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The Importance  
of Being Earnest 
by Oscar Wilde
The Importance of Being Earnest was first performed at  
St James’s Theatre in London in February 1895, and is  
Wilde’s final and most enduringly popular play.

 texts in context

Social and historical context
The end of the nineteenth century is seen as a time of 
conflicting cultural and societal attitudes. London was 
the heart of the British Empire, symbolising the wealth 
and success achieved during the reign of Queen 
Victoria. Nevertheless, Victorianism was for many 
people becoming outdated as they looked to the new 
century and embraced artistic and cultural movements 
that marked the beginnings of modernism. 

In The Importance of Being Earnest we can see 
the paradoxes and uncertainties of the fin de siècle 
reflected in the characters’ superficially ironic 
attitudes and subversive witticisms, such as this from 
Algernon in Act 1: ‘Really, if the lower orders don’t set 
us a good example, what on earth is the use of them? 
They seem, as a class, to have absolutely no sense of 
moral responsibility’, and Gwendolen’s complaint that 
‘Few parents nowadays pay any regard to what their 
children say to them. The old-fashioned respect for the 
young is fast dying out’ (Act 1).

Aestheticism and subversion
Wilde was a follower of the principles of the Aesthetic Movement, 
which elevated art and looked to celebrate it for its own sake rather 
than for any moral value it might possess (as summed up by the 
phrase ‘art for art’s sake’). He subtitled the play ‘A trivial comedy 
for serious people’, encapsulating the aesthetic ideal of the play 
as something insubstantial and insignificant. However, in typically 
paradoxical fashion, the play clearly explores aspects of life that are 
far from trivial, such as gender roles, marriage, the role of the Church, 
and social class, and could be read as challenging stereotypically 
Victorian attitudes. 

Although ingénues (in drama, female characters who are typically 
young and innocent), Gwendolen and Cecily are more than equal in 
eloquence, witticisms and quick thinking to the male characters in 
the play. Gwendolen confidently states ‘I am never wrong’ (Act 1) 
and behaves accordingly. Lady Bracknell, the ‘majestic’ and terrifying 
enforcer of upper-class Victorian values, is continually satirised and 
undermined by Wilde, with utterances such as ‘I do not approve of 
anything that tampers with natural ignorance. Fortunately in England, 
at any rate, education produces no effect whatsoever’ (Act 1).
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Biographical context
Most students of Wilde are quick to connect his writing with his 
colourful and fascinating life, particularly his flamboyant public persona 
and homosexual relationships. Many also know that in the same year 
that The Importance of Being Earnest was first performed, Wilde was 
put on trial, convicted of ‘committing indecent acts’ and sentenced to 
two years’ imprisonment and hard labour. Because of this, Algernon’s 
double life as a ‘Bunburyist’ has often been interpreted as referring 
to concealed homosexuality (‘A man who marries without knowing 
Bunbury has a very tedious time of it’ — Algernon, Act 1). 

However, ‘Bunbury’ could equally represent any form of deception 
necessary to maintain a good reputation in the face of intractable 

Victorian moral values. Another, perhaps more significant, aspect 
of Wilde’s biographical context is the fact that he was Irish by birth, 
meaning that he was always something of an outsider in English 
society, despite losing his Irish accent while a student at Oxford. 
(According to his biographer Richard Ellmann (1988), this was 
deliberate: ‘My Irish accent was one of the many things I forgot 
at Oxford’, p. 37.) The paradoxes and conflicting depictions of the 
very English characters in the play demonstrate Wilde’s ability to 
comment on Victorian society both from within and from an outsider’s 
perspective. 

Literary context
When writing The Importance of Being Earnest, Wilde drew upon a 
number of dramatic and comic traditions. The ‘comedy of manners’ 
made popular in the Restoration exposes and satirises the behaviour 
of different social classes, although in The Importance of Being Earnest 
Wilde focuses mainly on the upper classes — for example, the savagely 
polite conversation between Gwendolen and Cecily, who believe they 
are engaged to the same man, over afternoon tea in Act 2. 

The play also includes several moments of farce (exaggerated 
or absurd events), such as the story of baby Jack’s discovery in a 

handbag at Victoria Station and Lady Bracknell’s outraged reaction: 
‘To be born…in a handbag seems to me to display a contempt for 
the ordinary decencies of family life that reminds one of the worst 
excesses of the French Revolution’ (Act 1). 

Finally, Wilde also makes use of the structure and plot devices 
of Victorian melodrama, a form of ‘well-made play’, with Jack’s 
unknown parentage and Lady Bracknell’s villainous opposition to the 
lovers’ unions providing jeopardy before everything is miraculously 
sorted out in time for a happy ending. 

Introduction to the text
The Importance of Being Earnest is a three-act play 
(shortened from four acts by Wilde on the advice of 
his producer) set in Algernon Moncrieff’s London flat 
(Act 1) and his friend Jack Worthing’s Hertfordshire 
manor house (Acts 2 and 3). The plot features 
forbidden romance, double lives, disguise, deception 
and, after several twists and turns, ends with the 
marriages of Jack to Gwendolen and Algernon to 
Cecily — unions that are ultimately approved by 
Algernon’s fearsome and outspoken aunt, Lady 
Bracknell. The plot and characters are, however, less 
significant than the witty dialogue in which sparkling 
repartee, epigrams, puns and wordplay feature 
throughout the play. 
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