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THE MOST  consequential
literary dinner of the English fin
de  siecle took place at the
Langham Hotel in London in late
August 1889, attended by Oscar
Wilde and Arthur Conan Doyle
and hosted by the editor of
Lippincott’s Monthly Magazine,
Joseph Stoddart, who was in
England to solicit contributions
from British authors. The result
was a commission from Stoddart
to write two short novels: The
Picture of Dorian Gray, which
appeared in the February 1890
issue of Lippincott’s: and the
second Sherlock Holmes novel,
The Sign of Four (July 1890), The
dinner was the first meeting of the
two authors, and by all accounts
each  enjoyed the other's
company. Doyle called the
ocecasion “a polden evening for
me.

At first glance, Wilde and Doyle
secem the quintessential literary
odd couple: the literary wsthete,
trailing clouds of French
décadence, and the stereoty
Victorian man: a hearty cricket-
playing defender of the British
Empire, opponent of women's
suffrage, and creator of the
hyper-rationalist Sherlock
Holmes. Other than sharing
hansom cabs and impressionistic
fog-shrouded streets dimly lit by
gas lamps, the worlds of Dorian
Gray and Sherlock Holmes could
scarcely have been more

tur Conan Dogle’s
by Nils Clausson Dﬁ/ ’é{ 6;&.’/

destruction (Cowles is not
her only victim). The
story, then, has a strong
Gothic element and
Armitage wavers between
a supernatural and a
natural explanation of his
friend's death: “It might
seem rash of me to say
that I ascribe the death of
my poor friend ... to any
preternatural agency. [ am
friend John Armitage, aware that in the present
who is also the narrator, . state of public feeling a
Armitage plays the role of ead young men to their  chain of evidence would

all been noticed before.
What has been
overlooked is an early
Doyle short story with
unmistakable queer
subtext: “John Barrington
Cowles.” Published three
years before A Study in
Scarlet, the story recounts
the investigation into the
suspicious death of the
title character by his

a detective who finds he
cannot satisfactorily
explain his friend’s
death, which comes
about as a result of his
linison with a woman,
Miss Northcott, who
appears to have
mesmeric powers,
which she exploits to

different. And yet, the two
writers” works have more in
common than one would
suspect. Sherlock Holmes
especially in the early stories,
exhibits many characteristics of
the fin-de-siécle ®sthete
addiction to cocaine {Dorian
Gray develops an opium
addiction) and an interest in the
arts that includes playing the
violin, attending concerts and
the opera, and viewing an
exhibition of Modern
Belgian masters at a
London art gallery.
Doyle’s link to the age of
The Yellow Book and the
green
camation—
which are
associated with
Wilde—are
evident in the
title of the first
Holmes novella,
A Study i
Scarlet, which
echoes the title
of Wilde's
“Pen, Pencil,
Poison: A Study

require to be strong indeed before the possibility of such a
conclusion could be admitted. I shall therefore merely state the
circumstances which led up to this sad event as concisely and as
plainly as I can, and leave every reader to draw his own deductions
Perhaps there may be someone who can throw light upon what is
dark to me."The death of Cowles is not the only mystery in the story.
There is another mystery, strongly hinted at but never explicitly
stated, concerning the relationship between Armitage and Cow
“John Barrington Cowles™ can be read as a story aboul a rep

yer  es the story, but
Aamiage is only dim
unreliable narrator, 1
the reader but that
to gay readers, 8
descniption of his relationship with Cowle
unmistakably at strong sexual undercurrents:
“[Cowles| came in time to concentrate all his
affection upon me, and to confide in me in a manner
which is rare among men. Even when a stronger and
deeper passion came over him, it never infringed
upon the old tenderness between us. Cowles was a

11, slim young fellow, with an olive, Velasquez-like

to captivate her imagination. His expression was, as a

in Green,” rule, dreamy, and even languid; but if in conversation
featuring the a subject arose which interested him he would be all
artist and ed as

poisoner Thomas
Griffiths
Wainewright,
These
similarities have

exotically (and hence eratically?) un-English, has
certainly captivated Armitage’s imagination, and thus
friend’s

curiosity.
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