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PLAY 

Written in 1895 when Oscar Wilde’s popularity was at its zenith, The Importance of Being Earnest, 

subtitled - A Trivial Comedy for Serious People, is a farcical comedy in which the protagonists 

maintain fictitious personae in order to escape burdensome social obligations.  

Over the years it has become one of the most popular and enduring plays in the English language, 

not only enjoyed by audiences but by those taking part.  There have been many adaptations, film 

versions, a musical and an opera.  

Working within the social conventions of late Victorian London, the play’s major themes is the 

triviality with which it treats serious institutions like marriage and the pursuit of love and happiness 

and the way it repeatedly mocks and satirises Victorian mores and social customs. 

Wilde is quoted as saying "That we should treat all trivial things in life very seriously, and all 

serious things of life with a sincere and studied triviality." which is continually evident in The 

Importance of Being Earnest with the Earnest of the title having numerous meanings. 

Algernon and Jack lead double lives between their time in London and the country, Jack being 

Earnest in town and Algernon being Bunbury in the country.   

When they try and pursue two young ladies Gwendolen and Cecily their double lives are their 

undoing not helped by Gwendolen’s Aunt Augusta, Lady Bracknell. There is also Cecily’s 

Governess, Miss Prism and the local minister Canon Chasuble who help to unravel the complex 

story so that everyone is able to live happily ever after.  

Style is everything with an Oscar Wilde play and in this one is the added dimension of the witty 

exaggerated dialogue and banter of the quick repartee between the characters, especially between 

Jack and Algernon and Gwendolen and Cecily. In contrast to this is the formidable pronouncements 

of Lady Bracknell all of which makes The Importance of Being Earnest a challenging play but one 

which is very entertaining if the right mix is achieved. 

 

PRESENTATION: 

The period of the play as described in the script is “The Present” – 1895, with the action taking 

place in three different locations; Algernon’s flat in London, the garden of Jack’s country house and 

then inside the house in the drawing room. 

Often when done in period, productions create these locations as full box sets with Victorian doors, 

windows, drapes and furnishings etc.  In other instances a stylised type of set is used to suggest the 

location. In either case the set needs to provide a background and create an ambience against which 

the story can be played out against. 

In this particular production the setting of the period was as when the play was written, 1895, with 

the set, furnishing, props and costumes all appropriate to this period but in a very stylised way with 

suggested doors, windows, and walls against black curtains. 

Unfortunately in Act I this didn’t really work as there was little about the setting to give the sense of 

a Victorian London flat. Particularly when the script says “The room is luxuriously and artistically 

furnished”. And although the characters were beautifully dressed in period costumes the door 

frames and furnishings did nothing to provide an ambience or atmosphere for the play to perform 

in.  The sofa appeared totally out of period, and although the placement of the seating allowed for 

reasonable movement of the actors around the set, the feel of the set in this Act was of a bland 

nothingness. 
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PRESENTATION(cont): 

The Garden scene of Act II was much better and created a most appropriate and lively atmosphere – 

white cyclorama splattered with cream and pink, the trellis, French windows and tress was most 

effective. 

The outdoor furniture was also most appropriate and the placement of the furniture allowed for 

good movement and groupings around the set. 

While the setting for Act III seemed reasonable there was still blandness about it and again the sofa 

was not in period.  Also the placement of the seating in this Act too often caused the actors to form 

straight lines across the stage. 

However the costuming was near perfect, in period and so appropriate for each character. 

The men looked very elegant with Jack in his grey/green suit and Algernon in his brown suit and 

then in beige and cream for the outdoor scene.  However Algernon’s shoes were out of period and 

wrong style as they made him clump around the stage like a rugby player. 

And of course the wonderful period dresses for the women, Gwendolen’s orange over blue dress 

then the gorgeous blue/lilac dress with matching hat for the garden scene along with  Cecily’s 

lovely cream dress expressed their characters well and were in lovely contrast to the much more 

serve dark maroon and brown of Lady Bracknell’s outfit. 

Miss Prism’s purple dress was also great.   

Lighting was simple but effective and at all times the actors was well lit and could be seen. 

Choice of music was most appropriate and a nice touch having Gilbert and Sullivan playing as the 

audience comes in. 

 

PRODUCTION: 

A production of such a well known play as Oscar Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest is not 

easy as not only are there high expectations from an audience of what they are going to see but a 

play written over a 100 years ago with such wit and style makes great demands on modern day 

actors. 

That this production came across with a considerable amount of style enhanced particularly by the 

costumes, if not the set, is a credit to all involved. 

It is a very wordy play and not only do the actors need to assimilate large amounts of dialogue they 

need to deliver their lines in an almost overly confident manner in order to give the lines the light, 

airy, almost jocular style and fluffiness, while at the same time still giving both the lines and the 

characters some substance so that the play has meaning, particularly in the way it satirises  

Victorian mores and life style.  As Wilde said, it is “ A trivial comedy for serious people”. 

The wordiness of the script also requires careful direction by way of orchestration of moves and 

placement of groupings in order to make the play visually interesting as well as aurally. 

Overall the production was confidently presented with all the actors reasonably assured of their 

lines and moves to make the play flow with the right amount of style. 

However in order to achieve this there was often a tendency for the actors to be almost too flippant 

with their lines without really think what was behind the lines.  Even in a play like this which is one 

quick fire witty line after another the actors still need to think through the line to give the lines light 

and shade and some emotional content albeit small. All too often they came across as “saying their 

lines” with little or no meaning to them.   

The actors need to listen to the music of the dialogue and bounce the words around more like which 

adds colour and flavour to the dialogue and aids the meaning of the lines. 

This would have also added to the physicality of the production and allowed the actors to animate 

their lines more. 

Again in order to “get the lines right” there was often a lack of movement both within the characters 

and between characters themselves.  There needed to be more thought with grouping of actors and 

the placement of one to another.   
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PRODUCTION (cont): 

In the final scene in particular, not helped by the way the set was arranged, the actors were 

continually in a straight line and so not only did it make it difficult for an actor at one end of the line 

to see what was going on at the other, it gave the whole scene a very lateral look, making it appear 

visually very flat. 

However having said all that much was achieved with this production, as most of the humour was 

brought out and the production did come across with a certain amount of style and flare going a 

long way to achieve Wilde’s intentions.  

The following are specific comments about each particular scene. 

The piano playing before the lights go down and continuing as Lane enters was a effective and 

started the play well. 

Algernon’s entrance appeared slightly awkward and a little pedantic with the dialogue, over 

articulating to get the required “Englishness” of the character. The dialogue needed to flow more to 

lighten the lines up and to give them more fluff. 

Jack’s entrance was good but don’t anticipate seeing cups and sandwiches before reacting– “Hallo” 

was too quick as it was obvious he hadn’t seen them. 

Once the scene got under way both Algernon and Jack interacted well with their lines and created a 

good sense of listening to the lines and reacting, although occasionally it did come across as “saying 

the lines”. 

There was good use of the stage space by both the actors who stood and moved about naturally with 

the required air of sophistication. 

The reactions from over the cigarette case worked well, the dialogue lively and biting as was the 

movement trying to get the case back. 

Lane was suitably nonchalant with his entrances and exits. 

The explanations of “Bunburyist” from Algernon and Jack’s reaction to this was good with 

Algernon lounging on the sofa creating the right air of confidence and languidness. 

The eating of the sandwiches worked well and the pacing about brought good energy to the scene. 

The entrance of Lady Bracknell and Gwendolyn was good and certainly made a statement. 

Algernon reacted well with Aunt Augusta, his faked reaction to “No cucumbers” particularly good. 

Occasionally however Aunt Augusta was a little hesitant and could have played the lines with more 

authority. 

Initially it seemed odd having Gwendolen and Jack sitting straight on, on the sofa stage right, but 

they did well by reacting and talking without taking away from Lady Bracknell and Algernon. 

Interactions between Jack and Gwendolyn worked will, both played off each other with confidence 

and assuredness, Gwendolen made good use of pauses for effect, using eyes and facial expression 

very well. 

The entrance of Lady Bracknell with her line “Mr Worthing! Rise” was much more authoritative 

and commanding and had the desired effect on those in the room.  

The well known scene of Lady Bracknell’s interrogation of Jack with Lady Bracknell sitting in the  

armchair and Jack pacing about behind the sofa was well played out with the required amount of 

tension building to Lady Bracknell’s “The line is immaterial.” And Lady Bracknell’s sweep from 

the room on “Formed an alliance with a parcel” worked exceptionally well. 

Final exchanges between Jack and Algernon were well played out each goading the other building 

nicely to Jack’s dismissing of Earnest suddenly being carried off in Paris  

It was a nice touch having Gwendolen return to collect her umbrella for the final section of this 

scene. 

Act II Part1 

This scene opened well with some lovely exchanges between Cecily and Miss Prism and this couple 

with the set created the right sense of light and brightness. 

Algae’s entrance worked well and was full of energy and both he and Cecily worked well as a 

couple, both interacting and speaking off each other although Algernon could have bedazzled  
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PRODUCTION (cont): 

Cecily even more and possibly more movement could have helped with this.  They could have used 

the stage more, especially Algernon, and so the lack of movement from both made the scene 

became a little static.   

Act II Part 2 

The opening of this scene between Miss Prism and Chasuble was a sheer delight, both actors getting 

much of the humour from the lines.  

Jack’s arrival in mourning and the reaction of Miss Prism and Chasuble to his arrival worked really 

well and created lots of laughs. However the subsequent section with Jack talking to Chasuble could 

have had more movement and became a little static. 

Algernon entering and the subsequent introductions to Jack and eventual shaking of hands worked 

well with each sparking off each other with great energy after the girls leave. 

The scene following between Algae and Cecily was quite delightful; both sitting on the wooden 

bench worked well and although sitting both were able to animate their lines to make the scene 

visually interesting. Also, much of the humour of the dialogue was brought out in Algernon trying 

to justify his name. 

The scene between Cecily and Gwendolen was most effective, played with real confidence and 

understanding of what was going on between the two, the ice between the two of them very obvious 

Sitting in unison was good as was the subsequent tea party with the verbal sparring between the two 

played with lots of energy and conviction.     

Once the boys entered the change of attitude between the girls from one of rivalry to friendship 

worked really well. 

Algernon’s entrance crossing to Cecily trying not to see Gwendolen looked a little contrived but 

nice placement of the actors having the boys between the two girls during their interchanges. 

Once the girls left there was lots of energy between the two boys with their quick fire dialogue.    

Algernon’s laid back nonchalant attitude to Jack when being berated for eating muffins was good 

and the scene built to a good climax to finish.  

However Algernon needs to watch that his character keeps in period,  he often came across as too 

modern for the part – holding the cup by cup not by the handle, running hand through his hair and 

hands on hips were often in appropriate gestures for the character. 

Act III 

The opening of this scene before Lady’s Bracknell’s entrance worked reasonably well but better use 

could have been made of the stage space with the placement of the actors; all were in straight lines 

at times making it hard for Gwendolen to see what was going on. 

Lady Bracknell’s entrance was good, appropriately commanding and authoritarian in her reaction’s, 

sitting down and forcing Gwendolen to sit worked well. 

However with everyone on stage more care needed to be taken in the placement of the actors and 

how the groupings could be broken up to make the scene less static and visually more interesting.  

Not always easy when many of the actors are not speaking but they still need to be seen as part of 

the action, in this instance Jack and Lady Bracknell were the centre of attention but the others still 

needed to be seen as part of the scene. 

The entrance of Chasuble and the subsequent arrival of Miss Prism and the building of excitement 

to Jack’s exit worked well but again the actors were all too laterally placed not helped by the 

placement of the furniture on the set. 

The interaction between Jack and Prism over the said handbag was good and lively, and Lady 

Bracknell’s pose sitting on the sofa created a lovely image of arrogant aristocracy. 

Jack’s reaction to finding that he was Algernon’s elder brother and the subsequent hugging was 

almost over done and melodramatic but got the point across. 

The final line of Jack realising the vital “Importance of Being Earnest” was well delivered and 

ended the scene and the play on a high note. 

A final mention must be made of the very good Curtain Call for this production. 
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ACTING: 
Much has been referred to about the acting in the above section suffice to say that each of the cast 

did well in absorbing the mountain of dialogue presenting it with the required amount of style and 

panache.  Although each was confident in the way they presented their characters and created and 

maintained them overall more could have been done with picking up of cues, pace, and interaction 

of one character with another to give the production more punch and infuse the dialogue with more 

colour and animation.  This in turn would have allowed the actors to compliment the dialogue with 

corresponding gesture and movement.  

Vocally everyone was well articulated and for the majority of the play diction was good as was 

projection.   

However, while the comedy of the script could have been enhanced more as per the above 

comments, much of it was realised and laughter was fairly constantly elicited from the audience 

which, for a play of this type, is a good sign that for the most part it is working. 

Algernon: 

The actor created the right style of a laid back slightly arrogant dandy with attitude although at 

times was a little pedantic with his dialogue, over articulating.  He needs to flow the lines more to 

lighten them up to give them more fluff and bounce. 

Also Algernon too often came across as too modern for the part – his shoes made him clomp about 

the stage which didn’t allow him to create the right poise.  And small gestures like holding a cup by 

the cup and not by the handle, continually running his hand through his hair and standing with his 

hands on hips all created Algernon too often as a modern non-Wilderian character. 

However given the size of the part and the amount of dialogue to deal with this actor did 

remarkably well to achieve what he did. 

Jack: 

Overall the actor in this role achieved all that was required for the character.  This slightly less 

arrogant attitude, more down to earth pragmatism contrasted well with Algernon. 

Vocally very strong and was able to articulate with good use of vocal variation and modulation 

animating the dialogue well with gestures and movement. 

Lady Bracknell: 

This is a choice role for any actor of a mature age, which was well portrayed by this particular actor 

through voice and gesture to give the right amount of commanding omnipotence called for. 

Occasionally though the character could have been played with more authority and at times came 

across as a little hesitant which contributed to this lack of authority. 

However the articulation and use of rounded vowels was excellent. 

Gwendolen: 

A very strong portrayal of this character, Gwendolen came across as confident and assured, made 

good use of the dialogue and used pauses for good effect.  There was excellent use of gesture from 

this actor complimented with great use eyes and facial expression. 

Also vocally very strong with good clear articulation of dialogue.  

Cecily: 

A delightfully youthful portrayal of this character that had all the right qualities in both the use of 

voice and gesture, although diction was clear occasionally lines were raced in order to create the 

style of the character and so a little more focus on articulation would have helped.  

Miss Prism: 

A delightful performance of this character, with very good use of voice and gesture, who was able 

to articulate well with pauses giving light and shade through the voice and made good use of 

gesture. 

The scenes with Chasuble in particular were quite delightful adding much to their humour. 

Chasuble: 

This was a very good performance with good use of voice that was able to bring much of the 

humour from the lines and played off well with Miss Prism. 
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ACTING (cont.): 

Lane and Merriman: 

Both presented their characters with the right amount of stoic, stiff upper lip required. 

 

THEATRICAL ENDEAVOUR: 

This production of  “a trivial comedy for serious people” was for the most part a delightful rendition 

of Oscar Wilde’s most famous plays and achieved much of the both the style and humour required 

to make the play work. 
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