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The Importance of Being Earnest: A Trivial Comedy for Serious People by Oscar Wilde, 1895

Combining satire and farce, Earnest is an ultra-light and stylized romantic comedy in which Jack and Algernon, two dishonest aristocratic bachelors, sacrifice their extravagantly fraudulent double identities for the women they love in a string of improbably shameful and embarrassing exposures. Events are complicated by the men’s discovery that the greatest store of Gwendolyn and Cecily, their female counterparts’, passion is devoted to a richly fantasized embodiment of the name Ernest, the men’s shared alter ego. Thanks to the women’s forgiving belief that “style, not sincerity, is the vital thing” and an absurdly generous plot resolution, love finally overcomes moral misgivings and the mercenary Lady Bracknell Although the play takes pleasure in absurdity and tirelessly defends the useless and impractical, it is extremely efficient in structure and entertainment, maintains a rapid pace through its busy stage movements and witty dialogue. Frivolity abounds in props and scenery and the play’s mortal enemies - seriousness, “real life” and the moral issue - are endlessly bandied about with faux gravity only to create lightness, laughter and ridicule from them. 

· Identity troubles: the risks and rewards of leading a double life, the difficulties of unknown origins (being born or bred in a handbag)
· Hints that honesty, sincerity, truth, reality and usefulness are overvalued while the light, frivolous and purely pleasurable are undervalued and ought to be taken seriously, or even scientifically
· Beauty, style and taste justify hypocrisy, dishonesty, inconsistency or absurdity
· The staged or artificial is not less worthy than the natural
· Confusion of fiction and reality
· Familial responsibilities: Responsible guardianship and education of the young
· Gender identities: differing ideas about love and courtship and freedom in choice and movement
· Opposed ideas about marriage 
· Differences in urban and rural living

· Caricatured characters: unrealistically flawed and shameless; very incoherent in stating their motivations and views of reality
· An ironic and unanswered central question about the importance of being earnest/Ernest (echoed in questions of depth and surface)
· A highly unrealistic plot 
· A busy stage (Abundance of entries, exits and props); ornate, flashy costumes and stage decorations 
· Incredibly varied use and meaning given to everyday objects and rituals: cigarette cases, handbags and taking tea play major roles in developing plot and relationships  
· Quick and witty dialogue; Epigrammatic language and paradox
· Refined (snooty) and sometimes prudish language; Oversensitivity to politeness and decorum in speech and action
· Snide, self-satisfied tones used while comparing and judging social standing, taste or morality (Often with underlying irony due to the absurdity, hypocrisy or ulterior motive beneath the smooth surface) 
· Characters that frequently and tellingly misunderstand each other
· Endlessly raising the most serious subjects only to make humor, absurdity or ridicule out of them; Ostentatious absence of didacticism and character growth; No one changes and nothing is learned  (“As a text for criticism it is barren and delusive…it raises no principle, whether of art or morals…like music, it imitates nothing, represents nothing, means nothing, is nothing, except a sort of rondo capriccioso, in which the artist’s fingers run with crisp irresponsibility up and down the keyboard of life.” William Archer, The World, 1895)
· Intentionally unnatural but pleasant symmetries in speech and movement 

· Late Victorian Society: strict and unequal sex and marriage laws; insecure and entrenched aristocracy/continued rise of democracy in general and the business classes in particular
· Frivolous Aristocratic Society: fashions and decorum in dress, speech, taking tea, decorating, gardening, music…
· The Aesthetic Movement, Decadence and the fin-de-siècle
· Awareness of improvements in science and industry 
· An increasingly centralized, interconnected and bureaucratic society (registers, documentation, train timetables, etc.)
· Oscar Wilde’s trial and imprisonment (1895, same year as the play)
