
The Importance of Being Earnest is a play by Oscar Wilde (1895)

➔it is a farcical comedy depicting the tangled affairs of two young men about town (London) who 
lead double lives to evade unwanted social obligations, both assuming the name Ernest while 
wooing the two young women of their affections. 
➔The play, celebrated for its wit and repartee, parodies contemporary dramatic norms and gently 
satirises late Victorian manners

SUMMARY 
John “Jack” Worthing, a carefree young gentleman, is the inventor of a fictitious brother, 
“Earnest,” whose wicked ways afford Jack an excuse to leave his country home from time to time 
and journey to London, where he stays with his close friend and confidant, Algernon Moncrief. 
Algernon has a cousin, Gwendolen Fairfax, with whom Jack is in love. During his London 
sojourns, Jack, under the name Earnest, has won Gwendolen’s love, for she strongly desires to 
marry someone with the confidence-inspiring name of Earnest. But when he asks for Gwendolen’s 
hand from her mother, the formidable Lady Bracknell, Jack finds he must reveal he is a foundling 
who was left in a handbag at Victoria Station. This is very disturbing to Lady Bracknell, who insists
that he produce at least one parent before she consents to the marriage.

Returning to the country home where he lives with his ward Cecily Cardew and her governess 
Miss Prism, Jack finds that Algernon has also arrived under the identity of the nonexistent brother 
Earnest. Algernon falls madly in love with the beautiful Cecily, who has long been enamored of the 
mysterious, fascinating brother Earnest. 

With the arrival of Lady Bracknell and Gwendolen, chaos erupts and questions (and answers) 
emerge about Jack’s birth and family. 

MEDIA

A film, 2002

A graphic novel

Extracts from the movie. 
Cecily day-dreams about 
being rescued by a knight 
in armour
Her dreams resemble Pre- 
Raphaelite paintings



Act 1

JACK. Gwendolen, will you marry me? [Goes on his knees.]
GWENDOLEN. Of course I will, darling. How long you have been about it! I am afraid you have 

had very little experience in how to propose.
JACK. My own one, I have never loved any one in the world but you.
GWENDOLEN. Yes, but men often propose for practice. I know my brother Gerald does. All my 

girl-friends tell me so. What wonderfully blue eyes you have, Ernest! They are quite, quite, blue. I 
hope you will always look at me just like that, especially when there are other people present. 
[Enter LADY BRACKNELL.]

LADY BRACKNELL. Mr. Worthing! Rise, sir, from this semi-recumbent posture. It is most 
indecorous.

GWENDOLEN. Mamma! [He tries to rise; she restrains him.] I must beg you to retire. This is no 
place for you. Besides, Mr. Worthing has not quite finished yet.

LADY BRACKNELL. Finished what, may I ask?
GWENDOLEN. I am engaged to Mr. Worthing, mamma. [They rise together.]
LADY BRACKNELL. Pardon me, you are not engaged to any one. When you do become engaged 

to some one, I, or your father, should his health permit him, will inform you of the fact. An 
engagement should come on a young girl as a surprise, pleasant or unpleasant, as the case may 
be. It is hardly a matter that she could be allowed to arrange for herself . . . And now I have a few 
questions to put to you, Mr. Worthing. While I am making these inquiries, you, Gwendolen, will 
wait for me below in the carriage.

[...]
LADY BRACKNELL. [Pencil and note-book in hand.] I feel bound to tell you that you are not down 

on my list of eligible young men, although I have the same list as the dear Duchess of Bolton has.
We work together, in fact. However, I am quite ready to enter your name, should your answers be
what a really affectionate mother requires. Do you smoke?

JACK. Well, yes, I must admit I smoke.
LADY BRACKNELL. I am glad to hear it. A man should always have an occupation of some kind. 

There are far too many idle men in London as it is. How old are you?
JACK. Twenty-nine.
LADY BRACKNELL. A very good age to be married at. I have always been of opinion that a man 

who desires to get married should know either everything or nothing. Which do you know?
JACK. [After some hesitation.] I know nothing, Lady Bracknell.
LADY BRACKNELL. I am pleased to hear it. I do not approve of anything that tampers with natural 

ignorance. Ignorance is like a delicate exotic fruit; touch it and the bloom is gone. The whole 
theory of modern education is radically unsound. Fortunately in England, at any rate, education 
produces no effect whatsoever. If it did, it would prove a serious danger to the upper classes, and
probably lead to acts of violence in Grosvenor Square. What is your income?

JACK. Between seven and eight thousand a year.
LADY BRACKNELL. [Makes a note in her book.] In land, or in investments?
JACK. In investments, chiefly.
LADY BRACKNELL. That is satisfactory. What between the duties expected of one during one's 

lifetime, and the duties exacted from one after one's death, land has ceased to be either a profit 
or a pleasure. It gives one position, and prevents one from keeping it up. That's all that can be 
said about land.

JACK. I have a country house with some land, of course, attached to it, about fifteen hundred 
acres, I believe; but I don't depend on that for my real income. In fact, as far as I can make out, 
the poachers are the only people who make anything out of it.

LADY BRACKNELL. A country house! How many bedrooms? Well, that point can be cleared up 
afterwards. You have a town house, I hope? A girl with a simple, unspoiled nature, like 
Gwendolen, could hardly be expected to reside in the country.



Act 2: 
ALGERNON. I hope, Cecily, I shall not offend you if I state quite frankly and openly that you seem 
to me to be in every way the visible personification of absolute perfection.
CECILY. I think your frankness does you great credit, Ernest. If you will allow me, I will copy your 

remarks into my diary. [Goes over to table and begins writing in diary.]
[...]
ALGERNON. Oh, I don't care about Jack. I don't care for anybody in the whole world but you. I 

love you, Cecily. You will marry me, won't you?
CECILY. You silly boy! Of course. Why, we have been engaged for the last three months.
ALGERNON. For the last three months?
CECILY. Yes, it will be exactly three months on Thursday.
ALGERNON. But how did we become engaged?
CECILY. Well, ever since dear Uncle Jack first confessed to us that he had a younger brother who 

was very wicked and bad, you of course have formed the chief topic of conversation between 
myself and Miss Prism. And of course a man who is much talked about is always very attractive. 
One feels there must be something in him, after all. I daresay it was foolish of me, but I fell in love
with you, Ernest.

ALGERNON. Darling! And when was the engagement actually settled?
CECILY. On the 14th of February last. Worn out by your entire ignorance of my existence, I 

determined to end the matter one way or the other, and after a long struggle with myself I 
accepted you under this dear old tree here. The next day I bought this little ring in your name, and
this is the little bangle with the true lover's knot I promised you always to wear.

ALGERNON. Did I give you this? It's very pretty, isn't it?
CECILY. Yes, you've wonderfully good taste, Ernest. It's the excuse I've always given for your 

leading such a bad life. And this is the box in which I keep all your dear letters. [Kneels at table, 
opens box, and produces letters tied up with blue ribbon.]

ALGERNON. My letters! But, my own sweet Cecily, I have never written you any letters.
CECILY. You need hardly remind me of that, Ernest. I remember only too well that I was forced to 

write your letters for you. I wrote always three times a week, and sometimes oftener.
ALGERNON. Oh, do let me read them, Cecily?
CECILY. Oh, I couldn't possibly. They would make you far too conceited. [Replaces box.] The three

you wrote me after I had broken of the engagement are so beautiful, and so badly spelled, that 
even now I can hardly read them without crying a little.

Extract 3: 

ALGERNON. I am engaged to be married to Cecily, Aunt Augusta.
LADY BRACKNELL. I beg your pardon?
[….]
JACK. [In a clear, cold voice.] Miss Cardew is the grand-daughter of the late Mr. Thomas Cardew 

of 149 Belgrave Square, S.W.; Gervase Park, Dorking, Surrey; and the Sporran, Fifeshire, N.B.
LADY BRACKNELL. That sounds not unsatisfactory. Three addresses always inspire confidence, 

even in tradesmen. 
[….]
[Rises, looks at her watch.] Gwendolen! the time approaches for our departure. We have not a 

moment to lose. As a matter of form, Mr. Worthing, I had better ask you if Miss Cardew has any 
little fortune?

JACK. Oh! about a hundred and thirty thousand pounds in the Funds. That is all. Goodbye, Lady 
Bracknell. So pleased to have seen you.

LADY BRACKNELL. [Sitting down again.] A moment, Mr. Worthing. A hundred and thirty thousand 
pounds! And in the Funds! Miss Cardew seems to me a most attractive young lady, now that I 
look at her. Few girls of the present day have any really solid qualities, any of the qualities that 
last, and improve with time. [...]

ALGERNON. Cecily is the sweetest, dearest, prettiest girl in the whole world. And I don't care 
twopence about social possibilities.

LADY BRACKNELL. Never speak disrespectfully of Society, Algernon. Only people who can't get 
into it do that.


