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The Importance of Being Earnest

Characters:

Jack Worthing

* protagonist

*leads double life 

* In love with Gwendolen Fairfax, Algernon's first cousin

* Abandoned as a child, finds out later in the play that he is Algernon's brother

Algernon Moncrieff

* Irresponsible bachelor 

* Invented a character called "Bunbury" in order to excuse himself from

unpleasant duties

* Jack's best friend

* Falls in love with Cecily Cardew, Jack's ward

Gwendolen Fairfax

* Lady Bracknell's daughter, Algernon's first cousin

* Falls in love with Jack because she thinks his name is Ernest, and she is fascinated with that name

* She is an aristocrat, pretentious, and conventionally sophisticated

Cecily Cardew

* Jack's ward

*Similarly obsessed with the name Ernest

*Falls in love with Algernon, believing that he is Ernest (Jack's made up brother)

Lady Bracknell

* Algernon's pompous Aunt

* Has a list of eligible young men for her daughter Gwendolen

* Disapproves of Jack's proposal to Gwendolen

Themes:

Marriage

* The selection for marriage was competitive

* Marriage represents the rules and rituals of Victorian society

* Duty was an important aspect of marriage, more so than love or attraction

Nature of Style

*In matters of grave importance, style, not sincerity is the vital thing.

* Wilde asserts the shallowness of this time period 

* Style in this play could be defined as the optimization of the way things seem

over the importance of the way they really are

Decline of Aristocracy

* The plot outlines how triviality in high class society permeated throughout the lives of the aristocrats

* Stresses the importance of upholding appearances in the lives of the rich

* Shows how far removed the aristocrats were from the rest of society

19th Century Morals

* The play represents the moral indifference of people in order to attain acceptance

* The number of lies in the play shows how people will go to any extent to get what they want

* The women in this play (Gwendolen and Cecily) represent the lack of stability in relationships

The Class System

* Gwendolen, being high class, represents the sophisticated yet shallow end of aristocracy

* Cecily though lower in the class system, is similar in personality to

Gwendolen

* Lady Bracknell looks down on Jack because of the lack of nobility of his birth

PLOT:

Algernon discovers that Jack is leading a double life 

· Gwendolen and Cecily discover that both Jack and Algernon have been lying to

them and that neither is really named Ernest.

* Jack finds out he is Algernon's brother

