Mrs. Crawford 

Language AP

Importance of Being Earnest

Before putting on this play, Wilde said to the audience: 

"I hope you will enjoy my 'trivial' play.  It is written by a butterfly for butterflies.  [The play] has its philosophy . . . 
	


Before you begin the play, read the following questions. You will be asked to answer one of them at the end of your reading. As you read annotate the text looking for support of ONE of the questions you choose.

1. A recurring theme in literature is the classic war between passion and responsibility. For instance, a personal cause, a love, a desire for revenge, a determination to redress a wrong, or some other emotion or drive may conflict with moral duty. Choose a literary work in which a character confronts the demands of a private passion that conflicts with his or her responsibilities. In a well-written essay show clearly the nature of the conflict, its  effects upon the character, and its significance to the work. Avoid plot summary.

2. Many plays and novels use contrasting places (for example, two countries, two cities or towns, two houses, or the land and sea) to represent opposed forces or ideas that are central to the meaning of the work. Choose a novel or a play that contrasts two such places. Write an essay explaining how the places differ, what each place represents, and how their contrast contributes to the meaning of the work.

3. "The true test of comedy is that it shall awaken thoughtful laughter." George Meredith. Choose a novel, play, or long poem in which a scene of character awakens "thoughtful laughter" in the reader. Write an essay in which you show why this laughter is "thoughtful" (in this case satirizing the upper class) and how it contributes to the meaning of the work.

ACT 1 Questions:

1. The play's story-- marriage, its manners and obstacles--is actually quite a common one in fiction (literature and best-sellers) and especially comedies. (Shakespearean comedies all end in marriage, for example, while his tragedies end in death).  The characters' views of marriage are both a source of laughter and an issue for serious discussion. Fill in the following chart with the opinions on marriage of the following characters. Include one quote per character along with explanation.
Views on Marriage

	Lane
	Jack
	Algie
	Gwendolyn
	Lady Bracknell

	
	
	
	
	


2. Jack, Algernon, Gwendolen and Lady Bracknell are all from the upper class. What are their value standards? In other words, what are the things they think are important, or "serous"? ( Pay special attention to Lady Bracknell's inquiries of Jack.)  How do these values contrast with Lane’s?
  
  

3. List the lies in Act I? What is Bunburying? Is lying easy or difficult for the characters? 
  

4. This play is a Comedy of Manners, defined as “a play deriving its comedy from the social habits (manners and the mores) of a given society, usually the dominant one at the time the play is written. A comedy of manners typically chronicles the foibles of the upper classes, with some attention to the lower classes as they interact with the gentry in their roles as servant, tradespeople, and the like.” What are the foibles that are satirized in Act I?  For each foible, provide a supporting quote.

5. Describe Wilde's verbal humor.   First collect the epigrams and then try to find out the common devices he uses (for instance, turning a proverb inside out; parallelism; creative usage of [or trivializing] cliche expression--"we live in the age of ideal").   Is his humor witticism or social criticism, or both?
ACT 2 Questions:
1. How are Cecily and Ms. Prism different from each other, as is revealed in their conversation in the beginning of Act II? In Cecily's conversation with Algernon that follows, we see more of the things Cecily hates or values. What are they?   
2. How are Jack's and Algernon's lies revealed in this Act? How do they react to this farcical revelation? 
3. Compare and contrast the town and country using two quotes for each (you may look in Act 1 as well).
  　 

ACT 3 Questions:

1. How do Gwendolen and Cecily react to Jack's and Algernon's plan to be christened as Ernest? How do they feel about religious rituals (baptism, christening)? How does this view differ from the way they feel about having the name “Ernest”? 
  

2. What does Lady Bracknell's inquiry about Cecily reveal about the former? What is the most important thing that makes her agree with Cecily's marriage to Algernon? 
  

3. How is the ending comical, or farcical? Consider Jack's calling Mr. Prism his mother, and the declaration of love of the three couples.
4. How is the title significant? (For the characters, is it important to be earnest, or be one called Ernest?)

5. The subtitle of the play is A Trivial Comedy for Serious People. What are the superficial or trivial things that are considered serious by the characters? What are the serious things that get trivialized? What, do you think, are the serious problem these characters have? Does the play itself suggest that we should be serious about anything?
6. Do you consider the play "realistic"?  Why and how is it (un-)realistic?  Try to relate the world of the play to our society.  Are there any similarities in terms of values, manners or views of marriage? 
7. In his novel The Picture of Dorian Gray, one of Wilde’s characters says,
"All art is at once surface and symbol.  Those who go beneath the surface do so at their peril.  Those who read the symbol do so at their peril.” Identify the symbol and surface in this play. Explain how a reader could misread this play looking too close at either one. 
  
