
 

Another Wilde Irony: 

Press Relations and the Commodification of Oscar Wilde 

(slide 1) 

Today when we hear the name “Oscar Wilde,” we ready ourselves for a little 
levity, an insightful quip or an epigram of disarming irreverence.    Such is the 
masterful name association Oscar Wilde was able to create over a century ago.  
Wilde was a London playwright, social performer, poet and public speaker whose 
life ended in tragedy.  However, the genius of his media relations is manifested 
by the enduring “trademark” status of his name: One that connotes cleverness 
and not calamity.    

(slide 2 from Robert Ross) 

How did he do it?  More specifically, how did Wilde develop such buoyant name 
recognition and one that would transcend generations?  Certainly, a case can be 
made that his name could have been darkened with connotations of infidelity, 
imprisonment, riches-to-rags, or sodomy.  In fact, following Wilde’s conviction of 
gross indecency in 1895, Victorians appeared convinced Oscar Wilde’s legacy 
would be one fit for vilification.  Even performances of his most famous play, The 
Importance of Being Earnest, were immediately cancelled despite sold-out shows 
just a week before his hearings.  It was a social about-face of heartrending 
proportions.  Despite the media abyss Wilde had sunk into, what is even more 
remarkable was his climb back up; an ascent that would continue to reach higher 
even years after the playwright’s passing. 

This may be an apt reminder, if not lesson, for public relations professionals of 
today.  Reputation and good press are lengthy endeavors.  An image takes time 
and consistency to develop. However, the cliché that a good reputation can be 
destroyed in a moment has merit.   Wilde’s clever management of image 
(ironically working diligently to appear cavalier) would be temporarily for naught.  
His sly epigrams and memorable quips that were deployed willfully when 
reporters were present, which today would be called sound-bites, had 
ephemerally vanished from the newspapers.  And the well-groomed media 
relationships, particularly with Henry Labouchere of Truth and Edmund Yates of 
The World, would do little to help buoy a seemingly destroyed reputation - for 
the short term.  In fact, the glowing media attention Wilde coveted during his life 
actually boomeranged following his sentencing.  What’s key to note, however, is 
the seeds of iconic wit, charm, intelligence and talent so fastidiously and 
strategically planted by Wilde and cross-pollinated by the newspapers of the day 
would, in the final analysis, prove indispensable for remedying his tarnished 
brand. 



Photos 3 (Henry Labucher of Truth) 

Photo 4 (Edmund Yates of the World) 

Photo 5 (Wilde in his younger days) 

There was no single, specific act or performance that gave Wilde such effective 
name recognition. He understood fully that self-promotion was a work in 
progress.  Noted Wilde scholar Richard Ellmann observed, “Of course, Wilde 
excelled at conversation, but one might also say that Wilde’s self-promotion was 
for a specific reason – to secure a book deal, obtain a new patron, or make a 
good impression on a publisher. That is, he was doing this aspect of his job 
well.”  Wilde knew the endgame was to convey a consistently remarkable image 
to the public that would coalesce over time.  

The public relations industry, like Oscar Wilde himself, evolved due to three 
factors:  recognition of the power of public opinion, competition between 
institutions for public support, and development of media through which the 
public could easily be reached. Wilde was quickly assessed by the public’s eye as 
uniquely Victorian because he was so un-Victorian, and the paradoxes continued 
to mount. It was Wilde who understood what public opinion really meant to 
Londoners and how newsprint could perpetuate such beliefs and images. As 
Wilde once remarked, “There is much to be said in favor of modern journalism. 
By giving us the opinions of the uneducated, it keeps us in touch with the 
ignorance of the community.”  Wilde mused at the lack of critical thinking among 
fellow citizens and this seeming dearth of analysis snowballed with the 
commencement of mass print media.  Image, in essence, was becoming reality. 
The power of public opinion and group-think was beginning to rear its head. 

In Victorian England, the competition between institutions vying for public 
support began to foment.  This would result in the creation of advertising 
agencies beginning with Town and Country Advertising in Red Lion Court, 
London and the Advertiser’s Guide, both commencing operations in the mid-19th 
century and both promising clients proper market positioning. The 
commoditization of Oscar Wilde was no different. Wilde instinctively sought to be 
unique, set apart from the masses and hold center stage. This would become 
increasingly challenging as late Victorian England witnessed a plethora of 
grandstanding individuals.  Where Wilde would become master is in the arena of 
media panache, an art form he directed far in advance of his time. 

There are countless examples of Wilde’s success with the press.  Similar to any 
sophisticated, contemporary public relations campaign, disarming candor, 
surprise and attention-getting quips were the modus operandi for Oscar Wilde as 
well.  A classic example of this occurred upon his arrival to the United States.  
Billed as “The Great Aesthete,” Wilde’s air of superiority was simultaneously 
antagonistic and fascinating to Americans who thronged to his lectures.  When 



his ship arrived in the New York harbor, Wilde was asked by a customs agent if 
he had anything to declare.  He replied, "I have nothing to declare but my 
genius.”  Every newspaper in New York carried the story, and similar stories were 
soon being reported throughout his lecture tour, which took him to over eighty 
American cities. 

(Photo 6 in Wilde in New York) 

The astute Oscar Wilde fully appreciated the importance of the “new media,” 
regrettably a 21st century term which is far better suited for the times two 
centuries prior.  The relationship between the press and him benefitted both 
parties. Following a glowing report of his American tour, Wilde would declare in 
St. Louis that Truth editor Henry Labouchere was “the best writer in Europe, a 
remarkable gentleman.” When Wilde returned from his American tour, he 
personally thanked editor Edmund Yates of The World for treating his tour kindly 
“when the temptation to deride it had becomes so widely unresisted.”  In this 
way, Wilde nourished his contacts with “friendly” members of the press so as to 
continue to receive public attention.  

Of course, not all of Wilde’s relationships with the press were amicable.  The 
genius of Wilde, however, was that he was often able to manipulate those 
editors who loathed him and convert their angst into positive PR. The clearest 
example of this involved the assistant editor of the St. James Gazette, Samuel 
Jeyes.  Jeyes wrote a scathing review following the publications of Wilde’s 
novella, The Picture of Dorian Gray.  Wilde answered back to the Gazette, who in 
turn published his response - plus his next three.  The public was enthralled by 
Wilde’s cleverness, grace and ability to outwit and out-write the assistant editor 
who dared to outfox him.   

It is curious to note that Henry Labouchere, a journalist, writer, theater owner 
and politician, was a significant supporter of Oscar Wilde.  This in itself is ironic.  
It was Henry Labouchere who in 1885 drafted the Labouchere Amendment, 
outlawing "gross indecency," not a euphemism for sodomy which was already a 
crime, but rather any other sexual activity between men. Ten years later this 
amendment allowed for the prosecution of Oscar Wilde, who was given the 
maximum sentence of two years imprisonment with hard labor. 

Then there is the matter of Oscar Wilde’s brother, Willie, and the sometimes 
positive reviews and other times scathing.   

(Photo 7 of Willie Wilde) 

In George Benard Shaw’s biography of Oscar Wilde, Shaw notes that early on 
Willie, a journalist by trade, was very supportive of his brother’s works.  As 
Oscar Wilde’s success grew, and Willie’s alcoholism correlated, the reviews by 
Willie became more critical.  On his return to London early in 1892, Willie found 



that Oscar was the toast of the town for his successful play Lady Windermere's 
Fan. It is believed that Willie wrote the hostile review for the play which was 
published, unsigned, in Vanity Fair on February 27, 1892, the same magazine he 
had previously been a theatre reviewer. "The play", he wrote, was "brilliantly 
unoriginal," but the dialogue was "uniformly bright, graceful, and flowing." After 
describing the plot and pointing out some of its banalities, he went on to 
describe it as "an undeniably clever piece of work; and even though it has its 
weaknesses, it reflects credit on its author... It is emphatically a play to see.” 
Oscar Wilde, recognizing the hand of his brother behind the anonymous review, 
was by then writing A Woman of No Importance.  Ironically, and perhaps by little 
coincidence, one character declares: "After a good dinner, one can forgive 
anybody, even one's own relations." 

Some would argue that Wilde won the battle but lost the war.  The press was 
merciless in attacking Wilde following his conviction.  In fact, Jeyes would later 
write, “Dorian Gray was a matter for the police, not the critic.”  Wilde’s career 
was, indeed, finished.  But even in his darkest hour, dying in a cheap Parisian 
hotel, Oscar Fingal O'Flahertie Wills Wilde would mutter to his friend Robert 
Ross, “My name has two “O’s,” two “F’s” and two “W’s.” A name which is 
destined to be in everybody’s mouth must not be too long. It comes so 
expensive in the advertisements.”  Much can be inferred by Wilde’s final quip.  If 
one is to take his words at face value, one can deduce that Wilde took some 
satisfaction in comprehending his self-marketing legacy.  In Wilde’s own final 
analysis, his life’s contributions would not be minimized to that of simple social 
iconoclasm nor would his achievements be forever overshadowed by scandal.  
Quite contrarily, Oscar Wilde most likely considered himself to be both a creator 
and product of Victorian commoditization.  

Thank you. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


