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When a novel includes a scene of public musical performance, 
it creates a site of indeterminate meaning. We read about mu-
sic that we cannot hear, often filtered through the subjectivity 

of one character and the mass response of the disparate individuals who 
make up the audience. Descriptions of sound can mediate between the 
private world of the listener and the public arena, describing both indi-
vidual affect and crowd contagion.1 Ultimately, these literary descriptions 
strive to capture through language a medium which must remain un-
heard. Recent criticism has traced how sound gained particular currency 
in late nineteenth-century literature as a way of covertly encoding emer-
gent queer identities.2 Judith A. Peraino writes that music’s ‘resistance to 
legibility’ permits its use ‘as a strategy for negotiating queer identity within 

1  The crowd setting, as an equally important context for literary descriptions of music 
as the account of individual affect, has received critical treatment by Phyllis Weliver, in 
The Musical Crowd in English Fiction, 1840–1910: Class, Culture and Nation (Basingstoke: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2006).
2  See Joe Law, ‘“The perniciously homosexual art”: Music and Homoerotic Desire in The 
Picture of Dorian Gray and other fin de siècle Fiction’, in The Idea of Music in Victorian Fic-
tion, ed. by Sophie Fuller and Nicky Losseff (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2003), pp. 173–96; Emma 
Sutton, Aubrey Beardsley and British Wagnerism in the 1890s (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2002), pp. 24–56; Fraser Riddell, ‘Queer Music in the Queen’s Hall: Teleny and Dec-
adent Musical Geographies in the fin de siècle’, Journal of Victorian Culture, 25.4 (October 
2020), 593–608. Sophie Fuller and Lloyd Whitesell begin their introduction to Queer Ep-
isodes in Music and Modern Identity (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2002) with two 
literary examples from the early twentieth century (Marcel Proust and Rose Allatini) to 
show how ‘musical expression and the expression of queer identity were sympathetically 
linked’, pp. 6–9.
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dominant heterosexual culture’.3 Taking up Peraino’s concept of legibility, I 
consider how music functions as a discourse of alternative legibility within 
the more familiar legibility of the novel, gesturing towards what cannot 
be put into words or activating meaning among an exclusive community. 
Descriptions of musical performances both disclose and enclose queer-
ness. Calling attention to the singularity of the queer listener’s position 
within the crowd, these descriptions raise questions about visibility and 
belonging which were central to late nineteenth-century queer activism, 
and remain pertinent today. 

Similar descriptions of queer listening are found in two very distinct 
texts: Teleny: or, the Reverse of the Medal, a work of gay erotica written by 
a group associated with Oscar Wilde and first appearing in 1893, in which 
a man confesses to his affair with a male pianist; and Trilby, published by 
the Punch cartoonist George du Maurier in 1894, which tells of a young 
woman who, adored by a trio of male artists and a sinister male conductor, 
falls under the mesmeric spell of the latter and becomes a celebrated sing-
er. While queer listening features in both, it functions differently accord-
ing to the novels’ differing publication contexts. Throughout this article I 
consider readers as secondary listeners, whose responses to music—and 
therefore their understanding of their own positioning in relation to the 
crowd of mass culture—are mediated by the authors’ descriptions of these 
performances. As ‘secondary listeners’, readers are temporally and spatial-
ly distanced from the music described (in comparison to the primary lis-
teners, the novels’ characters), but my use of the term should not necessar-
ily suggest their subordination. Rather, the interactions between author, 
reader, and diegetic musical performance are a vital part of the story these 
novels tell about queerness, at a foundational period in the formation of 
modern conceptions of identity. 

In considering music’s extra-diegetic function, I adapt the idea of the 
‘song pact’ recently outlined by Lawrence Kramer. He suggests that ‘the 
trope of the song […] acts simultaneously to form a bond between char-
acters and to draw readers—sung readers—into a parallel bond with the 
author’. (Though Kramer discusses the specific ramifications of sung mu-
sic, he notes that ‘the song pact has a familiar parallel in novelistic treat-
ments of instrumental music’ too).4 By incorporating music into the novel, 

3  Judith A. Peraino, Listening to the Sirens: Musical Technologies of Queer Identity from 
Homer to Hedwig (London: University of California Press, 2006), p. 7.
4  Lawrence Kramer, ‘The Song Pact: How the Novel Sings’, keynote at ‘The Song in the 
Novel’ conference, British Academy, 1 October 2021.
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authors employ a trope which ‘engages the reader in an act of imaginary 
hearing, shared with the author’.5 Taking Kramer’s lead, I place empha-
sis on both novels’ readerly communities. That Teleny circulated privately 
while Trilby was a mass publishing sensation is fundamental to under-
standing how music works in and for these texts. Music is both a discourse 
resisting legibility and a way of simulating an interchange between indi-
vidual and group through which identity is ratified. Musical performanc-
es in both novels suggest ways of thinking about late nineteenth-century 
perspectives on queerness as inside or outside the dominant culture.

‘In certain coteries’, wrote Marc-André Raffalovich in 1896, ‘the word 
musical […] appears to have become a synonym of pederast’.6 (Raffalovich, 
as Joe Law suggests in his translation of this passage, uses ‘pederast’ inter-
changeably with his term ‘uranist’, or in modern terms, ‘homosexual’).7 

This synonym rang across literature and sexology in the late decades of 
the nineteenth century, when, in Michel Foucault’s memorable phrase, 
the homosexual ‘became a species’.8 David Halperin has cautioned against 
interpreting Foucault’s reading as negating the existence of queer identi-
ties before around 1870: ‘it is not an empirical claim about the historical 
existence or nonexistence of sexually deviant individuals’.9 Halperin’s own 
example of the Greco-Roman stereotype of the kinaidos, a man who ha-
bitually engaged in sex with other men, proves that ‘it was possible for 
sexual acts to be linked in various ways with a sexual disposition or sexual 
subjectivity well before the nineteenth century’, though he emphasises that 
the identity of the kinaidos was more tied to factors of gender and social 
status than sexual orientation (that is, his proclivity for intercourse with 
men both feminised and de-classed him).10 Foucault’s claim for the inven-
tion of homosexuality around 1870 refers to a new understanding of ori-
entation which, fuelled by contemporary psychopathology, combined an 
individual’s sexual behaviour, sexual object choice, and their psychology 

5  Ibid.
6  Marc-André Raffalovich, Uranisme et l’unisexualité: étude sur les différentes manifesta-
tions de l’instinct sexuel (Lyon: A. Storck, 1896), p. 188; trans. by Joe Law, ‘“The perniciously 
homosexual art”’, p. 183 (italics original).
7  See n. 11 below on the varied terms circulating in late nineteenth-century sexological 
taxonomies.
8  Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, trans. by Robert Hurley, 4 vols (New York: 
Random House, Vintage, 1980), i, p. 43.
9  David Halperin, ‘Forgetting Foucault: Acts, Identities, and the History of Sexuality’, 
Representations, 63 (1998), p. 99 (italics original).
10  Halperin, ‘Forgetting Foucault’, p. 104.
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or subjectivity. For some sexologists—such as Richard Krafft-Ebing, who 
published Psychopathia Sexualis in 1886—the claim that homosexuality 
was an inborn, involuntary facet of identity carried (as Krafft-Ebing’s title 
suggests) a pathological taint, urging medical treatment rather than crim-
inal prosecution. For others—such as Karl Heinrich Ulrichs, who coined 
the term ‘Urning’ in writing about homosexual men in 1862, and Magnus 
Hirschfeld, who opened the Institute of Sexology in Berlin in 1919—this 
claim motivated a plea for acceptance.11 These German writers, along with 
English counterparts such as Havelock Ellis and Edward Carpenter, envi-
sioned their research as facilitating the decriminalisation of homosexuali-
ty, and as such, emphasised certain traits they found to be common among 
those inclined to same-sex desire. 

Because sexual orientation at this time coalesced with ideas about gen-
der variance, making effeminacy a key attribute in imaginings of male ho-
mosexuality, homosexual men were found to be especially fond of, and 
proficient at, music (which had a longstanding association with the fem-
inine).12 In The Intermediate Sex, written during the 1890s but kept pri-
vate until 1908, Carpenter quotes Hirschfeld’s claim that homosexual men 
are notable for ‘the dominance of the emotional life’ and ‘a strong artistic 
sense, especially in the direction of music’.13 Carpenter himself calls music 
‘the art which in its subtlety and tenderness—and perhaps in a certain in-
clination to indulge in emotion—lies nearest to the Urning nature’.14 Ellis, 
meanwhile, wrote that ‘it has been extravagantly said that all musicians 
are inverts; it is certain that various famous musicians, among the dead 
and the living, have been homosexual’.15 His phrasing reveals, as does the 
above-quoted remark by Raffalovich, how commonplace the association 

11  Ulrichs’s term, ‘Urning’, was derived from Plato’s Symposium and took ‘Dioning’ as its 
feminine equivalent. Terms varied widely in the period, from Edward Carpenter’s ‘Urani-
an’, to Raffalovich’s ‘pederast’, and ‘invert’, in reference to the common belief that same-sex 
desire arose from gender ‘inversion’ or a preponderance of qualities belonging to the op-
posite sex; as in Havelock Ellis and John Addington Symonds’s Sexual Inversion (originally 
published in German in 1896, and in English in 1897).
12  See Joseph Bristow, Effeminate England: Homoerotic Writing after 1885 (Buckingham: 
Open University Press, 1995); for the association of music with the feminine, see, for in-
stance, Lucy Green, Music, Gender, Education (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1997).
13  Edward Carpenter, The Intermediate Sex: A Study of Some Transitional Types of Men 
and Women (London: Mitchell Kennerley, 1912), p. 154.
14  Carpenter, The Intermediate Sex, p. 104 (italics original).
15  Havelock Ellis and J.A. Symonds, Sexual Inversion (New York: Arno Press, 1975), 
p. 295.
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between music and male homosexuality had become by the final decade 
of the nineteenth century. One turn-of-the-century writer prepared a 
questionnaire for gay readers which, after the general question, ‘are you 
strongly affected by music?’, asked: ‘are you peculiarly fond of Wagner? Do 
you particularly like modern Russian music?—Hungarian?’16 A ‘peculiar’ 
fondness for Wagner became a form of identification, indicating music’s 
social function in codifying gay identity, as Alex Ross has elaborated.17

Music served as both a celebrated trait of the newly constituted gay 
identity and an ambiguous, non-linguistic form by which to conceal one’s 
identity in spoken and written discourses. Raffalovich describes the appel-
lation ‘musical’ as ‘a circumlocution to indicate a submission to all those 
pleasures, all the sexual caprices or their practice’.18 It is the necessity for 
a ‘circumlocution’ which makes this much-propounded analogy between 
music and homosexuality significant when it comes to literature. In 1885, 
the Labouchere Amendment in Britain made ‘gross indecency’ between 
men punishable by law (importantly for my discussion of Teleny, this 
Amendment covered for the first time private sexual acts between men). 
Ten years later, Oscar Wilde was prosecuted as a result of this Amendment, 
and in court testified to ‘the love that dare not speak its name’.19 Given 
that Wilde’s own writing—especially his novel, The Picture of Dorian Gray 
(1890, revised 1891)—was produced as evidence against him in court, the 
need for ‘circumlocutions’ to express desire between men in literature be-
comes clear. As Joe Law writes of the use of music’s semantic ambiguity by 
Wilde and other fin-de-siècle authors, ‘as a nonverbal medium, music may 
evoke emotions but it cannot speak. As such, it is readily cognate with a 
condition that was not to be named’.20 At the same time, music’s strong 
sexological and cultural association with male homosexuality meant that 
it could ‘speak’ in affirmative ways for initiated communities of readers. As 
Kramer suggests, ‘the song pact is intimate, secretive, and exclusionary’ by 

16  Xavier Mayne [Edward Prime-Stevenson], The Intersexes: A History of Similisexualism 
as a Problem in Social Life (Rome: privately printed, 1908), p. 633 <https://en.wikisource.
org/wiki/The_Intersexes:_A_History_of_Similisexualism_as_a_Problem_in_Social_Life> 
[accessed 1 October 2021].
17  Alex Ross, Wagnerism: Art and Politics in the Shadow of Music (London: 4th Estate, 
2020), pp. 302–21; see also Mitchell Morris, ‘Tristan’s wounds: On Homosexual Wagnerians 
at the fin-de-siècle’, in Queer Episodes, ed. by Fuller and Whitesell, pp. 271–92.
18  Raffalovich, Uranisme et l’unisexualité, p. 188. 
19  The phrase originates in Lord Alfred Douglas’s poem ‘Two Loves’ (1892), see n. 64 
below; see also Ed Cohen, Talk on the Wilde Side: Toward a Genealogy of Discourse on Male 
Sexualities (New York: Routledge, 1993), p. 200.
20  Law, ‘“The perniciously homosexual art’”, p. 180.
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nature: this will be apparent in Teleny’s use of music.21 But by employing 
sound rather than words, music could also evade potentially dangerous 
meaning; simultaneously, sound could call forth and accompany queer de-
sire, to which the text could tacitly and subversively testify.

For the individual listener, then, music could be affirmatory as well as 
helpfully indeterminate. But scenes of listening in these novels take place 
in public, and therefore implicate the crowd around the listener as a meto-
nym for relations between individual and collective which had particular 
significance for marginalised groups. Contemporary crowd theory will 
therefore be relevant to the discussions of both novels. I take Gustave Le 
Bon’s La psychologie des foules (1895) as instructive, following Phyllis We-
liver’s example in The Musical Crowd in English Fiction. Le Bon considers 
the crowd as a ‘collective mind’ possessing one will, in many cases contra-
ry to the individual wills of the people making up the crowd: ‘in a crowd 
every sentiment and act is contagious, and contagious to such a degree 
that an individual readily sacrifices his personal interest to the collec-
tive interest’.22 While the fact itself of physical presence within a crowd is 
enough to encourage such homogeneity, Le Bon specifically notes music’s 
ability to further engender mass response. Crowds do not actively choose 
but are compelled to respond to stimuli in a cohesive manner, which can be 
dangerous if the stimulus is music, such as Wagner’s Tannhäuser (1845). 
About this opera, Le Bon writes that ‘contagion is so powerful that it forces 
upon individuals not only certain opinions, but certain modes of feeling 
as well. Contagion is the cause of the contempt in which, at a given peri-
od, certain works are held’.23 The musical performance is an experience 
which may actively threaten the individual’s sense of control over their 
own responses and thereby their identity. An ability to resist the contagion 
circulating when others listen to Tannhäuser, for instance, may mark out 
the individual as fundamentally different to those around them: perhaps 
morally superior, perhaps degraded. 

If the crowd mentality induces its members to act against their usual 
nature, the imperviousness of the queer listener powerfully indicates the 
unswerving nature of the incipient queer identity. What is more, it does so 
at a time when homosexuality was only beginning to be understood as an 
identity rather than a behaviour. Yet the queer listener’s inability to react 

21  Kramer, ‘The Song Pact: How the Novel Sings’.
22  Gustave Le Bon, The Crowd: A Study of the Popular Mind, trans. unknown (Kitchener, 
Ont.: Batoche, 2001), pp. 13, 18.
23  Le Bon, The Crowd, p. 74.
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as others do also marks them out, affording the wrong kind of visibility. 
By considering the experience of music in a public setting, Du Maurier 
and the authors of Teleny address the positioning of queerness in relation 
to community and the dominant culture. Extending this notion, descrip-
tions of performances allow us to consider the positioning of these novels 
themselves in relation to the communities and cultures in which they were 
produced and received. Teleny’s validation of the uniqueness of the queer 
listener’s response is imbricated with its private circulation and its generic 
position. Trilby, meanwhile, complicates the categories of dominant and 
subordinate through a disturbance of gender—producing a heterogeneity 
which is paralleled with the heterogeneity of culture itself.

A scene of musical performance instigates the plot of Teleny, in which 
the eponymous Hungarian pianist enters into an ultimately doomed rela-
tionship with the narrator, Camille Des Grieux. This scene was probably 
written by the first of the anonymous authors to contribute to the man-
uscript in the ‘chain-letter fashion’ which Robert Gray and Christopher 
Keep describe in their explanation of the text’s origins.24 This erotic novel, 
as they note, has been attributed (wholly or partially) to Oscar Wilde, due 
to his involvement in circulating the manuscript during its composition, 
and his connection with Leonard Smithers, the publisher of pornography 
who brought out Teleny in its initial 200-volume run in 1893. The theo-
ry of Wilde’s authorship has been questioned on the basis of style,25 and 
my discussion here suggests the unlikelihood of Wilde having written this 
musical scene in particular, given the extent to which its treatment of mu-
sic’s semantic potential differs from Wilde’s work. 

The novel’s mode of narration, a dialogue with an unknown male inter-
locutor, mimics its own genesis in a male homosocial milieu, that is, the 
circle of anonymous authors who contributed to the manuscript. Moreo-
ver, this dialogue would be replicated in the text’s afterlife, as male readers 

24  Robert Gray and Christopher Keep, ‘“An Uninterrupted Current”: Homoeroticism and 
collaborative authorship in Teleny’, in Literary Couplings: Writing Couples, Collaborators, 
and the Construction of Authorship, ed. by Judith Thompson and Marjorie Stone (Madison: 
University of Wisconsin Press, 2006), pp. 193–208 (p. 194); see also Gregory Mackie, ‘Des 
Grieux and the Origins of Teleny’, Victorian Literature and Culture, 49. 3 (2021), 511–40—
one of a handful of recent critical interventions on the novel, which is now receiving valu-
able interest. Shannon Draucker’s article, ‘Music Physiology, Erotic Encounters, and Queer 
Reading Practices in Teleny’, Victorian Literature and Culture, 50.1 (October 2021), 141–72, 
appeared too late to inform the writing of this article, but provides a complementary read-
ing to mine in Draucker’s suggestion that Teleny does not in fact encode queerness but 
insistently vocalizes it.
25  See Gray and Keep, ‘“An Uninterrupted Current”’, p. 194.
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read it aloud to one another—Gray and Keep call the novel ‘but the verbal 
complement to a physical act of seduction’.26 As they observe, the novel’s 
form:

pushes the affective work of sexual desire beyond the bounds of the 
narrative itself [so that] the community by and for which the text was 
written is thus inscribed in the text: the body of the male reader be-
comes another point of relay through which this uninterrupted current 
runs.27 

The novel’s dialogic form and the musical performance at its opening both 
institute listening—between men—as the novel’s modus operandi. Its form, 
diegesis, and anticipated readerly interaction all centralise the receptive 
‘body of the male reader’ (to which we can supplement ‘listener’). Attend-
ing Teleny’s concert, Des Grieux experiences a physical affect which is ex-
plicitly sexualised: ‘my whole body was convulsed and writhed with mad 
desire. My lips were parched, I gasped for breath; my joints were stiff, my 
veins were swollen’.28 This reaction is attributed to the ‘thrilling longing’ 
Des Grieux feels for Teleny, which is inextricable from, and heightened 
by, Teleny’s music.29 As Des Grieux insists to his interlocutor: ‘you cannot 
disconnect him from the music of his country’.30 The interconnected allure 
of Teleny and his music is such that Des Grieux imagines himself being 
pleasured by an unknown hand, and he reaches a climax in time with the 
music: ‘the hand was moved up and down, slowly at first, then fast and 
faster it went in rhythm with the song’.31 As the piece finishes, the text’s 
suggestive punctuation recalls a musical pause: ‘some drops even gushed 
out——I panted——’.32 The double em-dashes not only mimic the orthog-
raphy of rests on a stave in notated music, but force momentary, participa-
tory pauses on the part of the reader (who was likely—in the text’s original 
context—to have been reading the text aloud and to have had to literally 

26  Gray and Keep, ‘“An Uninterrupted Current”’, p. 198.
27  Gray and Keep, ‘“An Uninterrupted Current”’, p. 199.
28  Anonymous, Teleny: or, the Reverse of the Medal (Ware: Wordsworth Editions, 1995), 
p. 10.
29  Ibid.
30  Teleny, p. 9; that Teleny is Hungarian recalls the reference to the queer resonances of 
Hungarian music in Prime-Stevenson’s The Intersexes, which is extended in Prime-Steven-
son’s novel Imre: A Memorandum (1906). Like Teleny, Imre is about a relationship between 
two men, one of whom is a Hungarian musician: Fraser Riddell comments on these simi-
larities in ‘Queer music in the Queen’s Hall’, pp. 599–600.
31  Teleny, p. 11.
32  Ibid.
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pause in their oration). The ‘affective work of sexual desire’ Gray and Keep 
refer to, then, is not only pushed beyond the bounds of the narrative, but 
the reader’s erotic involvement with the narrative itself is elicited through 
constant musical allusion.

Though Des Grieux’s musical pleasuring may seem fanciful, the scene 
draws on a contemporary interest in music’s tactility, which arose from 
advances in research at the intersection of physiology and acoustics. The 
work of Hermann von Helmholtz (On the Sensations of Tone, 1863) was 
influential, validating the claims of later writers, such as Edmund Gurney 
(The Power of Sound, 1880), that music could, when played at certain fre-
quencies, actually resonate in the body of the listener. The discovery that 
music produced soundwaves which made physical contact with the lis-
tener’s eardrum substantiated long-standing claims that music was phys-
iologically affective. Discussing the phenomenon, Murray Schafer writes 
that ‘hearing is a way of touching at a distance’.33 The authors of Teleny 
create a specifically queer context for such intimacy by locating the music’s 
output and input, so to speak, in male bodies.

The idea of hearing as ‘a way of touching at a distance’ is extended as 
the musical performance continues. Des Grieux is marked out for his sin-
gularity as a listener, and the performance becomes a prelude to touching 
without distance. While Teleny is playing, Des Grieux sees ‘the strangest 
visions’, including the Alhambra, Egypt, Sodom and Gomorrah, and Had-
rian and Antinous—typical coded allusions in homosexual literature of 
this period.34 When he and Teleny meet backstage, the latter describes his 
ideal ‘sympathetic listener’ as ‘someone who feels, while listening, exactly 
as I do whilst I am playing, who sees perhaps the same visions as I do’.35 We 
learn that Teleny, too, saw these strange visions, prefiguring his later claim 
that he and Des Grieux must be doppelgängers.36 Des Grieux is the listen-
er that countless fans of music throughout the ages have fantasised about 
being: one whose parasocial imaginings are validated by the discovery of 
real mutuality. As Gray and Keep write, after the performance, ‘the two 

33  R. Murray Schafer, The Soundscape: Our Sonic Environment and the Tuning of the 
World (Rochester, VA: Destiny Books, 1994), p. 11.
34  Teleny, pp. 9–10; for the prevalence of classical allusions and exoticism in such writing, 
see Linda Dowling, Hellenism and Homosexuality in Victorian Oxford (London: Cornell 
University Press, 1994), David M. Halperin, How to do the History of Homosexuality (Lon-
don: University of Chicago Press, 2002), and Graham Robb, Strangers: Homosexual Love in 
the Nineteenth Century (London: W.W. Norton & Co., 2003).
35  Teleny, p. 14.
36  Teleny, p. 107.
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are enjoined in a circuit of mutual desire that effaces the distinction be-
tween their separate consciousnesses and exposes each to a fluid exchange 
of identities’.37 Sameness becomes motivic in this novel from the moment 
of the lovers’ identical experience of music. 

Moreover, as the couple’s mutual pleasure is assured by this sameness, 
so the reader’s sameness to the author(s) is anticipated and motivates their 
own pleasure. The opening scene’s musical unification is analogous to the 
authors’ expectations that their audience—deliberately limited by the ini-
tially private circulation of the novel—will similarly consist of homosexual 
men for whom the consumption of erotica gives pleasure.38 Teleny iden-
tifies its readers as, per Kramer’s notion of the ‘song pact’, those who can 
‘appreciate (meaning both “to esteem” and “to enjoy”) the novel’s invoca-
tion of song’; further, ‘the reader is someone the novelist is seeking: not 
the common reader, but a rare one, who can recognize the force of song 
in the mind’s ear and thus enter into the pact’.39 Within the story, music 
provides pleasure for the two protagonists, facilitating their interaction 
and thus the narrative thrust of the novel; discursively, music provides the 
meeting-point of the author and reader on similar terms to those of the 
protagonists: covert, coded, but validatory terms of recognition.

It is in this active implementation of music that Teleny differs from 
The Picture of Dorian Gray, where Wilde employs music as—returning 
to Law’s analysis—‘readily cognate with a condition that was not to be 
named’. While both texts draw on the permissiveness of music’s non-lin-
guistic meaning, Dorian Gray permits the reader (should they wish) to 
overlook its queer subtext, enjoining them first and foremost to consider 
its musical references as vague, or in Peraino’s terms, ‘resistant to legibility’. 
At Dorian’s first meeting with Lord Henry, he is affected by the older man’s 
‘low, musical voice’ and reflects that ‘music had stirred him like that’, yet 
the ramifications of this stirring are never explicitly identified with the in-
itiation of a relationship between the two men.40 When Dorian and Henry 
later attend Tannhäuser together—the work Gustave Le Bon identifies as 
conducive to contagious affect—Wilde chooses a work whose significance 

37  Gray and Keep, ‘“An Uninterrupted Current”’, p. 198.
38  Mackie notes that the initial pricing of the novel, at five pounds, was likely to have 
limited its circulation among an exclusive coterie (‘Des Grieux and the Origins of Teleny’, 
p. 511).
39  Kramer, ‘The Song Pact: How the Novel Sings’; my more general application of the 
song pact to all music is significant here, in that the wordlessness of Teleny’s music further 
underlines understandings of homosexuality as ‘unspeakable’.
40  Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray (London: Penguin, 2003), pp. 21–22.
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is manifold, or ‘double-tongued’, to use Peraino’s term for music’s ability to 
participate in ‘both the normalizing and abnormalizing of the subject’.41 

Wagner’s resonances for the queer reader, or ‘abnormalized’ subject, have 
already been suggested; yet attendance at the opera to witness a work by a 
composer much admired by the upper classes in late nineteenth-century 
Britain is equally assimilable to a ‘normalized’ standpoint. Dorian himself 
muses after his subjection to Henry’s musical voice that ‘music was not 
articulate’.42 In Wilde’s novel, music’s queer articulacy resounds for a select 
community of readers whilst remaining silent for others. 

Indeed, Antonio Sanna has written about silence as ‘an implicit queer 
rhetorical strategy’ in Dorian Gray and Robert Louis Stevenson’s Dr Jekyll 
and Mr Hyde, amid an ‘aggressive enactment of heteronormative legisla-
tive power’.43 Sanna attributes Teleny to Wilde, connecting it with Dorian 
Gray through both texts’ evocations of a culture in which queerness may 
not be voiced, and specifically noting a late scene in Teleny in which a 
character commits suicide for fear of his involvement in a homosexual 
orgy being made public knowledge. Teleny’s private circulation veils the 
text in a further layer of silence. But silence, as a negative quality, can go 
unread, overlooked—it is ‘not articulate’, like the music in Dorian Gray. 
Homoerotic subtext remains subtextual or, to take Sanna’s term, an ‘im-
plicit’ queer rhetorical strategy. Conversely, music in Teleny is explicitly 
identified with the desire between the principal characters even while it 
opens up an uncertain subjective space in which the listener’s response 
is abnormalized. The consistent yoking of musical references to explic-
it queerness affirms the unlikelihood of Wilde’s having been directly in-
volved in the writing of this passage. His interest in the idea of music as 
a permissive sphere for homoerotic encoding was precisely because of its 
‘double-tongued’ quality and its ability—like the pithy epigrams for which 
he is celebrated—to operate on multiple (sometimes contradictory) levels 
of meaning. Where Wilde, in Dorian Gray, leaves open the non-denotative 
possibilities of music, in Teleny, the reader’s understanding of the anal-
ogy between musicality and homosexuality is assumed—and, moreover, 
affirmed. Music is celebrated for the opportunities for pleasure it affords 

41  Peraino, Listening to the Sirens, p. 7.
42  Wilde, Dorian Gray, p. 22.
43  Antonio Sanna, ‘Silent Homosexuality in Oscar Wilde’s Teleny and The Picture of Do-
rian Gray and Robert Louis Stevenson’s Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde’, Law and Literature, 24 
(2012), 21–39 (pp. 24, 37).
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for the central characters and, by extension, for the reader partaking in 
their musical meeting.

Despite this permissiveness, the musical performance in Teleny dram-
atizes the interaction between individual and group in accordance with 
an understanding of the queer listener as ‘outside’ or abject, the ‘ab’ prefix 
differentiating the individual from the assumed ‘subject’ encompassed by 
dominant discourses. Des Grieux describes his position after the highly 
charged eroticism of Teleny’s performance: ‘I was powerless to applaud, I 
sat there dumb, motionless, nerveless, exhausted’.44 Applause is the most 
customary expression of pleasurable affect: Des Grieux’s awareness of his 
inability to participate in this expression, while those around him (largely 
women) applaud, is his awareness of being displaced from the homoge-
neous—though heterosexualised—social body, impervious to the conta-
gion Le Bon identifies in crowds. ‘Queer listening’ here indicates the gulf 
between individual and group that marked queer experiences in the late 
nineteenth century.45 Later, this displacement from heterosexual response 
is made literal: ‘when the ladies had finished waving their tiny handker-
chiefs […] he stole away from a host of congratulating admirers, and came 
to meet me in my carriage’.46 While the ‘ladies’ form a collective body once 
again, Des Grieux is sequestered—we might say closeted—in the carriage. 
The closet is full of possibilities (the couple’s physical relationship intensi-
fies after this passage) but by no means inconspicuous: Des Grieux soon 
becomes a victim of blackmail.47 The Labouchere Amendment, whose 
earliest effects were becoming apparent during the composition of Teleny, 
was nicknamed the ‘Blackmailer’s Charter’ for the culture of secrecy it im-
posed.48 From its opening pages and in its use of music to differentiate the 
queer listener, Teleny proposes the essential—and visibly manifest—dis-
tinction of emergent queer identities. 

While such visibility is evidently dangerous in marking out the sub-
ject for blackmail, Teleny nonetheless positively affirms queer subjectiv-
ity against the heterosexualised objective mass of the crowd. Returning 
to Le Bon, his identification of the crowd as one social unit was replete 
with cynicism about what crowds might do (he is particularly alert to his 
own position in the fin de siècle, looking back at the events of the previous 

44  Teleny, p. 11.
45  See Robb, Strangers, particularly chapter 6, ‘A Society of Strangers’, pp. 156–73.
46  Teleny, p. 102.
47  See Teleny, p. 103; Michael Boucai discusses Teleny, and its references to blackmail, in 
‘Topology of the Closet’, Journal of Homosexuality, 69. 4 (2022), 598–601.
48  See Bristow, Effeminate England, p. 1.
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century’s end, namely the French Revolution). He even writes that ‘by the 
mere fact that he forms part of an organised crowd, a man descends sev-
eral rungs in the ladder of civilization’.49 By implication, a listener who is 
marked out from the crowd is distinguished, in the best sense of the word. 
Teleny entertains the possibility that the queer listener is more civilized 
through resistance to homogeneous response, through refusal to be inter-
polated ‘inside’ the mass. 

Moreover, by understanding membership of the mass as a position of 
sociopolitical vulnerability, we might see this civilized listener as vindi-
cated, rather than ostracised. Le Bon’s writing influenced the conception 
of the crowd as a sociopolitical tool. Exposed to the ‘right’ music, a group 
could be edified, and could edify each other, through positive contagion.50 

Differently conceived, of course, this positive notion of mass elevation or 
edification might impinge on the individual’s ability to arrive at critical 
judgements independently. In this sense, to stand outside the crowd is to 
subversively resist mass control. To return to my parallel between listen-
ers within and without the novel, the notion of being positively differen-
tiated by resistance to mass culture is pertinent for readers of an erotic 
work which circulated in manuscript form only, before receiving a limited 
release of 200 copies. Teleny’s diegetic theorisations of individual-group 
relations can be extrapolated to understand its positioning as a text: it 
validates queer subjectivity and individual response as opposed to the 
objective mass, whether that be a musical audience or a readership. As 
suggested previously, this validation of the essential nature of a specifi-
cally homosexual male response to music, underpinned by an essentialist 
understanding of identity, is especially notable in the last decade of the 
nineteenth century, marking a shift in understandings of sexuality as con-
stituted not merely by one’s behaviour but by one’s whole self. Yet as noted 
earlier, the incorporation of music might not only serve essentialist ends, 
but convey a sense that identity is subject to constant change—as in Trilby.

***

Sometimes estimated to be one of the best-selling novels of the nineteenth 
century, Trilby could hardly be further removed from Teleny, a narrow-

49  Le Bon, The Crowd, p. 19.
50  Various contributors consider implementations of music as social control in nine-
teenth-century Britain in Part I of Music and Victorian Liberalism: Composing the Liberal 
Subject, ed. by Sarah Collins (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), pp. 13–80.
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ly-circulated manuscript of erotic fiction.51 Yet scenes of musical perfor-
mance in this novel recall Teleny’s use of music as, to return to my earlier 
phrase, a discourse of alternative legibility, which evokes queerness. The 
eponymous character’s performance in Paris—after she has been mesmer-
ised by the conductor Svengali—centres on not just Trilby and Svengali, 
who together make up the performing act known as La Svengali, but also 
Little Billee. This painter, who is in love with Trilby, is the character whose 
responses to the performance are privileged by the narrative and which 
therefore mediate those of the reader. Billee becomes the conduit for queer 
listening which, by means of crowd contagion, suffuses the gathered mass. 
All three central characters—Trilby, Svengali, and Billee—have character-
istics, physical and non-physical, which challenge the gender binary. On 
Trilby’s first appearance, we learn that ‘[she] would have made a singularly 
handsome boy’.52 She enters in ‘military drag’, in what Neil Davison calls 
‘a performance that opens the space of what will become her enticing an-
drogyny’.53 As Nina Auerbach has suggested, Trilby (in both the narrative 
descriptions and the illustrations Du Maurier provided for the novel), re-
sembles the towering women of Du Maurier’s cartoons for Punch, iconog-
raphy which manifests societal worries about women’s increasing access 
to education, professions, and economic agency, in the age of the so-called 
New Woman.54 Importantly for my reading, however, Billee’s introduction 
to the reader similarly marks him as gender variant, prefacing his role as 
the input of La Svengali’s ambiguously gendered music. Little Billee, as his 
nickname suggests, is of small stature, prone to effusive displays of emo-
tion, and has a preference for homosocial relations: ‘[he] liked to feel the 
warm contact of his fellow-man at either shoulder and at his back’.55 

51  This estimation was made with particular reference to Trilby’s huge success in Amer-
ica, in Edward T. Purcell, ‘Trilby and Trilby-Mania, The Beginning of the Best-Seller Sys-
tem’, Journal of Popular Culture, 11. 1 (1977), 62–76.
52  Du Maurier, Trilby, p. 16.
53  Neil Davison, ‘“The Jew” as Homme/Femme-Fatale: Jewish (Art)ifice, “Trilby”, and 
Dreyfus’, Jewish Social Studies, 8 (2002), 73–111 (p. 90).
54  Nina Auerbach, ‘Magi and Maidens: The Romance of the Victorian Freud’, Critical 
Inquiry, 8 (Winter 1981), 284–89; Du Maurier’s approach to gendering is also discussed by 
Davison, ‘“The Jew” as Homme/Femme-Fatale’, p. 85.
55  George du Maurier, Trilby (London : Harper, 1914), p. 232; for the homosociality of 
Billee and his companions, and its ‘sanctioning’ within the tradition of coming-of-age nar-
ratives, see Dennis Denisoff, ‘“Men of My Own Sex”: Genius, Sexuality, and George du 
Maurier’s Artists’, in Victorian Sexual Dissidence, ed. by Richard Dellamora (London: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 1999), pp. 147–69.
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Importantly foreshadowing the unsettling power of her later perfor-
mance, Trilby’s voice is early on described as ‘an incipient tenore robusto’, 
‘that might almost have belonged to any sex (even an angel’s)’.56 Du Mau-
rier’s phrasing of ‘any sex’, rather than ‘either’, implies a gender spectrum, 
which is reinforced by the subsequent reference to angels, whose gender 
is traditionally ambiguous. It is at the contralto pitch (historically sung by 
young boys and castrati) that Trilby’s voice most impacts her queer listen-
ers. As Dennis Denisoff puts it: ‘Little Billee’s appreciative climax occurs 
when the voice reaches the highest male range’.57 Svengali, whose own gen-
der variance is manifest in his ‘disagreeable falsetto’, is ‘especially thrall’ 
to the contralto.58 The contralto pitch blurs male and female through its 
contiguity with the male countertenor range, and the description of Sven-
gali’s affect when listening to the contralto voice recalls the intense phys-
icality of Des Grieux’s responses to Teleny: ‘It pierced through his ears to 
his heart, and stirred his very vitals’.59

 Moreover, Denisoff suggests, ‘to many of Du Maurier’s readers, Tril-
by, who herself spends a period of time disguised as a man, would have 
suggested a contralto performing en travesti’.60 Referring to the practice 
of women assuming roles hitherto performed by boys and castrati (the lat-
ter becoming more and more rare as the nineteenth century progressed), 
Denisoff proposes understanding Trilby’s vocality as—in a term drawn 
from Terry Castle—‘homovocality’.61 Castle describes how the opera the-
atre became a permissive space for the experience of women’s same-sex 
desire, with the contralto performing in male drag at the lowest female 
pitch. This blurring of gender was echoed in one of the earliest spoofs of 
Trilby, Charles Williamson’s 1894 play Twillbe, in which the eponymous 
role was performed by a man, so that Billee’s rapturous response to her 
voice approximates towards the experience of music in Teleny, wherein 
the music’s ‘input’ and ‘output’ are both in fact male.62 Du Maurier even 
evokes the coded language of late nineteenth-century queer writing when 
he notes that Trilby’s singing makes Billee feel ‘hot shame’.63 Shame ap-

56  Du Maurier, Trilby, pp. 16, 14.
57  Denisoff, ‘“Men of My Own Sex”’, p. 160.
58  Du Maurier, Trilby, pp. 12, 59.
59  Du Maurier, Trilby, p. 59.
60  Denisoff, ‘“Men of My Own Sex”’, p. 160.
61  Ibid; see Terry Castle, The Apparitional Lesbian: Female Homosexuality and Modern 
Culture (New York: Columbia University Press, 1993), pp. 228–29.
62  Twillbe is discussed in Denisoff, ‘“Men of My Own Sex”’, p. 160.
63  Du Maurier, Trilby, p. 312.
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peared not only as a motif but a keyword in queer writing in the wake 
of the Labouchere Amendment. In Dorian Gray, shame marks the titular 
portrait (‘the origin of all his shame’) but also conspicuously appears in 
Basil Hallward’s euphemistic accusations about Dorian’s activities: ‘They 
say that you corrupt every one with whom you become intimate, and that 
it is quite sufficient for you to enter a house for shame of some kind to 
follow after’.64 In this context, Billee’s ‘hot shame’ at hearing a masculinized 
voice—even if issuing from an ostensibly female body—is brought closer 
to the queer affect of Teleny than might initially seem apparent.

Relations between the individual listener and the crowd are as im-
portant for Du Maurier as for the authors of Teleny, though they unfold 
distinctly, with different implications for the positioning of queerness in 
relation to the dominant culture. This distinction might be introduced, 
crudely, as one between ‘the queer listener’ and ‘queer listening’. Where 
Teleny focuses on identity, aligning music with queer desire in order to 
validate the singularity of the listener who can best ‘understand’ music 
(which extends to the reader who can also understand), Trilby’s scene of 
performance oscillates between the queer individual and the crowd, delin-
eating a mutual contagion by which queer listening pervades and unsettles 
any conclusions of homogeneity. 

To a degree, Little Billee resembles the queer listener encountered in 
Teleny. As well as ‘hot shame’, we are told that Little Billee ‘lost all control 
over himself, and was shaking with his suppressed sobs’ as he listens to La 
Svengali, and like Des Grieux, he is unable to participate in the crowd’s 
rapturous applause.65 Du Maurier makes his displacement overt through 
a swift change of narratorial perspective from one paragraph to the next:

It was her usual triumph. It had never failed, whatever the audience, 
whatever the country, whatever the song.

Little Billee didn’t applaud. He sat with his head in his hands, his shoul-
ders still heaving. He believed himself to be fast asleep and in a dream.66

64  Wilde, Dorian Gray, pp. 146, 145. In ‘Two Loves’ by Lord Alfred Douglas, Shame is 
personified and contrasted with ‘true Love’, which fills ‘the hearts of boy and girl with mu-
tual flame’; Shame, implicitly identified as same-sex love, is ‘the love that dare not speak 
its name’. Alfred Douglas, ‘Two Loves’, in The Chameleon (1894), London, British Library, 
P.C.29.a.48., pp. 26–28.
65  Du Maurier, Trilby, p. 308.
66  Du Maurier, Trilby, p. 309.
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Like Des Grieux, Billee is marked out from the crowd by particularized 
desire for the performer. His ability to respond to Trilby’s music in a singu-
lar manner is anticipated by the ambiguous gendering of both characters 
in the novel’s opening pages. As in Teleny, the parasocial relationship be-
tween performer and listener is motivated by sameness of identity. Billee 
is, like Des Grieux, displaced from the social body, and his subjective re-
sponse is validated by Du Maurier’s continual recursion to his, Billee’s, 
perspective.

However, Du Maurier more insistently balances descriptions of indi-
vidual and crowd affect, anticipating the eventual restoration of Billee to a 
position inside the collective. The ‘collective mind’ of the crowd frequently 
mirrors that of Billee, showing the workings of contagion; when we learn 
that he is ‘shaking with his suppressed sobs’, we are immediately told: ‘half 
the people in the house were in tears’.67 Later, ‘Little Billee begins to weep 
again, and so does everyone else!’68 Despite noting that Billee ‘seemed to 
be looking inward at some transcendent dream of his own’, Du Maurier 
avoids filtering the reader’s experience of Trilby’s singing entirely through 
this one perspective, shifting to the present tense and directly addressing 
the reader as if to evince the reader’s own participation in this contagious 
response: ‘It is irresistible; it forces itself on you […] her voice receding 
into the distance—coming back to you like an echo from all round’.69 If Tel-
eny engages the reader in a powerfully resistant position of displacement, 
Trilby implicates the reader as part of a collective whose unwilled respons-
es are closer to those described by Le Bon in La psychologie des foules. The 
applause after La Svengali’s first song is likened to a ‘storm’ which ‘grew 
and spread and rattled and echoed’ as the affect permeates the crowd.70 
Later, the crowd is definitively identified through ‘collective interest’ (in Le 
Bon’s term): ‘the many-headed rises as one’.71

Lest we assume with Le Bon that such overwhelming consensus is dan-
gerous, however, Du Maurier suggests music’s restorative potential. After 
the performance, Billee leaves with his closest friends: ‘Little Billee was 
in the middle. He wished to feel on each side of him the warm and genial 
contact of his two beloved old friends […] his heart was overflowing with 
affection for them’.72 Literally finding himself inside the crowd (in contrast 

67  Ibid.
68  Du Maurier, Trilby, p. 314.
69  Du Maurier, Trilby, pp. 317–18.
70  Du Maurier, Trilby, p. 309.
71  Du Maurier, Trilby, p. 320.
72  Du Maurier, Trilby, pp. 321–22.
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to Des Grieux, ensconced in his carriage), Billee is interpolated rather than 
distinguished by his experience of the music. Ironically, such restoration 
of individual to group has a discernibly same-sex undertone. Billee reverts 
to his preference for ‘the warm contact of his fellow-man at either shoulder 
and at his back’ in his wish to ‘feel on each side of him the warm and genial 
contact of his two beloved old friends’—a reminder that our conduit for 
the listening experience is a character consistently identified with gender 
variance and homosociality. Not only is he ‘in the middle’, he is also the 
medium: the experience of embodied listening is transposed into the text 
through Billee, and made queer. The assumed homogeneity of the crowd 
is undercut by the queer medium at its centre.

Du Maurier consistently suggests homogeneity—of the crowd in its per-
ceived heteronormativity, of music, of art, of culture—is a fallacy. Where 
Teleny defiantly positions its listeners (internal and external) against the 
status quo, Trilby’s eclectic use of music fragments our understanding of 
a status quo. The genres of music on display in Trilby are eclectic, rang-
ing from canonical classical pieces to nursery rhymes and folk song. The 
emotional responses among the audience range from laughter to tears to, 
seemingly, stomach upsets. By constantly switching back to Billee’s re-
sponse, which then permeates among the crowd, Du Maurier reminds the 
reader that our responses to music frequently arise from the tension be-
tween individual sensation and crowd contagion. In Trilby, moreover, this 
process of aesthetic perception is analogous to the processes of identity 
construction. To draw her own parallels between discursive constructions 
of music and of identity, Judith Peraino turns to Judith Butler’s distinction 
between the psyche and the subject. For Butler, the psyche ‘includes the 
unconscious’ while the subject is borne of ‘the discursive demand to in-
habit a coherent identity’.73 Put differently, the innate individuality of the 
psyche is always in dialogue with the socially-constituted subject, which—
as ‘demand’ suggests—must be ‘coherent’ or ‘legible’ to others. The expe-
rience of group dynamics, at play in the public musical performance, gov-
erns the construction of the subject. In Trilby this experience is, at its core, 
one of queerness, wherein gender and sexual desire are destabilised and 
the potential for ‘legibility’ undermined by the presence of music. 

As Peraino argues in her reading of Butler, and as I have suggested 
throughout this article, music both assists and complicates ‘legibility’. In 
Teleny, the ‘coherent identity’ of the homosexual male listener is delineated 

73  Peraino, Listening to the Sirens, pp. 6–7 (citing Judith Butler, The Psychic Life of Power: 
Theories in Subjection [Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1997], p. 86).
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in contradistinction to a crowd which is assumed to be homogeneous in 
its response. Music, and the bond it elicits between performer and listener, 
enunciates the individuality of his psyche and gestures towards an incipi-
ent homosexual identity which is distinguished by musical receptivity in 
the ways Ellis, Carpenter, and Hirschfeld described. In Teleny and Trilby, 
the musically receptive listener is made conspicuous, centralised by the 
narrative perspective and differentiated by his rapt erotic response: but 
Trilby evinces no resulting tension between the individual and the crowd, 
because Du Maurier does not make homogeneity a requisite for wider be-
longing. Because culture itself is so fragmented—incorporating, in the mi-
crocosmic performance scene, such a variety of music and responses—the 
queer listener is not displaced, but queerness becomes a constituent part 
(indeed the centre) of this heterogeneous whole.

Indeed, returning to consider the secondary listeners with whom Tril-
by might make a ‘song pact’ by its incorporation of music, these readers 
were appropriately as widespread and eclectic as this music. The novel sold 
over 200,000 copies in the United States in its first year, and was, Jona-
than Freedman records, re-enacted by readers and societies in restaurants, 
vaudevilles, and even the Daughters of the American Revolution, and the 
story proliferated in various textual and theatrical spoofs.74 Such was the 
fragmentary nature of the culture Du Maurier identifies within the novel: 
his eclectic use of song (among other musical forms) frustrates the ‘song 
pact’, in which the novelist seems to be ‘seeking’ a reader. As Kramer notes, 
‘the author cannot know who that [reader] will be’; Trilby takes this read-
erly unknowing to a further extreme.75 Trilby is less interested in identify-
ing a ‘queer listener’ than in suggesting the queerness of listening. Here my 
conclusion resembles that of Denisoff, who remarks that the novel insists 
upon ‘the ubiquitous potential infiltration of the self by otherness’.76 Den-
isoff writes that the homoeroticism of the novel’s artistic references is ‘a 
reflection not of the author’s desire to use a coded discourse to address a 
homosexual readership, but of his attempt to situate innate artistic talent 
within a heterosexual identity that he could call his own’. This makes Trilby 
distinct from a novel like Dorian Gray, in which the aesthetic object—Do-
rian’s portrait—and Aestheticism itself are ‘mediator[s] of attraction and 

74  Purcell, ‘Trilby and Trilbymania’, p. 64; Jonathan Freedman, The Temple of Culture: As-
similation and Anti-Semitism in Literary Anglo-America (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2000), p. 92.
75  Kramer, ‘The Song Pact: How the Novel Sings’.
76  Denisoff, ‘“Men of My Own Sex”’, p. 154.



71

victoria c. roskams

influence between men’.77 The same distinction is true of both novels’ im-
plementation of music. Trilby’s musical allusions are not coded references 
which communicate to an assumed sub-group of readers: Du Maurier is 
not, like Wilde, activating an alternative ‘legibility’ for a certain kind of 
reader. 

By thinking about music in Teleny and Trilby, we can bridge the nar-
rative events with the publication and reception contexts of these very 
different novels. Scenes of musical performance, wherein identity is ques-
tioned and reified alongside the delineation of mass response, speak in 
both cases to these novels’ positioning within literary culture. If Trilby’s 
response to an apparently homogeneous culture is to question its homo-
geneity, Teleny finds expansiveness in its marginality. Des Grieux at one 
point asserts: ‘Far from being ashamed of my crime, I felt that I should 
like to proclaim it to the world’, and this is what the novel, with its ba-
sis in homosocial discourse, allows him (as narrator of the tale) to do.78 

The idea that queerness is characterised by silence is forcibly challenged 
from Teleny’s opening pages, as it seeks ways to vocalise homosexuality 
and validate its pleasures, even within the privacy of a limited circulation. 
In a post-Labouchere landscape, Teleny’s validation of queerness even in 
private is significant. Making music overtly legible, as well as using it, in 
plot terms, to advance the relationship of the protagonists, Teleny resists 
the recourse to codified disclosure in texts like Dorian Gray and Dr Jekyll 
and Mr Hyde. It is, paradoxically, only able to do so because of its own 
abject position as a pornographic text. In its probing of the connection be-
tween music and identity, Trilby shares several concerns with Teleny. Both 
identify one listener as abject, binding this listener with the performer to 
indicate that their identities, like the music being performed, are ‘resistant 
to legibility’. These listeners are set apart from the crowd and invested with 
a unique ability to feel pleasure and shame. Yet where Teleny extends this 
individuation to its readers, Trilby’s queer listener is not so much a cipher 
for the reader as a conduit for the permeation of queerness—of abjection, 
of individuated response, of disillusionment about homogeneity—within 
the collective. What music effects, then, is the presence of queer possibili-
ty, rather than the enunciation of queer identity. 

At this pivotal time in public comprehension of queer identity, Trilby 
is certainly a less affirming text, couching its vocalisation of queerness 
through music in a claim about mass contagion and destabilisation. How-

77  Denisoff, ‘“Men of My Own Sex”’, p. 157.
78  Teleny, p. 101.
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ever, by bringing these disparate texts together here I hope to have suggest-
ed some complementarity in the ways they implement music to explore as 
yet unelaborated categories of sexual and gender variance. Departing from 
a similar claim about the queer listener’s singular receptivity and erotic 
response, they arrive at starkly distinct propositions which not only gar-
ner different approaches to theorising queerness but bear on our under-
standing of these texts as material, embodied experiences. It is important 
to retain this richness of perspective. Holly Furneaux writes that she has 
‘found the most useful definition of queer to be that which differs from 
the life-script of opposite-sex marriage and reproduction. For me, this has 
been a more helpful approach than any based on a definition of queer as 
transgressive or deviant’.79 Taking this lead, we might revisit other areas of 
discussion about these texts with queer listening in mind: for instance, the 
familiar critical claim that Trilby examines social Darwinism in its end-
ing in which the main characters (Trilby, Svengali, and Little Billee) all 
die without issue.80 My discussion here emphasises that these characters 
are also most strongly identified with gender variance and with musical 
ability or susceptibility. This is just one suggestion of the wider relevance 
of considering, to borrow from Kramer’s title, ‘how the novel sings’: in the 
context of late nineteenth-century queer literary aesthetics, the different 
ways in which the novel might sing call attention to the dynamism of this 
historical moment. When the novel sings, listening becomes central to the 
process of forming identity—not just for the music’s immediate listeners, 
but for those on the novel’s outside too. 

79  Holly Furneaux, ‘Victorian Sexualities’, Literature Compass, 8.10 (2011), 767–75 (p. 772).
80  See Laura Vorachek, ‘Mesmerists and Other Meddlers: Social Darwinism, Degenera-
tion, and Eugenics in Trilby’, Victorian Literature and Culture, 37.1 (2009), 197–215.



73

victoria c. roskams

Bibliography 

Primary Sources

Anonymous, Teleny: or, the Reverse of the Medal (Ware: Wordsworth Editions, 1995) 
Carpenter, Edward, The Intermediate Sex: A Study of Some Transitional Types of Men and 

Women (London: Mitchell Kennerley, 1912)
Douglas, Lord Alfred, ‘Two Loves’, in The Chameleon (1894), London, British Library, 

P.C.29.a.48., pp. 26–28
Du Maurier, George, Trilby (London: Harper, 1914)
Ellis, Havelock and J. A. Symonds, Sexual Inversion (New York: Arno Press, 1975).
Le Bon, Gustave, The Crowd: A Study of the Popular Mind, trans. unknown (Kitchener, 

Ont.: Batoche, 2001)
Mayne, Xavier [Edward Prime-Stevenson], The Intersexes: A History of Similisexualism as a 

Problem in Social Life (Rome: privately printed, 1908) <https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/
The_Intersexes:_A_History_of_Similisexualism_as_a_Problem_in_Social_Life> [ac-
cessed 1 October 2021]

Raffalovich, Marc-André, Uranisme et l’unisexualité: étude sur les différentes manifestations 
de l’instinct sexuel (Lyon: A. Storck, 1896)

Wilde, Oscar, The Picture of Dorian Gray (London: Penguin, 2003)

Secondary Sources

Auerbach, Nina, ’Magi and Maidens: The Romance of the Victorian Freud’, Critical Inquiry, 
8 (Winter 1981), 281–300

Boucai, Michael, ‘The Topology of the Closet’, Journal of Homosexuality, 69.4 (2022), 587–
611

Bristow, Joseph, Effeminate England: Homoerotic Writing after 1885 (Buckingham: Open 
University Press, 1995)

Butler, Judith, The Psychic Life of Power: Theories in Subjection (Stanford, CA: Stanford Uni-
versity Press, 1997)

Castle, Terry, The Apparitional Lesbian: Female Homosexuality and Modern Culture (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1993)

Cohen, Ed, Talk on the Wilde Side: Toward a Genealogy of Discourse on Male Sexualities 
(New York: Routledge, 1993)

Collins, Sarah, ed., Music and Victorian Liberalism: Composing the Liberal Subject (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019)

Davison, Neil, ‘“The Jew” as Homme/Femme-Fatale: Jewish (Art)ifice, “Trilby”, and Drey-
fus’, Jewish Social Studies, 8 (2002), 73–111

Denisoff, Dennis, ‘“Men of My Own Sex”: Genius, Sexuality, and George du Maurier’s Art-
ists’, in Victorian Sexual Dissidence, ed. by Richard Dellamora (London: University of 
Chicago Press, 1999), pp. 147–69

Dowling, Linda, Hellenism and Homosexuality in Victorian Oxford (London: Cornell Uni-
versity Press, 1994)

Foucault, Michel, The History of Sexuality, trans. by Robert Hurley, 4 vols (New York: Ran-



74

listening from the outside

dom House, Vintage, 1980)
Freedman, Jonathan, The Temple of Culture: Assimilation and Anti-Semitism in Literary 

Anglo-America (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000)
Fuller, Sophie, and Lloyd Whitesell, eds. Queer Episodes in Music and Modern Identity (Ur-

bana: University of Illinois Press, 2002)
Furneaux, Holly, ‘Victorian Sexualities’, Literature Compass, 8.10 (2011), 767–75
Gray, Robert, and Christopher Keep, ‘An Uninterrupted Current: Homoeroticism and col-

laborative authorship in Teleny’, in Literary Couplings: Writing Couples, Collaborators, 
and the Construction of Authorship, ed. by Judith Thompson and Marjorie Stone (Mad-
ison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2006), pp. 193–208

Green, Lucy, Music, Gender, Education (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997)
Halperin, David M., ‘Forgetting Foucault: Acts, Identities, and the History of Sexuality’, 

Representations, 63 (1998), 93–120
——, How to do the History of Homosexuality (London: University of Chicago Press, 2002)
Law, Joe, ‘“The perniciously homosexual art”: Music and homoerotic desire in The Picture 

of Dorian Gray and other fin de siècle fiction’, in The Idea of Music in Victorian Fiction, 
ed. by Sophie Fuller and Nicky Losseff (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2003), pp. 173–96

Kramer, Lawrence, ‘The Song Pact : How the Novel Sings’, keynote at ‘The Song in the Nov-
el’ conference, British Academy, 1 October 2021

Mackie, Gregory, ‘Des Grieux and the Origins of Teleny’, Victorian Literature and Culture, 
49.3 (2021), 511–40

Peraino, Judith A., Listening to the Sirens: Musical Technologies of Queer Identity from Hom-
er to Hedwig (London: University of California Press, 2006)

Purcell, Edward, ‘Trilby and Trilbymania: The Beginning of the Bestseller System’, Journal 
of Popular Culture, 11 (1977), 62–76

Riddell, Fraser, ‘Queer music in the Queen’s Hall: Teleny and Decadent Musical Genealo-
gies at the fin de siècle’, Journal of Victorian Culture, 25.4 (2020), 593–608

Robb, Graham, Strangers: Homosexual Love in the Nineteenth Century (London: W.W. Nor-
ton & Co., 2003)

Ross, Alex, Wagnerism: Art and Politics in the Shadow of Music (London: 4th Estate, 2020)
Sanna, Antonio, ‘Silent Homosexuality in Oscar Wilde’s Teleny and The Picture of Dori-

an Gray and Robert Louis Stevenson’s Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde’, Law and Literature, 24 
(2012), 21–39

Schafer, R. Murray, The Soundscape: Our Sonic Environment and the Tuning of the World 
(Rochester, VA: Destiny Books, 1994)

Sutton, Emma. Aubrey Beardsley and British Wagnerism in the 1890s (Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2002)

Vorachek, Laura, ‘Mesmerists and Other Meddlers: Social Darwinism, Degeneration, and 
Eugenics in Trilby’, Victorian Literature and Culture, 37. 1 (2009), 197–215

Weliver, Phyllis, Women Musicians in Victorian Fiction, 1860–1900: Representations of Mu-
sic, Science, and Gender in the Leisured Home (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2000)

——, The Musical Crowd in English Fiction, 1840–1910: Class, Culture and Nation (Basing-
stoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006)


