
 
 
 

 

	
 

Artists Set Free in Reading Prison 
Oscar Wilde’s incarceration is at the heart of a new multi-
disciplinary Artangel project 
 

 
Viewing	Robert	Gober’s	‘Treasure	Chest’	©	Marcus	J.	Leith	
 
Could Oscar Wilde ever have imagined that his love letter De Profundis would one day be read 
aloud in the same jail he wrote it, to audiences told they can leave as and when they wish? Or 
that it would be turned into a kind of durational performance piece? 
 
Nevertheless, readings of Wilde’s tormented missive are at the heart of Inside: Artists and 
Writers in Reading Prison, the latest project by the non-profit commissioning body Artangel. 
Wilde was incarcerated in Reading Gaol from 1895 to 1897 for “committing acts of gross 
indecency with male persons”, and he wrote De Profundis to his lover Lord Alfred Douglas 
(known as Bosie) during periods of solitary confinement. The Irish playwright and 
provocateur, who was at the height of his celebrity when he was convicted, was given four 
sheets of writing paper a day by Governor James Nelson, and the letter he subsequently wrote 
between January and March 1897 became a 55,000-word stream of consciousness. 
 
Ben Whishaw, known for his roles in London Spy and The Hour, is one of a number of high-



  

  

profile actors reciting De Profundis in its entirety over the next few weeks (Whishaw appeared 
at the weekend; Maxine Peake and Kathryn Hunter are also due to take part in readings.) This 
is no ordinary role; performing Wilde’s embittered, elegiac, occasionally bloated text (without 
a break) is not for the fainthearted. 

 
Dwarfed by the old prison chapel in which he read, Whishaw looked forlorn and wretched but 
practised restraint, bringing out the pathos rather than the pettiness of the ruined man’s 
prose. “Suffering, curious as it may sound to you, is the means by which we exist, because it is 
the only means by which we become conscious of existing,” read Whishaw to a room stilled by 
his words. Behind him stood Jean-Michel Pancin’s sculpture “In Memoriam” (2016), in which 
Wilde’s original wooden cell door is mounted like a freestanding gravestone. 

 
Context is everything, and the Victorian building, designed by 
George Gilbert Scott, constructed in 1844 and 
decommissioned in 2013, is itself an insidious presence. 
Stepping inside its grotesque, stained cells, illuminated only 
by meagre window panes, chills the soul. The most sobering 
aspect of a visit to Reading Prison is seeing how freedom can 
be curtailed. Wilde’s bed was a wooden plank, dysentery was 
rife and contact with other inmates was prohibited under the 
inhumane Separate System (whereby prisoners were 
confined to their own wooden boxes even during exercise 
sessions). 
 
More than 20 artists and writers have responded to this 
oppressive environment, and to Wilde’s travails, in 
enlightening and intuitive ways. US photographer Nan 
Goldin has seized on the sexual aspect of obsessive 
relationships in “The Boy” (2016). Her collage of erotic 
snapshots featuring the German actor Clemens Schick is  
splashed across a cell wall, but the unappealing face of an 

anonymous 19th-century man, a surrogate for Bosie, peers out from an antique print 
alongside the penises and other body parts. 
 
Across the wing, Wilde’s lover and muse is demonised in a portrait by Marlene Dumas (“Lord 
Alfred Douglas Bosie”, 2016), a companion piece to a comical, unsettling image of Wilde 
depicted with garish yellow hands and distorted features. Dumas’s palette has brought the 
literary genius down to size, showing a fallen idol who lost not only his heart but his senses. 
 
Life outside underpins some pieces. Robert Gober’s “Treasure Chest” (2015-16) is a wooden 
case carved in a false floor of the prison, and inside is the torso of a woman splayed open with 
a trickle of water running through it. Hearing what sounds like a river in the middle of a 
penitentiary building is wildly disconcerting; catching fragments of existence away from the 
abuse and the prison detritus must have been torture for detainees. Wolfgang Tillmans’ 
exceptional video, “Imprisoned” (2016), was filmed through a window grille in the prison. 
 
Seeing 20th-century pieces take on new meaning in this milieu is just as compelling. Félix 
González-Torres, who died of an Aids-related illness in 1996, is a flag-bearer for polemical, 
political art. His works resonate here; lightbulbs hanging on a cell wall shine in the miasma, a 
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strangely comforting beacon (“Untitled March 5th #2”, 1991). A string of beads hang in a cell 
doorway — “Untitled (Water), 1995” — dangling like the inviting entrance to a nightclub. This 
inversion of ideas and concepts, and mixing up of contexts, is a revelation. 
Print and audio testimonials add another layer to an already dense web of works and 
emotions. Writers such as Jeanette Winterson and Tahmima Anam, along with the Chinese 
artist-activist Ai Weiwei, have composed their own letters, drawing on direct or imagined 
experiences “of a state-imposed separation from loved ones”. But the most powerful and 
complex text remains De Profundis. In Whishaw’s hands, Wilde’s pained invective felt raw, 
real and beautiful. And, tellingly, not durational in the slightest. 
 
To October 20, artangel.org.uk 
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