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“God knows; I won’t be an Oxford don anyhow. I’ll be a poet, a writer, a 

dramatist. Somehow or other I’ll be famous, and if not famous, I’ll be 

notorious.”   



A  Note from the Dramaturg 
 

Actors and team-- 
 
I know this isn’t typically standard, but I wanted to place a note here so you know my main 
interests as I pursued research on Oscar Wilde and The Importance of Being Earnest for this 
production. 
 
My two most valuable and heart-wrenching resources have been biographies of Wilde by 
his son Vyvyan Holland and grandson Merlin Holland. Wilde never knew his grandson and 
was estranged from his oldest son and Vyvyan in the last years of his life due to his wife 
Constance taking the children away from England following Wilde’s court sentence for 
homosexual acts, moving to Switzerland and then changing the family’s name to “Holland.” 
Wilde never saw Vyvyan and his other son Cyril after the fact. These works have touched 
me the most because in the text they write it is clear of their passion to know their 
father/grandfather despite all that transpired before, during, and after his prison sentence. 
It is clear that through it all, no matter what decisions Wilde made or what came his way, 
he loved his sons and cherished his family bond deeply; Constance forbidding Wilde to see 
his children is what broke his heart near the end of his life, perhaps even more than the 
betrayal by his lover Lord Alfred Douglas that landed him in jail.  
 
It should not be all sad, though--after all, Wilde cherished the comedy found in societal 
expectations and upbringing. Though tragedy plagued his life in some instances, Wilde was 
a man of comedy, of commentary, and of building connections through his writings, 
particularly through his plays. He sought to show the absurdity or the “artifice” of the life 
around him and found refuge in his fictional works, which felt more real to him than what 
surrounded him at  times.  
 
Oscar Wilde became a martyr, but he is more than that: he was simply a man who had 
dreams and aspirations of his own, who wanted to expose Victorian society for all its flaws, 
who was loved by his sons even after his sentencing, who was loved by the grandson he 
never knew. Wilde’s life may have ended tragically, but his legacy is that of using comedy 
and laughter to bring people together in order to bridge the gaps between class differences 
and--in our age--different ideologies and perspectives. I hope this is useful in your 
journeys. 
 
With all the realism we will find in this artifice, 
 
Alyssa Cokinis 



Dramaturg  



Timeline 
 

1837: The beginning of Queen Victoria’s reign 

1844: Irish potato famine begins 

1851: First cigarettes sold in Britain 

1854: Oscar Wilde born in Dublin 

1869: Church of Ireland disbanded (most, like Wilde, were Roman Catholic) 

1871: Wilde gains entry to Trinity College in Dublin at just age 17 and excels at Classics 

1874: Wilde wins Berkley Gold Medal for Greek, the highest classical award given at Trinity 
College, also winning a scholarship to Oxford 

1876: Sir William Wilde died and Lady Wilde relocated to England 

1878: At Oxford Wilde wins the Newdigate Prize with his poem on Ravenna, his first 
publication thanks to the university; then, he moves to London 

1882: Wilde was invited to make a lecture tour in the U.S. Starting on January 2, he spent 
twelve months and made over 260 lectures across the continent, making both many fans 
and many enemies 

1883: Wilde’s first play Vera staged in New York and failed, withdrawn within a week 

1884: Wilde marries Constance Lloyd; after the honeymoon, the couple moved to No. 16 
Tite Street 

1885: Criminal Law Amendment Act criminalizing “gross indecency” between men; Wilde’s 
first son Cyril born 

1886: Wilde’s second son Vyvyan born 

1887-1889: Wilde editor of The Woman’s World magazine 

1891: The Picture of Dorian Gray published; Wilde’s relationship with Lord Alfred Douglas 
began 

1895: The Importance of Being Earnest opens on Valentine’s Day; the trials of Oscar Wilde, 
resulting in being found guilty for “gross indecency” with Lord Alfred Douglas 

1896-1897: Wilde serves two years’ hard labor first at Wandsworth and then in Reading 
Gaol, where prison guards would give Wilde one piece of paper at a time and didn’t allow 



him to reread or revise this work. In 1896 Constance visited Oscar to let him know Lady 
Wilde had perished; after this, she took the children to Switzerland and renamed their last 
name as “Holland” 

1898: Constance Wilde dies. Oscar Wilde wanders around France, Italy, and Switzerland, 
sometimes with Lord Alfred Douglas or his good friend Robert Ross, but more often than 
not alone.  

1900: Wilde dies on November 30th, one day after he was taken into the Roman Catholic 
Church, surrounded by Robert Ross, Reginald Turner, and Alfred Douglas.  

1901: Queen Victoria dies 

  



Oscar Wilde: A Short Biography 
 

Wilde and his paternal relatives are descended from Colonel de Wilde, a Dutch soldier who 
fought for King William III of England. By doing so, the Colonel was given land in Ireland 
from the king by the end of the seventeenth century. After that, the Colonel married an Irish 
girl with the family becoming exclusively Irish.  
 
Oscar Wilde was born Oscar Fingal O’Flahertie Wills Wilde on October 16, 1854 in Ireland, 
the second child in the family. His father, William, was an ear and eye doctor who had 
traveled extensively and worked with the Census in 1841 and 1851, which was incredibly 
helpful work in regards to the Great Famine. He was knighted for his work in 1864 at age 
forty-nine, twenty years after he also founded St. Mark’s Ophthalmic Hospital for the poor 
at his own expense. Wilde’s mother, Jane Francesca Elgee, an Irish social activist and writer 
who often wrote under the pen name “Speranza” with anti-British sentiments.  Wilde had 1

an elder brother, William Charles Kingsbury, as well as a younger sister, Isola Emily 
Francesca. Isola perished from a disease at age ten, leaving Wilde heartbroken, carrying 
around a lock of her hair in his coat pocket for the rest of his life. The envelope itself was 
discovered on Wilde’s person at the time of his own death.  
 

 
The envelope Wilde carried around for his lifetime with a lock his late sister’s hair. It reads, “She is not dead but sleepeth.”  

 
As Wilde progressed through his schooling, from his younger to college years, he excelled 
and took a great interest in the subject of Classics, which won him awards and scholarships 
to Trinity College in Dublin and then Oxford. At Oxford, it was all too common to find Wilde 
with William Ward and Sir David Hunter Blair, “Oscar…always the protagonist in these 
midnight conversations, pouring out a flood of paradoxes...spouting yards of verse, either 

1 The Wilde Album by Merlin Holland, 13-14.  



his own or that of other poets whom he favored.”  Wilde eventually developed a philosophy 2

of his own called Aestheticism, or “the desire for beauty, the love of art for art’s sake.”  3

 
Wilde eventually toured the U.S. with his own philosophy and perspective on life and was 
given mixed reviews by his audiences. When he returned to England, he was in high 
demand at house parties but still held no steady job. He went to Paris to finish writing The 
Duchess of Padua, a play commissioned by actress Mary Anderson, only to be rejected by 
her once she finally read the draft. Returning once more to England, he pawned his Berkley 
Gold Medal for some quick money. Then, he went to the U.S. in order to oversee the last 
rehearsals for his play Vera, or the Nihilist, produced by actress Marie Prescott. The play 
flopped and was withdrawn after a week, with Wilde returning back to do another lecture 
tour, this time around England and Scotland.  
 
Wilde and Constance became engaged in November 1883, marrying in May in 1884. They 
are often described as being nothing short of supremely happy at their union. However, 
debt followed them, and after another lecture tour (this one a failure), Wilde took a 
position editing the Pall Mall Gazette and later The Woman’s World. In 1891 The Picture of 
Dorian Gray is published to “hostile reception” that Wilde was “secretly delighted by.”  4

What made the book so controversial was its subtle gay innuendos as well as ripping apart 
the Victorian notion of virtue. The book was used in many trials against Wilde as evidence 
of his homosexuality. Despite this, Wilde went on to write many more books and see many 
of his plays performed on the stage, writing his last two plays An Ideal Husband and, of 
course, The Importance of Being Earnest in 1894, just before his young lover’s father bullied 
Wilde into trial, for all intents and purposes.  
 
It is Wilde’s friendship with Lord Alfred Douglas that began his descent from fame to 
infamy. Lord Alfred Douglas was an undergraduate student brought to Tite Street to see 
Wilde. Douglas was the youngest son of the Marquess of Queensbury, and the family did 
not get on well, the point to which the Marquess was abusive toward Douglas and his other 
sons and wife, though Douglas was often defiant to him rather than feared him. This gave 
the Marquess a desire to shame Douglas in whatever chance he got, and the opportunity 
arose as he witnessed his son spend more and more time with Wilde.  
 
Douglas was attracted to Wilde’s aestheticism, and Wilde was attracted to Douglas because 
of his status and his promise as a poet, “particularly as a writer of sonnets, which was the 

2 Oscar Wilde: A Pictorial Biography by Vyvyan Holland, 19.  
3 Oscar Wilde: A Pictorial Biography by Vyvyan Holland, 22.  
4 Oscar Wilde: A Pictorial Biography by Vyvyan Holland, 70.  



form of poetry that appealed most to Oscar.”  5

(See photo to the left of Wilde and Lord 
Alfred Douglas.) Despite Douglas being the 
younger of the two, Douglas admits to 
“introduc[ing] him [Wilde] to the 
demi-monde of the ‘renter,’ the male 
prostitute, and Oscar was fascinated by what 
he found.”  6

 
The premiere of The Importance of Being 
Earnest was marked by many scandals. One 
was brought on by the Marquess of 
Queensbury, who, after finding out about 
Douglas going on holiday to Algiers with 
Wilde, bought a ticket to Earnest’s opening 
night in a fury with the intent to go onstage 
and expose Wilde for who he really was. 
George Alexander, the actor-manager playing 
Jack Worthing, found out about this and 
immediately cancelled Queensbury’s ticket, 
but the damage was done: four nights late 

Queensbury drove to Albermarle Club, where Wilde was a member, and left a note for him 
saying, “To Oscar Wilde, posing as a somdomite” (Queensbury couldn’t even spell in his 
rage apparently).  Queensberry was arrested after Wilde reported this, but eventually 7

Wilde himself was arrested on Queensbury’s word and taken to jail without bail. Wilde’s 
first trial started on April 26th and lasted five days, where he was given the verdict Not 
Guilty. However, another trial against Wilde on May 20, 1895 did not prove him so lucky: 
the judge was against him from the beginning, going to later address him with: 

“...It is no use for me to address you. People who can do these things must be dead to 
all sense of shame… I shall be expected to pass the severest sentence that the law 
allows. In my judgment it is totally inadequate for such a case as this. The sentence 
of the Court is that you be imprisoned and kept to hard labour for two years.”  8

 
After his imprisonment in 1895, Wilde’s wife Constance took herself and their two sons 
Cyril and Vyvyan to Switzerland and rechristened their last name as “Holland.” As for 

5 Oscar Wilde: A Pictorial Biography by Vyvyan Holland, 94.  
6 The Wilde Album by Merline Holland, 144.  
7 Oscar Wilde: A Pictorial Biography by Vyvyan Holland, 102.  
8 Oscar Wilde: A Pictorial Biography by Vyvyan Holland, 109.  



Wilde, he spent most of his time in Reading Gaol, where he wrote a famous long letter to 
Douglas titled De Profundis, one of the last prose works he would ever produce which in 
essence pinned the blame for his imprisonment on Douglas, and then was moved to 
Pentonville Prison on May 18, 1897 to escape Queensbury’s protests of his release, and 
released on the morning of May 19, 1897.   9

 
After his release from prison, Wilde took to traveling around Europe, mainly France, and 
writing under the pen name “Sebastian Melmoth.” His imprisonment took a huge toll on his 
health, and while in Dieppe Wilde wrote a long essayistic letter to the Daily Chronicle in the 
U.K. about “the cruelties of Prison Life; this made such a strong impression that it resulted 
directly in the Prisons Act of 1898, which brought about sweeping reforms in the British 
Prison System.”  10

 
Wilde died on November 30, 1900 in the Hotel d’Alsace with the company of a couple 
friends, one being Lord Alfred Douglas himself, whom Wilde had reconciled with after 
prison. His death certificate says the cause of death was “cerebral meningitis.” Despite 
pining to be around his family and his literary society in those two years in prison and the 
three years following his release, Wilde’s physical and mental health never fully recovered.  
 

 
Oscar Wilde and Lord Alfred Douglas  

9 Oscar Wilde: A Pictorial Biography by Vyvyan Holland, 116.  
10 Oscar Wilde: A Pictorial Biography by Vyvyan Holland, 120.  



Defending Dorian Gray 
 
A transcript between Oscar Wilde and Edward Carson, prosecutor, (a rival of Wilde’s at 
Trinity College as well) in court: 
 
Carson: You are of the opinion, I believe, that there is no such thing as an immoral book? 
Wilde: Yes.  
Carson: Am I right in saying that you do not consider the effect in creating morality or 
immorality? 
Wilde: Certainly I do not.  
Carson: So far as your works are concerned, you pose as not being concerned about 
morality or immorality? 
Wilde: I do not know whether you use the word “pose” in any particular sense.  
Carson: It is a favorite word of your own.  
Wilde: Is it? I have no pose in this matter. In writing a play or book I am concerned entirely 
with literature; that is, with art. I aim not at doing good or evil, but in trying to make a thing 
that will have some quality or form of beauty or wit.  
Carson: This is your introduction to Dorian Gray: “There is no such thing as a moral or an 
immoral book. Books are well written or badly written. That is all.” That expresses your 
view? 
Wilde: My view on art, yes.  
Carson: Then I take it that no matter how immoral a book may be, if it is well written it is, 
in your opinion, a good book? 
Wilde: Yes: if it were well written so as to produce a sense of beauty, which is the highest 
sense of which a human being can be capable. If it were badly written it would produce a 
sense of disgust.  
Carson: Then a well-written book putting forward perverted moral views may be a good 
book? 
Wilde: No work of art ever puts forward views. Views belong to people who are not artists.

  11

11 Whole transcript from Oscar Wilde: A Pictorial Biography by Vyvyan Holland, 74. 



Victorian Ideology 
 

“ ‘Earnestness’ was a key marker of Victorian dominant ideology,” which “marked out what it 
meant to be a proper man.”   12

While earnestness may have meant that, the name Ernest/Earnest was also Victorian slang 
for “gay,” and the name Cecily as a name for “rent-boys.”  Wilde did not invent the 13

Ernest/Earnest joke in the play, however: that is a product of an 1892 volume of poems 
called Love in Earnest by known homosexual poet John Gambril Nicholson, whose young 
lover was named Ernest and is the subject of many poems; with this in mind, Wilde “made a 
travesty of the high-Victorian notion of earnestness, the belief that a person’s identity 
should be inferred not by actions--always open to interpretation--but what a person chose 
to reveal about him- or herself.”  But for gay men in Victorian times, they were unable to 14

reveal themselves, especially after the 1885 Criminal Amendment, so they had to settle for 
living double lives. This theme is evident throughout The Importance of Being Earnest.  
 

Conventionality 
From Oscar Wilde: A Pictorial Biography by Wilde’s son Vyvyan Holland: 
“...every utterance and every action of the individual were required to conform to rigid 
rules of behaviour and ethics, the slightest deviation from which being regarded as an 
outrage… Even the canons of art and literature were laid down and had to be adhered to. It 
was this state of affairs that Wilde made it his mission in life to break down…” 
 
Wilde sought to break this down by “raising of the standard of living of the workers, not so 
much by giving them better living conditions, but by educating them through the arts…” 
 

Pre-nuptial Interviews 
Much like between Jack Worthing and Lady Bracknell in the play, Wilde himself, and many 
other Victorian era men, went through pre-nuptial interviews of sorts in order to prove 
themselves as socially and economically established. However, with this in mind, after the 
death of Wilde’s father left Wilde (and his mother, for that mother) so impoverished and 
failing at his inheritance--as landlord for some houses in Ireland--did he see one of the only 
ways out was getting married, so long as his wife/his wife’s family could afford to pay off 
his debts.   15

 
 

12 Oscar Wilde by Ruth Robbins, 153. 
13 http://www.manchestersalon.org.uk/the-importance-of-being-earnest-june-2010.html 
14 The Annotated Importance of Being Earnest, edited by Nicholas Frankel, 15.  
15 The Annotated Importancec of Being Earnest, edited by Nicholas Frankel, 23-25.  



Etiquette/Appearance 
The Victorians valued image and abhorred scandal.  
Some specific to this play’s time : 16

● A “gentleman” should tip his hat when greeting and saying goodbye to a “lady.” 
● Both “ladies” and “gentlemen” should bow to greet each other. This is done with a 

slight inclination of the upper body. 
● Don’t touch someone else’s piano unless invited. 
● Don’t make a big show of looking at your watch. 
● A “lady” is not to make a visit to a “gentleman” unless he has a debilitating illness 

and cannot leave his home. 
○ Example: Gwendolen going to Jack’s estate in the country is entirely out of 

Victorian etiquette bounds.  
● “Men cannot be seen outdoors without a hat, women always wear a hat and gloves 

outside. 
● Rise to one's feet when being introduced or when someone enters a room: ladies do 

a little curtsey to greet someone and men greet with a bow”  17

 
Please find the following helpful links on Victorian etiquette: 

● This is an excellent resource! Please read this if none else: 
http://www.stjohnbrebeuf.ca/wp-content/uploads/2014/08/Basic-Victorian-Etiqu
ette.pdf  

● http://www.avictorian.com/etiquette.html 
● https://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/articles/the-middle-classes-etiquette

-and-upward-mobility 
● Courting: http://www.literary-liaisons.com/article009.html  

 
 

           England vs. the U.S.: Wilde’s Perspective 
Wilde toured around America in 1882 in order to give over 140 lectures nationwide, 
including some in Canada. Throughout his visits around the U.S. and Canada, Wilde was 
incredibly vocal about differences between U.S. and English culture, however right or 
wrong it may have been. See on the next page:  
 

● “...one of the most delightful thing I find in America is meeting a people without 
prejudice--everywhere open to the truth. We have nothing like it in England.”  18

16 http://blogs.luc.edu/artsalive/2016/02/29/rules-of-etiquette-in-the-victorian-era/ 
17 https://prezi.com/tcbzce6qzzwh/victorian-era-etiquette-and-manners/ 
18 Declaring His Genius by Roy Morris, Jr., 51. 

https://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/articles/the-middle-classes-etiquette-and-upward-mobility
https://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/articles/the-middle-classes-etiquette-and-upward-mobility
http://www.avictorian.com/etiquette.html
http://www.stjohnbrebeuf.ca/wp-content/uploads/2014/08/Basic-Victorian-Etiquette.pdf
http://www.literary-liaisons.com/article009.html
http://www.stjohnbrebeuf.ca/wp-content/uploads/2014/08/Basic-Victorian-Etiquette.pdf


● “...we in England believe that the people, the artisan class have toiled long enough in 
unloved labor and amid unlovely, hard, repulsive surroundings.”  19

● Oscar Wilde believed that the best art lived in republics, not in monarchies or 
tyrannies: “We do not want the rich to possess more beautiful things...for every man 
is poor who cannot create.”  20

● “I hope the masses will soon cease to be simply the accomplishment and luxury of 
the rich. We must teach the people to use their hands in art.”  21

 
 
  

19 Declaring His Genius by Roy Morris, Jr., 54. 
20 Declaring His Genius by Roy Morris, Jr., 104. 
21 Declaring His Genius by Roy Morris, Jr., 132. 



Earnest at St. James: Controversy 
 

The Importance of Being Earnest had its world premiere on Valentine’s Day in 1895 at St. 
James’s Theatre in London with actor-manager George Alexander in the lead role. This was 
Wilde’s fourth play on the West End in three years.  This is incidentally the same year as 22

Wilde’s trial and prison sentencing for “gross indecency.”  
 
St. James’s Theatre as a whole prided itself on being a “Society Drama” theatre, full of 
“fashionable modern plays [that] the rarified world of the English upper classes...held up 
for conscious dramatic inspection.”  Despite this goal of the theatre, within two months of 23

Wilde’s arrest on April 5, 1895, St. James’s Theatre removed Wilde’s names from all posters 
and programs, as well as just over a month later closing the show after only eighty-three 
performances.  24

 

       
With Wilde’s name. Without Wilde’s name.  

 
  

22 The Annotated Importance of Being Earnest, edited by And Nicholas Frankel, 1.  
23 The Annotated Importance of Being Earnest, edited by Nicholas Frankel, 1.  
24 The Annotated Importance of Being Earnest, edited by Nicholas Frankel, 3. 



Oscar Wilde: Writing Style 
 

From Oscar Wilde by Ruth Robbins: 
● Use of “epigrammatic wit” (133) 

○ “Epigrammatic” meaning concise, succinct, clever, and amusing [wit].  
● “Wilde used the generic conventions he had studied as a critic, but used them 

against the grain” (134). 
○ “plays grains with the repetition [subversion]” (134) 

● “Language operates as the medium of truth--but it is also the place in which lies are 
told” (160).  

● Earnest is a “social comedy” (144).  
○ “[It is a] world that depends absolutely on artifice, and it suggests that the 

real world it represents is equally artificial” (144).  
○ Wilde also calls it a Trivial Comedy for Serious People 

 
From Oscar Wilde and Modern Culture, edited by Joseph Bristow: 

● “late nineteenth century progenitor of styles of materialist, postmodern, and queer 
criticism” (xii) 

 
 

 

 
  



Requiescat 
 

A Poem for Isola [his late sister] 
 by Oscar Wilde 

 
 

Tread lightly, she is near 
Under the snow, 

Speak gently, she can hear 
The daisies grow.  

 
All her bright golden hair 

Tarnished with rust, 
She that was young and fair 

Fallen to dust.  
 

Lily-like, white as snow, 
She hardly knew 

She was a woman, so 
Sweetly she grew.  

 
Coffin-board, heavy stone 

Lie on her breast, 
I vex my heart alone, 

She is at rest.  
 

Peace, Peace, she cannot hear 
Lyre or sonnet, 

All my life’s buried here, 
Heap earth upon it  

 

  



Earnest Script Analysis 
 

p. 2 - Algernon: “...have you got the cucumber sandwiches for 
Lady Bracknell?” 
Traditional cucumber sandwiches are thinly sliced cucumbers 
placed between two slices of lightly buttered bread. (See image to 
the left.)  
 
p. 6 - Jack: “The Divorce Court was specially invented for people 
whose memories are so curiously constituted.” 
Divorce in Victorian England was easier to obtain if you were a 
man rather than if you were a woman. A woman had to prove 
adultery, gross cruelty, and even incest in order to be granted a 
divorce. A man simply had to claim the woman committed 
adultery.  

 
p. 7 - Algernon: “Bring me the cigarette case Mr. Worthing left in the smoking-room the last 
time he dined here.”  
p. 8 - Jack: “It is a very ungentlemanly thing to read a private cigarette case.”  
The cigarette case is a possible allusion of Wilde to his own cigarette case, which he kept 
his money in which he paid his “rent-boys.”   25

 
p. 11 - Algernon: “I have always suspected you of being a confirmed and secret Bunburyist…” 
Bunbury is Algernon’s alter ego, but some scholars believe it to literally mean “bury” in the 
“bun,” alluding to sex between gay men. It’s not necessarily explicit in that way and has 
never been proven, so take what you will from it!  
 
p. 15 - Algernon: “You don’t seem to realize that in married life three is company and two is 
none.” 
Jack: “That, my dear young friend, is the theory that the corrupt French Drama has been 
propounding for the last fifty years.”  
England, particularly Victorian England, was quite hostile to French drama due to its wit 
and sexual forwardness.  This was often a critique against Wilde and his plays as well, as 26

he takes frequently from French influence in his plays.  
 

25 http://www.manchestersalon.org.uk/the-importance-of-being-earnest-june-2010.html 
26http://www.branchcollective.org/?ps_articles=renata-kobetts-miller-the-cultural-work-of-drama-criticism-i
n-the-early-1890s 



p. 22 - Gwendolen: “We live, as I hope you know, Mr. Worthing, in an age of ideals. The fact 
is constantly mentioned in the more expensive monthly magazines…”  
This is a nudge from Wilde at Victorian “ideals,” that the Victorian upper classes cared 
more about their image rather than having actual ideals.  
 
p. 26 - Lady Bracknell: “When you do become engaged to someone, I, or your father, 
should his health permit him, will inform you of the fact…” 
 A common misconception about Victorian times, due to the many novels arising from that 
time, was that people married for love. While of course some people loved each other, it 
was also a matching of monetary assets.  
 
p. 26 - Lady Bracknell: “It is hardly a matter that [a girl] could be allowed to arrange for 
herself…” 
Not to mention that a woman wasn’t allowed to go out and meet a gentleman alone. She 
must always be accompanied by an elder and have her mother’s permission before she 
goes out.  Gwendolen breaks both of these rules in Act II and III of the play.  27

 
p. 27 - Lady Bracknell: “Do you smoke?” 
Jack: “Well, yes, I must admit I smoke.”  
Lady Bracknell: “I am glad to hear it. A man should always have an occupation of some 
kind. There are far too many idle men in London as it is.” 
Cigarettes grew in popularity by the 1860s. Men had smoking clubs in which they would 
gather together, with no presence of women, and smoke. They even had a special suit they 
wore when smoking, so that when they returned to society or to a woman, all they merely 
had to do was take off the jacket and freshen their breath, according to etiquette books.  28

 
p. 29 - Lady Bracknell: “What number in Belgrave Square?” 
Jack: “149.” 
Lady Bracknell: “The unfashionable side.”  
Belgrave Square is one of the wealthiest and largest districts of homes in the Belgravia 
district of London. Today it is home to many different embassies.  
 
p. 30 - Lady Bracknell: “What are your politics?” 
Jack: “Well, I am afraid I really have none. I am a Liberal Unionist.” 
Lady Bracknell: “Oh, they count as Tories.” 
This is known today as the Conservative Party in the U.K. (not the same as the U.S.).  
From Wikipedia (I know, not usually a credible source, but this seemed legit): 

27 http://www.victorian-era.org/victorian-era-courtship-rules-and-marriage.html 
28 http://vichist.blogspot.com/2010/08/that-marvelous-creation-of-thackerays.html 



“Jack Worthing's declaration that he was in essence apolitical but - if pressed - 
would say Liberal Unionist was a joke that would have appealed to the audiences 
that saw the play in that period. As a party that depended on an electoral pact with 
the Tories to maintain their MPs in parliament, the Liberal Unionists had to at least 
appear to be also 'Liberal' in matters not connected with Home Rule including some 
measures of promoting reform. To someone like Jack, the Liberal Unionists attempts 
to be two things at the same time but in different places would have appealed with 
his double identity.” 

 
p. 33 - Jack [about Lady Bracknell]: “Never met such a Gorgon.”  
In Greek mythology, Gorgon referred to Stheno, Euryale, and Medusa, three sisters with 
snakes for hair, who could turn someone to stone with just one look. “Gorgon” also refers to 
a fierce, frightening, or repulsive woman.  
 
p. 36 - Jack: “I’ll say he died in Paris of apoplexy.”  
Apoplexy is referred to as a stroke in modern times. It is the unconsciousness or incapabity 
resulting from cerebral hemorrhage.  
 
p. 38 - Algernon: “Well, let us go to the Club?” 
Algernon: “Well, might we trot round to the Empire at ten?” 
“Club” and “Empire” both refer to gentleman’s clubs. The “Club” may be more specifically a 
smoking club.  
 
p. 40 - Miss Prism: “Do not speak lightly of  the three-volume novel, Cecily.” 
Sometimes called a triple Decker, the three-volume novel was a common form of publishing 
in Victorian times. It does not refer to a trilogy but rather publishes one story in three 
volumes, since printing and binding could get so expensive. It also gave librarians more 
books and thus more work.  
 
p. 48 - Dr. Chasuble: “But I must not disturb Egeria and her pupil any longer.”  
Egeria was a Roman nymph who gave counsel to the second Sabine king of Rome about 
ancient Roman religion. Her name is used eponymously with “female advisor or counselor.”  
 
p. 48 - Dr. Chasuble: “I shall see you both no doubt at Evensong.”  
Evensong is the evening prayers and psalms in the Christian Church.  
 
p. 49 - Miss Prism: “The chapter on the Fall of Rupee you may omit. It is somewhat too 
sensational.”  



This was when the British empire still thought they had claim over India. The rupee is the 
Indian form of currency.  
From MIT Press’s “Too Sensational”:  

“In the nineteenth century Britain was on the gold standard and India on the silver 
standard. In the 1870s the price of silver fll precipitously, partly because major 
countries, notably France and the United States, had been moving from a bimetallic 
standard to the gold standard. As a result the Indian rupee depreciated sharply 
relative to the British currency (pound sterling) and many other currencies. This 
increased the competitiveness of Indian exports, but also raised the rupee cost of 
sterling-dominated ‘home charges’ that Indian had to make to Britain.”  

More here: 
https://mitpress.mit.edu/sites/default/files/titles/content/9780262532693_sch_0001.pdf 
 
p. 52 - Cecily [to Algernon as Ernest]: “Uncle Jack is sending you to Australia.”  
This is poking fun at Ernest being a “wicked man” or a convict being sent to Australia, but 
actually at the time Earnest was performed, Queen Victoria sent many willing immigrants 
from rural Britain and Ireland over to Australia to colonize the south-eastern corner (in 
addition to oppressing native people in their pursuit).  
 
p. 53 - Cecily: “It is rather Quixotic of you.”  
“Quixotic” means idealistic, romantic, chivalrous, 
oftentimes also unrealistic and impractical. This 
comes from the title character in Don Quixote by 
Miguel de Cervantes.  
 
p. 54 - Cecily: “A Maréchal Niel?” 
This was “a variety of climbing noisette rose 
introduced in 1864, bearing large, fragrant, yellow 
flowers; a flower of this plant.”  See photo to the 29

right.  
 
p. 58 - Dr. Chasuble: “The last time I delivered it was in the Cathedral, as a charity sermon on 
behalf of the Society for the Prevention of Discontent among the Upper Orders.”  
 
p. 65 - Jack: “Merriman, order the dog-cart at once.”  
A “dog-cart” is a two-wheeled horse-drawn cart, with cross seats back to back, originally 
incorporating a box under the seat for sportsmen's dogs. 

29 https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/marechal_niel 



 
p. 74 - Algernon: “Half the chaps who get into the Bankruptcy Court are called Algernon.” 
From victorianlondon.org:  

“THE Bankruptcy Court is a large and handsome building in Basinghall Street. The 
court-rooms, of which there are five, are situated on the first floor, and are reached 
by flights of stairs ranged round a central quadrangle. The spectacles one meets 
with in this court are not of the most exhilarating kind. The place is a sort of 
purgatory, through which a number of unfortunate victims victims as often to their 
own folly and extravagance as to unforeseen calamities have to be hoisted, shoved, 
squeezed, ground, or propelled by some means or other, in order that they may be 
liberated from the bondage of debt, and left free to begin the world again. But for 
some such revivifying machinery as is here available to those who stand in need of 
it, multitudes of men of business, whose worst faults have been those of 
heedlessness and inexperience, would be consigned by failure to permanent and 
irretrievable ruin. On the other hand, there can be no question but that this court is 
often much and grossly abused, and that many a cunning knave has succeeded in 
making it the instrument of his own roguery. The most stringent application of the 
law will not prevent this, in the cases of men of abandoned character.” 

 
p. 83 - Cecily: “When I see a spade I call it a spade.”  
Meaning to speak plainly, to describe something as it really is.  

 
p. 96 - Jack: “But I hate tea-cake.” 
“Tea-cake” is a light yeast-raised sweet bun with 
dried fruit, typically served toasted and buttered. 
See the photo to the left.  
 
p. 99 - Gwendolen: “In matters of great importance, 
style, not sincerity, is the vital thing.”  
From schmoop.com: 
“Our common sense tells us that Gwendolen has it 

backwards. In fact, this is one of the lines that makes us question the title of the play. 
If "style, not sincerity is the vital thing," then what exactly is the importance of being 
earnest? This line encapsulates the genius of the play.”  30

 
p. 105 - Lady Bracknell: “Until yesterday I had no idea that there were any families or persons 
whose origin was a Terminus.”  

30 http://www.shmoop.com/importance-of-being-earnest/foolishness-folly-quotes-3.html 



“Terminus” refers to the end of a travel route or the station itself. This is a dig at Jack being 
found as a baby in Victoria Station’s coatroom.  
 
p. 109 - Lady Bracknell: “Untruthful? My nephew Algernon? Impossible! He is an Oxonian.”  
“Oxonian” is a reference to Oxford University. Either Algernon attended Oxford or Lady 
Bracknell likes to tell people her nephew attended Oxford.  
 
p. 111 - Lady Bracknell: “...free of the restraints of tutelage.” 
“Tutelage” is a word which means “guardianship.” 
 
p. 114 - Dr. Chasuble: “...Miss Prism has been waiting for me in the vestry.”  
A “vestry” is a meeting of parishioners, originally in a vestry, for the conduct of parochial 
business. 
 
p. 123 - Lady Bracknell: “My nephew, you seem to be displaying signs of triviality.” 
This is Wilde’s big theme in the play, which is whether society overlooks its real issues to 
instead focus on trivial things like appearance.  
 
p. 124 - Jack: “On the contrary, Aunt Augusta, I’ve now realized for the first time in my life the 
vital Importance of Being Earnest.”  
A play on the name, as well as a satirical statement because none of the characters in the 
play have actually learned what it is to truly be earnest.  
 
p. 124 - Tableau 
Ironically enough, this was taken from French drama, which Victorian England despised so 
much but from where Wilde found much influence. It literally means “picture” and often 
shows the actors dressed well and theatrically posed. A fitting ending to this satirical play!  
 
 
 
 

“Humanity takes itself too seriously.  

It is the world’s original sin.  

If the caveman had known how to laugh, 

history would have been different.” 
 



Important Places to Know
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