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ENGL 492C: Senior Honours Seminar – Research (3 credits) 
 
Instructor: Dr. G. Mackie 
Section: 003 
Term: 2 
 

Oscar Wilde and Popular Culture 

 
Course Description: 
"Education is an admirable thing. But it is well to remember from time to time that nothing that is 
worth knowing can be taught." 
-- Oscar Wilde, A Few Maxims for the Instruction of the Over-Educated (1894) 
 
Famous in his own time for his adoption of numerous self-promoting personae, Oscar Wilde has more 
recently been recast as a prototypical rock star, a pop icon before such a thing existed. This course will 
focus on Wilde (and the notions of Wildean wit and style) in the field(s) of popular culture: it ranges 
from his early forays into self-fashioning and self-commodification in the 1880s to contemporary 
attempts to recruit and rewrite the now iconic figure as a symbol (among other things) of homosexual 
identity, martyrdom, rebellion, individualism, sexual freedom, and modernity. If, according to Shelton 
Waldrep, in writing Salome "Wilde composed a drama as rock concert," then what might such an 
observation tell us about both Wilde and rock concerts? 
 
In terms of contemporary culture, what does Oscar Wilde represent--and for whom? And how have 
reassessments of Wilde’s literary reputation affected his popular image over the years? In order to 
investigate the many manifestations of pop-Wilde, we will be turning to a variety of texts, including 
films, song lyrics, and Victorian cartoons, along with more traditionally literary objects of study. 
Students will also become familiar with some of the more ephemeral materials--reviews, satirical 
cartoons, decorating manuals – of Victorian print culture that are housed at UBC’s Rare Books and 
Special Collections. This course will also consider three films. Due to classroom time constraints, 
students are asked to view these films on their own time. 
 
Required Texts: 

 Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray; â€œThe Soul of Man under Socialismâ€•; 
â€œPhrases and Philosophies for the Use of the Youngâ€•; The Importance of Being 
Earnest; Salome 

 George du Maurier, Cartoons from Punch (1876-1881) 
 Susan Sontag, “Notes on Camp” (1964) 
 Gilbert and Sullivan, Patience (1881) 
 Wilde, dir. Brian Gilbert (1997); Velvet Goldmine, dir. Todd Haynes (1997) 
 Morrissey and The Smiths: Song Lyrics and music videos (mid-1980s) 
 Tom Stoppard, The Invention of Love (1997) 
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 David Hare, The Judas Kiss (1998) 
 Merlin Holland, The Real Trial of Oscar Wilde (2003) 
 [Charles Grolleau], The Trial of Oscar Wilde: From the Shorthand Reports [1906] (Special 

Collections) 
 Salome’s Last Dance, dir. Ken Russell (1988) 
 Dalhousie Young, Apologia pro Oscar Wilde (1895) (Special Collections) 
 Ernest Newman, Oscar Wilde: A Literary Appreciation (1895) (Special Collections) 
 Will Self, Dorian (2002) 
 Mark Ravenhill, Handbag (1998) 
 The Oscar Wilde Calendar [1912] (Special Collections) 

Course Requirements: 
This course will be conducted as a seminar. Some seminar presentations will deal with core texts, while 
others will range further afield. In order to provide a focus for seminar presentations and to facilitate 
discussion, seminar topics are grouped into thematic modules. Each member of the seminar chooses 
one topic, and two topics will be presented at each meeting. Presenters will not be the only ones 
speaking, however; each member of the seminar is responsible for the material under discussion that 
week and will submit a short (paragraph-length) response, question, or argument for class discussion. 
Response papers and class discussion will account for 25% of the final mark. Seminar presentations 
will account for another 25%, and a final research paper on a topic of each student’s choice will 
comprise the final 50%. 


