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Author’s Lunch with Michèle Mendelssohn 

Author of Making Oscar Wilde 

Lunchtime Saturday 2 February 2019 

12pm for 12:30 lunch at: 
Obica’ South Kensington, 96 Draycott Avenue, London SW3 3AD  

A reminder that the first Society event of the New Year is the author’s lunch with Michèle 
Mendelssohn. Obica’ Italian restaurant is an attractive venue where an excellent lunch is 
served; we were last here for Gyles Brandreth’s author’s lunch in 2017. All members and 
their guests will be very welcome. 
The meal will cost £57 per person inclusive of prosecco and wine. The private dining room 
has limited space, therefore places will be allocated strictly in order of payment, preferably 
by PayPal to membership@oscarwildesociety.co.uk or by cheque (made to The Oscar 
Wilde Society) to Geoff Dibb at 29 Oxford Road, St John's, Wakefield, West Yorkshire WF1 
3LB. Please state if you would like the vegetarian option. 
 

In order to finalise details the last date to book a place is Friday 25 January 2019. If you 
have any questions, please contact Geoff at gdibb@oscarwildesociety.co.uk 

 

Michèle Mendelssohn is a literary critic and cultural 
historian. She is Associate Professor of English Literature 
at Oxford University. She earned her doctorate from 
Cambridge University and was a Fulbright Scholar at 
Harvard University. Her previous books include Henry 
James, Oscar Wilde, and Aesthetic Culture and two co-

edited collections of literary criticism, Alan Hollinghurst 
and Late Victorian Into Modern.  

 

Making Oscar Wilde  
Making Oscar Wilde reveals the untold story of young Oscar’s career in Victorian England 
and post-Civil War America. Set on two continents, it tracks a larger-than-life hero on an 
unforgettable adventure to make his name and gain international acclaim. ‘Success is a 
science,’ Wilde believed, ‘if you have the conditions, you get the result.’ 

Combining new evidence and gripping cultural history, Michèle Mendelssohn 
dramatises Wilde’s rise, fall, and resurrection as part of a spectacular transatlantic pageant. 
With superb style and an instinct for story-telling, she brings to life the charming young 
Irishman who set out to captivate the United States and Britain with his words and ended up 
conquering the world. Following the twists and turns of Wilde’s journey, Mendelssohn 
vividly depicts sensation-hungry Victorian journalism and popular entertainment alongside 
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racial controversies, sex scandals, and the growth of Irish nationalism. This ground-breaking 
revisionist history shows how Wilde’s tumultuous early life embodies the story of the 
Victorian era as it tottered towards modernity. Riveting and original, Making Oscar Wilde is a 
masterful account of a life like no other. 

To quote our President Gyles Brandreth: ‘You may not think there is new stuff to 
learn about Oscar Wilde, but there is – as this book proves. Michele Mendelssohn has 
succeeded in throwing new light on Wilde's remarkable American lecture tour. Thoroughly 
researched and beautifully written, this is a valuable addition to Wildean scholarship.’ 
 

What’s the Matter with Oscar Wilde? 

To quote from Michèle Mendelssohn’s Prologue: ‘This book tells the story of a local Irish 
eccentric called Oscar who became an international celebrity called Wilde. Today, he is one 

of English literature’s most famous authors. Known around the world as Saint Oscar, he is 

the beloved patron saint of all things witty, decadent, and over the top. With every passing 

year, his stature seems to grow. But his spectacular career and tragic life didn’t just happen. 

They were made possible by a series of unusual events and unique circumstances that 

determined his fate and afterlife. Wilde was not born a dramatic genius. Yet he eventually 

became one through a curious process that began when he visited the United States in 1882. 

It was the Age of Barnum, an era that rewarded the big, the bold, and the blustering. It was 

here that Wilde’s remarkable rise was set in motion. Like a fairy tale in which a young 

nobody becomes a somebody, the transformative events of 1882 would divide his life sharply 

into Before and After. How this happened has long been hidden from history, but new 

evidence now makes it possible to reveal how Oscar became Wilde. 

‘For a long time, I didn’t 
doubt the legend of Saint Oscar. 

When I first visited his archives, I 

was interested in the genius he put 

into his writings, not his life. What I 

saw didn’t immediately suggest that I 

should change my focus, but it 

knocked me sideways and, eventually, 

it knocked me off course and steered 

me towards writing this biography. 

History can be like a jack-in-the box: 

sometimes it shocks us by intruding 

on the present and demanding that we 

re-examine the past we think we 

know. 

‘It was at the William 
Andrews Clark Memorial Library, in 

Los Angeles, that I first laid eyes on 

the big colour poster titled ‘THE 
AESTHETIC CRAZE’ that was to 

become my obsession in the years 

that followed.  

‘The poster featured Wilde, 
but not as the man I knew. For starters, 

he didn’t look Irish at all. He was 

brown-skinned and thick-lipped and 
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had spiky Afro hair. On either side of him, there were two black women. They turned 

towards him as if drawn by some bizarre mix of sex appeal and scorn, love, and hate. The 

thin one wore a lovey-dovey look, while the fat one didn’t seem to think much of the uppity 

dandy in her midst. Wilde was a polarizing figure, that much was obvious, yet the caption 

beneath the drawing hinted at darker ideas and murkier feelings. It reads: What’s de matter 
wid de Nigga? Why Oscar you’s gone wild! 

‘The racist gag felt obsolete, like a joke of the you-had-to-be-there variety. Who was 

the butt supposed to be? Wilde, or the women, or all three? The trio appeared stuck in a 

shoddy plantation scene that defeated, or at least challenged, the dream of ‘going wild,’ 
whatever it was. I suspected there was more to this than a pun on Wilde’s name, but what was 

it, exactly? According to the tiny black lettering at the bottom of the cartoon, Currier and Ives, 

the venerable New York lithographers, had dreamed up this weird scenario in 1882…’ 

‘I moved on to another folder of material. No sooner did I open it than six more 

unfamiliar Oscars stared back at me. These were six cards small enough to fit into my 

palm. … The six little faces stared back at me like pieces of a puzzle I couldn’t solve.’ 
       

‘Years passed, but I couldn’t unsee those alternative Oscars. They fascinated me. What was 

the matter with Oscar Wilde? What was the matter with these images? Whose lives were they 

really about? What mattered to the people who made them? And, most of all, why did this 

happen? 

‘These questions evolved into a quest to solve the mystery of Wilde’s identity. I 

eventually discovered the answers in libraries and in the collections of private individuals. I 

found them by digging through rare books, reading unpublished letters, and examining 

priceless manuscripts. But I also found many answers tucked away in vast online archives 

and in algorithm-driven databases.’ 
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#WildeWednesdays Encore Screenings 

In 2019, Classic Spring’s ‘deliciously charming’ (Sunday Times) Oscar Wilde Season returns 
to the big screen, with the #WildeWednesdays Encore Screenings at selected cinemas across 

the UK. Don’t miss the chance to see this fantastic celebration of the Victorian playwright’s 
comedies back on the big screen. 
 

A Woman of No Importance – Wednesday 23rd January 2019 

This ‘sublimely funny’ (★★★★  The Independent) production is directed by Dominic 

Dromgoole, former Artistic Director of Shakespeare’s Globe, and stars Olivier award-winner 

Eve Best and BAFTA-nominated actress Anne Reid.  
 

TRAILER 

 

 

Lady Windermere’s Fan – Wednesday 27th February 2019 

Kathy Burke’s ‘absolutely fan-ulous’ (★★★★ Metro) production of Lady Windermere’s Fan 
is back on the big screen, starring Olivier Award-winning actress Samantha Spiro, and Kevin 

Bishop, with Jennifer Saunders marking her return to the West End stage for the first time in 

over twenty years. 
TRAILER 

 

 
An Ideal Husband – Wednesday 27th March 2019 

The ‘incredibly funny’ (★★★★ The Telegraph) Rolls Royce of British comedies, An Ideal 

Husband, stars the ‘fantastic Mr. Foxes’ (★★★★  The Times), real-life father and son 

Edward and Freddie Fox, Olivier Award-nominated Frances Barber, Olivier Award-winner 

Nathaniel Parker, Sally Bretton and Susan Hampshire. 
 

TRAILER 

 

 

The Importance of Being Earnest – Wednesday 1st May 2019 

Michael Fentiman’s ‘brilliantly funny’ (★★★★ The Times) adaptation stars Olivier Award-

winner Sophie Thompson and Jeremy Swift, alongside Fiona Button, Pippa Nixon and Stella 

Gonet. 
TRAILER 

 

Find your nearest cinema screening and book tickets at: https://oscarwildecinema.com  

 

https://email-nimaxtheatres.com/4RO0-38E2-EPDH6-1QI8B-1/c.aspx
https://email-nimaxtheatres.com/4RO0-38E2-EPDH6-1QI8C-1/c.aspx
https://email-nimaxtheatres.com/4RO0-38E2-EPDH6-1QI8D-1/c.aspx
https://email-nimaxtheatres.com/4RO0-38E2-EPDH6-1QI8E-1/c.aspx
https://oscarwildecinema.com/
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Dorian – Proper Job Theatre 

What if a portrait didn't accurately reflect 

the life you’ve lived, but could be 

manipulated to show the life you wish 

you’d lived? What if your body was 

changing, but the image you saw of 

yourself wasn’t? In a society where 

gender is becoming fluid, how do men 

deal with the airbrushing, catfishing and 

online beautification? 

 

Andrew McMillan and Proper Job 

Theatre’s Dorian is a contemporary re-

imagining of The Picture of Dorian Gray, 

examining gym culture, masculinity and 

body dysmorphia. After the success of 

Nosferatu (2015) and Medusa (2017), 

award-winning storytellers Proper Job 

Theatre Company embark on their final 

venture in their Monster Trilogy. This 

final piece which began life with the title 

Changelings has become Dorian and will 

complete the trilogy. 

 

A mini-tour begins in February in preparation for a full national tour this coming autumn. 

Dorian Studio Tour 2019 

22nd February – The Met, Bury 

26th February – Everyman, Cheltenham 

1st March – Key Theatre, Peterborough 

2nd March – Phoenix Theatre, Exeter 

8th March – Garrick Theatre, Lichfield 

 

For more information and a trailer please visit https://www.properjob.org.uk/dorian  

 

https://www.properjob.org.uk/dorian
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The Happy Prince Screening at Wimbledon Film Club 

8.30 pm Tuesday 26 February 2019 

We find Oscar Wilde at the end of his life living among the demi-monde in Paris. The Happy 

Prince gives us an unsentimental look at Wilde’s louche unscrupulousness and his 
indomitable charm and wit throughout his fame and fall. Happy Prince unfolds as an homage 

to a great man with great flaws. There will be a post-screening Q&A with Prof. Gill Plain 

(University of St. Andrews) on Oscar Wilde’s life and works. The screening and event is 

arranged in partnership with Merton LGBT+ Forum. 

 

Members £6; Non-members £13 

Tickets are on sale for non-WFC members from 20 February. For further information please 

visit: http://www.wimbledonfilmclub.com/films/the-happy-prince-guest-speaker/  

 

 

 

 

http://www.wimbledonfilmclub.com/films/the-happy-prince-guest-speaker/
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Jennifer Wilde, A Point-and-Click Adventure 

 

Jennifer Wilde, a point-and-click adventure game based on the comic book Jennifer Wilde: 

Unlikely Revolutionaries, is currently in production by Outsider Games in partnership with 

Irish comic book publisher Atomic Diner and Northern Ireland Screen and scheduled for 

digital release in the first half of 2019. Outsider Games, founded in 2012, has undertaken 

commissions for the BBC and Lionsgate as well as developing the body-hopping, musical 

adventure game Wailing Heights. Jennifer Wilde, features black and white, ink washed 2D 

graphics that capture the aesthetic of the original comic. 

 

Game Synopsis 

At the start of the Jazz Age in Paris in 1921, young French artist Jennifer Chevalier becomes 

embroiled in death, espionage and revolution which takes her across the three nations of 

France, England and Ireland – ably assisted by the ghost of Oscar Wilde. 

Jennifer believes the recent death of her father was no accident. Finding a chained 

locket in her father’s hotel, Jennifer attempts to use her childhood gift for talking to ghosts to 
call his spirit back. Unwittingly, the ghost recalled is that of Oscar Wilde, famous Irish 

playwright, whose affair with Jennifer’s father has bound his ghost to the locket. 
Jennifer and Oscar find themselves involved in schemes of murder, ghosts and 

intrigue as they attempt to solve Jennifer’s father’s murder, and develop a deep friendship 
along the way… 

 

For more information please visit http://jenniferwildegame.com/ 

 

http://jenniferwildegame.com/
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John Cooper’s Letter From America 

7. Narragansett Pier 

A Newly Discovered Lecture 

n verifying Oscar Wilde’s 1882 lecture tour of North America, it was prudent to begin 
with the four published itineraries by E.H. Mikhail, Richard Ellmann, Norman Page, and 

Karl Beckson. Unfortunately, none of these chronologies agrees with any other, and each 

is either incomplete or wrong in various respects—so it has been necessary to make 

numerous additions and corrections to dates, locations and lecture titles. 

It is a pleasing break to the routine when one discovers something new, such as a 

previously unrecorded event. Or, rarer still, a previously unknown lecture, as was the case 

with the redefining of Wilde’s final stop of the tour in New York on November 27, 1882. 

Now another new lecture has emerged: it is an appearance by Wilde at Narragansett Pier. 

Where is Narragansett Pier?—you might ask. Narragansett is a town in Rhode Island 

named for an Algonquian American Indian tribe. It occupies a narrow strip of land running 

along the Western bank of Narragansett Bay—and Narragansett Pier is its seaside village 

outpost. 

I was visiting Newport, which lies within Narragansett Bay on Aquidneck Island, so I 

decided to stop off at Narragansett Pier before crossing the bridge to Newport, as I had read 

that Oscar Wilde expressed a liking for the place, and I wanted to see it for myself. I assumed, 

naturally enough, that he must have been there, but I was not sure whether he had lectured 

there. The suspicion had arisen from two brief notes in newspaper society columns: one said 

he would ‘entertain the visitors at Narragansett Pier next week,’ and another (published a 

I 
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week later) confirmed that he lectured there ‘last night’. Although this evidence is scant it is 

fairly definitive, especially as these indications were independently made and separated by 

hundreds of miles. The chronicler would be satisfied with such corroboration; but the 

researcher needs details. 

First, let us place the lecture in the context of Wilde’s year in America. When Oscar 

concluded his tour of the South at Richmond, VA, he had exhausted both himself and his 

current itinerary of pre-arranged lectures. He returned to New York, from where he travelled 

with Sam Ward up to Newport and, after speaking at the Casino on July 15, he did not lecture 

again for the remainder of the month. It was time for a well-earned vacation taking in the 

summer watering places of the North-East. 

In the next two weeks he visited Long Beach, Long Island from where much intrigue 

has flowed following a chance meeting during his visit. He spent three days pleasure yachting 

with Robert Roosevelt (Theodore’s uncle), calling in at various coastal resorts such as 
Babylon, NY. Then, after meeting the actress Clara Morris at Riverdale in New York, he 

returned to the shore at Long Branch, New Jersey, where he spent the night with former 

president Ulysses S. Grant. Finally he popped up to Peekskill, NY to visit Henry Ward 

Beecher, the preacher. 

During this period, it appears that Wilde was now, at least partially, free of the 

arrangements made by his tour manager. Yet, although Wilde needed the rest, he did not lose 

sight of the opportunity to earn money. For it appears that while visiting the resorts he, along 

with his influential host Sam Ward, made arrangements for future lectures at several of the 

hotels, including at Long Beach, Long Branch, Babylon, (and now Narragansett Pier). This 

 

‘A Scene at Long Beach’, Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper (1882) [Colourised] 

https://oscarwildeinamerica.blog/2015/03/30/a-scene-at-long-beach/
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staggered approach, of visit and return, has given rise to some misinformation among 

previous chroniclers of Wilde’s summer schedule, who tend to have him in the right place but 

at the wrong time. 

The confusion is understandable given the less fervent press coverage of Wilde’s 
movements during the more relaxed summer season and a generally waning interest in Oscar. 

Further, the schedule has remained elusive because the newspaper archives of many of these 

small towns have not yet been digitized. Some still exist, but only on microfilm (reels) or 

microfiche (flat sheets). 

Enter the Narragansett historical community. With their help I have been able to 

establish the details of Wilde’s lecture in Narragansett Pier, which took place at the 

Mathewson Hotel. Oscar was well-liked. The Narragansett Times described his talk as, ‘an 

eloquent, well-sustained plea for art in the household’. Afterwards, ‘he walked leisurely 

though the rooms of the house, and the ladies indulged themselves in a “good look” at him’. 
 

Apparently the fervour has not died down. All this talk of Wilde has excited local 

historians, and an ‘Oscar Wilde in Narragansett’ programme is planned for next summer to 

mark the anniversary of the lecture. So the Newport prophesy is maintained – his truth is 

marching on – and no doubt I’ll be going back next year to celebrate. 
 

JOHN COOPER 

 

Read John Cooper’s latest blog post ‘Mountain Lion’ here:  
https://oscarwildeinamerica.blog/2018/12/30/mountain-lion/  

 

https://oscarwildeinamerica.blog/2018/10/28/celebrating-wilde-and-howe/
https://oscarwildeinamerica.blog/2018/12/30/mountain-lion/

