homosexual acts a modern “scourge” (Kaplan, 173). Stead had 
written to Labouchère about male prostitution and at the last minute, Labouchère inserted 
his amendment criminalising male desire more broadly, passed after only four minutes of 
debate. This same Labouchère’s Truth magazine had called for greater investigation into the 
Cleveland Street scandal. Wilde, sentenced under this law, later wrote to Ives in March 1898:

Yes, I have no doubt we shall win, but the road is long and red with 
monstrous martyrdoms. … Nothing but the repeal of the Criminal Law 
Amendment Act would do any good. That is the essential. It is not so much 
public opinion as public officials that need educating. (2000, 1044) 

“Uranian Love I Hold to Be Noble, More Noble Than Other Forms”

The naming of same-sex desire has always reflected temporal, geographic, and political 
distinctions. In late-nineteenth-century Germany, such men were described as Urnings or 
Uranians. Engels, responding to Marx’s transmission of Ulrichs’ work called the Urnings 
“extremely unnatural revelations” (Kennedy, 29). Karl Ulrichs’ Uranian lexicon framed 
like-kind desire within a ‘spiritualised’ Platonic discourse, distinguishing love as physical 
gratification (common/Dionian) from love as moral development (heavenly/Uranian). By 
rooting Uranian love in Platonic philosophy, Ulrichs conferred upon it a respectable, civilised 
lineage.

In England, like-kind loving writers and Oxbridge-educated classicists such as Pater, 
and later Wilde, adopted the Uranian identity, emphasising ideals of higher love. Wilde’s trial 
speech on “the Love that Dares Not Speak Its Name” reflects this Platonic idealism, framing 
spiritual affection as morally noble: “a great affection … as Plato made the very basis of his 
philosophy. It is that deep, spiritual affection that is as pure as it is perfect” (Ellmann, 463). 

Connections between Ulrichs’ lexicon and the English Uranians functioned less as 
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direct borrowing than as a bridge for like-minded men across borders (Kaylor, xiii). Edward 
Carpenter framed Uranian love as genuine affection between men, independent of sexual acts: 

I use the word Uranians to indicate simply those whose lives and activities 
are inspired by a genuine friendship or love for their own sex, without 
venturing to specify their individual and particular habits or relations 
towards those whom they love (891). 

In 1898, after his imprisonment, Wilde wrote to Robbie Ross: 

To have altered my life would have been to have admitted that Uranian love 
is ignoble. I hold it to be noble, more noble than other forms (2000, 1019).
 

In 1896, Raffalovich published Uranisme et Unisexualité in France, including a chapter on 
Wilde.

Despite these self-identifications, By the early 20th century, however, the term 
‘homosexual’ dominated, framing non-heterosexuality as unnatural, abnormal, and effeminate. 
Freud reinforced this label, linking it to narcissism, effeminacy, and degeneracy. Wilde’s trials 
and death as a ‘homosexual’ unfolded alongside the rise of psychoanalysis, positioning him as 
both cautionary figure and cultural touchstone.

Narcissism, Wilde’s Legacy and Ascriptions to Homosexual Identity

“To love oneself is the beginning of a lifelong romance” (Wilde, 1894a: 19382). By the fin 
de siècle, Wilde became entwined with the emerging psychoanalytic and homosexological 
discourses linking narcissism with femininity, masturbation, and homo-sameness, framing him 
as the archetypal “narcissistic homosexual”, effeminate, vain, and degenerate. Rank bestows 
on Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray the most overt and frequent invocation of literary 
Narcissism, quoting Halward’s description of Dorian as a Narcissus “He has leaned over the 
still pool of some Greek woodland, and seen in the water’s silent silver the wonder of his own 
beauty.” (Wilde, 2012: 66) In many ways, it is through Rank’s combining of the different 
discourses of Narcissism, the literary, the sexual, the pathological and the anthropological, 
all culminating in Dorian Gray and best exemplified through Wilde that something Wildean 
begins to inform and be informed by Narcissism. For both narcissism and Wilde himself, what 
was once noble and aesthetic, was recast as pathological.
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Historically, Narcissus symbolised abstinence, beauty, and philosophical self-
reflection. Platonic philosophy celebrated him as morally and sensibly attuned (Wieseler, 
1856), a legacy echoed in Coelho’s celebrated The Alchemist, which cites Wilde’s Narcissus 
poem ‘The Disciple’ (1893) as a prologue. From Ovid through Renaissance and Romantic 
poetry, Narcissus embodied aestheticism and the search for the mirrored other half, with 
noble historical figures and literary characters such as Narcissus Marsh, archbishop of 
Dublin, founder of Ireland’s first public library, and at least four Christian saints, bearing this 
name honourably. In Hesse’s Narcissus and Goldmund, Narcissus embodies the composed 
Apollonian monk against the artistic adventurous Dionysian, Goldmund.

By the 1890s, sexology and psychoanalysis reframed Narcissus as a cautionary emblem 
of pathological self-love now aligned with homosexuality. Ellis (1898) described extreme auto-
eroticism as a rare “Narcissus-like tendency,” while Näcke (1899) coined ‘Narzissmus’. Sadger 
was pivotal in introducing the hypothesis into psychoanalytic discourse in 1908, that an early 
identification with the mother shapes the child’s narcissistic future and, in turn, creates the 
conditions for homosexual fantasies that inform a narcissistic object choice. “a prolonged 
remaining at the transitory stage of narcissism definitely predisposes one to homosexuality” 
(1974, 13), and associating it with maternal dominance, paternal weakness, vanity, and mirror 
fascination (1921, 1974). A committed advocate of degeneracy theory, and lifelong bachelor, 
Sadger believed homosexuality could be ‘cured’ through psychoanalysis (1920b), though he 
himself refused to undertake treatment. Freud initially praised this introduction of narcissism 
as “new and valuable” (Nunberg & Federn, 312), and shaped by Sadger and Rank, developed 
it into a central psychoanalytic concept in the wake of Wilde’s downfall.

Rank (1911) expanded on the idea, describing narcissism as both a “pathological 
condition” and a normal developmental stage, linking it to masturbation, and self-admiration. 
Freud’s 1910 analyses of Leonardo da Vinci and Schreber further cemented the link between 
narcissism, homosexuality, and artistic creation, arguing that auto-erotic instincts may initially 
focus on the self before reaching to an external love object. This Freudian feminisation of 
narcissism both produced and reflected its association with homosexuality.

Literature reinforced these associations. Rank’s 1914 study of the “double” concluded 
that poets are inherently Narcissus-like, with Wilde’s Dorian Gray exemplifying the 
convergence of literary, sexual, and pathological discourses. 
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Along with fear and hate of the double, the narcissistic infatuation in one’s 
own image and self is most strongly marked in Oscar Wilde’s Dorian Gray. 
(Rank, 1911)

Max Nordau’s Degeneration (1892) further linked aestheticism to moral and biological 
decline, with a chapter dedicated to Wilde, implicitly associating his art with same-sex desire. 

The 1890s marked the final epoch of the classical Narcissus myth within aestheticism, 
evident in Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890/91), André Gide’s Traite du Narcisse 
(1891), and Wilde’s own, “To love oneself is the beginning of a life-long romance” (1894b). 
Across these fin de siècle scientific, literary, and cultural frameworks, the Narcissus myth shifts 
from noble ascetic to aesthete to emblem of perversion, mirroring Wilde’s trajectory, and the 
pathologisation of homosexual identity.

The Trials and the New ‘Homosexual’ Identity

Before his trials, Wilde’s dandified figures, Lord Wotton and Dorian Gray, were read as men of 
leisure, heterosexual cads perhaps, but firmly within masculine boundaries. After 1895, these 
traits were retrospectively re-coded as signs of effeminacy, narcissism, and homosexuality. 
Rank’s later reading of Dorian Gray as the quintessential text of literary narcissism gained 
authority only because the trials had publicly reframed Wilde and his characters.

The prosecution explicitly treated Wilde’s writings, especially The Picture of Dorian 
Gray, as incriminating evidence. Basil Hallward’s devotion to Dorian, presented in the novel 
as a chaste, ‘Uranian’ ideal, was recast in court as proof of “perversion and sodomy.” The trials 
thus made same-sex desire publicly visible, but more crucially, they forged it into a coherent 
identity. Effeminacy, narcissism, aesthetic decadence, and desire coalesced into the figure of 
the ‘homosexual’, no longer merely a legal category of prohibited acts, but a recognisable social 
and psychological type.

The Wilder European Front 

Wilde’s trial reverberated across Europe. Years later, his son Vyvyan recalled: 

my main recollection is of my mother, in tears, poring over masses of press 
cuttings, mostly from Continental newspapers. … I could not help seeing 
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the name OSCAR WILDE in large headlines. (Holland, 1999: 61). 

Cohen describes the trials as “splashed across the front pages of most newspapers throughout 
Europe” (129). 

Ivory’s study of German press reporting highlights how Wilde’s scandal intersected with 
the emerging discourses of sexology and psychoanalysis, shaping debates on the ‘homosexual’ 
and fuelling early homosexual rights movements. Her research shows that the Vienna-based 
Neue Freie Presse, a paper Freud both read daily and to which he contributed (Solms, 397), was 
the first German-language newspaper to announce the forthcoming libel trial on March 10th, 
1895 as “Prozeß Queensberry” (Ivory, 223).

German newspapers, while often euphemistic, nonetheless named Wilde’s alleged 
offences more directly than the British press. Describing Wilde’s acts as relations with other 
men, they explicitly cited 1871’s Paragraph 175 of the German penal code, whose possible 
repeal was then being debated. One report invoked Westphal’s sexological terminology, noting 
that Carson “suchte aus Wilde’s Schriften dessen kontrasexuelle Eigenschaften zu beweisen” 
(sought to prove from Wilde’s writings his ‘contrary-sexual’ characteristics) (Ivory, 227).

The German press, reflecting contemporary sexological discourses, framed Wilde less 
as a criminal than as a pathological case, deploying medicalised language such as “krankhafte 
Belastung” (pathological encumbrance) (230), contrasting with the British moralising rhetoric 
of vice and perversion. Similar trends appeared in French reporting. As Erber observes, the Echo 
de Paris explained Wilde’s case through “the two dominant explanations of sexual orientation 
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current in French sexology” (1996, 571), while another French journal published an interview 
with Max Nordau, who claimed that his Degeneration had foretold Wilde’s downfall (569).
In Ivory’s analysis, most German-language reports on Wilde’s trials (see graph above) cluster 
around the first proceedings. While coverage peaks immediately after the first and second trials, 
and again at the opening and conclusion of the third (with May 23rd marking the highest 
number of reports at fifteen), Ivory argues that, with a few exceptions, reporting on the latter 
trials was largely telegraphic, as articles tended to relay only the essential facts, such as the 
verdict, with little or no commentary. For the German press and readership, the spectacle of 
Wilde’s court appearances mattered less than the discursive weight of what he was accused of. 
Once Wilde’s alleged offences were named and debated, the subsequent trials and punishments 
seemed comparatively incidental. As Ivory puts it, “Wilde’s real fall happens in April rather 
than May in Germany” (231).

Equally significant is the German press’s distinctive emphasis on the severity of Wilde’s 
punishment rather than his guilt. Nearly all the major newspapers carried strikingly similar 
accounts of Wilde’s conditions in Pentonville Prison, detailing the privations of “hard labour,” 
and many expressed outright censure of his treatment in early June 1895. The Viennese 
magazine Die Zeit, another of Freud’s regular reading sources, went further still: Handl 
openly criticised Wilde’s punishment, framing it as evidence of Britain’s excessive bourgeois 
conservatism in matters of art.

Too naive to appreciate Wilde’s work, they have poured on him all their 
hatred and fear of ‘decadent’ artistic movements and thus made him a 
scapegoat for the ills of their own society. The whole scandal and the sentence 
and punishment that followed was simply, for Handl, ‘very English’. (232)
 

Such coverage not only distinguished German reporting from its British counterpart but 
also helped situate Wilde’s downfall within the emerging medico-legal and psychoanalytic 
discourses of sexuality. In a cultural moment when sexologists and analysts like Freud were 
beginning to name and categorise the ‘homosexual’ these reports provided material and 
momentum for theorising same-sex desire within frameworks of pathology, punishment, 
and identity.
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Uncanny Influences: Freud and Wilde 

Freud’s psychoanalytic concepts of narcissism and the ‘double,’ while seemingly abstract, 
found their most vivid and tragic cultural expression in the public figure of Oscar Wilde, whose 
trials and downfall provided the tangible ‘data’ for the pathologisation of homosexuality.

Freud’s 1919 The Uncanny drew on Rank’s concept of the “double,” tracing its origins 
to primary narcissism. The double, he argued, springs from “unbounded self-love” as an 
“assurance of immortality,” yet ultimately becomes a “harbinger of death” (235). Wilde’s life 
offers a haunting embodiment of this paradox: his dandyism and aestheticism, manifestations 
of unbounded self-love, promised a kind of immortality through art and persona—but these 
same traits precipitated his downfall, turning the assurance of eternal life into an inexorable 
harbinger of death. In Wilde, narcissism and tragedy intertwine so fully that the theory of 
the double seems almost written for him, a mirror reflecting the fatal consequences of desire, 
beauty, and self-fashioning.

Freud and Wilde, born just nineteen months apart, embodied a shared cultural 
moment between Victorian morality and emerging modern sexualities. Both recognised, in 
different registers, the importance of being earnest. Wilde provocatively reworked the ancient 
dictum “Know thyself” into a modern exhortation “Be thyself” (1891b, 18953), shifting 
emphasis from self-awareness to self-actualisation. Wilde himself says in De Profundis (1905) 
“Most people are other people. Their thoughts are someone else’s opinions, their lives a 
mimicry, their passions a quotation.” Freud, for his part, remarked that “Being entirely honest 
with oneself is a good exercise” (Masson, 272). Both saw self-realisation as inseparable from 
suffering, tragedy, and pleasure. Wilde declared at his trial that “the realisation of one’s self 
is the primal aim of life; to realise one’s self through pleasure is finer than to realise one’s self 
through pain” (Holland, 75).

Both men grappled with illusion and deception. Freud noted, “Illusions commend 
themselves to us because they save us pain and allow us to enjoy pleasure instead” (1914, 280). 
Wilde declared, “Illusion is the first of all pleasures,” and lying was “the very basis of civilised 
society” (1891c: 16850). “The pure and simple truth is rarely pure and never simple” (1895: 
4604). Each was fascinated by the slipperiness of truth and the cultural work of deception.

The two men clearly shared ideas, if not philosophies. Both were masters of language, 
the importance of names. Freud edited Rank’s 1914 essay The Double, with its Wildean 
resonances of narcissism, yet referred to Wilde only twice in his collected works, the second 
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time, fittingly, in The Uncanny. Was this a form of self-preservation for Freud’s new science, to 
avoid association with a criminalised figure? Or might it have been an intellectual rejection of 
Wilde’s ‘aesthetic’ approach to selfhood in favour of a ‘scientific’ one?

Freud was, however, a keen lover of literature and theatre. He “waxed ecstatically” 
about Sarah Bernhardt, “After the f irst words uttered in an intimate, endearing voice, 
I felt I had known her all my life.​” (1960, 180), a celebrity crush he shared with Wilde; 
and maintained a lifelong correspondence with writers such as Schnitzler. Wilde’s works 
were immensely popular in Vienna: from 1900-1910, An Ideal Husband was the most 
frequently staged English play there, and The Importance of Being Earnest the most 
produced English drama overall. Between 1907–1910, Viennese theatres were running 
Lady Windermere’s Fan, A Woman of No Importance, Salome, A Florentine Tragedy, and 
two adaptations of Dorian Gray. In 1907 the critic Lothar observed, “Nowadays, Oscar 
Wilde has become a theatrical trump card in Vienna” (Mayer, 208). Bernard Shaw echoed 
this in 1905, writing in Neue Freie Presse:

Vienna will more easily get used to the style of Oscar Wilde, for Wilde 
embodied the artistic culture of the 18th century. Seeing that Vienna, 
apart from Paris, is the most regressive city in Europe it ought to appreciate 
Oscar Wilde far more greatly than he will ever be appreciated anywhere in 
Germany or England. (203) 

Tellingly, neither Freud nor Sadger, renowned for their psychoanalytic ‘pathographies’ of 
homosexuality, ever addressed Wilde. Even in 1910, when his plays dominated Vienna and 
society marked the tenth anniversary of his death, Freud turned to Da Vinci and Sadger to von 
Kleist, leaving Wilde conspicuously absent. What in Wilde’s reflection eluded Freud’s pen?

But in 1910 Freud also published Über ‘Wilde’ Psychoanalyse, not an analysis of Wilde, 
but a polemic against unanalysed doctors who, in his view, applied psychoanalytic ideas too 
crudely. Here Freud explored masturbation and the “rejection of sexuality, or a repression 
which is over-severe” (223). Could Freud have been unconsciously alluding to the unanalysed 
Sadger, whose orthodox and often obsessive pathographies linked narcissism ineluctably to 
homosexuality? (Padovan, 2017) Freud’s growing frustration at this juncture with the refusing 
psychoanalytic self-process Sadger is well-documented; calling him a “congenital fanatic of 
orthodoxy” (quoted in Rose, 71) and he wrote to Jung in 1910 of the “interminable flow of 
Sadger’s rubbish” (McGuire, 283) and “insufferable” prose (291).
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The title ‘Wilde’ Psychoanalyse is revealing as language within psychoanalysis always 
is. In German, ‘wilde’ carries connotations of “uncontrolled” or “unrestrained,” for which 
ausgelassen or entfesselt might be more precise. Yet wilde also evokes “brutal,” “unlawful,” 
and “illicit”, associations impossible to separate from Wilde, the criminalised homosexual 
writer spectrally haunting Freud’s Vienna, the cultural “trump card”. Whether consciously 
or not, Freud’s word choice hints at a Wildean subtext. At a moment when Sadger’s zeal 
threatened to rigidify psychoanalysis, Freud may have been signalling not only his disdain 
for “wild” psychoanalysis but also the spectral presence of Wilde himself: an author whose 
name had become shorthand for both homosexual scandal and dazzling cultural achievement. 
May this have reflected Freud’s unconscious struggle with the cultural figure of Wilde, who 
embodied both enviable ‘dazzling cultural achievement’ but also an abject ‘sexual scandal’, a 
duality that might threaten to contaminate the scientific rigor Freud sought for establishing 
psychoanalysis.

The Freudian Homosexual and Wilde’s Shadow in Psychoanalysis

Ulrichs’ Uranian taxonomy was largely ignored, not only because he was deemed ‘homosexual’ 
and thus unqualified, but also because his framework prioritised love over pathology partly. 
Krafft-Ebing acknowledged Ulrichs’ work as foundational yet dismissed its taxonomy, 
favouring a medically oriented, illness-based framework: 

Other terms were developed … but it was homosexuality which was adopted 
as the medical term primarily because of the influence and prominence of 
Krafft-Ebing (Bullough, 27). 

By his death, Psychopathia Sexualis—already in twelve editions—had become “the world’s 
most informative volume on the subject of sexual deviation” (35) and “a ground-breaking 
examination of sexual aberrations” (41).

Through this work, Krafft-Ebing established heterosexuality as the normative 
standard in binary opposition to non-procreative homosexuality, deemed deviant and morally 
“monstrous.” In his final decade at the University of Vienna, holding what was considered “the 
most important professorship of psychiatry in the world”, he mentored Freud, profoundly 
shaping psychoanalytic constructions of sexuality and cultural discourses around like-kind 
desire. As Freud recalled, 
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I am finishing Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality, in the explanation 
of sexual inversion, I go as far as the literature permits (Krafft-Ebing and 
predecessors) (Masson, 464).

Alfred Douglas (Bosie) in the Noel Pemberton-Billing libel trial testified that before Wilde 
wrote Salome in 1890, he had been reading Krafft-Ebing’s Psychopathia Sexualis. (Bristow, 
195) Wilde may well have been thinking of Krafft-Ebing, or indeed Freud, when, after his 
imprisonment, he bemoaned the fact that “I am a pathological problem in the eyes of German 
scientists and even in their works I am tabulated” (2000, 1006).

Wilde’s naming of “the love that dares not speak its name,” draws on Ulrichs and 
Krafft-Ebing, becomes a conduit for sexological discourses. From prison, Wilde’s 1896 
petition to the Home Secretary cited Lombroso and Nordau, invoking the language of 
“sexual madness”, “pathological science”, “erotomania”, and “sensual monomanias,” 
framing his predicament as “diseases to be cured by a physician, rather than crimes to be 
punished by a judge” (2000, 656). The notoriety of Wilde’s trials and downfall provided 
German sexologists with a paradigmatic “decadent narcissist,” grounding the term 
homosexual as a descriptor for like-kind desire within the afore-mentioned “Oscar-Wilde 
type,” as homosexuality moves into broader public consciousness. 

The naming of same-sex desire did not occur in isolation but emerged through the 
intersecting fin de siècle discourses of psychoanalysis, sexology, and law. Figures like Krafft-
Ebing, Sadger, and Freud drew on and reinforced the cultural impact of Wilde’s trials, which 
offered a visible case through which theories of effeminacy, narcissism, and degeneracy could be 
shown. This convergence produced E.M. Forster’s ‘Oscar-Wilde sort,’ making homosexuality 
legible as both a social and scientific category, while exposing previously hidden subversive 
Uranian and homoerotic subcultures to public contempt.

Freud and Krafft-Ebing

Freud’s Three Essays introduces several key discursive developments in the construction of 
the homosexual. He briefly uses the term ‘invert’ to distinguish it from ‘perversion’, while 
defining both within a new classification: sexual “aberration.” Freud intriguingly acknowledges 
inversion as “found among persons who otherwise show no marked deviation from the 
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normal, who on the contrary are distinguished by especially high intellectual development 
and ethical culture” (139). Yet, tied to science’s visual demands to ‘see’ evidence, he notes 
“amphigenously inverted (psychosexually hermaphroditic)” individuals (136), bodies not 
fully male in appearance. Freud engages discursive practices aligning physical hermaphroditism 
with inversion, referencing Ulrichs as “a spokesman of the male inverts (theory of) ‘a feminine 
brain in a masculine body’” while debating the “regular concurrence of inversion with the 
psychic and somatic signs of hermaphroditism” (7).

Seeking to move beyond this confusion, Freud still recognises its contingency within 
scientific discourse: “I was already familiar with the idea of bisexuality used to explain 
inversion. You will certainly find it in Psychopathia Sexualis by Krafft-Ebing” (Masson, 467). 
For psychology, he observes, the contrast between the sexes increasingly fades into one between 
activity and passivity, “in which we far too readily identify activity with maleness and passivity 
with femaleness” (1920, 105–6).

Norton’s Mother Clap’s Molly House: Gay Subculture in England, 1700–1830 
reinforces this historical perspective, arguing that “gay men did not think of themselves as 
women trapped in men’s bodies until the sexologists began popularising this theory” (1992: 
104). In Teleny (1895), a gay pornographic novel attributed to Wilde, we see literary expression 
of this alignment when one protagonist laments, “Why was not one of us born a woman?” 
(171–2), while another remarks during sex, “I seemed to be a man in front, a woman behind, 
for the pleasure I felt either way” (118). Same-sex desire thus remained discursively aligned 
with ‘being a woman’, and despite Freud’s best intentions, with ‘passivity’. This alignment 
persists in culturally in questions like ‘Who’s the man and who’s the woman?’ within male 
same-sex encounters.

This emerging psychoanalytic framework around inversion and hermaphroditism 
intersected through Wilde’s trials and imprisonment, with the public construction of 
him as ‘homosexual’. Wilde embodied traits Freud and other sexologists codif ied within 
same-sex desire: effeminacy, aestheticism, and narcissism. As Freud formalised inversion, 
Wilde’s life retrospectively became a template: the aestheticised, effeminate, same-sex 
desiring male, once celebrated in Uranian discourse, was now mapped onto frameworks 
of pathology and deviance.

Wilde functions as both exemplar and cautionary figure. His Uranian-inflected defence 
of “the love that dares not speak its name” aligns with Ulrichs’ and Carpenter’s frameworks of 
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spiritually elevated male love. Yet under legal and public scrutiny, these traits were reinterpreted 
through emerging sexology. Desire, effeminacy, passivity, and narcissism, already theorised in 
Freudian discourse, found a tangible referent in Wilde, whose celebrity and trials provided the 
cultural “data” through which these constructions could be articulated.

By tracing Wilde’s public persona and literary works alongside Freud’s psychoanalytic 
explorations, we see how both shaped, and were shaped by, emerging discourses on 
homosexuality. Wilde’s artistry and scandal vividly illustrated traits psychoanalysis would 
pathologise, while Freud codified ideas about desire, identity, and the body. Together, their 
legacies illuminate the social, cultural, and scientific construction of queer identity, offering 
enduring insights into sexuality, selfhood, and cultural perception.

Postscript: Or Words From Beyond 

Wilde died in 1900 so never commented on the Freudian revolution, or did he? In 1924 the 
Irish psychic Hester Travers-Smith published Oscar Wilde from Purgatory, a record of her 
sittings with Wilde’s spirit. Alongside very Wildean remarks - “Being dead is the most boring 
experience in life. That is, if one excepts being married or dining with a schoolmaster.” (7); 
“Yes, I have seen my mother. She has not really improved in the process of dying” (9), the 
Wilde ‘spirit’ interestingly comments on Freud’s Interpretation of Dreams: 

Dreams dwell far from the world, and in your gross age they live on those 
who know that life is faded and without form, unless the dream comes 
which creates for us the veritable image of beauty as she is. We, who have 
passed beyond your ken, we only know what these men (Freud and Jung) 
guess at. (33) 

And with this last comment on Freud, Wilde from purgatory ceased to speak. Perhaps, in true 
Freudian tradition, the medium said “Let’s leave it there for this week”; or perhaps in true 
Wildean fashion, he neglected to pay his bill. 
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