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Page to Stage discussions are presented in partnership with the Portland Public Library. These 
discussions, led by Portland Stage artistic staff, actors, directors, and designers answer questions, 
share stories and explore the challenges of bringing a particular play to the stage. Page to Stage 
occurs at noon on the Tuesday two weeks before a show opens at the Portland Public Library’s 
Main Branch. 

The Artistic Perspective, hosted by Artistic Director Anita Stewart, is an opportunity for audience 
members to delve deeper into the themes of the show through conversation with special guests. 
A different scholar, visiting artist, playwright, or other expert will join the discussion each time. The 
Artistic Perspective discussions are held after the first Sunday matinee performance.

Curtain Call discussions offer a rare opportunity for audience members to talk about the production 
with the performers.  Through this forum, the audience and cast explore topics that range from 
the process of rehearsing and producing the text to character development to issues raised by the 
work Curtain Call discussions are held after the second Sunday matinee performance.

All discussions are free and open to the public.  Show attendance is not required.  
To subscribe to a discussion series performance, please call the Box Office at 
207.774.0465.



Portland Stage Company Educational Programs are generously supported through the annual 
donations of  hundreds of  individuals and businesses, as well as special funding from:

The Davis Family Foundation

The Onion Foundation

George & Cheryl Higgins

Our Education Media partner  is
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When I was born, my parents couldn’t agree on what to name me. My mother 
wanted to name me “Sol-Bee,” which means “rain in the pine trees” in Korean. 
My father wanted to name me “sun in the pine trees”—“Sol-Hae.” Because of 
this, I remained just “ah-ga,” or “baby,” for a whole month. While my parents 
were debating, my grandmother sought out a traditional name-giving expert. 
They calibrate the best name for you, given your astrological chart. The 
name-giver said that I had a lot of wood elements in my chart. (According to 
Korean astrology, there are five elements: earth, fire, water, wood, and metal.) 
Therefore, I needed a name with water elements in it to help the wood grow 
and flourish. They gave several options to my grandmother, who brought the 
list back. My parents could agree on the one name they both liked amongst 
those on the list, and so I was named “Jae-Yeon." The “Jae” is a part of 
a family legacy, while the “Yeon” stands for abundance, overflowing, and 
flooding (lots of water). 
- Jae-Yeon Yoo, Directing & Dramaturgy Intern

I have wondered a lot throughout my life about the prophetic nature of 
names—do we live up to our names, or do our names get chosen for us for 
a reason? Or are the names we have just a simple way of identifying who we 
are as individuals, as someone different from the people around us? I believe 
that your name does hold a certain power, and the name you choose to use 
makes a difference in how you exist in the world. I have always loved my 
name, Emily, which derives from the Latin word “Amelia,” which means “rival.” 
Other definitions of “Emily” are “striving” and “eager.” However, when I started 
college, I decided I wanted to go by my middle name—Grace—for the duration 
of my college years. I felt like starting a new school with a new name would 
help me become a new version of myself, someone ready to tackle the world. 
This plan failed very quickly, however, as I never remembered to introduce 
myself as Grace. I think a large part of that struggle was because I was used 
to calling myself Emily, but also because my very identity is so wrapped up 
in the name Emily that I didn’t even know who Grace would be. Your name is 
usually one of the first things people learn about you, and I think that is what 
makes your name such a powerful part of your identity. 
- Emily Lawrence, Education Intern

Thoughts from the Editors:
What's in a Name? 



ThoughTs from The ediTors

5playnoTes

Dylan is a Welsh name, meaning “son of the sea,” which seems rather 
fitting for a North Carolinian raised on the sunny shores of Emerald Isle, NC. 
However, I do not think that’s exactly what most people think about when they 
think of my first name, and I only found out when I was doing research on my 
favorite poet, Dylan Thomas. I find more identity and heritage in my last name. 
Gurrera represents that I, part of the third generation of Italian immigrants, am 
a part of something larger than just myself. It is a family promise for a better 
future for their children—far from the clutches of Mussolini, the nefarious 
dictator of Italy at the time of my family’s escape. 
- Dylan Gurrera, Directing & Dramaturgy Intern

It’s interesting how some names can be so simple but hold great importance 
for each person. When I was younger, I wanted to change my name. The 
name Paige seemed bland to me, and people would make jokes about my 
name. Like, “Oh, Paige? Like pages in a book?” I can’t tell you how many 
times I’ve heard that joke after introducing myself. As I’ve gotten older, I’ve 
learned to love my name and I can’t imagine myself being named anything 
else. I’ve only met about five other people in my life named Paige, which I 
think is very interesting. Honestly, the only reason my parents named me 
Paige was because that’s the only name they could agree on. The name 
Paige means “young servant,” which isn’t the most elegant meaning, but it 
describes the kind of person I am. I love to help people and be someone 
people can confide in. I believe if I had a different name I wouldn’t be who I 
am today. 
- Paige Farley, Education Intern

Rebecca means “to snare.” I learned this from a boy in my high school 
Latin class. The meaning of my name never held the same importance 
and significance that I attach to my nicknames. I’ve had a lot of different 
nicknames—Becca, Beck, Becks, Reb, to name a few. Every nickname is 
only used by a very specific group of friends or family, so much so that which 
nickname they use is as much of an identifier for them as it is for me. Each 
nickname signifies all sorts of aspects of our relationship, like when I met that 
person or what area of my life they’re from. When asked what name I prefer, I 
state, “I’ll respond to everything except Becky. I’m not a Becky”—a statement 
people usually vehemently agree with. I’ve never stopped to think how absurd 
that statement really is and why no one ever seems to question it. What does 
it even mean to “not be a Becky”? 
- Rebecca Rovezzi, Directing & Dramaturgy Intern
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Focus Questions

Pre-Show Activities

1. What power do names have? How can we find a sense of identity in our names? Have you or 
anyone you know ever been judged based on their name? 

2. What is a comedy of manners? In what ways is this play still relatable today, nearly 125 years after it 
was first performed?

3. The upper class characters in The Importance of Being Earnest exist under strict societal rules, 
including rules about what kinds of foods can be served when entertaining certain guests. What are 
some other rules that the upper class were expected to follow in Victorian England? What are some of 
the rules that our society enforces today? Is it ever acceptable to break these societal rules?

4. What was the function of marriage among the upper class in Victorian England? What were some 
determining factors that families considered before making marriage arrangements?

5. The Importance of Being Earnest makes fun of the personalities and idiosyncrasies of the Victorian 
London elite, and yet it was wildly popular in its time and is still popular today. Why was the humor of 
the play funny to the very audiences it was making fun of? 

1. In The Importance of Being Earnest, both Jack and Algernon create fake personas to help excuse 
their own actions either in the city or in the country. If you could pretend to be anyone in the world, 
without consequence, who would you choose to be? On a piece of paper, answer the following 
questions about your new persona: What’s their name? How do you know them? Are you related to 
them? What are some defining characteristics of this person? What does this person look like? Create 
your character and then share with the class!

2. What’s in a name? Research the meaning behind your name, and then create a physical 
representation of your name. This can be a drawing, painting, sculpture, or other creation. Think about 
your name beyond the restrictions of the word itself. What colors, shapes, and images do your name 
and its meaning provoke? How is this meaning personal to you as a human being?

3. “Code-switching” is a psychological term that means that people change how they speak depending 
on who they are with. For example, you would speak differently in front of your teacher than you would 
in front of your friends. In The Importance of Being Earnest, Jack and Algernon take this code-switching 
to a whole new level by actually creating different personas so they can live their lives differently in 
the country and city. Imagine you are trying to convince someone to let you go on a vacation. In pairs, 
practice presenting your argument to your guardian, your teacher, and your best friend. How does the 
language you use change depending on who you are talking to? 

4. In The Importance of Being Earnest, the characters have very specific notions about the country 
and the city, and those notions are different for each character. For example, Lady Bracknell says that 
Gwendolen is too pure to live in the country, insinuating that the country is a place for lesser women, 
whereas Jack escapes to the city to be promiscuous and to let loose. In groups, create tableaus that 
represent the country and the city in the late 1800s and the country and city today. What are some 
preconceived notions that the characters would have had about the country versus the city, and what 
are some of our preconceived notions today? What kind of lifestyle did people in the country in the 
1800s lead, versus people in the country today?  

by Paige Farley & emily lawrence

by Paige Farley & emily lawrence
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About the Play

The Importance of Being Earnest, A Trivial 
Comedy for Serious People, is the most 
enduringly popular of Oscar Wilde’s comedies. 
The story follows two bachelors entrenched 
in late Victorian era high society, John “Jack” 
Worthing and Algernon “Algy” Moncrieff, who 
use an alter ego, named Ernest, to escape 
their responsibilities. They attempt to win the 
hearts of two women, Gwendolen and Cecily, 
who, conveniently, both wish to marry a man 
named Ernest. Both Jack and Algy pair struggle 
to keep up with their own stories and become 
entangled in games of deception, disguise, 
miscommunication, and misadventure. 
Aligning with the more progressive views of 
the period, many of Wilde’s plays invariably 
center on women who are called upon to take 
control of the situation to rectify missteps 
made by the men. In The Importance of Being 
Earnest, Cecily, Gwendolen, and Lady Bracknell 
are unafraid to assert themselves and their 
desires, and miraculously their ambitions are 
fulfilled in the most surprising and entertaining 
way imaginable. Each character inhabits a 
conventional role, such as the young lovers 
or the strict governess, but at the same time 

subverts and then transforms it. The elaborate 
plot ridicules Victorian social norms and is filled 
with Wilde’s signature wit and wordplay, making 
The Importance of Being Earnest both of and 
ahead of its time. 

The Genesis of the Play
By 1894 Wilde was under intense pressure 
in his personal life. He was torn between the 
financial needs of his family and his vibrant 
social life. He had a wife and two young children 
to support, and was also giving financial help to 
his mother. As a result of these responsibilities 
and his habitual extravagance, he was extremely 
low in personal funds. With the success of his 
previous theatrical ventures, he saw the theater 
as a potential financial savior. Wilde approached 
George Alexander, the actor and manager 
who had produced his play Lady Windermere’s 
Fan, with an idea for a new play. Alexander 
expressed interest and ultimately contracted 
Wilde to write the play in July 1894. Wilde 
traveled to Worthing (a Seaside resort in Sussex 
and Jack’s namesake) and finished the first 
version of the play under the title Lady Lancing. 

by rebecca rovezzi

Jack & gwendolen in the 1895 Premiere.

inside Page from the 1895 Premiere's Program.
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Wilde spoke about the play in an interview 
with the James’s Gazette, calling it “exquisitely 
trivial, a delicate bubble of fancy and it has its 
philosophy. That we should treat all the trivial 
things of life very seriously, and all the serious 
things of life with sincere and studied triviality.”

The Original Production 
The Importance of Being Earnest opened on 
February 14th, 1895, at the St. James's Theatre 
in London, and it became Wilde’s fourth West 
End hit in only three years. According to Allan 

Aynesworth, the original Algernon, “In my 
fifty-three years of acting, I never remember 
a greater triumph than the first night of The 
Importance of Being Earnest.” In April 1895, 
however, the scandal of Wilde’s arrest for 
gross indecency caused Alexander to take 
The Importance of Being Earnest off the stage 
and remove Wilde’s name from the playbills. 
Despite this setback, Alexander secured the 
rights for The Importance of Being Earnest 
and Lady Windermere’s Fan when Wilde was 
subsequently declared bankrupt. Only in the 
1909 revival of the play did Alexander return 
Wilde’s name to the program. Nevertheless, 
Alexander made voluntary payments to Wilde 
later on, and eventually bequeathed the rights to 
Wilde’s sons.  

Earnest Lives On 
The Importance of Being Earnest has been 
revived many times since its premiere. It has 
been adapted for film on three occasions 
in 1952, 1992, and 2002. Other notable 
productions include: the 1939 production at the 
Globe Theater in London that John Gielgud 
directed and acted in alongside Dame Edith 
Evans; The National Theater in London’s 
production in 1982 directed by Peter Hall; 
The 1996 Irish Repertory production in New 
York City; and more recently, the Roundabout 
Theatre Company’s 2010 Broadway revival. 

illustration of the st. James's theatre (1836).

the 2010 Broadway revival (roundaBout theatre comPany).
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About the Playwright: Oscar Wilde
“To the world I seem, by intention on my part, 

a dilettante and dandy merely—it is not wise to 
show one’s heart to the world.” 

-Oscar Wilde 

Oscar Wilde was born to English parents in 
Ireland on October 16, 1854. His father, Sir 
William, was a remarkable Dublin doctor whose 
medical work on the 1851 and 1861 censuses 
earned him knighthood. Sir William also published 
important contributions to the study of Celtic 
antiquities and Irish folklore. Oscar's mother, 
Jane, was a prominent Irish Nationalist and poet 
who was nearly imprisoned for her inflammatory 
anti-English writing. 

Wilde settled in London in 1879 and quickly 
became known as an aesthete, a student of 
a branch of philosophy called aesthetics that 
explores the nature of art, beauty, and taste. In 
1881, he published his first collection of poetry. 
At the end of that year, Wilde embarked for 
New York to travel across the United States and 
Canada and deliver lectures on the aesthetic 
movement. During this trip, Wilde seemed to 
have a surge in his career. His lecture series was 
extended from four months to a year.  

On May 29, 1884, he married Constance Lloyd. 
Lloyd was the daughter of a successful barrister. 
It was a satisfactory match for Wilde, as it 
raised his status in society. After the birth of his 
sons, Vyvyan and Cyril, Wilde began to work at 
Woman’s World magazine and stayed there from 
1887 to 1889. Between 1888 and 1895, Wilde 
published poems, stories, essays, a novel, and 
plays. In 1890 his acclaimed short novel, The 
Picture of Dorian Gray, first appeared. His first 
dramatic success was Lady Windermere's Fan, 
which opened in London in 1892. 

By 1893, Wilde was a successful man: generous, 
fiscally irresponsible, and accustomed to an 
expensive lifestyle. He eventually completed A 
Woman of No Importance and An Ideal Husband, 
the latter finally reaching the stage in January of 
1895. A month later, The Importance of Being 
Earnest opened. 

In the summer of 1891, Wilde met Lord Alfred 
“Bosie” Douglas, the third son of the Marquess 
of Queensberry. Bosie was well acquainted 
with Wilde’s novel Dorian Gray and was an 
undergraduate at Oxford. They soon became 
romantically involved and were inseparable 

by rebecca rovezzi

a cartoon of wilde, "the modern messiah" 
By george keller (1882). 

oscar wilde. Photo: naPoleon sarony (1882).
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from that point on. Queensberry was infuriated 
by Wilde’s relationship with his son and Wilde's 
professional success was mirrored by an 
escalation in their feud. Queensberry left his 
calling card, with an inscription that Wilde had 
committed the then-crime of sodomy, at a club 
Wilde frequented. Wilde then initiated a private 
prosecution against Queensberry for libel (or 
defamation); Queensberry was arrested. 

Under the 1843 Libel Act, Queensberry could 
avoid conviction by demonstrating that his 
accusation was true, and furthermore that there 
was some "public benefit" to having made the 
accusation openly. Queensberry's lawyers hired 
private detectives to find evidence of Wilde's 
homosexuality. Wilde lost the trial and, as a result 
of the details revealed, was arrested, tried twice, 
and convicted of "gross indecency." He was 
sentenced to two years of hard labor. The trials 
were sensationalized by the press and the public. 

He was bankrupted and his house and goods, 
including his manuscripts, were sold; Constance 
divorced him, took their children to Switzerland, 
and reverted to an old family name. Wilde wrote 
his famous poem, The Ballad of Reading Gaol, 
while in prison, as well as his meditative letter to 
Bosie, De Profundis. Once released, he moved to 
Paris, where he died on November 30, 1900.

His personal struggles greatly influenced his 
work. As Wilde was being ostracized by the 
society he worked so tirelessly to be a part of, he 
made a commentary on it in his writing. Looking 
at his work though this lens challenges long-
established views of Oscar Wilde as just a dandy, 
revealing him a serious philosopher and social 
critic who used his plays to subvert the traditional 
values of the Victorian upper class.

wilde & lord alfred douglas (1893).

wilde's Prison cell in reading, england.
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Interview with the Director

Christopher Grabowski, director of The 
Importance of Being Earnest, has enjoyed 
a long relationship with Portland Stage as a 
director of nine productions since Anita Stewart 
became Artistic Director. He and Anita met as 
classmates at the Yale School of Drama and 
they collaborated on several summer projects 
and the Yale Cabaret. After graduating they 
collaborated again on several occasions in 
New York City. In Anita’s first season as Artistic 
Director she invited him to Portland Stage for 
the first time, as a director, to work on Ellen 
Mclaughlin’s Iphigenia and Other Daughters. 
Chris is currently a Professor of Drama and 
Director of the Experimental Theatre at Vassar. In 
a break from rehearsal Chris spoke to Assistant 
Director, Rebecca Rovezzi, about Portland Stage, 
directing, and his views on Earnest. 

Rebecca Rovezzi (RR): You’ve had a very 
long artistic relationship with Anita Stuart 
and Portland Stage. What has been your 
favorite part of working at Portland Stage and 
what keeps you coming back? 
Christopher Grabowski (CG): I was working 
on my bio today and I was emphasizing what 
I’d done here over the years and what I found 
myself doing was not only listing the plays but 
also listing the people I’ve worked with over 
the years, and that’s the thing I like the most. 
The continuing relationships. Anita and I have 
known each other [since graduate school] and 

it's a deep collaboration. Also, the place itself, 
and the audience. This cast is a really good 
representatation of the kind of casting I like to 
do. I’ve worked with all the designers before 
and a good number of the actors in different 
circumstances. I’m also particularly pleased to 
have hired some local actors, both experienced 
and newly minted. My recent grad [from Vassar] 
is playing Cecily. That’s exactly how I like to work. 
It is a little like juggling in terms of how you talk 
to people you’ve known longer and people you 
haven't, as well as people who were students 
who are now professional colleagues. But if I had 
to put my finger on it that’s what it would be. 
 
RR: What are the qualities one should 
possess to be a good collaborator?  In other 
words, what are qualities that make you 
excited to work with someone? 
CG: So, as you know, I teach all of this for a 
living. Our primary course at Vassar is about 
reinforcing that the collaborative act is the primary 
medium for theater makers. So, I’m looking for 
people who want to engage in something that is 
more than just their part of the project and are 
interested in the whole. I always say this at the 
table the first day [of rehearsal] - I want ideas 
to come from everywhere and not just from me. 
It's not just about what I want, it's about what we 
want. In the context of this play, the longer that 
we can live in discovery the better. You have to 
be practical at a certain point and you have to 
say ok enough with the discovery we have to let 
it gel and settle, but the longer you can remain 
in discovery I think the more gratifying it is for 
everybody. I love when an actor or designer or 
whoever comes up with some great vivid idea 
that makes us all laugh or gasp and then is willing 
to put it aside. Sometimes you have to set aside 
something that was really (in this case) funny 
because it doesn’t fit the whole. Comparing the 
company to an orchestra is a really good way of 
thinking of it. 

RR: What have some of the unique joys and 
challenges you’ve encountered so far while 
working on Earnest? 
CG: I think the really interesting thing that has 
emerged for me is the two plays that are existing 
simultaneously. The play that we all know and 

christoPher graBowski.

by rebecca rovezzi
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the play that was being pitched [by Wilde] to an 
underground London queer community. We are 
trying to find ways to allow our audience, that’s 
now much more accepting, to peek at that and 
understand what that mechanism was without 
bludgeoning them that this is an important queer 
play. What’s the subtitle of the play? 

RR: A trivial comedy for serious people. 
CG: What a great thought that is. So, on the 
surface in some ways it's about very little, and 
it's also about an idea we all recognize which is 
what we’ll do to be with the one who has stolen 
our heart. Then the fun and challenge of that 
in this production, is putting in all of constructs 
of behaviors, social expectations, rules, and 
conventions [of the Victorian era] without it getting 
kind of stodgy. Sometimes when working in 
America with British accents it creates distance, 
but these characters are actually kind of wearing 
their hearts on their sleeves. Juggling all that is 
what's exciting about Earnest, I think. 

RR: I’d never even realized reading the play 
how often the characters directly address the 
audience and draw them into the world, so 
that’s been an exciting discovery for me. 
CG: Yeah, and you know that’s a discovery for 
me too. Those three or four moments that it 
happens in the play troubled me before I got into 
the rehearsal room. Then you see with what ease 
the play interacts with its audience and asks them 
to be in the room. You’re not sitting in the dark not 
participating [as an audience member], they [the 
characters] are vying for you as much as each 
other. That’s the delight of being in the room. 

RR: In your opinion, why do you think this 
play has endured as long as it has and as 
a result had such a lasting impact on the 
theater world? 
CG: It’s a really good question. I’m not a historian 
but I do think the circumstance of Wilde’s life 
around it positioned the play to be remembered. 
It was a successful play in its moment. It was at 
the height of his career he was a young man and 
then everything that happened, happened. I really 
do think that’s a big part of it. It was, in retrospect, 
so reckless, so frank. One of the themes of the 
play is about living a double life. Lots of it was just 
hiding in plain sight [in the play] and all people 
had to do was know that he was being charged 
with gross indecency, which was a big deal at 

the turn of the century, to see it. I also think its 
a comedy and its relatively brief with a compact 
cast. This is a play that has been both fortunately 
and unfortunately done again and again and 
again. I compare it to what happened with Our 
Town. People think of the play being easy or light 
because its done so much and by young groups 
of people, and many productions deny certain 
aspects of the playwright’s intentions. So, finding 
the seriousness in it is important to me without 
crushing the delicateness of it. 

RR: You’ve already spoken to this a little, 
but is there anything you’d like to add to why 
this play is still relevant to a modern-day 
audience? 
CG: Apart from the stuff I’ve already spoken to, 
part of what theater can do for us is let us escape. 
It can help us engage in the world and allow us 
a moment together to laugh, to enjoy, and that 
shouldn’t be underrated. People think comedies 
aren’t important, but they are. There’s nothing like 
being in a comedy when the audience is reacting 
as one with the actors onstage and you can hear 
it. It's so different from the last play I did here, 
Disgraced, where there were a few moments 
where the audience vocalizes together, usually 
in horror or shock, and that’s its own gratification 
and a therapeutic experience for an audience. 
But this [Earnest] allows us to laugh at our foibles 
and sometimes it's downright silly. It also does 
ask you to listen really closely because it's full of 
linguistic surprise and surprise logic and if you 
aren’t really there with them you miss the literary 
level of it which is so sharp. 

in rehearsal for Portland stage's DisgraceD.
Photo: aaron flacke.
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Features on Production:
Interview with the Electrics Team, 
Daniel Brodhead & Vianey Salazar

Jae-Yeon Yoo (JY): What do you do at 
Portland Stage (PS)? 
Daniel Brodhead (DB): I am the Lighting and 
Sound Supervisor, which means that I set up and 
troubleshoot—or fix problems for—lighting and 
sound in all of our seven productions. I’m also the 
Assistant Production Manager; I help the guest 
directors and designers to communicate with 
PS’s production team. 
Vianey Salazar (VS): I am the Electrics and 
Sound Intern, so I help Daniel set up and take 
down all of the lights, and I’m usually the light 
board operator for shows.  

JY: What responsibilities are involved when 
you work with lighting designers?
DB: The biggest responsibility is to try and 
actualize whatever their artistic vision is. 
Whatever their design concept is, to create that 
as close to what they see on our stage. We’re 
limited by the resources we have, so there’s a lot 
of work that happens before we get into the actual 
production. It involves a lot of communication 
because we can’t make their design happen if 
we don’t understand fully what the design is. 
There’s a lot of us looking at the lighting plots and 
spreadsheets to make sure we know exactly what 
they see in their minds, so we can actualize it on 
stage. Then, communicating with them to let them 
know what is and isn’t possible—but also trying 
not to deny them their ideas and always say “No.”
VS: We see different sides of it. Daniel sees 
the process from the concept to the production, 
where I’m seeing it from the production through to 
the final product. 
DB: Yeah, you’re in the room. I’m rarely in the 
room for those technical rehearsals and the 
production. Our jobs are split in that way. 

JY: You mentioned the difficulty of limited 
resources. I know PS recently acquired a 
bunch of new LED lights. What makes these 
LEDs different from the other ones?
VS: They are awesome! Usually, designers love 
using our Par64 lights, or “par cans.” They’re 

called par cans because they were literally a light 
in a can in the olden days—it’s more refined now, 
but they’re still basically a light in a can; you can 
put colored gels over them. Designers will set up 
several systems of lights, so they can change 
colors throughout a show. So they’ll set up, say, 
separate systems of blue, red, and amber par 
cans. But now with LEDs, we don’t have to set up 
all these systems. We can set up a single system 
that can change colors at will. 
DB: There are thousands of colors that these 
LEDs have been programmed to do. A designer 
can use these pre-established gel colors; the 
typical gel colors are already all there in an LED 
light, so they can just pick and choose from 
the swatch of colors they already know from 
working with other conventional lights. And we 
can additionally create thousands of other colors 
we usually wouldn’t have available by mixing the 
colors the LEDs already have. It’s like painting 
with a whole palette. 

edited For length and clarity by Jae-yeon yoo

daniel Brodhead. Photo: todd Brian Backus.
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 JY: Where did the funding for these new 
LEDs come from?
DB: Efficiency Maine and The Davis Family 
Foundation gave us the funding for the lights. 

JY: What are other advantages of LEDs?
DB: There’s two specific things about what’s 
great. There’s the variable functionality of them, 
which allow us to do so many more things; then 
there’s the actual energy efficiency. Both are 
great for making our system more efficient, in 
terms of labor and power, and that helps make 
our shows better. As for the functionality aspect, 
the colors—like we mentioned before—are great. 
There is a lower amount of lights up in the air, 
which means it’s less likely to fall, less to rig, less 
to take down, less work for the interns that hang 
and focus the lights. 

VS: They’re also physically smaller and take up 
less space. 
DB: Yeah, the average theatergoer doesn’t know 
that literally every square foot of space over 
the heads of the performers is taken by lights 
or scenery. That’s valuable real estate. Having 
something smaller makes a big difference. From 
the power side, LEDs use much less power. 
Not only are there fewer light fixtures needed, 
each individual light is a fraction of the amount 
of power required of the lights they’re directly 
replacing. It’s about 10 to 1; 10 LEDs use about 
the same amount of power as one of the pars. 
Additionally, Par64s create a lot of heat when 
they’re on. We’re always trying to make the 
theater less hot, and it takes power to run the AC 
and compensate for the heat generated on stage 
by the pars. 
VS: Also, there’s less of a safety concern. The 
wiring for LEDs is considerably superior and less 
likely to fry, as compared to Par64s. 
DB: We always take precautions, of course, 
but this also reduces the likelihood of fire in our 
theater. The LEDs are inherently safer to use. 

JY: Are there any concerns about LED (vs. 
Par64) lights that you or other designers have 
had?
DB: Well, the LED technology is always getting 
better. Five years ago, a lot of people said 
that LED lights don’t dim in the same way as 
conventional lights do, nor do they give out the 
full color spectrum. So for that reason, a lot of 
designers thought they were sub-par. No puns 
intended! (Because they’re less than a Par64, 
sub-par?) But technology has developed a lot; 
we’ll see how we like these new LED lights, but 
everything we’ve heard is that they’re just as 
good as conventional light fixtures. 

vianey salazar. Photo: lauren kennedy.

led lights.
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Meet the Cast

Name: Ross Cowan
Character: Algernon “Algy” Moncrieff

Jack’s best friend, Gwendolen’s cousin, and Lady 
Bracknell’s nephew. He masquerades as Jack’s 
brother “Ernest” in order to meet Cecily Cardew. 

Name: Elizabeth West
Character: Lady Augusta Bracknell

Gwendolen’s mother and Algernon’s aunt, who 
values social status above everything else.

by rebecca rovezzi

Name: Max Samuels 
Character: John "Jack" Worthing

A seemingly respectable gentleman who lives 
a double life. He goes by “Ernest” in town and 
“Jack” in the country. He is the adopted son of 
Mr. Thomas Cardew, and guardian to Cardew’s 
granddaughter, Cecily.
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Name: Allie Freed
Character: Gwendolen Fairfax

The object of Jack’s affections, Algernon’s cousin, 
and Lady Bracknell’s daughter. Raised in the city.

Name: Tonya Ingerson
Character: Cecily Cardew

Jack’s ward and granddaughter of Thomas 
Cardew. Raised in the country. 

Name: Susan Knight
Character: Miss Prism

Cecily’s strict governess (something like a tutor). 
Close friends with Dr.Chausuble. 

Name: Christopher Holt
Character: Dr. Chausable

The rector (a member of the clergy in charge of 
a parish) at Jack’s country estate. Close friends 
with Miss Prism. 
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Name: Al D’Andrea 
Character: Lane

The butler at Algernon’s London townhouse. 

Name: Grace Bauer
Character: Merriman

The housekeeper at Jack’s country manor. 

Photo credit: ross cowan*, allie freed, tonya ingerson* and max samuels*. 
Photo By: aaron flacke. *actors aPPearing courtesy of actor's equity.
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Wilde’s ingenious critique of Victorian society 
in The Importance of Being Earnest is created 
by a careful imitation and, at times, mockery of 
social customs within the late Victorian class 
system. The women and servants of the world of 
the play are quick to contend with the schemes 
and shenanigans of the upper-class men, subtly 
challenging the power usually given to aristocratic 
gentlemen in Victorian social structure. To fully 
understand the role class and privilege play 
in Earnest, one must take a closer look at the 
historical context.

Upper Class 
The Victorian upper class consisted of the 
aristocrats, the nobility, and other wealthy families. 
For centuries, aristocratic families gathered 
enough money from their land to guarantee that 
each generation to come would be able to live a 
luxurious life, which meant that most aristocrats 
during the Victorian era did not work. However, 
there were also a number of aristocrats who 
managed large industries like mining or shipping. 

Toward the second half of the Victorian era, the 
Industrial Revolution broke down the aristocracy’s 
previously rigid stability. The balance of power 
shifted from the aristocracy, whose position and 
wealth were based mostly off of their land, to 
the newly rich business leaders rising up from 
the middle class. The “new aristocracy” became 
one of wealth, not land, although titles remained 
socially and politically important. The only way to 
gain a title was to marry into an aristocratic family. 

Middle Class
The Industrial Revolution brought about drastic 
changes to the middle class’s standard of living. It 
opened the doors for more job opportunities and 
created the ability earn a decent living. This, in 
turn, also had a positive impact on many areas of 
middle-class life, such as education. The British 
government took a stronger hand in education, 
using such provisions as the Education Act of 
1870 to make education mandatory for all and 
provide schooling to middle-class children who 
had previously been unable to afford it. The 
wealthy had no interest in government-regulated 
education, as they had the money to send 
their sons to private schools and prestigious 
universities, and enjoyed the freedom to educate 
their daughters strictly from the home. Perhaps 
there was also some concern that further 
knowledge and awareness among the lower 
classes would bring about new opinions and 
questions directed toward the injustices in the 
social system. The Industrial Revolution also 
gave more women an opportunity to work and 
earn money, thus changing old beliefs about 
what employment opportunities were suitable 
for women. In years prior, middle-class women 
who wanted to find employment were limited to 
becoming governesses or schoolmistresses. 

The Life of a Governess   
Governesses were typically women from middle-
class homes who had to find work in order to 
support their families. The position of a governess 
in a Victorian household was difficult to place in 
the hierarchy of the household staff. She was 
not exactly looked upon as a servant of the 
house. Neither was she regarded as a family 
member. Getting married was one way that a 
governess might be able to leave her job if she 
found a suitor with a decent income or title, 
but it would be difficult for her to meet suitable 
men. Female employers often worried that the 
governess might try to marry one of the young 
gentlemen of the house. For that reason, advice 
books aimed toward women running a household 
recommended employing a “plain governess.” 
There were many similar books aimed at the 
governess, too, telling her what to teach and how 
to manage her relationship with her employers. 

Class & Privilege
by rebecca rovezzi
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Most governesses lived with their employers 
and were paid a very small salary on top of their 
board and lodging. 

Parents of upper-class women much preferred 
to educate them at home with grammar, 
reading, writing, and music lessons imparted 
by governesses. Young boys were also under 
the care of governesses along with their sisters, 
but once the boys grew older, they moved on 
to a tutor or private school. The governess was 
expected to look after her pupils’ moral education 
in addition to their instruction on manners and 
etiquette. As well as reading the Bible and 
saying prayers with them, she was to set a good 
example of modest, moral behavior. For that 
reason, employers put great emphasis on hiring a 
governess who shared their religious affiliation.

A governess never had a steady job because 
her services were not needed after her students 
came of age. Once the girls grew up, she had 
to seek another place of employment. Her 
wages were also extremely low. Due to this, 
most governesses became very poor before 
reaching their 40s. As a way to rectify this, the 
Governesses’ Benevolent Institution was set up 
in 1841 to help them with pensions. In rare cases, 
some families retained the governess to be a paid 
companion of the girls until they were married.

The Clergy
In the upper class, the family title and land 
usually went to the oldest son. The younger 
sons might have inherited some of the estate, 
or have another relative with the ability to 
provide them with an inheritance, but most 
were prepared to enter a profession. Traditional 
“learned” professions were the church, law, and 
medicine. The upper class believed these were 
respectable professions befitting a gentleman. 
These, together with the armed forces, formed 
the primary options for a gentleman’s younger 
sons. The church was a particularly attractive 
option if a family, such as Cecily’s, had a rectory 
located on their land, which meant they could 
bestow the position of rector as they chose. A 
position appointed by an aristocratic family meant 
a guaranteed income and home for the lifetime of 
the clergyman lucky enough to receive it. 

A man’s status during the Victorian era depended 
mostly on his occupation and the family he 
was born into and, as a result, the clergy were 
amongst those with the highest social standing 
within the middle class. The clergymen of the 
Church of England in minor parishes might 
have had very small incomes, but they were 
still considered gentlemen because of their 
education, values, and community position. A 
rector lived off of tithes (a tax for the support of 
the church and clergy), and their duties in the 
church included holding service on Sundays as 
well as holding Holy Communion at least three 
times a year. Midweek duties included baptisms, 
marriages, funerals, and visits to the sick. Outside 
of the church, the rector played a major role in the 
life of his parish community. governess.

clergyman from the church of england.
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Working Class
There was a very large gap in wealth and status 
between the middle and working classes. The 
working class included predominately laborers 
and the poor who did not work (or did not work 
regularly) and, as a result, received public 
charity. The majority of the working class were 
agricultural laborers, domestic servants, and 
factory hands. The remaining percentage had 
both unskilled and skilled jobs in mining, fishing, 
transportation, building, the garment industry, and 
other manual trades.  

Household Staff  
The British census of 1891 found that 1.3 million 
women worked as domestic servants in Victorian 
England. They were usually recruited between 
the ages of 10 and 13, after they had been 
through some sort of elementary schooling. Many 
employers hoped that the servants they hired had 
at least some elementary literacy and numeracy. 
Advertisements for servants would specify that 
they must be a member of the Church of England 
or Presbyterian. Servants were often told to 
make themselves as silent and invisible as they 
possibly could. It was common for girls to work in 
their teens and early twenties, then leave when 
they were married, usually to someone in their 
own social class. It was relatively less common 
for women to spend their whole working lives in 
household service, but of course many did. 

There was a hierarchy among the servants 
based on their jobs. The housekeeper was the 
highest-ranking female servant, responsible 

for maintaining the house and in charge of all 
other female staff. As a sign of her status, the 
housekeeper had the title of “Mrs.” even if she 
was unmarried. It was essential that she had 
knowledge of accounting, as she dealt with all 
the expenses incurred while maintaining the 
house. She was also responsible for maintaining 
accurate and detailed notes of all of the house’s 
expenses in an accounts book.

The butler ranked the highest among male 
servants. He was also typically the highest 
paid servant overall. He was always dressed 
in a formal black suit and was expected to 
look neat and immaculately groomed at all 
times. The fancier the uniform of the butler, the 
higher the status of the family. The butler was 
responsible primarily for the wine cellar, dining 
room, and pantry. He would have needed an 
extensive knowledge of most aspects of dining 
and entertainment, but especially alcoholic 
beverages as “the charge of Wine and Liquors.” 
It was his responsibility to keep the cellars in 
good condition, clean, well arranged, and the 
proper temperature; he also would know the 
vintage, age in wood, and date in bottle of all the 
wines in the cellar. Other duties could include 
greeting and announcing the arrival of guests, 
helping his employers into their coats, waiting 
on the table at mealtimes, looking after the silver 
in the household, locking up the house at night, 
cleaning the shoes, looking after his employer’s 
clothes, taking letters to and from his employers, 
and winding the clocks. In smaller households, 
the butler occasionally served as a chauffeur.

staff PhotograPh at quex house (1887).
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Victorian England:

• 1854: Britain and France declare war on Russia and the 
Crimean War begins.
• 1855: The Christmas issue of the Illustrated London News 
includes chromolithographs (multi-color prints), introducing 
the era of color journalism.
• 1858: The India Act places India under the direct control 
of the British government, ending the rule of the East India 
Company. The Act was only repealled in the UK in 1998.
• 1859: Charles Darwin's On the Origin of Species, a work of 
groundbreaking scientific literature, is published.
• 1861: Offences Against The Person Act of 1861 replaces 
the death penalty for gay intercourse with a prison sentence 
of ten years to life in prison.
• 1864: The First International is established in London, with 
Karl Marx soon emerging as the association's leader.
• 1865: A committee to campaign for women's suffrage is 
formed in Manchester, the first of many in Britain.
• 1866: A pressure group for penal reform in Britain is 
named after the great prison reformer John Howard.
• 1868: William Gladstone, who implemented liberal reform 
through 1874, becomes prime minister for the first time.
• 1870: Women obtain limited rights to retain their property 
after marriage.
• 1872: The Ballot Act adds to the British electoral system 
the essential element of secrecy in voting.
• 1874: Conservative leader Benjamin Disraeli, at the age of 
70, begins a six-year term as Britain's prime minister.
• 1878: Three British armies invade Afghanistan, beginning 
the second Anglo-Afghan War.
• 1880: Education becomes compulsory for children under 
ten. Public literacy rates continue to rise.
• 1885: With an increased awareness of gay culture, Henry 
Labouchere's gross indecency amendment is passed 
in Parliament, which becomes the law criminalizing all 
homosexual activities—not just intercourse.
• 1892: Bernard Shaw's first play, Widowers' Houses, deals 
with the serious social problem of slum landlords
• 1895: H.G. Wells publishes The Time Machine, a story 
about a Time Traveller whose first stop on his journey is the 
year 802,701. 

by dylan gurrera

The Victorian Era 
Was a Wild(e) Time

victorian london.

queen victoria (1892).

george Bernard shaw (1914).
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Oscar Wilde:

• 1854: Oscar Wilde is born in Dublin on October 16 to 
Dr. (later Sir) William Wilde, noted oculist, aural surgeon, 
and author of medical texts, travel books, and antiquarian 
studies of Irish folklore and customs, and Jane Francesca 
Elgee Wilde, fervent Irish nationalist who publishes under 
the pen name Speranza.
• 1864-1871: Oscar Wilde attends the Portora Royal School 
at Enniskillen. 
• 1871-1874: Wilde receives a scholarship to Trinity College, 
Dublin, where he wins the Berkeley Gold Medal for Greek.
• 1874-1878: After winning a scholarship, Wilde enters 
Magdalen College, Oxford, in October 1874. He studies 
with Walter Pater, the chief proponent of Aestheticism. After 
completing his degree, he moves to London.
• 1880: Wilde privately publishes his first play, Vera.
• 1881: After privately publishing his first volume of verse, 
Poems, Wilde becomes the subject of a series of satirical 
cartoons in Punch that criticized Aestheticism.
• 1884: On May 29, Wilde marries Constance Lloyd, a 
woman with financial resources.
• 1885: Wilde’s son, Cyril is born on June 5.
• 1886: Wilde’s son Vyvyan is born November 3. 
• 1890: The Picture of Dorian Gray first appears in novella 
form in the July issue of Lippincott’s Monthly Magazine and 
elicits a storm controversy in the English press.
• 1891: Wilde publishes “The Soul of Man under Socialism,” 
a collection of essays that offer insights into Wilde’s 
aesthetic philosophy. Wilde also begins his private romantic 
relationship with Lord Alfred Douglas, nicknamed “Bosie.”
• 1894: Wilde writes The Importance of Being Earnest.
• 1895: The Importance of Being Earnest opens on 
February 14th at the St. James’s Theatre. Wilde’s 
increasingly flamboyant behavior draws public criticism 
from the Marquess of Queensberry, Lord Douglas’s father. 
Wilde sues for libel but loses the case. Evidence from 
this trial leads to Wilde’s arrest for homosexual offenses; 
homosexuality was outlawed in England at the time. After a 
hung jury on his first trial, Wilde is found guilty in the second. 
On May 25, he is sentenced to two years of hard labor. 
During his time in jail, he suffers an ear injury that would 
eventually lead to his death.
• 1898: Wilde anonymously publishes his best-known 
poem, The Ballad of Reading Gaol; De Profundis (which he 
wrote in prison); and two letters on prison reform. His wife, 
Constance, dies in Genoa on April 7.
• 1900: Wilde dies of cerebral meningitis at the Hotel 
d’Alsace, Paris.

trinity college, duBlin.

oscar & constance wilde, with their 
son cyril (1892).

marquess of queensBerry (1896).
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We do not just see the complexities of the 
city and country life in the setting of The 
Importance of Being Earnest; we also see it 
within the characters themselves. In Cecily and 
Gwendolen’s relationship, we find an interesting 
picture of hostility between country and city 
living, yet we also find friendship. In Jack and 
Algernon’s relationship, we see how both men 
find a familiar society life in a certain setting, yet 
seek escape in the other. In these characters, 
we see a shared sense of hostility toward, 
yet a yearning for, both lifestyles. Inside The 
Importance of Being Earnest, Wilde exposes how 
our identities and perceptions can be shaped by 
the places we call home.

In the busy city of London, business leaders 
and their families enjoyed accessible urban 
entertainment without the discomfort of crowded 
urbanization. Even though the packed town of 
London housed over five million people in 1891, 
housing for the elite and middle classes were 
situated in districts on the outskirts of the city—
away from the rotting decay of the urban slums 
and poorhouses reserved for laborers and the 
unemployed. The luxurious privilege of space 
not only allowed the wealthy to enjoy spacious 
townhomes, but it also allowed them to live in 
relative cleanliness—a clear difference from the 
raw sewage that ran on the inner-city streets. In 
their spare time, the upper classes could enjoy 
one of the 30 recognized theaters in London’s 
West End, choose a restaurant from Pall Mall 
Gazette’s restaurant reviews for a London that 
had “a formidably long list of places” to eat, or 

shop at the booming department stores like 
Harrods and Whiteleys.

For those fortunate enough, the countryside 
was an escape from the brutal competition 
of urban industry and dirtiness of the cities. 
Wealthy families owned a townhouse in the 
city and retreated to a country house to live the 
picturesque Victorian lifestyle. Raymond Williams 
describes the country as “an Eden-esque escape” 
from the harsher realities of the city, and “green 
countryside represents a purer, more refined way 
to live out the ideal English Life.” At this time, 
the term “nature” had come to represent all that 
was morally good to a Victorian England: “Men 
close to Nature,” Williams explains, “were seen 
as repositories of moral virtue and a valuable 
culture,” while it was believed that “the sense 
of social responsibility found in the country was 
absent in the metropolis.”

These contrasting lifestyles, though, were 
reserved for two different groups who were 
sometimes at odds with each other. The 
wealthy districts of London were populated 
by “new money” (those business leaders who 
made their own riches), while the vast country 
estates were owned by “old money” (those who 

Town & Country
by dylan gurrera
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had inherited their money and land from their 
aristocratic ancestors). Martin Weiner argues 
that the industrialists disliked their aristocratic 
counterparts because they believed the slow, 
country lifestyle would make them lose their 
entrepreneurial vigor—the very characteristic that 
had made them wealthy. Yet, as the aristocracy 
became more vulnerable in an increasingly 
industrial country, “old money” became 
increasingly caste-like, distancing themselves 
from the “new money” who found it nearly 
impossible to gain acceptance into the land-
owning high society.

However, things were not as different as they 
may seem. Both groups shared one commonality 
that separated themselves from the lower 
classes of English society. The core of the 
matter lies in the land-purchasing proclivities 
of the new wealthy. As pointed out in Weiner’s 
research into the 19th century’s new elite, the 
tendency for a new wealthy class to emulate 
the cultural values of the established wealth 
has been an historical tradition since the 16th 
century. From his study of the ownership of 
large country houses, William Thompson cites 
Lawrence Stones findings that show show ten 

percent of all landowners between 1820-79 were 
newcomers with business origins—a five percent 
increase from the previous fifty years. Stones 
concludes that this suggests a definite growth in 
the penetration by the bourgeois (another term 
for wealthy businessmen) of the upper landed 
society. While it was difficult and time-consuming 
to purchase enough land, people of Algernon’s 
position worked to find their own country escape. 
Because of this, the cultural distinctions between 
new money and old money began to decrease. 

Still, while the new elite wanted to be accepted 
by the established elite, the established elite 
were not so willing to allow their acceptance. Just 
as Lady Bracknell outlandishly questions Jack 
on such things as the importance of smoking, 
knowledge, and parentage, acceptance into the 
aristocracy’s inner circle lay in the subscription 
to subjective social values. Of course, the 
situation becomes a bit ambiguous when we 
add the attitudes discussed earlier, such as 
the contrast between slow country lifestyle and 
entrepreneurial urban vigor. The relationship is 
complex—not simple, in the least—and Oscar 
Wilde seeks to satirize these dynamics in The 
Importance of Being Earnest.

a victorian country mansion in lincolnshire, england.
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Love, lust, and intentional tea-serving—as we 
see from the first scene, courtship and the rules 
of etiquette take center stage in The Importance 
of Being Earnest. To better understand these 
social codes that Earnest is both replicating and 
mocking, we need to contextualize them within 
the world of Oscar Wilde: Victorian England. 

Despite appearing trivial, etiquette was key 
to upward mobility, higher-class status, and, 
therefore, a better life. As Henry Hitchings 
writes in Sorry! The English and their Manners 
about the Victorian era, “For those intent on 
upward mobility, the refinement of their manners 
appeared a pivotal concern” (243). The Industrial 
Revolution helped to develop cheaper printing 
methods; this, combined with the obsession for 
social climbing and a higher literacy rate, helped 
etiquette books to skyrocket in popularity and 
become distributed to the masses. Although they 
were “presented as highly exclusive, books on 
conduct catered for a mass audience” (Hitchings 
243). These books allowed the Victorian code 
of conduct to become widely spread and firmly 
established it as the social norm. This obsession 
on etiquette and appropriate behavior is parodied 
by Wilde in Earnest. 

Within this established system, detachment 
started being seen as attractive and polite; the 
revolutionary idea of “tact” was introduced. 
According to Hitchings, “in the Renaissance, 
detachment was discussed in mainly negative 
terms; by the Victorian period, it was advocated." 
The usage of language took center stage, as it 
became a key marker of class and character. 
Some traits that marked the Victorian era of high 
society speech were discreetness—or talking 
around a subject—and a fear of redundancy 
when talking. As the maxim, “silence is golden,” 
goes, Victorians came to greatly value tactful, 
subtle speech. Accordingly, Hitchings concludes 
that “the Victorian aversion to wasted words was 
part of a new science of conversation." There was 
a great deal of value placed on how one spoke. 
Victorian etiquette believed that someone's moral 
character could be expressed through one’s 
speech and looked down on ungrammatical 
speech or coarse expressions. 

In Earnest, Wilde imitates and exaggerates 
these circular, indirect speech patterns. We 
see these linguistic codes followed to a degree 
of ridiculousness—such as when depicting 
extreme passive-aggressive civility, idle chatter 
about anything but the subject, and over-the-top 
manners (even at the cost of logic). 

In addition to how one should speak, Victorian 
courtship also followed strict social norms about 
how to behave. Women were expected to make 
matches to increase (or maintain) their social 
status. Therefore, it was a matter that the whole 
family was invested in—not purely a “personal” 
or “romantic” matter. Women were strictly 
chaperoned and had many rules to follow, in 
order to maintain their desirability on the marriage 
market. They could not allow themselves to be 
left alone with a suitor, for example, or engage in 
physical touch. Because direct physical contact 
was so restricted, props, such as fans, became 
an essential way to show interest. The same 
rules applied to men, as described in Victorian 
Era: “a man could offer the girl his hand if the 
road was uneven. That was the only touch, which 
was accepted between a man and a woman, who 
was not engaged to him."

Dating & Courtship: Then & Now

a victorian etiquette Book cover.

by Jae-yeon yoo
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These social restrictions are clearly outlined in 
Act I, Scene 1 of Earnest, when Lady Bracknell 
launches on a tirade about how Gwendolen 
cannot be engaged without her parents: 

“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.”

It feels easy to distance ourselves from the 
Victorian era and the world of Earnest, but—if 
we stop to examine our own daily rituals, habits, 
and mindsets—aren’t we also living in a world 
with unspoken dating norms? As online dating 
apps continue to soar in popularity and texting 
becomes the key method of communication, 
the rules of dating are changing constantly; yet, 
young people are expected to somehow navigate 
this world to find a successful “match.”

A modern reincarnation of Victorian “tact” may 
be interpreted as the desire to “play it cool.” 
Similarly, we follow an equally complex linguistic 
code, one that has morphed into the language 
of texting. When we think about it, don’t we all 
think about how we choose to text with or without 
various abbreviations, use emojis, punctuation 
(or lack thereof), and purposefully taking more 
time to respond? And although we may think of 
“catfishing,” the act of tricking a romantic interest 
into believing in a fictional online persona, as an 
extremely modern-day development, Jack and 
Algernon in Earnest are explicit catfishers. Both 
assume false identities of “Ernest” to successfully 
win over Gwendolen and Cecily. 

So—whether in Victorian England or 
contemporary America, it is a truth commonly 
acknowledged that the road to a successful 
relationship is influenced greatly by societal 
norms of the day. Whether we like it or not, dating 
will remain a territory governed by etiquette, 
whatever that may mean in that era of history! 

an artistic interPretation of modern dating.

two victorian ladies & one manservant.
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1. What defines a comedy of manners? (For help, see “What's in a Genre?” pg 34.) Imagine that you 
are going to write your own modern-day comedy of manners. Who are the characters? What are their 
defining characteristics? What about these characters would you exaggerate to make a commentary on 
the people they are based on? Divide a piece of paper into six equal squares. Create a short comic of a 
scene from your comedy of manners, paying attention to how the characters speak, dress, and behave 
towards each other. 

2. Think about the set design, costume design, or lighting design of The Importance of Being Earnest. If 
you were to design this show, what would your set/costumes/lighting look like? Draw your design on a 
sheet of paper, and then share with the class!

3. Oscar Wilde decided what elements he wanted to include in his “Trivial Comedy for Serious People.” 
Imagine you are writing a play with the following elements: a tea party, a stern aunt, cucumber 
sandwiches, mistaken identity, a garden, and a marriage proposal. Write a story including those 
elements on your own piece of paper. Remember to include details about where your story is located, 
who your characters are, how your characters are related, and any other details that an audience might 
want to know! 

4. In The Importance of Being Earnest, none of the characters are ever truly in earnest (although 
several of them pretend to be). Think about how the play makes fun of the serious subject matter 
and treats the more frivolous parts of the story with extreme seriousness. In groups, create a list of 
tv shows, movies, or other media that follows the same pattern. How do we create these kinds of 
situations in our modern stories?

Post Show Activities

victorian engraving of ladies in high Parisian fashions.

by Paige Farley & emily lawrence
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Agricultural Depression: The Great Depression 
of British Agriculture occurred during the late 
nineteenth century and is usually dated from 
1873 to 1896.The depression was caused by the 
dramatic fall in grain prices following the opening up 
of the American prairies to cultivation in the 1870s 
and the advent of cheap transportation with the rise 
of steamships. 

The Anabaptists: An Anabaptist believed that one 
should be baptized when a conscious decision had 
been made to become a follower and believer in 
Jesus Christ.

Apoplexy: sudden death or incapacity resulting 
from a hemorrhage or stroke. 

“As right as a trivet”: Meaning in a perfect state or 
in perfect health. 

Bassinet: A baby cradle, usually with a hood. In 
this case the part of the perambulator in which one 
placed the baby.  

Carter: A driver of horse drawn carriages or 
wagons typically for transporting goods. 

 Crumpets: A crumpet is a small griddle cake made 
from an unsweetened batter of water or milk, flour 
and yeast. Similar to an English Muffin.   

Dog-Cart: An open, horse-drawn vehicle with two 
back-to-back seats. 

Dressing Case: A case typically used to carry 
toiletries. 

Egeria: A nymph attributed a legendary role in 
the early history of Rome as a divine consort and 
instructor of Numa Pompilius, the second Sabine 
king of Rome, to whom she imparted laws and 
rituals pertaining to ancient Roman religion. Her 
name is used as an eponym for a female advisor 
or counselor and would be considered an idealized 
designation for an educator. 

Emigrating: To leave one's own country in order to 
settle permanently in another.

Glossary

crumPets & tea.

by rebecca rovezzi

illustration of a victorian mother 
& her BaBy in a Bassinet.

victorian dog-cart.
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Evensong: A evening prayer service usually 
performed shortly before sunset. 

Expurgations: Items removed after being deemed 
offensive or objectionable.

The Funds: Investments backed by the Bank of 
England. Representing a reliable store of wealth, 
they were government bonds that gave a low yield 
of interest but were conservative and worth more, 
in many ways, than land, as the value of land could 
(and did) plummet without warning.

German Skepticism: A reference to an inclination 
to doubt the truth of an assertion or supposed fact, 
often extending to general mistrustfulness. 

Gorgon: A fierce, frightening, or repulsive woman 
in reference to creatures in Greek mythology with 
hair made of living, venomous snakes, as well as a 
horrifying visage that turned those who beheld them 
to stone.

Governess: A woman employed to teach children 
in a private, upper class, household.

Heretical: A departure from accepted beliefs or 
standards of the church. 

Horticulturally: In reference to the cultivation of 
fruits, vegetables, flowers, or ornamental plants.
Interment: The burial of a corpse in a grave or tomb, 
typically with funeral rites.

Interment: The burial of a corpse in a grave or 
tomb, typically with funeral rites.

Invalid: A person made weak or disabled by illness 
or injury.

Lorgnette: A pair of glasses or opera glasses held 
in front of a person's eyes by a handle at one side 
typically made from metal, ivory, or tortoiseshell. 

“Manna in the wilderness”: Identified in the Bible 
(Exodus 16) as a substance miraculously provided 
each day as food for the Israelites in the wilderness 
after their departure from Egypt. It has come to 
mean spiritual nourishment. 

Misanthrope: A person who dislikes humankind 
and avoids human society.

Mudie: A lending library operated by Charles Mudie 
in Library.

Neologistic: Signifies the creation of a new word, 
usage, or expression.  

Oxonian: Someone who has graduated from 
Oxford University. 

sterling silver lorgnette.

oxford university.
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Perambulator: A baby carriage; pram.

Portmanteaus: Luggage used for carrying clothing 
and other necessities while traveling.   

Put up: Pack. 

Quixotic: Exceedingly idealistic; unrealistic and 
impractical. A term applied to one with the idealism 
and clouded sense of perception of Cervantes’s 
Don Quixote. 

Rector: A member of the clergy who has charge of 
a parish of the Church of England. 

Scotland Yard: the London police headquarters.

Semi-recumbent: Half lying down, half sitting (Lady 
Bracknell’s way of saying kneeling).

Shropshire: Shropshire is a county in the West 
Midlands of England, considerably farther away 
from London than Hertfordshire. 

Social Legislation: laws enacted to aid the 
cause of the poor, or of those who have suffered 
inhumane abuse. Lady Bracknell’s remark 
suggests that she believed that anyone mixing with 
such uncouth people would be liable to meet an 
unfortunate end. 

Solicitors: lawyers. 

Temperance Beverage: A non-alcoholic beverage 
as approved by the temperance society. 

Terminus: The station at the end of a railway line. 

Tories: Members of the more conservative political 
party in favor of monarchy. Tories believed that only 
landowning men should have the right to vote. 

Vestry: A room or building attached to a church, 
used as an office and for changing into vestments.
Wagnerian manner: Having the enormous dramatic 
scale and intensity of an opera by Richard Wagner.

Womanthrope: A word made up by Miss Prism 
(Wilde) for a person who hates women, a play on 
misanthrope. 

 “Was he born in what the Radical papers call 
the purple of commerce, or did he rise
from the ranks of the aristocracy?”: Lady 
Bracknell is asking if Jack’s family is aristocratic 
or middle class with a comical inversion of 
expectations 

Willis’s: A fashionable London restaurant where 
one could often see celebrities dining.

illustration of don quixote.

a landscaPe view of kemPton, shroPshire today.
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Language in The Importance of Being Earnest 
tells us a lot about the characters in the play, 
helps set up the stereotypes that they fall into, 
and gives the audience important information 
about how Wilde viewed the upper class in 
Victorian London. The way the characters 
speak and what they say carry significantly 
more weight than the plot itself, something that 
Wilde tries to tell the audience from the very 
beginning, starting with the title. The title, The 
Importance of Being Earnest, is witty in and 
of itself; being earnest is not important in this 
play—in fact many of the characters spend 
much of the play lying to each other—but 
being Ernest is very important. Wilde uses this 
play on words (“earnest” versus “Ernest”) as a 
humorous device many times throughout The 
Importance of Being Earnest. The play mocks 
the characters and the situation they are in, 
and the play is almost never earnest about 
anything it tries to accomplish.
 
One of the main characteristics of Earnest, 
and indeed many of Wilde’s plays, is the 
quick and witty language the characters 
use. Algernon and Jack speak rapidly and 
smoothly, in a way that is over-exaggerated 
and incredibly eloquent. They typically speak 
in short bursts, which are quickly replied to by 
one of the other characters, leading to scenes 
that move quickly and contain lots of small, 
quick jokes. Most of the time, it appears that 
the characters aren’t trying especially hard to 
be witty—that’s just a part of their nature. This 
speech rhythm is only broken up when the two 
men fall in love. For example, read the text 
from the beginning of Act 1 below:

Jack: Well, my name is Ernest in town and 
Jack in the country, and the cigarette case 
was given to me in the country.
Algernon: Yes, but that does not account for 
the fact that your small Aunt Cecily, who lives 
at Tunbridge Wells, calls you her dear old 
uncle. Come on, old boy, you had much better 
had the thing out at once.
Jack: My dear Algy, you talk exactly as though 
you were a dentist. It is very vulgar to talk like 
a dentist when one is not a dentist. It produces 
a false impression.

Algernon: Well, that is exactly what dentists 
always do! Now, go on! Tell me the whole 
thing! I may mention that I have always 
suspected you of being a confirmed and secret 
Bunburyist; and I am quite sure of it now.

This exchange between the men is quick, 
witty, and heavily focused on the language 
that they use. They never miss a beat, even 
though Algernon is essentially trying to blow 
Jack’s cover and get him to admit to a secret 
family in the country. This eloquence deserts 
the men, however, when they are trying to 
speak to the women that they love. Compare 
the previous passage to the following passage 
from Act 2 between Algernon and Cecily:

Cecily: But pray, Ernest, don’t stop. I delight 
in taking down from dictation. I have reached 
“absolute perfection.” You can go on. I’m quite 
ready for more.
Algernon: (somewhat taken aback) Ahem! 
Ahem!
Cecily: Oh, don’t cough, Algernon. When one 
is dictating one should speak fluently and 
never cough! Besides I don’t know how to 
spell a cough!
Algernon: (speaking very rapidly) Cecily, 
ever since I first looked upon your wonderful 
and incomparable beauty, I have dared to 
love you wildly, passionately, devotedly, and 
hopelessly.   
Cecily: I don’t think you should tell me you 
love me wildly, passionately, devotedly, 

The Importance of Language
by emily lawrence

Jack & algernon talk 
(Production By the shakesPeare theatre). 
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hopelessly. Hopelessly doesn’t seem to make 
much sense, does it?   
Algernon: Cecily!

In the above text, Algernon speaks much 
more rapidly and much less coherently than 
in the first scene. He is flustered and his love 
has made him increasingly less eloquent than 
when he spoke to Jack in the first scene. 
Through this shift in language, Wilde points 
out the ways in which love can fluster and 
confuse you, changing parts of your character 
that were seemingly written in stone. 

Wilde also uses language to poke fun at 
the social constructs of the upper class in 
Victorian London. The characters rarely speak 
directly, because that was seen as uncouth. 
Instead, the characters beat around the bush, 
using “polite conversation” to cover the truth 
of what they are trying to say. Jack says, 
“Charming day it has been, Miss Fairfax,” and 
Gwendolen replies, “Pray, don’t talk to me 
about the weather, Mr. Worthing. Whenever 
people talk to me about the weather, I always 
feel quite certain that they mean something 
else. And that make me so nervous.” Wilde 
has simultaneously created characters that 
serve as caricatures for the wealthy members 
of society while also openly commenting 
on the social rules that they follow. Another 
aspect of high society that Wilde comments 
on is the passive-aggressive politeness used 
by the elite to remain civil while secretly 
cutting each other down. In Act 2, Cecily and 
Gwendolen have the following conversation:

Cecily: Dearest Gwendolen, there is no 
reason why I should make a secret of it to 
you. Our little county newspaper is sure 
to chronicle the fact next week. Mr. Ernest 
Worthing and I are engaged to be married.    
Gwendolen: (quite politely, rising) My darling 
Cecily, I think there must be some slight error. 
Mr. Ernest Worthing is engaged to me. The 
announcement will appear in the Morning Post 
on Saturday at the latest. 
Cecily: (very politely, rising) I’m afraid you 
must be under some misconception. Ernest 
proposed to me exactly ten minutes ago. 
Gwendolen: (examining diary carefully) It 
is certainly very curious, for he asked me to 
be his wife yesterday afternoon at five-thirty. 

If you would care to verify the incident, pray 
do so. (Produces diary of her own) I never 
travel without my diary. One should always 
have something sensational to read in the 
train. I am so sorry, dear Cecily, if it is any 
disappointment for you, but I am afraid I have 
prior claim. 
Cecily: It would distress me more than I can 
tell you, dear Gwendolen, if it caused you any 
mental or physical anguish, but I feel bound to 
point out that since Ernest proposed to you he 
clearly has changed his mind. 
Gwendolen: (meditatively) If the poor fellow 
has been entrapped into any foolish promise I 
will consider it my duty to rescue him at once, 
and with a firm hand. 
Cecily: (thoughtfully and sadly) Whatever 
unfortunate entanglement my dear boy might 
have got into, I will never reproach him with it 
after we are married.

In the above scene, the two women never 
break from the politeness that society 
demands of them, but the subtext of the 
language is far more important than what is 
being said. 

The language that the characters use in 
The Importance of Being Earnest tells us a 
lot about their personalities and the social 
constructs that were important to the Victorian 
upper class. Wilde’s use of humor throughout 
the play helps create interesting characters 
while also providing social commentary on the 
class of people they represent.

gwendolen & cecily talk 
(Production By the old gloBe). 
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The Importance of Being Earnest, first performed 
in 1895, was heavily influenced by the events and 
society that surrounded Oscar Wilde. The play 
has been produced many times all across the 
world since its original production, and its place 
in the “theater canon” is not contested. What is 
contested, however, is which genre the play falls 
into. When classifying plays, they usually fit into 
one particular genre of play—realism, classical, 
avant garde, parody, farce, satire, comedy of 
manners, etc. There are many different genres 
that plays can fit into, and some plays don’t fit 
nicely or neatly into one particular genre. Often, 
playwrights pull from many different genres or 
styles to create a play that’s unique. Below is a 
list of some of the genres that The Importance 
of Being Earnest could fit into, along with 
explanations of why it fits into each genre.

 Comedy of Manners
This is the most common classification for The 
Importance of Being Earnest, and is also the 
category that it falls most solidly into. The genre 
of “comedy of manners” rose to popularity 
during the Restoration period (1160-1710), but 
it certainly hasn’t faded into our history books—
plays and even television shows that fit in this 
genre are still being created today. Comedies of 
manners focus on a wealthy, upper-class group 
of characters and turn them into caricatures of 
the people they represent. The main purpose 
of a comedy of manners is to poke fun at the 
aristocracy by exaggerating the most ridiculous 
aspects of their lives. They contain lots of witty 

humor, and “inside jokes” that the upper class 
would understand. The plot of a comedy of 
manners is usually trivial but scandalous, like an 
illicit love affair or hidden identities that don’t stay 
hidden for long.

The Importance of Being Earnest fits this genre 
very nicely. The characters are all wealthy, 
self-absorbed members of society, showing little 
to no care about how their actions will affect 
others in the play. The dialogue is intentionally 
elevated and extremely eloquent to point out the 
ridiculousness of the way the upper class speaks. 
The writing is also very witty and quick, with very 
few long speeches (with the exception of Lady 
Bracknell’s). The play also fits the genre in that 
the plot is very trivial. Rather than falling in love 
with the men for their personality, education, or 
even station, Cecily and Gwendolen fall in love 
with them because they believe that the men are 
named Ernest. The entire plot centers around the 
men trying to convince the women to marry them, 
and subsequently working to change their names 
legally so they can be with their women. This 
ridiculous plot fits in with the genre very nicely, 
and provides a lot of social commentary about the 
upper class in Victorian England. 

Satire
Some scholars have also classified The 
Importance of Being Earnest as a satire. Satires 
make fun of society or culture as a whole. They 
expose human vices, follies, and personality 
flaws for the purpose of derision or to inspire 
social change. These plays can contain ridicule, 

What's in a Genre?
by emily lawrence

from TarTuffe By molierÉ, another famous 
comedy of manners (Production By 
university of colorado Boulder).

Poster for the 1952 film.
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caricatures, and parody as a means of pointing 
out flaws in society or in a particular person. 
Satires often employ the use of humor as well, as 
a tool for achieving those goals. The Importance 
of Being Earnest clearly falls under this genre as 
well. Throughout the play, witty language is used 
to point out the frivolity of the lives of the wealthy, 
as well as to point out the ridiculousness of high 
society’s rules and expectations. For example, in 
Act 1, when Algernon informs Lady Bracknell that 
he will be unable to have dinner with her because 
his friend Bunbury has taken ill again, she replies, 
“I should be much obliged to you if you would 
ask Mr. Bunbury, from me, to be kind enough 
not to have a relapse on Saturday, for I rely on 
you to arrange my music for me.” Lady Bracknell 
seemingly has no care for the welfare of Bunbury; 
she simply cares about her party being messed 
up if Algernon cannot be there to play the piano. 
This comment (and many other similar comments 
in the play) point out the ridiculousness of the 
upper class and their focus on parties and society 
rather than the welfare of a sick man. 

Later, at the start of Act 3, Cecily and Gwendolen 
have stormed off into the house for dramatic 
effect, but are disappointed when the men don’t 
come looking for them—as polite society would 
have dictated. Gwendolen says to Cecily, “They 
don’t seem to notice us at all. Couldn’t you 
cough?” to which Cecily replies, “But I haven’t got 
a cough.” When it becomes clear that the men are 
actually going to come into the house after the 
women, Cecily and Gwendolen decide it’s time 

to maintain their “dignified silence.” This whole 
scene is designed to poke fun at the rules and 
societal standards that Victorian women and men 
had to abide by—the women couldn’t be seen as 
eager to have the men chase after them, but they 
also couldn’t allow the men to just stand around 
outside ignoring them. 

Comedy
There is no doubt that The Importance of Being 
Earnest is a comedy. It is not just a comedy in 
the sense that it is funny, but it is also a comedy 
in the classical sense of the word. A classical 
comedy features a group of characters who 
overcome obstacles and adversity to achieve 
their happy ending, usually through marriage. 
In The Importance of Being Earnest, Jack and 
Algernon both face obstacles to marrying the 
women they love. Jack’s station is not high 
enough for Lady Bracknell, who must consent 
for Gwendolen to be married, and his name is 
not Ernest, which is a marriage condition set 
by Gwendolen. Algernon must also attempt to 
change his name to Ernest to please Cecily, and 
his path to marriage is barred by Jack, who feels 
him unsuitable for his young ward. Eventually, 
however, Jack discovers that his name was 
Ernest all along, and that he is actually Lady 
Bracknell’s nephew, which makes his station 
acceptable to her. Algernon makes arrangements 
to change his name to Ernest, and obtains 
permission from Jack to marry Cecily. In typical 
comedy fashion, the play ends with all characters 
finding the happiness they seek.

shot of the two couPles from the 2002 film version of earnesT.
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suffragette demonstration in london (1911).

national union of women’s 
suffrage societies Poster (1913).

During the Victorian period, societal roles between 
men and women were very different than they are 
today. Women were subservient and considered 
as possessions of men. At a young age, girls 
belonged to their fathers, and then once they were 
older, it was their father's duty to give them away 
to be married. After a young woman was married, 
she then became a possession of her husband. 
In this time, women were expected to be meek, 
devoted, and submissive to men. 

The division between genders was seen as a 
natural social construct. Men and women lived in 
“separate spheres,” which meant that men would 
live in the public sphere while women lived in the 
private sphere. Society believed that it was natural 
for men to belong in the public world, by going 
to their places of work, and for women to belong 
in the home, where they served as trophies and 
moral guardians for their husbands. The men went 
off to their place of work while upper-class women 

stayed home most of the day to oversee domestic 
duties that were often taken care of by servants. 
On the other hand, lower-class women were 
employed as servants, domestic help, or factory 
workers. The argument was that women were 
physically weak, but morally stronger than men, 
which was used to support the idea that women 
were better in the household. Women could be 
educated as long as it didn't interfere with their 
housework, but any signs of passion for education 
were seen as dangerous.  

During the reign of Queen Victoria, it was expected 
of women to desire marriage because it allowed 
them to become mothers, which was considered 
by society to be sufficient and emotionally fulfilling 
for women. Generally, women began to get 
married in their early 20s, while their husbands 
would be about five years older. The difference 
in age was meant to balance the “natural” 
hierarchy between men and women, and made 
sense financially since older men would have 
earned enough money to provide for a family. If 
a young woman and man wanted to get married, 
the man would have to prove that he earned 
enough to support a wife and children before 
getting permission from her father. Most women 
had no other option than to marry, and when 
they did, everything they owned, inherited, or 
earned automatically belonged to their husbands. 
Women’s rights to their personal belongings, even 
access to their bodies, were under men's control. 
Not only was this guaranteed by law, but women 
also verbally agreed to obey their husbands in their 
marriage vows. It wasn’t until the 20th century that 
women were able to omit that promise.

Women's Rights in the 1890's
by Paige Farley
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Who is the New Woman? What did she want?
“The new woman, in the sense of the best woman, 
the flower of all the womanhood of past ages, 
has come to stay — if civilization is to endure. 
The sufferings of the past have but strengthened 
her, maternity has deepened her, education is 
broadening her — and she now knows that she 
must perfect herself if she would perfect the race, 
and leave her imprint upon immortality, through 
her offspring or her works.”  
-Winnifred Harper Cooley, The New Womanhood

The New Woman Movement started in the late 
19th century by women who wanted education and 
were uninterested in marriage and having children. 
The movement was a response to the dependent 
situation women were in. The term “New Woman” 
was created by the novelist Sarah Grand in her 
book The New Aspect of the Woman Question. 

The New Woman Movement threatened gender 
roles and conventional ideas about the ideal 

Victorian woman. Women were tired of being 
victims of societal and economic discrimination. 
Their choices were limited to marriage and 
motherhood, which resulted in domestic 
dependency. The New Woman strove to become 
more active in society and fought against the 
restrictions that were put upon her. In the past, 
a “respectable” woman never needed to go out 
in public because everything she needed was in 
the home, but the New Woman challenged those 
expectations by claiming her right to live her life in 
public. She started to change the face of society 
and became popular in art, literature, and drama of 
the time. 

The New Woman writers focused on three areas 
where women felt oppressed: labor, marriage, and 
suffrage. New Woman fiction in the late Victorian 
period consisted of multiple literary genres that 
centered on female characters. The New Woman 
novels told stories about female heroines who 
fought against the perceived role of Victorian 
women as “the angel of the house” (or the ideal 
Victorian woman who expressed submission 
and devotion to their husband).The “angel of the 
house” image, coined by men, was of an ideal 
Victorian woman who was devoted and submissive 
to her husband. The New Woman Movement and 
fiction created debate and a wave of feminism that 
made a huge impact throughout the decades for 
women and their fight for equality and opportunity.  

In the late 1800s, campaigns and societies 
began to arise and make marks on history for 
women. In 1867, the London National Society 
for Women’s Suffrage was started by eleven 
women, nine of whom were unmarried and 
sought for a career in education and medicine. 
The Manchester National Society for Women’s 
Suffrage also joined the London society that year 
and both eventually merged with the National 
Union of Woman Suffrage Societies (NUWSS) 
in 1897. The NUWSS became a leading non-
violent organization with the goal to gain the 
right for women to vote. They used petitions 
and peaceful protests to stir up debate, recruit 
members, and make women's suffrage known in 
a male dominated society. As years progressed, 
more women in regional areas became involved 
in the struggle for women’s suffrage. Although 
it wasn’t until 1918 that women would be given 
the right to vote, women united and made many 
breakthroughs through the turn of the century.

self-PorTraiT (as "new woman") 
By frances BenJamin Johnston (1896).
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Women’s Mark on History 
Many Victorian women broke the boundaries that 
society had put upon them in order to fight not only 
for their own rights, but also for those of minorities. 
Below are some Victorian women who fought back 
against inequality and left their mark on history. 
Without these women, the rights and roles of 
women in society would not exist today. 

Emmeline Pankhurst: Political activist who 
helped women get the right to vote. She was part 
of the Manchester Women’s Suffrage Committee 
and she promoted the Married Women's Property 
Bill, which was drafted in 1882. 

Queen Victoria: At the time, she was the longest 
reigning British monarch. She and her husband, 
Albert, became patrons of 150 institutions, 
including an institution investing in the education 
and employment of blind people, as well as 
developing educational museums.

Frances Buss: The founder of North London 
Collegiate School and a pioneer for women's 
education. 

Sarah Emily Davies: English feminist and 
suffragist. She was a co-founder of Girton College, 
the first college in England to educate women. 

Nancy Astor: The first woman to sit as a member 
of Parliament in the British House of Commons. 

Lydia Becker: Biologist and astronomer. She was 
also the publisher and founder of the Women's 
Suffrage Journal. 

Millicent Fawcett: Leader of the nonviolent 
National Union of Woman Suffrage Society, 
playing a key role in gaining the right for woman to 
vote.

Annie Besant: Known for her radical political 
views. She believed in freedom of thought, 
women's rights, birth control, and rights for the 
working class. 

Sarah Grand: Irish feminist writer who was a 
member of the Women’s Writers Suffrage League. 
Most of her work centered on the New Woman 
ideal. 

Eleanor Rathbone: Member of the British 
parliament and a campaigner for family allowance 
(mothers paid for bearing and raising their children; 
it is now known as child benefit) and women's 
rights. 

two women discuss matters in ronD-PoinT Des chamPs-ÉlysÉes By Jean Béraud (1880).
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Video Resources
by Paige Farley & emily lawrence

Below you'll find some resources we think might be useful in the classroom. Links to each video can be 
found at portlandstage.org/playnotes under the heading "Video Resources."

Top 10 Notes: The Importance of Being Earnest – (8:52)
This short video details ten key facts about The Importance of Being Earnest, including Wilde’s 
upbringing, where the play fits in Wilde’s literary history, who the main characters are, and the modern-
day adaptations of the play into movies as well as stage productions. 

The Importance of Being Earnest [ “Bunbury” HD ] MIRAMAX – (3:57)
This is a short clip from the 2002 film version of the “Bunbury” scene from Act 1. Jack and Algernon 
discuss Algernon’s made-up friend, Bunbury, and how Algernon uses Bunbury’s “illness” as an excuse 
to escape to the country. Lady Bracknell enters the scene and Algernon explains that there were no 
cucumbers in the market to make cucumber sandwiches with. He also explains to Lady Bracknell that 
he cannot come to dinner because his dear friend Bunbury has taken ill again and requires his help.  

The Importance of Being Earnest (7/12) Movie CLIP - Algernon Proposes (2002) – (2:08)
This is a scene from the 2002 movie adaptation of the play. This version uses Wilde’s language as the 
dialogue, with little to no changes. This scene is from Act 2 when Algernon, pretending to be Ernest 
Worthing, proposes to Cecily, who informs him that they have in fact been engaged for three months, 
according to her journal. She has written letters from Ernest to herself, and has the proof of their 
fictional engagement in her diary. 

The Importance of Being Earnest (1986) Part 9 of 11 – (9:58)
This video is a clip from the 1986 movie adaptation of The Importance of Being Earnest. The clip 
begins with the end of Act 2, with Jack and Algernon fighting over muffins and tea-cake in the garden. 
Meanwhile, Cecily and Gwendolen discuss the men from inside the house, and confront their former 
lovers when they come inside. They demand an explanation from the men as to why they have 
deceived them, and they receive a satisfactory answer. Lady Bracknell arrives and throws a wrench 
into their marriage plans. This adaptation was praised for its accuracy when compared to the play. The 
language used in the movie is very faithful to the play.

The Importance of Being Earnest (1986) (Full Length) – (1:49:26)
This is a full-length video of the 1986 movie of The Importance of Being Earnest.

the cast from the 2002 film adaPtation.
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Even over a hundred years after his death, the 
legend and legacy of Wilde’s life have continued 
to live on. We exist today in a world sprinkled with 
Wilde’s witty aphorisms (such as: “Be yourself. 
Everyone else is taken.”), and he has undoubtedly 
contributed to the development of contemporary 
Western drama.  

To fully realize the impact of Wilde’s influence on 
theater, we should first turn to what conventional 
theater looked like during the Victorian era, which 
was when theater went through a popularity 
boom in England. Theater buildings were newly 
constructed and renovated everywhere; the genre 
of drama became very popular and again available 
for the masses. This rise was due in part to the 
Licensing Act of the early 1800’s, which forbid 
unpatented theatrical venues from doing classic 
works (such as Shakespearean plays). Because 
of this restriction, many theaters started creating 
new works. Eventually, unpatented “illegitimate” 
theater became so widespread that the Licensing 
Act became less relevant. 

New genres such as pantomime developed and 
“a more spectacular, visual style took over from 
the static 18th-century emphasis on the spoken 
word” (British Library, Bratton). Punch and Judy 
is a lasting example of pantomime shows that 
popped up during this time. Simultaneously, 
sensational melodramas and slapstick comedies 
flourished, accompanied by abundant detail, 
elaborate costumes and sets, and technologically 
complicated stunts. 

Rebelling against this Victorian backdrop of 
materialistic art and elaborate artifice, Wilde 
was one of the pioneers of a new artistic 
movement: Aestheticism. Aestheticism lasted from 
approximately 1860-1900, and was a rebellion 
against the age of materialism and industrialism 
that came to characterize the Victorian era. 
Its roots can be traced to Walter Pater’s The 
Renaissance: Studies in Art and Poetry, which 
advocated for a hedonistic, purely sensual 
lifestyle. Pater’s theories varied starkly from the 
morals of the repressive Victorian era. Pater’s 
call to pursue sensual beauty and, as written in 
The Renaissance, “burn always with this hard, 
gem-like flame, to maintain this ecstasy,” inspired 
those like Wilde. An overview of Aestheticism is 
well summarized on The Art Story, an educational 
website for modern art:

“At its heart was the desire to create ‘art for art's 
sake’ and to exalt taste, the pursuit of beauty, 
and self-expression over moral expectations and 
restrictive conformity. The freedom of creative 
expression and sensuality that Aestheticism 
promoted exhilarated its adherents, but it 
also made them the object of ridicule among 
conservative Victorians. Nonetheless, by rejecting 
art's traditionally didactic obligations and focusing 
on self-expression, the Aesthetic movement 
helped set the stage for global, 20th-century 
modern art.”  

In theater, Aestheticism was characterized 
by a renewed love for wordplay and lack of 
conventional morality. Gone was the Victorian 
focus on technological stunts or didactic lessons 
through art. The movement was not just limited 
to theater; Aestheticism was active, for example, 
in the visual and decorative arts—including art 
forms like furniture-making and interior design 
that were traditionally not considered to be “high” 
art. Visual artists focused on “subdued colors, 
geometric designs, and simplified linear forms” 
(The Art Story). “Aesthetes,” as those who were 
active practitioners of Aestheticism were called, 
also collaborated with one another. For example, 
Aubrey Beardsley, another famed Aesthete, often 
designed posters for Wilde’s work. Wilde not only 
proclaimed these artistic values through his plays, 
but also through the way he chose to depict his 

Wilde's Influence on Theater
by Jae-yeon yoo

illustration of Punch and Judy.
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public persona. He self-consciously termed himself 
the “‘Professor of Aesthetics’ and dressed the part 
in knee breeches, a flowing tie, velvet coat, wide, 
turned-down collar, and a drooping lily” (Edwardian 
Promenade, Holland). By consciously performing 
his appearance and habits, Wilde crafted an 
ostentatiously performed dandy demeanor and 
became an icon. Images of him in his dandy attire 
were sold everywhere—in fact, they were popular 
enough to be copyrighted and caricatured! 

Wilde’s persona extended beyond his fashion; 
one of the most remembered and then-notorious 
aspects of Wilde’s persona was his homosexuality, 
which was then a crime in England. In 1895, 
just as his literary career was soaring, Wilde 
was accused by his lover’s father, the Marquess 
of Queensberry, of sodomy. Consequently, 
Wilde sued the Marquess for criminal libel. This 
trial resulted in Wilde’s conviction—which was 
shortly after the immensely successful premiere 
of The Importance of Being Earnest—and time 
spent in jail. During his two-year imprisonment, 
Wilde’s health greatly failed and led to his early 
death after being released. Therefore, Wilde 
also encapsulated the darker repercussions of 
Aestheticism; by pursuing the kind of lifestyle 
advocated by Aesthetes, Wilde ultimately met his 
demise at the early age of forty-six. 

Oscar Wilde may have died young, but his 
legacy—both through his plays and life story—

continues on today. In contemporary theater, 
Wilde’s works have become a canonical classic; 
The Importance of Being Earnest is one of the 
most-produced plays in the UK and US. Likewise, 
Wilde’s biography and persona continue to 
fascinate artists. One such example is Moises 
Kaufman’s Gross Indecency: The Three Trials of 
Oscar Wilde (1997), a fictional narrative exploring 
Wilde’s 1895 arrest and trials, time in prison, and 
the “gross indecency” of sodomy. Furthermore, 
Aestheticism paved the way for later movements 
in 20th-century theater, such as realism and 
modernism. As an article in The Guardian reflects, 
Aestheticism remains relevant today: 

“It is the intensity of the aesthetic movement, 
dreaming of a hedonism just out of reach, that 
made it influential. Its legacy weaves through 
modern times in the defiance of dandies from 
Salvador Dalí to David Bowie … [Aestheticism] 
is still provocative because champions of culture 
(and arts funding) still feel obliged to claim that art 
has a moral value, a political value,” (Jones). 

Jones goes on to write that “as the arts face cuts, 
such proclamations of useful [art] seem all the 
more necessary,” and, therefore, that Aestheticism 
and its anti-didactic slogan, “art for art’s sake,” 
remain rebellious—true to its origins.  
Despite the criticism it faces, it seems unlikely that 
Aestheticism’s legacy will ever die out completely. 
From Bohemian Rhapsody, a 2018 biopic on the 
flamboyant, “bohemian” life of Freddie Mercury, 
to the Andy Warhol Museum, the largest museum 
in the US dedicated to a single artist—who 
cultivated a glamorous pop community of “Warhol 
superstars” in his New York studio, contemporary 
artists and audiences alike remain fascinated by 
those who pursue an Aesthetic lifestyle of artistic, 
sensual pleasure. 

Beardsley's drawing for wilde's Play salomÉ.

david Bowie: a modern dandy?
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“Oh! It is absurd to have a hard and fast rule 
about what one should read and what one 
shouldn’t. More than half of modern culture 

depends on what one shouldn’t read.”
—Algernon to Jack,

The Importance of Being Earnest
         
Within this single line, Oscar Wilde’s criticism of 
his government’s control of culture and morality 
becomes clear. Society as a whole had continued 
to view homosexual attraction as an “aberrant” 
sexuality because psychologists like Henry 
Maudsley attempted to show scientific evidence 
that supported Parliament’s conservative notions 
about morality. Not only had the Victorian 
government recently passed a gross indecency 
law in 1885 that criminalized private acts of 
homosexual attraction, but the censorship 
board also suppressed literature and theatrical 
works that went against “the preservation of 
good manners, decorum or of the public peace 
so to do," including work that presented queer 
representation. However, Oscar Wilde’s artistic 
endeavors never sought to uphold conventional 
morality; he challenged his audiences to see the 
queer experience.

For instance, The Picture of Dorian Gray, 
published five years prior to the premiere of 
Earnest, was criticized harshly for its outward 
expression of homosexual desire. In this gothic 
portrayal of a tragic hero, the handsome Dorian 
Gray is the model for Basil Hallward, an artist who 
is obsessively infatuated with his muse’s beauty. 

Through Basil, Dorian meets Lord Henry Wotton, 
who exposes Dorian to a hedonistic lifestyle 
that is characterized by pursuing beauty and 
sensual fulfillment. No mainstream English novel 
had come so close to spelling out homosexual 
desire, and, for this reason, the Daily Chronicle 
of London called the tale “unclean,” “poisonous,” 
and “heavy with the mephitic odours of moral and 
spiritual putrefaction.” The St. James Gazette 
deemed it “nasty” and “nauseous,” and suggested 
that the Treasury or the Vigilance Society 
might wish to prosecute the author. The book’s 
controversial representation of gay attraction was 
reason enough for Britain’s biggest bookseller, 
W.H. Smith & Son, to refuse its circulation on 
their shelves.

Five years later, Oscar Wilde’s financial situation 
was disastrous; he desperately needed an 
income to support his wife and children. With 
this thought in mind, Oscar Wilde could not 
publish a controversial novel like Dorian Gray—
Wilde needed a large audience. Instead, with 
Earnest, he sought to write a comedic parody that 
audiences would love, while still true to his artistic 
expression. In order to sell, Wilde needed to code 
his societal criticisms to avoid scathing reviews 
and, worse, the censorship board. Thus, Wilde 
uses parody as way to subvert heteronormativity 
(the belief that heterosexual romance is the 
default sexual attraction and that men and women 
fall into complementary and conventional gender 
roles) and bring forth a coded play that speaks 
subliminally to the authentic, natural homosexual 
desire that he, himself, felt in his life.
The action of Earnest surrounds the artifice of 
heterosexual desire. For instance, Cecily and 
Gwendolen fall in love with men strictly because 
of what the name “Ernest” represents, rather 
than who these men really are. Lady Bracknell’s 
obsession with superficial identifiers, like the 
value of smoking and family relations, shows that 
appearances mean more to her than whether 
Jack will treat Gwendolen with love and respect. 
This obsession with superficiality exposes the 
Victorian notions of heteronormative attraction: 
that names, financial situations, and family 
relations can mean more in a relationship than 
earnest love and attraction.

Wilde's Queer Representation 
by dylan gurrera

shot from film version of Dorian gray (2009).
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The only way for one to find love and attraction 
in Earnest is to assume a false identity. As Jack 
plans to marry Gwendolen, Algernon states that 
the only way that his marriage will be successful 
is if Gwendolen knows Bunbury, Algernon’s false 
identity that allows him to seek out romantic 
escapades. In this remark, it seems that Algernon 
believes that the only way for a marriage to thrive 
is if a third person is introduced.

Within Earnest, “bunburying” is defined as 
assuming a different persona in order to engage 
in behavior that would be detrimental to one’s 
social position. Both Algernon and Jack use 
bunburying to live out fantasies beyond the 
constraints of social decency; bunburying 
allows them to be themselves. Because private 
homosexual activity was illegal under the gross 
indecency law, it was necessary to lead a double 
life and to keep the private, homosexual self a 
secret. Oscar Wilde, for instance, led a loving 
life with his wife and children while having a 
secret life with Lord Alfred Douglas and other 
men. While it is technically unclear if the term 
“bunburying” was a Victorian slang term or Oscar 
Wilde’s invention, scholar Nicholas Franki states: 
“Ultimately, the origin of the term is less important 
than the activity it is intended to describe in 
the play, since bunburying not only means the 
pursuit of secret surreptitious pleasures but 
also suggests a form of behavior or way of life, 
undertaken with flagrant and self-conscious 
disregard for social rules and conventions.”

When reading Wilde’s original draft of Earnest, 
the subtextual importance of bunburying is 
clearer. In this draft, Algernon’s name was 
originally Lord Alfred, an homage to Wilde’s 
real-life lover. As we see in the play, Algernon 
proudly proclaims his bunburying ways and takes 
deep satisfaction in his romantic adventures 
as Bunbury. Since Algernon’s original name 
was Lord Alfred, it would not be out of place 
to hypothesize that the real-life Lord Alfred 
Douglas, a homosexual man, was the inspiration 
for Algernon’s character. If this be true, it further 
signifies the homosexual subtext within how 
bunburying gives both Algernon and Jack the 
freedom they desire.

While the term “bunburying” may be a Wilde 
invention, there is clear evidence that certain 
symbols in Earnest were important to the 
Victorian homosexual linguistic code. The entire 
plot of the play is incited by Algernon’s discovery 
of Jack’s cigarette case, which is inscribed with 
a secret note from Cecily. In Victorian England, 
men would express their desire for other men 
using this same method of communication, 
including Wilde. In fact, the cigarette cases Wilde 
gave to young men were used as evidence in his 
gross indecency trial. Secondly, the entire plot’s 
conclusion centers on Jack’s mysterious origins. 
The image of a boy found in handbag inside a 
cloakroom (a type of closet) serves as Jack’s 
emasculated origin story, one that ultimately 
exposes his false identity as his authentic one. 
Considering that effeminacy is stereotypical 
representations of queer identity, this image and 
what it reveals supplies a powerful message: that 
the false identities gay men embody in order to 
seek homosexual romance are their authentic 
selves as well.

Even though The Importance of Being Earnest 
was written in order to attain financial gains, 
Oscar Wilde has crafted a plot that remains true 
to his own identity. While his perspective is not as 
blatantly obvious as it is in The Picture of Dorian 
Gray, Wilde successfully navigates censorship 
and dogged theatrical reviewers by coding his 
criticism of heteronormativity and his praise of 
homosexuality into ambiguous symbols that his 
contemporary audience may not have understood 
so readily. Though the play’s success may stand 
upon this ambiguity, we now see the importance 
of being earnest with who we are.inscriPtion in wilde's cigarette case.
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Recommended Resources
by the editors

Books
Constance: The Tragic and Scandalous Life of Mrs. Oscar Wilde by Franny Moyle
Inside the Victorian Home by Judith Flanders
Letters of Oscar Wilde and More Letters of Oscar Wilde by Oscar Wilde
The New Womanhood By Winnifred Harper Cooley 
Oscar Wilde: A Certain Genius by Barbara Belford
Sorry! The English and Their Manners by Henry Hitchings
The Importance of Being Oscar by Mark Nicholls
The Victorian City by Judith Flanders
The Victorian Home by Ralph Dutton
Victorian Country Life by Janet Sacks
Victorian London by Liza Picard
Victorian People and Ideas by Richard Daniel Altick

Film/ Television
An Ideal Husband
Bleak House 
Hysteria 
The Importance of Being Earnest 
Mary Berry’s Country House Secrets
North and South 
The Prestige
Wilde

Plays
A Woman of No Importance by Oscar Wilde
An Ideal Husband by Oscar Wilde
Lady Windermere's Fan by Oscar Wilde
Salomé by Oscar Wilde
Arms and the Man by George Bernard Shaw
Gross Indecency: The Three Trials of Oscar Wilde by Moisés Kaufman
Hedda Gabler by Henrik Ibsen
In the Next Room (or The Vibrator Play) by Sarah Ruhl 
Margaret Fleming by James A. Herne
The Second Mrs. Tanqueray by Arthur Wing Pinero

rothamsted manor in harPenden, hertfordshire.
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Portland Stage Company
Education and Outreach

Join Portland Stage as we discuss, debate, and explore the plays on our stage and in the classroom! 
Portland Stage is dedicated to bringing exciting theater, inspiring conversation, interactive 
experiences, and thought-provoking literature to a wide audience of youth and adult learners. 
Whether you take part in a discussion, subscribe to PlayNotes, take a class in our Theater for Kids 
space, or bring a group of students to see a performance, there is something here for everyone. How 
would you like to participate?

Student Matinee Series 
The Portland Stage Student Matinee Program annually provides more than 7,000 middle and high 
school students from Maine and New Hampshire with discounted tickets for student matinees. 
Following Student Matinee performances, students participate in discussions with members of the 
cast and crew, actively and energetically exploring all elements of the production and the issues 
raised in the play.

Play Me a Story 
Experience the Fun & Magic of Theater on Saturday Mornings at 10:30am with Play Me a Story! Ages 
4-10 are welcome to enjoy a performance of children’s stories, then participate in an acting workshop 
with professional theater artists. Build literacy, encourage creativity and spark dramatic dreams!  
Walk-ins are welcome, but pre-registration is encouraged!

After School Classes 
After school classes at Portland Stage produce a safe environment for young people to find a higher 
sense of play, stretch their imaginations, and gain valuable social skills such as listening, risk taking, 
ensemble building, public speaking, and leadership through storytelling. These classes are wildly fun, 
creative, spontaneous, and begin to build skills for the young actor or non-actor’s voice, body, and 
imagination. Visit our website for this year’s offerings!

Vacation and Summer Camps 
Our theater camps are fun, challenging and enriching. We use stories of all kinds to fuel these 
active, educational and lively, process-based week-long school vacation and summer programs for 
youth. Theater for Kids works with professional actors, directors, artisans and composers. Students 
are invited to think, speak, and act, and even sing imaginatively, critically, and creatively in an 
environment of inclusivity and safe play.

Classroom Workshop Program 
The Classroom Workshop Program partners Portland Stage with regional middle and high schools 
to enhance the experience of students who participate in the Early Show Program by complementing 
their visits with pre- and post-show workshops in their own classrooms. Workshops are led by 
professional Teaching Artists who engage students in the creative process through writing, acting, 
directing and discussion.

The Intern Company 
The Portland Stage Intern Program is committed to training future generations of theater 
professionals. Applicants should be highly motivated individuals who have acquired basic training in 
the theater arts and are looking to explore their field further through meaningful hands-on experience. 
Portland Stage interns can expect to be challenged by a creative process that relies on both ingenuity 
and collaboration. Interns at Portland Stage work with leading designers, directors, administrators, 
and our professional production team throughout the season. They leave with a greater knowledge 
of the theatrical process and the satisfaction of being part of a dedicated theater company where 
exceptional quality is the end goal.
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