
 

HyperCultura 
Biannual Journal of the Department of Letters and Foreign 

Languages, Hyperion University, Romania 

Electronic ISSN: 2559 - 2025, ISSN-L 2285 - 2115 

 

 Vol 3, no 1/2014 

Identity and Conflict in Cultural and Geo-Political Contexts (Part II) 

......................................................................................................... 

 

Elena Carmen Bobocescu 

 

Crossing the Boundaries: From 

Irishness to Britishness and Beyond 
........................................................................................................ 

Recommended Citation: 
Bobocescu, Elena Carmen. ”Crossing the Boundaries: From Irishness to 

Britishness and Beyond”. HyperCultura 3.1 (2014) 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Elena Carmen Bobocescu, ”Crossing the Boundaries: From Irishness to Britishness and Beyond”. 

Identity and Conflict in Cultural and Geo-Political Contexts (Part II) 

 

HyperCultura, Vol 3, no 1/2014 Page 2 

 

Elena Carmen Bobocescu 

University of Bucharest 

 

Crossing the Boundaries: From Irishness to Britishness 

and Beyond 

 
Abstract 

The paper intends to explore a series of strategies employed by Oscar Wilde in order to achieve a transnational 

dimension for his art and artistic persona. 

Among these, we can mention: the subverting of the official colonial discourse of power, the promotion of a 

transnational type of art and literature, which reflects, however, indirectly the writer’s Irish origin, the 

subversive treatment of the British establishment and of favorite themes of the Victorian colonial empire 

through the reversion of the hierarchies established by the economy of the dominant patriarchal discourse and 

the reconsideration of the power relations within the binary couples masculine/feminine, colonizer/colonized. 

Last but not least, it will assess the relevance of Wilde’s choice of French for the play Salomé in shaping the 

artist’s personality as a “complex, multiform creature’’, who needs to self-invent continuously by 

experimenting with foreign languages and spaces.  

 

Keywords: national identity, mimicry, pastiche, colonizer/colonized, Irishness/Britishness, dandy, Victorianism 

 

 

Introduction 

During one of their first meetings, Yeats is reported to have told Wilde: “‘I envy men who have 

become mythological while still living’. ‘I think a man should invent his own myth’, retorted the 

latter” (Ellmann 283). Wilde’s self-declared genius no less than his talent was consciously put to work 

towards the construction of a myth of his own, as he earnestly believed: “One should either be a 

work of art, or wear a work of art” (Collins 1206). In his case, the complementariness of ‘either – or’ 

switched to the inclusiveness of ‘both – and’, as he matched sartorial elegance in his posing as a 

dandy with special stylistic and aesthetic expressions in his writings. 

There were two main factors underlying his self-invention strategies: his scholarly Hellenistic 

formation and his hyphenated Anglo-Irish origin. Nevertheless, his account of identity would not be 

complete unless we took into consideration the influence of French symbolism and especially 

Baudelaire and Huysman’s Decadent poetry and prose in the making up of an art and artist that 

appear organically intertwined. Furthermore, the development of his personality and art was 

connected with three major aspects of his life: a lifelong performance of Englishness, his late-

discovered homoerotic interests and his tortuous romance with Roman Catholicism, which ended in 

deathbed conversion. In his earnest devotion to each of these aspects, the artist had to deploy ever 

more elaborate strategies of self-representation, which involved various forms of posing, acting and 

duplicity. 

Wilde’s desire for a self of his own invention, constructed by ever more refined divisions and self-

reflexive processes, implied a high degree of self-awareness and the employment of duplicitous 

strategies, as both history and personal experience have to be continuously rewritten according to 

the self-contradictory demands of the artist’s allotropic personality.  

The artist’s complex identity is hence the result of changing places and adopting different 

narrative voices as an author at different stages of his life; according to Stuart Hall: ”the concept of 

identity is a strategic and positional one: identities are constructed within, not outside discourse […] 

produced in specific historical and institutional sites within specific discursive formations and 

practices, by specific enunciative strategies” (17). 
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Analysis 

Born in Dublin in a family of Anglo-Irish gentry, Wilde has shaped his life, art and artistic persona 

on the duality of his origin and his scholar education. “A member of the leading class known as 

Anglo-Irish, Wilde created himself by living on both sides of the hyphen” (McCormack, “Wilde’s 

fiction(s)” 102). The author’s hyphenated, cross race origin, as well as the particular historical and 

cultural context in which he evolved, contributed to the making up of a unique complex, protean 

identity that “bore within itself strange legacies of thought and passion” (Collins 107). 

A further layer to Wilde’s complex identity will be added by the dramatic experience of his 

imprisonment. In De Profundis, Wilde himself acknowledged that “the two great turning-points of my 

life were when my father sent me to Oxford, and when society sent me to prison” (Collins 1020). 

Between these two turning points in his life, Wilde developed a unique art and personality marked by 

contradictions, continuous revisions, spiritual conversions and moral relapses. 

Wilde’s hyphenated origin as a descendant of a family of colonizers on the verge of becoming part 

of the colonized territory, as well as his own tribulations, will sharpen the force of his argument with 

the colonial establishment. The artist would appear as both an outsider and part of the Victorian 

empire. Consequently, Wilde’s identity cannot be at any moment conceived as either pure, or simple. 

To the complexity which naturally arose from his hyphenated, hybrid identity (one of his ancestors 

was Dutch), he added further layers through his art, consciously obscuring or revealing certain 

aspects of his personal history. 

As he developed more and more refined self-invention strategies, Wilde drew on his scholarly 

Hellenistic formation and his hyphenated Anglo-Irish origin. The artist’s own problematic condition as 

a Protestant Irishman forced to speak the language of the colonizer was inherently reflected in the 

innovative way he chose to manipulate the colonizer’s imposed language, enriching it with speech 

figures of Irish origin, altering its semantic foundation and refining it to near perfection. 

Thus, Wilde’s art and eclectic identity primarily emerged from his experiencing the difference 

between two antagonistic cultural spaces, a difference which he deliberately used and abused in 

various manners. 

His writings reveal some of the deliberate artistic methods Wilde chose to construct his art and 

social persona on the borderline between antagonistic categories of identity: oxymoron, paradox, 

irony, syntactic inversion – stylistic devices meant to point as well to his own problematic ethnical, 

sexual and even religious identity. “Born into an oxymoron, and doomed to live out his life as 

paradox, Wilde became adept at living on both sides of the hyphen” as “he was both Irish and British, 

both a mock-aristocrat and avowed republican” (McCormack, ”Introduction” 1) a Protestant leading 

a lifelong romance with the Catholic Church, an unfaithful husband indulging in homoerotic practices. 

Notwithstanding, Wilde’s art and personality are far too complex to be construed only as the 

simple result of the conflation of two apparently opposed cultural spaces. From his early writings, the 

writer strove to give a transnational dimension to his art by exploring themes and motifs held as 

universal, which he rewrote in a different manner as he built up a critical discourse that revisited, 

recycled and refashioned previous artistic styles and topics. To this purpose, Wilde drew heavily on 

the Hellenistic Hebrew Christian heritage of the European cultural space, which, in a rather 

postmodern manner, he undermined at the same time. 

Wilde was among the first writers to recognize the importance of cultural exchanges in defining 

national and cultural identity; in “The Critic as Artist” Gilbert, one of the characters that speaks on 

Wilde’s behalf, states that “it is only by contact with the art of foreign nations that the art of a 

country gains that individual and separate life that we call nationality” (Collins 1033). His works, 

which abound in cross-cultural references, allusions and free quotations can also be read as complex 

intertexts meant to promote a transcultural model of art and literature and a universalist approach 

to culture. 

Wilde has generally been regarded as an English writer and his works have always been included 

in the British literary cannon; however, to a number of Irish critics, Wilde’s reading as an Irish writer 
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“makes every difference” (McCormack, ”Introduction” 3). One can detect several elements of 

Irishness both in Oscar Wilde’s works and life:  

 

1) mostly indirect, oblique, in his stories (especially in A House of Pomegranates, the Celtic 

Orientalism rich in metaphors in The Young king, The Fisherman and his Soul, The Star-Child; in The 

Happy Prince – heavy utilitarianism, a British feature opposed to charity and loyalty expressed by the 

Celt nature). Wilde’s sympathy with the oppressed, the outcast, the abused, reflects his artistic 

resistance to the Bristish Victorian dogmas of social order, stability and control at the price of great 

suffering for its weak subjects. 

 

2) Wilde’s particular use of the English Language which, in his case, held the paradoxical position of 

both mother tongue and the colonizer’s idiom; according to McCormack, the artist’s perfect mastery 

of English was also intended as a “refined response to the linguistic terrorism exercised by the 

colonizer” (“The Wilde Irishman” 93). The Irish critic points out certain formal strategies which testify 

for Wilde’s indebtedness to the Irish tradition: excessive interest in verbal decorations, repetitions, 

digressions; orality versus scripturality, often reflected in the dialogical aspect of certain of his 

writings. 

 

3) The critique of Englishness and British institutions of knowledge and Realist English Literature also 

emerges in his critical essays: “The Decay of Lying”, “The Critic as Artist”, “The Soul of Man under 

Socialism” and reaches its peak in his comedies of manners. The subversive treatment of the British 

establishment and of certain favorite themes of the Victorian colonial empire, the reversion of the 

hierarchies established by the economy of the dominant patriarchal discourse and the 

reconsideration of the power relations within the binary couples masculine/feminine, 

colonizer/colonized are also strategies of self-empowerment; they are conceived from the standing 

point of an outsider and may also be deemed to indirectly reflect an Irish viewpoint. 

 

Wilde’s relation to his cultural origin was ambivalent: his eulogy of great English writers like 

Shakespeare and Keats, an overt ambition to be counted as one of them, the efforts to discard all 

traces of Irishness (starting with his accent) the moment he became a student at Oxford, his 

subsequent adherence to the British lifestyle and his gentlemanly pursues and tastes are as many 

arguments that could temper enthusiastic critics ready to consider Wilde mainly as an Irish writer of 

English language. 

In Wilde the Irishman, a number of contemporary Irish critics trace back the way Wilde’s art and 

his own myth emerged at the interface between the Irish oral tradition and the British written one. 

They basically claim that Wilde’s work is part of the Irish cultural legacy and that it cannot be 

properly construed nor understood unless one takes into consideration the Irish perspective. For 

Jerusha McCormak, for instance, Wilde’s reading as an Irish writer “makes every difference” and she 

highlights the link between Wilde’s unique destiny as a writer and artist and his origin in a country 

that favored the dreamers and the liars. 

Such an endeavor implies a further reconsideration of the status of the artist and of “the 

strategies by means of which he inscribes himself in the narrative and his own story (stories) in 

history”. McCormack comes up with some interesting reflections on the conflation of oral and 

written features in Wildean fictional texts, especially his tales which mingle both written and oral 

features, amounting to a sort of hybrid form, “a literary fairy tale” (”The Wilde Irishman” 102). 

Analyzing their original content and form she assumes that ”they accurately reflected the situation of 

diglossia in his native culture, for Wilde was writing at a turning point for Ireland when, of two 

divergent cultures – the rural and oral, the urban and literate - the balance was beginning to be 

tipped towards the latter” (McCormack, ”The Wilde Irishman” 102). 

She assumes that Wilde came from a country which gives a privileged status to fiction, regarding 

it as the very basis of society, as it regulated every aspect of people’s life and often acted as an 
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interpreter between a man and his conscience (McCormack, ”The Wilde Irishman” 97), and 

concludes that since  

 

fiction is the very stuff by which society is made, Wilde could only become a writer – and an 

Irishman – in England because only there he could create himself through the fictions which 

formed the channel of communication between nation and nation, the stereotypes by which one 

understood the other. A member of the leading class known as Anglo-Irish, Wilde created himself 

by living on both sides of the hyphen (McCormack, ”The Wilde Irishman” 102). 

 

The presence of the Irish influence is neither blatant nor singular in Wilde’s works; his fairy tales, 

for instance, are literary hybrids conflating features and themes belonging to different literary genres 

and cultural spaces (such is the case of The Fisherman and his Soul, which display a rich decadent 

Orientalist imagery in old biblical overtones). Mc Cormack observes that  

 

in comparison with Yeats’s Fairy and Folk Tales of the Irish peasantry […] Wilde’s construction of 

his Irishness is circumspect and oblique, refracted through the literary tradition of the Anglo-Irish 

gentry, rather than drawn from the pure springs of native folklore. What marks Wilde as a writer 

of his own class is his preference for fantasy over realism; […] for a fracture between plot and 

discourse, in which action is suspended indefinitely for a kind of logorrhoea, to the extent that 

the only interest of the tale is an engagement of language with itself as a kind of pure verbal 

decoration (”The Wilde Irishman” 102). 

 

Another critic, Kiberd, traces Wilde’s dramatic strategies of self-invention to his decision to make 

his life abroad; as soon as he debarked in England, he proceeded to reconstruct his image through 

the cultivation of various poses based on the art of elegant inversion, which implied the reversion of 

all the norms of his Irish childhood. Thus, according to Yeats, Wilde in England ”perpetually 

performed a play which was in all things the opposite of all that he had known in childhood and 

youth. The artist’s lifelong performance of ‘Englishness’ turned such notion into a parody, and the 

seriousness of Victorian values into the subject of a comedy of manners” (Kiberd 11). 

While certain contemporary Irish writers reproached Wilde with these camouflage techniques 

and even saw in Wilde’s career an act of national apostasy, Yeats considered ”Wilde’s snobbery and 

parody of Englishness as the clever strategy of an Irishman marooned in England, whose only 

weapon against Anglo-Saxon prejudice was to become more English than the English themselves, 

thereby challenging many time-honoured myths about the Irish” (Kiberd 15). 

Therefore, to Wilde as well as to other Irish writers, lying as fiction naturally presented itself as 

the most appropriate means to restore the proper and simple meaning of the words, hackneyed by a 

century-long social, cultural and ethnical conflict. Furthermore, Kiberd estimates that “English 

literature had a liberating effect on Wilde” as “it equipped him with a mask behind which he was able 

to compose the lineaments of his Irish face, a strategy to be followed by other decolonising writers” ( 

22). 

Wilde himself was fully aware of his unstable position as a person of a hyphenated origin, which 

made him continuously reconsider his idiom and his attitudes. He had to surmount difficulties raised 

by the employment of a language other than that of his ethnic community, and to find new artistic 

strategies by which “the concentrated race-experience” (Collins 1048), the Irish imagination 

grounded in an oral tradition, could find its best expression in a culture that favored the written and 

the rational. Above all, he wanted to be acknowledged as an accomplished man of letters and a 

gentleman by the very Victorian high society, which he depicted with lashing irony in his plays. 

Wilde’s achievement was even more spectacular, as his difference and superiority were to be 

expressed from within the colonizer’s idiom, the English language. 

To devise a typology that would consider Wilde as an English hybrid of Irish extraction, one has to 

look for more formal ways in which the writer fashioned and re-invented himself on the borderline 

between Irish orality and British scripturality. His endeavor was furthermore fuelled by his formal 
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education in Classical Literature. McCormack mentions that “he was the nephew of three clergymen” 

and “while at Oxford he had also been engaged in close textual study of the New Testament” (”The 

Wilde Irishman” 100); she assumes that “work in either field would have alerted him to the oral 

nature of the written text” and of “its original, variable, improvised form which had been fossilised 

over almost two millennia of controversy” (”The Wilde Irishman” 100). Since “as an Irishman, Wilde 

came from one of the most oral cultures in Europe”, his rebellion against British authority would find 

an expression in such “a strike against the axiom of the Bible’s origin in a single, inscribed text… 

against the very ground of sacred authorship, authorised by centuries of official imprimatur” 

(McCormack ”The Wilde Irishman” 100). 

There are several aspects of orality in Wilde’s oeuvre, which can also be taken to account for a 

certain lack of originality in his choice of themes, an option fully compensated by a singular 

treatment in point of form. Analyzing the type and role of the oral elements in Wilde’s writings, 

Deirdre Toomey points out that ”the agonistic structure found in The Decay of Lying and The Critic as 

Artist, the lack of a hierarchy between text and interpretation…, Wilde’s love of the aphorism… are 

typical of the oral mode (28).  

Wilde’s Irishness, however, should be rather presumed than plainly assumed, as it emerges slyly 

in his texts, not so much by self-assertiveness nor by overt interest in Irish national issues, but rather 

by referring to British people as stupid, unimaginative and dullard. “England” – he complained in the 

Decay of Lying – “is the home of lost ideas” (Collins 1074). In his ambivalent attitude towards 

“Englishness”, in the ironical treatment of Victorian themes, ideals or institutions and in the clever 

manipulation of the English language and British favorite topics, one can detect Wilde’s attempt at 

recovering the “lost ideas” to the benefit of a transnational type of art. One can also envisage Wilde’s 

artistic enterprise as a clever form of Celtic revenge on the British colonizer, a strategy of self-

empowerment through a cultural conquest of the enemy’s alien space. 

Therefore, his duplicitous approach to art and life may be better understood in connection with 

the evolution of his personal destiny and his strategy of self-invention and self-effacement under the 

conditions imposed by the adoption of a British identity and life-style. The process involved the 

employment of ever more refined masks and poses, which the artist chose to wear in different places 

and dramatic situations of his life-stage. Ellmann found an element of self-construction and self-

adjustment in his indolence and languid poses (259). 

The author’s hyphenated, complex origin as well as the further developments in his life 

contributed to the shaping of a “complex, multiform creature personality that bore within itself 

strange legacies of thought and passion” (Collins 107). 

McCormack believes that in embracing this fate, Wilde redefined what it meant to be Irish, i.e. to 

have multiple, and divided loyalties - to be both colonizer and colonized, native and official […] ”to 

inhabit a space where contraries meet and are transvaluated into something else, a something which 

by definition escapes definition: to be in a provisional and mutating stage, not a recognized state, but 

a state of mind”  (”Introduction”3). 

Wilde’s peculiar use of the English language also represents a devious strategy of cultural 

empowerment and a refined response to the linguistic control exercised by the British colonizer over 

a more imaginative nation of dreamers and liars. 

If instances of “straight” Irishness are difficult to pinpoint in Wilde’s works, there are instead 

plenty of negative references to British people, institutions and mentality, which clearly disengage 

the artist from a firm colonizer position. 

The harsh treatment of the Victorian ideals and institutions in The Happy Prince, the spoiled 

image of the British Empire in the poem Theoretikos and the indirect critique of the Victorian society 

in Wilde’s comedies of manners may be deemed to represent various forms of Irish mutiny which call 

into question the official discourse of power; his anti-British stance is strongly revealed in contrast to 

the Victorian utilitarian values of money-making, scientific truth and technological progress.  

Regenia Gagnier outlines the Victorian socio-cultural background underlying the complex position 

held by Wilde in relation to the art and culture of his age. The critic explores the relation between 
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Wilde and the Victorian society, his transvaluation of values and special investment in personality 

and makes some interesting remarks on the modernist, even postmodernist thrust of his ideas; she 

highlights the modernity of the Victorian age, with its values of progress, technology, global markets 

and individualism and Wilde’s paradoxical attitude. 

 

The Victorians agonized over values – family values, British values, value as use or exchange – 

while Nietzsche revealed value as a fraud, a tool of domination of some over others, on the one 

hand, and promoted a radical perspectivism or scepticism, on the other. Wilde, a figure of 

paradox and contradiction, participated in both modern value critique and post-modern 

perspectivism (Gagnier 18). 

 

The doctrine of utilitarianism triggered a sense of futility and sharp bitterness on the part of art 

makers. When everything is weighed and praised in terms of money value or practical utility, the 

artist feels his duty to emphasize the uselessness of his art in opposition to the mercantile 

preoccupations of his age: “All art is quite useless” wrote Wilde in the Preface to PDG.  

Such vision lies at the core of most Wildean works; an early poem like Theoretikos
 
sets the mood 

and conveys the artist’s sense of bitterness when faced with the harsh realities and heavy duties of 

everyday life in Victorian times; it also envisages a solution: the retreat to contemplative life, only 

possible in the realm of art. The subject will subsequently be developed in The Critic as Artist, where 

Wilde claims that the attaining of βιος θεωρητικος i.e. the life “that has for its aim not doing but 

being, and not being merely, but becoming” is the true ideal for artists; such superior type of life, in 

the artist’s opinion, can only be achieved through the cultivation of the critical spirit. 

The poem depicts the ugly unimaginative reality that the artist has to cope with: the mighty 

(British) empire with its feet of clay (a reference to its ethnic and social fragility), “the vile traffic-

house”, a striking metaphor expressing the tragic degradation of the former agora, the place of idea-

exchange, into the marketplace of money-changers in the age of utilitarianism where “wisdom and 

reverence are sold at mart” and the artist has to put up with “the ignorant cries” of the rude people 

against the cultural “heritage of centuries”. His sole consolation can be found in a wishful retreat into 

“dreams of Art and loftiest culture”. 

Wilde’s complaint against the British government as an official system of repression, which 

tortured and deformed the individual by imposing unnecessary inhumane rules on him, also places 

him in the position of a foreigner. 

For instance, in The Case of Warder Martin, Some Cruelties of Prison Life, a letter addressed to the 

Daily Chronicle, he reacts against a blind, cruel and impersonal authority, pointing that it “is as 

destructive to those who exercise it as it is to those on whom it is exercised”. “Ordinary cruelty” he 

declares  

 

is simply stupidity. It is the entire want of imagination. It is the result in nowadays of stereotyped 

systems, of hard-and-fast rules, and of stupidity. Wherever there is centralization there is 

stupidity. What is inhuman in modern life is officialism. Authority is as destructive to those who 

exercise it as it is to those on whom it is exercised (Collins 1060). 

 

A more refined means of undermining the British colonial discourse involves contesting it from 

within, turning it against itself by imitative, parodic use of its major themes and subject-matter. The 

bitter ironic treatment of the Victorian ideals and institutions in The Happy Prince, the spoiled image 

of the British Empire in the poem Theoretikos and the indirect critique of the Victorian society in 

Wilde’s comedies of manners can be assumed to represent as many forms of Irish mutiny, which 

were meant to call into question the official discourse of power; once more, his anti-British stance is 

revealed in contrast to the Victorian utilitarian values of money-making, scientific truth and 

technological progress. At times, the artist switches from lashing irony to bitter complaint against the 

official system which tortures and deforms the individual by imposing unnecessary inhumane rules 

on him. 
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Wilde’s adhesion to the Decadent Movement and dandy-ism is intended to constitute a more 

radical critique of the official discourse. The Decadence employs subversive techniques of mimicry 

and self-ironic representation, and thus brings an anti-essentialist critique to the Victorian system, 

considered to be stable and characterized by a hierarchal disposition of values and institutional forms 

within the discourse of power. In exchange, it puts forth ex-centric forms of self-expression, among 

which the most representative is that of the dandy. 

In the same way as the Postmodernism – another deconstructive movement – the Decadence 

reveals the desire to revert the moral traditional code while reaffirming its values. To this end, it 

relies on mimicry, as the latter is an artistic technique with an important subverting potential 

through its aspects of ironic imitation and camouflage. In the Decay of Lying, Wilde had already 

assumed that “imitation can be made the sincerest form of insult” (Collins 1086).  

Homi Bhabha underlines the undermining effect of mimicry on the authority of the colonial 

discourse: 

 

Within that conflictual economy of colonial discourse the demand for identity, stasis - and the 

counterpressure of the diachrony of history - change, difference - mimicry represents an ironic 

compromise. Colonial mimicry is the desire for a reformed, recognizable Other, as a subject of a 

difference that is almost the same, but not quite. The discourse of mimicry is constructed around 

an ambivalence… : mimicry emerges as the representation of a difference that is itself a process 

of disavowal. Mimicry is, thus the sign of a double articulation; a complex strategy of reform, 

regulation and discipline, which 'appropriates' the Other as it visualizes power (85). 

 

Wilde found in dandyism a duplicitous strategy of self-empowerment, revealed in his adopting 

and rejecting at the same time the conventions of the Victorian society. He used it to reinvent 

himself in its image through a process of artistic masquerade, taking over its shallow discourse, its 

false appearances and its clichés, as the Dandy reflected on a magnified scale the image of a 

narcissistic society enamoured with its own vices. Perceived as an eccentric element of the Victorian 

social system, the dandy cultivated an ambiguous relation with the society he contested, but which 

he ironically mimicked. Since “mimicry repeats rather than represents” (Bhaba 88), what emerges is a 

particular mode of representation “a writing… that marginalizes the monumentality of history, mocks 

its power to be a model, that power which supposedly makes it imitable” (Bhaba 87). Bhabha further 

explains the destabilizing action of mimicry upon the discourse of authority: 

 

The desire to emerge as ‘authentic’ thorough mimicry – through a process of writing and 

repetition – is the final irony of partial representation. The menace of mimicry is its double vision 

which in disclosing the ambivalence of colonial discourse also disrupts its authority. …a discourse 

uttered between the lines and as such both against the rules and within them. The question of 

the representation of difference is always also a problem of authority (88-89). 

 

Wilde added a further twist to the queer personage; thus, the educated dandy who inhabits most 

of his narratives, stands for a different authoritative figure speaking on behalf of aesthetics. He 

embodies the new type of philosopher and critic, a lord of the word able to remake the world in his 

own image by his perfect mastering of the verbal means and by his empathy with all moods and 

modes of life. Lord Goring’s descriptions in the first and third act of The Ideal Husband seem to 

epitomize the ideal artist in Wilde’s view. The note of infatuation expressed by Wilde’s clear 

identification with his probably most-accomplished personage is softened, however, by the self-

mocking treatment: 

 

A well-bred, expressionless face. He is clever, but would not like to be thought so. A flawless 

dandy, he would be annoyed if he were considered romantic. He plays with life, and is on 

perfectly good terms with the world. He is fond of being misunderstood. It gives him a post of 

vantage... Enter Lord Goring in evening dress with a buttonhole. He is wearing a silk hat and an 
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Inverness cape. White-gloved, he carries a Louis Seize cane. His are all the delicate fopperies of 

fashion. One sees that he stands in immediate relation to modern life, makes it indeed, and so 

masters it. He is the first well-dressed philosopher in the history of thought (Collins 521 -522). 

 

It is only natural that the dandy should be the main exponent of both social and cultural rebellion 

in his writings, passing paradoxical sentences on art and life. In The Importance of Being Earnest and 

the two dialogues from Intentions he takes against Victorian educational institutions – the English 

Universities – presumably acknowledged as major centres of knowledge and progress in the British 

Empire; he refers to tutors and professors in a way that leaves no room for possible self-

identification with the English type of scholar. He would go so far as to declare that “In examinations 

the foolish ask questions that the wise cannot answer” (Collins 1245). Similar opinions are expressed 

throughout his plays, as he strives to show that frequenting the society of the over-educated 

represents the major impediment that a talented young liar has to face in his artistic development; 

moreover, the educative schemes imposed by institutionalized forms of schooling were deemed to 

be suppressive in terms of personality and destructive for intellect since “nothing that is worth 

knowing can be taught” (Collins 1242). 

By contrast, Wilde promotes an ideal artist as a cultured liar defined in terms that challenge and 

mock the scholar type issued from the Victorian educational institutions. In The Decay of Lying, 

Vivian, one of the characters that seems to utter Wilde’s intentions, complains that  

 

Many a young man starts in life with a natural gift for exaggeration which, if nurtured in 

congenial and sympathetic surroundings, or by imitation of the best models, might grow into 

something really great and wonderful. But, as a rule, he comes to nothing. […] He either falls into 

careless habits of accuracy, or takes to frequenting the society of the aged and the well-

informed. […] and in a short time he develops a morbid and unhealthy faculty of truth-telling, 

begins to verify all statements made in his presence, has no hesitation in contradicting people 

who are much younger than himself, and often ends by writing novels which are so life-like that 

no one can possibly believe in their probability (Collins 1073 ). 

 

Through this comment, Wilde commits a first major transvaluation of the ethical and educational 

demands of the Victorian society, destabilizing the generally cherished values of truth and 

earnestness, as “truth-telling” is depicted as a morbid faculty. Instead, he asserts that the true ideal 

of man – self-culture – can only be attained by self-education, through the constant contact with the 

arts that touch, not with those that teach, and above all, through avoiding the company of the over-

educated who, spending their lives trying to educate others, never have any time to educate 

themselves. To Wilde, even attending universities does not actually help people self-improve 

because it rather feeds their vanity than their intellectual needs. Kiberd observes that  

 

Wilde distinguished between education which should cultivate the individual, and schooling, 

which suppresses the individual in a process of socialisation. The university extension scheme 

attended by Gwendolen is an example of the latter: Gwendolen cannot come away without 

having been “excessively admired”. Academics themselves are hardly more honourable, for, 

according to Wilde, in examinations the foolish ask questions which the wise cannot answer 

(283). 

 

The light conversationalist tone of his manner plays is meant to contradict the heavy scientific 

jargon of the age; the psychological levity of characters and situations and the apparent facility with 

which certain disturbing truths are yielded offer a nimble critique against the seriousness and weight 

of the Victorian rationalized discourse. 

Wilde’s employment and promotion of strong-willed, smart and independent female characters is 

another manner of challenging the Victorian self-assumed respectability and order. With few 

exceptions, the feminine characters in his plays are defiantly manly in their attitudes not hesitating to 
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make decisions and follow them with strong determination. For instance, Gwendolen decides to skip 

her courses at the university and to follow Jack – whom she believed to be Ernest – in the 

countryside, Cecily firmly conducts her romance with Algernon on her own terms, Lady Bracknell 

manipulates her husband, bribes her maid, traces her daughter, and opposes firmly what she 

considers to be an inappropriate marriage. Wilde’s feminine characters overtly manipulate their 

masculine counterparts having no scruples in imposing their views and will upon them. They are 

superior to men by imagination and through their art of lying, through which they force reality to 

conform to their fictions. Equally strong and manipulative, evincing masculine determination under 

their manipulative schemes are Mrs. Erlynne and Mrs. Cheveley, who exploit the frailties of the 

British establishment by faked conformism or fraudulent use of its laws, challenging Victorian 

society’s views, patriarchal values and legally-imposed gender roles. 

Kiberd notices how the reversal of male-female roles in Wilde’s plays reflected the author’s 

rejection of English Victorians’ demands of specialization and assignment of defined social roles to 

both men and women: 

 

Wilde’s art as well as his public persona, was founded on a critique of the manic Victorian urge to 

antithesis, an antithesis not only between all things English and Irish, but also between male and 

female, master and servant, good and evil, and so on. …Wilde always wanted to create manly 

women and womanly men, as a challenge to the stratified thinking of his day (13). 

 

It is, however, in Salomé, the most exotic and symbolist of his plays, that the author manages to 

fully shatter and transgress both natural gender and national borders, as he takes over a biblical story 

in order to rewrite it in a decadent key, in a different language and in a different literary genre – 

drama. 

Written in French and subsequently translated into English by Lord Alfred Douglas, Salomé is an 

eclectic text that has little in common with the biblical story which inspired it; the setting is the 

Decadent court of King Herod – a play character which mingles the three historical Herods with a 

tinge of Wilde himself. The place is described in terms of a melting pot of nationalities as Syrians, 

Nubians, Cappadocians, Jews, Nazarenes and Romans cohabit in an almost multicultural 

environment. However, Wilde’s intention is not to pinpoint enriching cultural differences, but rather 

to undermine them by levelling one against the other.  

He employs Salomé, another important figure of Decadence as Femme Fatale, in order to 

challenge the common prejudices and assumptions of Victorian society, and explores the link 

between Eros and Thanatos, sexual desire and death, in a subverting way that shows how sexual 

identity and gender awareness are achieved at the expense of the other. Thus Salomé expresses her 

desire for Iokaanan, a personage that appears very remote from the biblical prophet announcing the 

Kingdom of Heaven, in terms that the Victorians deemed to be appropriate and acceptable only to a 

male subject. It is one more critique targeted at the Victorian views on woman and sexuality, which 

excelled in prudishness and hypocrisy. A scandal in its own through the discourse and ideas 

promoted, the play was however forbidden from representation in Wilde’s time on account of its 

dealing with a biblical theme. 

In a letter addressed to W.E. Henley in December 1888, Wilde recognized that in order “to learn 

how to write English prose I have studied the prose of France”. He passionately declared “Flaubert is 

my master, and when I get on with my translation of the Tentation I shall be Flaubert II, Roi par grâce 

de Dieu, and I hope something else beyond (underlining mine)” (CL 372). But just a few days later, he 

would write to the same addressee “Flaubert did not write French prose, but the prose of a great 

artist happened to be French”. This view would be reflected in his decision to write Salomé in French, 

which may similarly be read as the drama of a great artist who happened to be English. 
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Conclusion 

With Wilde, therefore, identity, whether ethnic, cultural or sexual, would be constructed by 

exploiting and collapsing the categorial oppositions involved in both genre and gender. Most of his 

writings are hybrid forms conflating features belonging to different literary genres as they abound in 

cultural allusions, self-quotations and intertextuality. Wilde’s complex multiform personality 

emerged, as a result of a conscious process of self-effacement and self-invention in which he strove 

to collapse and even reverse the taxonomy of current social, cultural and ethical norms. In a letter to 

Edmond de Goncourt he acknowledged his own complex linguistic and cultural condition: “Français 

de sympathie, je suis Irlandais de race et les Anglais m’ont condamné à parler la langue de 

Shakespeare” (CL 505).   

Through his debunking approach to classical and biblical topics, through the subversive 

employment of feminine characters and beautiful young boys, last but not least, through his 

experimenting with foreign languages and alien cultural spaces, Wilde seems to have prefigured the 

modern transnational type of literature, in which James Joyce, one of his connationals, excelled and 

the transculturalism emerging from the more and more globalized societies of today. 
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