The Play The Importance Of Being Earnest 1

The Play The Importance Of Being

Earnest

The Play The Downloaded from
Importance Of Being www.strongadvocates.com
Earnest by Cassius & Mathews

THE ENDURING WIT OF OSCAR

WILDE: AN IN-DEPTH LOOK AT

THE PLAY THE IMPORTANCE OF
BEING EARNEST

Few works in the English language
manage to be simultaneously razor-
sharp and delightfully frivolous. Yet,
Oscar Wilde's masterpiece, The Play
The Importance Of Being Earnest,

achieves this with unparalleled grace.
Since its premiere in 1895, this comedy
of manners has remained a staple of
theatrical repertoires around the world.
Audiences continue to flock to theaters,
drawn by its sparkling dialogue, farcical
plot twists, and its surprisingly incisive
critique of Victorian society. More than
just a period piece, the play remains
remarkably relevant, offering a timeless
commentary on identity, social
performance, and the very nature of
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sincerity. This article explores the depths
of this classic work, examining its plot,
its unforgettable characters, its major
themes, and its lasting legacy in both
literature and popular culture.

Oscar Wilde: The
Man Behind the
Masterpiece

To fully appreciate The Play The
Importance Of Being Earnest, one
must first understand its creator. Oscar
Wilde was a leading figure in the
Aesthetic movement, which championed
the philosophy of "art for art's sake." He
was a flamboyant, witty, and highly

controversial figure in Victorian London.
Wilde was a master of the epigram and a
ruthless satirist of the very society that
both celebrated and ultimately
condemned him. His personal life,
marked by his infamous trials and
imprisonment for "gross indecency,"
tragically mirrors the play's central
conflict between public persona and
private truth. Knowing this context adds
a layer of poignant irony to the play's
relentless mockery of social hypocrisy.
Wilde poured his sharpest observations
about the absurdities of the upper class
into this script, creating a work that is as
intellectually stimulating as it is
entertaining.
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A Synopsis of

Plot and

Deception

The plot of The Play The Importance
Of Being Earnest is a brilliantly
constructed farce driven by mistaken
identity and elaborate deception. The
story revolves around two young
gentlemen in 1890s England: Jack
Worthing and Algernon Moncrieff. Jack, a
pillar of the community in the
countryside, has invented a fictional,
wayward younger brother named Ernest,
whom he claims to visit in London
whenever he wishes to escape his
respectable life and indulge in pleasure.

Meanwhile, Algernon has created an
equally fictional invalid friend named
Bunbury, whom he uses as an excuse to
avoid boring social obligations.

The complications begin when Jack,
under the alias Ernest, falls in love with
Algernon's cousin, Gwendolen Fairfax.
Gwendolen is utterly fixated on the
name Ernest, declaring she could love no
man who was not so named. Jack
decides he must be "christened" Ernest
to win her hand. Simultaneously,
Algernon, posing as the fictional Ernest,
travels to Jack's country estate and falls
for Jack's young ward, Cecily Cardew.
Cecily, too, is obsessed with the name
Ernest and has already imagined a
romance with Jack’s supposedly wicked
brother. The plot thickens when both
women discover they are engaged to a



man named Ernest, leading to a chaotic
confrontation. The play builds to a
brilliant conclusion where Jack's true
parentage is revealed, and he discovers
his real name is indeed Ernest, thus
resolving all complications in a perfectly
ironic and satisfying manner.

Unforgettable
Characters and
Their Foibles

The characters in The Play The
Importance Of Being Earnest are not
realistic portraits but rather exaggerated
archetypes, each representing a
different facet of Victorian absurdity.

JOHN "Jack" WORTHING, J.P.

Jack is the play's moral center, at least
by his own estimation. He is earnest (or
tries to be) in his desire to marry
Gwendolen and lead a respectable life.
His double life as "Ernest" in London
reveals his inner conflict between duty
and pleasure. His journey is one of
discovering that the identity he created
is actually his true self, making him the
character who most fully embodies the
play's central paradox.

ALGERNON MONCRIEFF

Algernon is the play's most unapologetic
hedonist. Glib, sophisticated, and
effortlessly dishonest, he views social
rules as obstacles to be cleverly
circumvented. He invents "Bunburying"
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to describe his lifestyle of fabricated
excuses. Algy is a pure embodiment of
Wilde's wit, speaking almost entirely in
epigrams and puncturing every balloon
of Victorian pretension.

GWENDOLEN FAIRFAX AND CECILY
CARDEW

The two young women are a study in
contrasts, yet both are equally fixated on
the superficial. Gwendolen, a product of
London high society, is sophisticated and
imperious. Cecily, raised in the country,
is romantic and naive. Their shared
obsession with the name Ernest satirizes
the arbitrary nature of romantic ideals.
Both are strong-willed and perfectly
capable of handling the men in their
lives, demonstrating that they are not
merely passive objects of affection.

LADY BRACKNELL

Perhaps the most iconic character in the
play, Lady Augusta Bracknell is the
formidable gatekeeper of Victorian social
order. Her pronouncements are
delivered with absolute, terrifying
certainty. She represents the rigid,
unthinking conservatism of the upper
class. Her interrogation of Jack regarding
his suitability as a suitor for Gwendolen
is a masterclass in satirical comedy,
where she dismisses his orphaned status
and his found-in-a-handbag origin story
with chilling indifference.

Major Themes



and Social Satire

The Play The Importance Of Being
Earnest is far more than a simple
comedy. It is a profound, albeit hilarious,
critiqgue of Victorian society. Wilde uses
the farcical plot to expose the hypocrisy
that lay beneath the era's respectable
surface.

THE SUPERFICIALITY OF
"EARNESTNESS"

The very title of the play is a pun.
Throughout the Victorian era, being
"earnest" was a highly praised virtue,
connoting sincerity, seriousness, and
moral rigor. Wilde turns this concept on
its head. The characters who are most
earnest (in the sense of being serious)

are often the most foolish. Meanwhile,
the characters who are "Ernest" (the
name) are engaged in the most
elaborate deceptions. The play argues
that the performance of earnestness is
often a mask for hypocrisy, and that true
sincerity might be found in the honest
admission of one's "frivolous" desires.

IDENTITY AND THE DOUBLE LIFE

Jack and Algernon both lead double lives,
a common practice in a society with
such rigid social expectations.
"Bunburying" becomes a metaphor for
any escape from the constraints of social
duty. The play questions whether any
identity is truly fixed. Jack’s search for
his origins and his ultimate discovery
that his name was always Ernest
suggests that identity is not something
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we are born with but something we
construct, or in his case, that fate
decides for him in the most ironic way
possible.

MANNERS, CLASS, AND HYPOCRISY

Lady Bracknell's character is the primary
vehicle for satire of the upper class. Her
criteria for a suitable marriage are
entirely based on class, wealth, and
social standing. She does not care about
love or character. When Jack reveals he
was found in a handbag, she is
horrified—not by the abandonment of an
infant, but by the lack of proper social
connections. This scene masterfully
exposes the absurdity of a system that
values "connections" over humanity.

Literary
Significance and
Enduring Appeal

The debut of The Play The Importance
Of Being Earnest was a triumph. It was
immediately recognized as Wilde's finest
dramatic achievement. However, its
initial run was cut short by Wilde's arrest
and subsequent trials. The play was seen
as scandalous by association, and it
faded from the stage for a time. In the
20th and 21st centuries, it has been
rediscovered and is now regarded as one
of the greatest comedies in the English
language.



The play's language is its most
celebrated feature. Wilde’'s epigrams are
legendary. Lines like "The truth is rarely
pure and never simple" and "l can resist
anything except temptation" have
entered the common lexicon. The
dialogue is a constant, sparkling cascade
of inversion, paradox, and polite insult.
No word is wasted. Each line is designed
to surprise and delight the audience.

The play's structure is also a marvel of
craftsmanship. The plot is so tightly
constructed that every seemingly absurd
detail—from the handbag in the
cloakroom to the weight of a muffin—is
paid off in the final act. This intricate
plotting, combined with the bubbling wit,
creates a theatrical experience that is
both intellectually satisfying and
emotionally joyous.

Modern
Relevance and
Adaptations

One might think a play about Victorian
aristocrats would feel dated, but The
Play The Importance Of Being
Earnest remains startlingly modern. Its
themes of identity construction, the
performance of self on social media, and
the critique of empty social rituals
resonate strongly today. In an age where
we curate our online personae, the
concept of leading a "double life" feels
more relevant than ever. The play's
central question—is it more important to
be earnest or to *be* Ernest?—remains a
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clever commentary on the gap between
our real selves and our presented selves.

The play has been adapted numerous
times for film, television, and radio. The
1952 film starring Michael Redgrave and
Edith Evans is considered a classic, with
Evans's delivery of "A handbag?"
becoming legendary. The 2002 film
directed by Oliver Parker and starring
Colin Firth, Rupert Everett, and Judi
Dench is a visually sumptuous and
highly praised adaptation. These
adaptations prove the endless
adaptability of Wilde's text. The play also
survives in countless stage productions,
from high school drama clubs to
Broadway revivals, each generation
finding new layers of meaning in its
sparkling surface.

Conclusion

In conclusion, The Play The
Importance Of Being Earnest is a
perfect gem of the English stage. It is a
comedy so light it seems to float, yet so
sharp it cuts to the bone. Oscar Wilde
used the genre of farce to construct a
devastating critique of his own society,
exposing the absurdities of its values
while never losing his sense of joy and
playfulness. Its clever plot, unforgettable
characters, and brilliant dialogue ensure
that it will continue to be performed and
loved for centuries to come. It is a play
that celebrates wit, mocks hypocrisy,
and, in the end, suggests that perhaps
being a little unserious is the most
serious thing of all. For anyone seeking a
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perfect blend of laughter and insight, the earnestness begins with this timeless
journey to discover the true meaning of masterpiece.
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