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Lord Alfred Douglas and the
Winchester College Pentagram

G. A. CEVASCO

close friend of Oscar Wilde responsible for his being placed

in the dock, found guilty, and sentenced to two years at
hard labor. The year was 1895. Wilde was at the height of his fame.
Two of his brilliant plays, An Ideal Husband and The Importance of
Being Earnest, were running simultaneously in London theatres.
When he was convicted they were withdrawn. His books were
removed from the booksellers” shelves. Wilde's disgrace had all
the implications of a Greek tragedy, one in which he played fop,
wit, victim, and martyr—and at which he looked on as a befuddled
spectator.

Anyone who reads De Profundis is struck by the bitterness he felt
for his former friend at the time. Not only did “‘Bosie,” as Douglas
was called affectionately by his family and friends, escape punish-
ment, but it had been his father, the Eighth Marquis of Queens-
berry, who had initiated charges against Wilde in the first place.
Then, too, during Wilde's notorious trials, one of Bosie’s works,
““Iwo Loves,” was entered into evidence. Ending with the words *I
am the love that dare not speak its name,” the poem was used
against Wilde by the prosecutor for the Crown.

Just how responsible Douglas was for Wilde’s downfall is still
matter for debate. In his poem ““The Destroyer of a Soul,” Lionel
Johnson fixed more of the blame on Wilde with the memorable
line: ‘T hate you with a necessary hate.” In his cactaceous and apol-
ogetical autobiographical volumes, Oscar Wilde and Myself (1914),
The Autobiography of Lord Alfred Douglas (1929), and Without Apol-
ogy (1938), Douglas of course defends himself at Wilde's expense.
Douglas, in fact, was always a self-defender, as the many enemies he
made over the seventy-five years of his life can testify. He is a prime
example of a man of letters who expended more time and energy

L ord Alfred Douglas is probably best remembered as the



4 G. A. Cevasco

defending himself from attacks real and imaginary than he gave to
literature.

Douglas, nonetheless, was a highly capable poet who wrote some
works still worthy of consideration, especially those found in his

Winchester College from the Warden's Garden

City of the Soul (1899) and Somnets (1900). That his carefully crafted
verse failed to attract the critical reception he thought it deserved
troubled him deeply. The attention accorded Eliot, Pound, the
Sitwells, and other so-called “‘moderns’’ in the decades between the
Wars, he was certain, had been misdirected. The spotlight should
have fallen on his Complete Poemns (1928). Douglas never could admit
to himself that he was essentially a nineties poet whose gifts did not
survive into the twentieth century.

Patrick Braybrook’s Lord Alfred Douglas: His Life and Work (1913)
and William Freeman’s The Life of Lord Alfred Douglas (1948) are
both well-written and quite readable biographies, but neither did
much for Douglas’s reputation. Nor did Rupert Croft-Cooke’s
Bosie (1963), a rather captious and belittling study, treat its subject
as a creative artist. The definitive biography, consequently, remains
to be written. Whoever undertakes the task will of course have to
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deal with the many questions surrounding the Wilde-Douglas rela-
tionship. While it is true that in his monumental study Oscar Wilde
(1988) Richard Ellman examined their relationship rather thor-
oughly, he did so mainly from Wilde’s perspective, not that of
Douglas.

Lord Alfred Douglas at Oxford when he was twenty-three

Douglas’s next biographer will also have to focus on a printed rar-
ity that has recently been added to the Rare Book and Manuscript
Library. That volume is the Pentagram, an undergraduate publica-
tion that Douglas and two friends produced during the summer of
1888, when they were students at Winchester College. The two
friends were E. B. Phipps and E. W. Lidderdale.

In his Autobiography Douglas boasts that the Pentagram “‘had a

tremendous success at the time, and the circulation . . . worked out a
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good deal more than one copy a head for every boy in the
school . . . and lots of old Wykehamists took it in.” The fact is that
the Pentagram ran only ten numbers between May 29 and August
1, 1888.

Most copies of the Pentagram can no longer be traced. The ten
issues that belonged to Sir Edmund Bamfylde Phipps are now in the
Rare Book and Manuscript Library. Phipps, after completing his
education at New College, Oxford, became a master at Temple
Grove School, then an inspector of schools, rising to the position of
Deputy Secretary, Board of Education, in 1926.

Phipps had his treasured copies of the Pentagram bound in a blue
cover. On the first page, facing the inside front cover, he affixed his
signature, E. B. Phipps. Phipps’s volume is especially valuable
because it contains his personal annotations identifying the contrib-
utors, who did not sign their poems or prose pieces. They either
remained anonymous or identified themselves with fanciful pseu-
donyms. In his annotations Phipps identifies himself as ““The Peli-
can” and Douglas as “The Lost Chord.”

As for the genesis of the Pentagram, Douglas and Phipps note on
their dedicatory page that the work was “‘generated” and *‘sus-
tained”’ by the Reverend Mr. John Traut, who can be identified as a
housemaster at Winchester. The Reverend Mr. Traut, it would
seem, gave the editors of the Pentagram his warm and continual
encouragement. The dedication also contains words of praise for
“H.H.H.)” one of the periodical’s *‘most loyal and capable contrib-
utors”” “H.H.H.,” as Phipps’s attributions make clear, was E. W.
Lidderdale.

An examination of the index for the ten numbers lists over two
hundred entries under author, title, and subject. “‘Leading Articles”
are of course duly listed. Under “‘Poems’ can be found eleven titles.
Seven listings refer to such incidental matters as the “‘Boat Club,”
“Cricket,” and “‘Rifle Corps.” Letters from readers are also listed, as
well as one obituary article. Several items pertain to Eton, and there
is even one on ‘“The Prince of Wales at Winchester.”






