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Oscar Wilde- 
1854-1900

The Importance of Being Earnest  
Pages 1733-1777 

Parody of class language and attitudes : “We live, I regret in an age of 
surfaces” 861.

Marriage: 833; Education: 833; Professions: 833 ( and elsewhere)

Title: the importance of E(a)rnest: 832/ 867/ (Ernest- Gmn ernst=  
serious)

First Performed Valentines Day Feb 
14th 1895.

Comedy
MockerySatire

E(a)rnest= serious, zealous, not trifling, ardent...



“I never remember a greater triumph than the first night of 
The Importance of Being Earnest. The audience rose in their 

seats and cheered and cheered again.” O.W. 



Confronting all Victorian Earnestness!



Daily Graphic 
15th February 1895

His three-act novelty at the St James’s 
Theatre, announced as a “trivial comedy for 
serious people”, is a veritable specimen of 

what, in a more propitious season, might be 
called midsummer madness. It has not a relish 

of reason or sparkle of sanity; it is absurd, 
preposterous, extravagant, idiotic, saucy, 

brilliant, clever and unedifyingly diverting.



Oscar Wilde: Herald of the Twentieth Century

“… we should treat all the trivial things of life seriously and 
all the serious things of life with sincere and studied 
triviality.” O.W (823)

Earnest turns its back decisively on the high moral 
seriousness associated with Victorianism, satirizing 
Victorian middle-class values…

De Profundis:(Norton 869) “Morality does not help me. I 
am a born antinomian…” O.W. (and see William Blake’s 
“The Proverbs of Hell” in Marriage of Heaven and Hell).

The characters in Earnest are concerned only with 
appearances, not substances….. This is Wilde’s way of 
exposing the hollowness, the sham of a moralizing, 
“respectable” society…..  For which he paid the supreme 
price!



Walter 
Pater

“To burn 
always with 

this hard, 
gemlike 

flame, to 
maintain 
ecstasy is 
success in 

life… grasp at 
any exquisite 
passion….” 

(590)

De Profundis
“Out of the depths I have 

cried unto thee, Lord” 
Psalm 130.

Adressed to Bosie-  page 
867

Compare 
Death of 

Ivan 
Illych



Oscar 
Wilde by 
Toulouse 
Lautrec, 

1895

Walter Pater-583

“to burn always with this hard, gemlike flame”.

Aestheticism 
Art for Art’s Sake 

 Fin de Siècle

What about Mr Thleary....???



Walter Pater (1839-1894) 
his influence on O.W. (1537-38) & 
his Mona Lisa “La Giaconda” 588-

“To burn always with this 
hard, gemlike flame, to 
maintain ecstasy is success in 
life… grasp at any exquisite 
passion….” 590
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He walked amongst the Trial Men 
In a suit of shabby grey; 
A cricket cap was on his head, 
And his step seemed light and gay; 
But I never saw a man who looked 
So wistfully at the day. 

I never saw a man who looked 
With such a wistful eye 
Upon that little tent of blue 
Which prisoners call the sky, 
And at every drifting cloud that went 
With sails of silver by. 

I walked, with other souls in pain, 
Within another ring, 
And was wondering if the man had done 
A great or little thing, 
When a voice behind me whispered low, 
"That fellow's got to swing."

From, The Ballad of Reading Goal 
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Martyred 
Wilde: 
The 
Film



Definition of wit: 

“Intelligence, understanding- also 
the power of giving sudden 

intellectual pleasure by unexpected 
combining or contrasting of 

previously unconnected ideas or 
expressions.” 

OED

Wit and Wisdom



Algernon “ girls never marry the men 
they flirt with. Girls don’t think it 
right.” 
Alg. “It is absurd to have a hard-and-
fast rule about what one should read 
and what one shouldn’t read. More 
than half of modern culture depends 
on what one shouldn’t read” 
Alg. “The amount of women who flirt 
with their own husbands is perfectly 
scandalous. It looks so bad. It is simply 
washing one’s clean linen in public”



Alg. “I hate people who are not serious about 
meals. It is so shallow of them” 
Alg.  “ You don’t seem to realize that in 
married life three is company and two is 
none”. 
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, and has reached the 
provincial pulpits, I am told: and my ideal has 
always been to love someone of the name of 
Earnest”.



Lady Brack. “A man who desires to get 
married should know either everything 
or nothing.”
Lady Brack.  “Ignorance is like a 
delicate exotic fruit; touch it and the 
bloom is gone”.
Lady Brack.  “Fortunately in 
England… education produces no effect 
whatsoever. If it did, it would prove a 
serious danger to the upper classes… “
Lady Brack.  “… worst excesses of the 
French Revolution…You can hardly 
imagine that I… would dream of 
allowing our only daughter… to marry 
into a cloakroom, and form an alliance 
with a parcel?”



Alg. “All women become like 
their mothers. That is their 
tragedy. No man does. That is 
his.”
Cecily:  “I know how important 
it is not to keep a business 
engagement, if one wants to 
retain any sense of the beauty of 
life.”
Miss Prism:  “by persistently 
remaining single, a man 
converts himself into a 
permanent public temptation”. 
Gwendolen: “I never travel 
without my diary. One should 
always have something 
sensational to read in the train.”



Gwendolen:  “ In matters of grave importance, 
style, not sincerity is the vital thing”. 
Lady Bracknell:  “The two weak points in our age 
are its want of principle and its want of profile. The 
chin a little higher, dear.”
Jack: “It is a terrible thing for a man to find out 
suddenly that all his life he has been speaking 
nothing but the truth.”
Jack: “I’ve now realized for the first time in my life 
the vital Importance of Being Earnest”.



In this world there are only two tragedies. One is 
not getting what one wants, and the other is getting 

it.



Where do Wilde’s plays fit in the history of 
theatre developments….?



 “Through laughter, the audience 
discovers a part of themselves and get a 
deeper insight into human behaviour in 

the society they live in”.  

Ulrike Lahrtz from Passau University, 
www. Students. uni-passau



“Although The Importance of Being Earnest is ultimately 
neither a social comedy… nor a satire of contemporary 
manners, the play functions through the meticulous 
imitation, and then subversion, of the tribal customs of 
upper-class late Victorian society. This was a society [in 
which] where you went, and whom you were seen with 
defined your status.” (41-42) 
Peter Raby in A Reader’s Companion to The Importance of 
Being Earnest. New York, Twayne, 1995.



O.W. On his deathbed:
“My wallpaper and I are fighting a duel to the death. One or other of 

us has to go...”
Aphorisms: pithy witticisms..... 

Wilde’s aim to expose- through aphorisms the widespread use of 
deception amongst the upper classes.
Not his use of the idea of “truth” in his jokes: 

Earnest or Ernest
- what’s in a name??



Fin

�24
James McNeill Whistler, Nocturne in Blue and Gold: Old Battersea Bridge


