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    Oscar Wilde was born in Dublin to Anglo-Irish parents. He moved to England in 1874 to study at Oxford University, where his tutors included Walter Pater (English essayist, 1839-1894) and John Ruskin (English art critic, 1819-1900). Through them, Wilde became interested in the philosophy of aestheticism, or ‘art for art’s sake’. After university he moved to London, where he became a leading figure in high society known for his decadence, fashion and wit. He wrote numerous plays and poems during this period and toured the USA giving lectures on aestheticism. In 1884, he married Constance Lloyd (1859-1898), though he had many relationships with men during their marriage, including Robert Ross (Canadian journalist, 1869-1918) and Wilde’s great love, Lord Alfred ‘Bosie’ Douglas (British writer, 1870-1945). In 1895, he was arrested on charges of ‘gross indecency’ (homosexuality) and sentenced to two years in Reading Gaol. He was released in 1897. With his reputation in tatters he moved to Paris, where he lived in poverty until his death in 1900.

  


  
    THE IMPORTANCE OF BEING EARNEST


    WILDE’S GREAT SOCIETY COMEDY


    
      	Genre: play


      	Reference edition: Wilde, O. (2000) The Importance of Being Earnest and Other Plays. London: Penguin Classics.


      	1st edition: 1898 (first performance 1895)


      	Themes: Victorian society, identity and disguise, marriage, hypocrisy, social class, pleasure vs responsibility

    


    The Importance of Being Earnest opened in the St James’s Theatre in 1895, where it was extremely popular with the general public (though some critics felt that, while funny, it lacked a moral message). It is Wilde’s most enduring play and it was also his last. It tells the story of Jack Worthing, who leads a double life. Jack escapes his responsibilities on his country estate by creating a character called Earnest. His friends in the countryside believe Earnest to be a wayward brother whom Jack regularly visits in London, while his London friends know Jack as Earnest and have no idea of his country life. His best friend Algernon has a similar method of escaping his responsibilities, but complications arise when both men fall in love and their double lives are revealed.


    Considered by many to be the pinnacle of Wilde’s playwriting career (combining his trademark wit with a perfectly structured farce and a mockery of Victorian society), it also signalled the end of his career when an argument with the Marquess of Queensberry (Bosie’s father, 1844-1900) on opening night started a chain of events that would lead to Wilde’s imprisonment and subsequent literary and social decline.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    ACT 1


    Jack Worthing visits his friend Algernon (who knows him as Earnest) in his London flat and tells him that he plans to propose to Algernon’s cousin Gwendolen. Algernon cheerily refuses to give his permission because he suspects Jack of leading a double life. He has found Jack’s cigarette case, which is inscribed “from little Cecily with her fondest love, to her dear Uncle Jack” (p.299). Jack is forced to admit he is not called Earnest at all. He explains he is a respectable gentleman when he is not in London and that Cecily is his ward. He finds country life extremely boring and has created the character of Earnest (whom everyone in the country thinks is his wayward brother) so he can escape to London whenever he chooses, and live Earnest’s (more disreputable) life.


    Algernon approves of this and admits he does it too, and calls it ‘Bunburying’ after the fictional character he has created to avoid his own social responsibilities: Bunbury. Bunbury is an invalid who lives in the country and whom Algernon pretends to visit when he needs to escape from London.


    Jack refuses to admit he is a ‘Bunburyist’ and says that if Gwendolen accepts his proposal he will kill off Earnest and lead a happy, respectable life.


    Gwendolen arrives with her mother, Lady Bracknell, and Algernon gives his permission for Jack to propose. Gwendolen accepts, saying that it has always been her destiny to marry a man called Earnest and she would not love him if he had a different name (which, of course, he does).


    Lady Bracknell sends Gwendolen out of the room and interviews Jack to establish whether or not he is a suitable match for her daughter, but finds that he does not know who either of his parents is, as he was found as a baby in a handbag that was left at Victoria station. She tells him that in order to marry Gwendolen he will have to produce at least "one parent […] before the season is quite over” (p.311) so that she has proof of his good breeding. Algernon expresses a romantic interest in Cecily, but Jack forbids him from meeting her. Gwendolen re-enters to declare her love for Jack, and when she asks for his country address so she can visit him, Algernon writes it down surreptitiously.


    ACT 2


    At Jack’s country estate, Cecily and her governess Miss Prism discuss how responsible Jack is and how irresponsible his brother Earnest is. Miss Prism has only scorn for Earnest, but Cecily is fascinated by him. Discussing literature, Miss Prism admits she once wrote a three-volume novel in her youth, but then lost the manuscript. Dr Chasuble enters; he is clearly in love with Miss Prism, and they take a walk together.


    In their absence, Algernon arrives, pretending to be Earnest, and flirts playfully with Cecily, who welcomes him into the house.


    Jack surprises Miss Prism and Dr Chasuble on their walk, having returned from London early and dressed in mourning attire. He tells them his brother Earnest has died suddenly in Paris.


    They return to the house and Cecily announces that Jack’s brother Earnest arrived in his absence. Algernon meets Jack in-character as Earnest, and Jack is forced to admit his brother must still be alive after all. Jack demands Algernon return to London, and tells him to stop Bunburying and to stay away from Cecily.


    Instead, Algernon remains in the country, declares his love for Cecily, and proposes. She accepts, revealing she was so in love with the concept of Jack’s wicked brother Earnest that she created a fictional relationship for them. In her mind they have been engaged for a year already. She also loves the name Earnest and could not marry Algernon if he had any other name.


    Gwendolen arrives unannounced to visit Jack at his country home. She meets Cecily and they come to realise they are both engaged to Earnest. Seeing each other as rivals, they exchange polite but hate-filled conversation. The situation is resolved when Jack and Algernon enter. Cecily reveals Jack’s true identity to Gwendolen and Gwendolen reveals Algernon’s to Cecily. The women bond instantly over their joint betrayal, and declare that since they were both engaged to Earnest, neither of them is now engaged to anyone.


    ACT 3


    After some discussion, Cecily and Gwendolen decide to forgive the men for deceiving them, but add that they cannot agree to marry them if they are not named Earnest. The men reveal they are both planning to be re-christened by Dr Chasuble. The couples are embracing when Lady Bracknell enters, having followed Gwendolen to the countryside. She is outraged to see Gwendolen with Jack and refuses to let them marry. Algernon tells Lady Bracknell he is now engaged to Cecily and although she disapproves at first, she quickly reconsiders her position when she learns that Cecily is very rich. Lady Bracknell encourages Cecily and Algernon to marry immediately, but Jack, Cecily’s legal guardian, will not allow the marriage until Lady Bracknell gives him permission to marry Gwendolen. She refuses.


    Dr Chasuble enters to conduct the christenings and Jack explains they are not needed now since no one can get married. Dr Chasuble mentions Miss Prism in passing and Lady Bracknell, recognising her name, demands she be summoned to the house. It is revealed that Miss Prism used to work for Lady Bracknell’s sister, but was dismissed after accidentally losing her employer’s baby by mixing it up with her novel manuscript and leaving it in a handbag at Victoria station. Jack realises that the baby in question was him. After some research, it is revealed that his original given name was ‘Earnest John’. Throughout the play, therefore, every time Jack was involved in some sort of deception he was inadvertently telling the truth, as he really is called Earnest, and John, and Algernon genuinely is his brother. Since Jack is her nephew (and of excellent parentage), Lady Bracknell can no longer refuse his marriage to Gwendolen. All the couples embrace (including Chasuble and Prism) and Jack declares he now understands the “vital importance of being Earnest” (p.358).

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    JOHN ‘JACK’ WORTHING


    John is the play’s primary protagonist. He leads a double life: when he is in the country he is known as Jack, a paragon of respectability and a model for his young ward Cecily, but when he is in London he assumes the persona of Earnest, a dissolute high society dandy free of any social responsibility. His family in the country believe Earnest to be his wild younger brother who constantly needs his help to get out of scrapes in London, while (at the opening of the play) his friends in London know nothing at all about his life as Jack. Jack is witty (though not as witty as Algernon) and, in many respects, a typical dandyish gentleman. He is in love with Gwendolen, Lady Bracknell’s daughter, but his mysterious origins (he was found abandoned as a baby in a handbag at Victoria station) make him an inappropriate candidate for marriage, at least as far as Lady Bracknell is concerned.


    ALGERNON MONCRIEFF


    Algernon is Jack’s best friend, a louche, charming, high society dandy (and to some extent the voice of Wilde himself). He lives an urbane life, running up debts, and enjoying himself. He takes pleasure in his own wild excess (notably his love for food) but is essentially witty and likeable. A professional idler, he has invented a fictional character called Bunbury whom he uses as an excuse to avoid unpleasant social engagements. He is Lady Bracknell’s nephew and Gwendolen’s first cousin, and falls in love with Cecily (almost immediately after hearing her described as a woman with a “capital appetite”, p.313).


    CECILY CARDEW


    Jack’s 18-year-old ward. She is sweet and innocent but fascinated by, and attracted to, people who are not. She finds the concept of her dissolute Uncle Earnest very attractive. Despite her purity, she also has the makings of a future dandy: like Algernon, she has a taste for good food and shirks the little responsibility she has (her lessons) on the grounds that they compromise her aesthetic view of herself: “I don’t like German. It isn’t at all a becoming language. I know perfectly well that I look quite plain after my German lesson” (p.317). She is obsessed with the name Earnest, and falls in love with the disreputable concept of Earnest long before she meets Algernon (even creating a fictional engagement, complete with a series of pretend letters). She is a satire on the innocent young country girl whose sweet exterior Wilde suspects hides an appetite for wickedness, wild fantasy and excess.


    GWENDOLEN FAIRFAX


    Gwendolen is a typical high-society lady. Educated and fashionable, she speaks with confidence on society’s trends and ideals. She is in some ways the worldly woman about town to Cecily’s innocent country girl, though in other ways the characters are very similar. Both Cecily and Gwendolen keep diaries, both are insincere, changeable and politely vicious towards each other and both are obsessed with the name Earnest. Jack fears that Gwendolen will eventually grow into her mother (Lady Bracknell) and it is possible, with her pride in her class status, pronouncements on social order, and stubborn insistence on apparently arbitrary rules, that she one day might.


    LADY BRACKNELL


    Lady Bracknell is Algernon’s aunt, Gwendolen's mother and the closest thing the play has to an antagonist. She is the draconian, over-bearing and immovable embodiment of the Victorian aristocracy. She stands between our heroes and their goals (namely Cecily and Gwendolen). Lady Bracknell is obsessed with maintaining her family’s reputation at all costs, even if it means sacrificing Gwendolen’s happiness and Algernon’s one chance to clear his debts. Ultimately, of course, Jack, whom Lady Bracknell derides for his shady origins, is revealed to be her own long-lost nephew, and she inadvertently lets slip that before her marriage to Lord Bracknell she had “no fortune of any kind” (p.349). Through her, then, Wilde is satirising not just the pretension of the British aristocracy, but also its hypocrisy.


    MISS PRISM


    Miss Prism is Cecily’s governess and was once a governess in the house of Lady Bracknell’s sister (Algernon and Jack’s mother). She, like many of the characters in the play, leads a double life (albeit a less conscious and deliberate one than Algernon or Jack). When she is with Cecily, she is the strict governess, directing Cecily to her studies and urging her to be as moral as her guardian Jack. When she is with Dr Chasuble, however, she is the blushing school girl, every bit as romantic


    DR CHASUBLE
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