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THE IMPORTANCE OF BEING EARNEST

Oscar Wilde called this play ‘a trivial comedy for serious
people’. It was first produced, in London, in February 1895,
when Wilde was at the height of his success. It has been
popular ever since.

It is England in the 1890s. At that time it was important
for a lady or gentleman to have the right address, know all
the best people, and, most important of all, marry someone
from a good family. And there were many people, like Lady
Bracknell, who were sure that if a young girl had several
thousand pounds a year of her own money, she would make
an excellent wife.

Young Algernon Moncrieff is not interested in marriage.
He loves fine food and wine, beautiful girls, and being
single. But his ideas will soon change when he finds out his
friend’s secret . . .
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The Importance
of Being Earnest

INTRODUCTION

The Importance of Being Earmest is a story about two young
gentlemen who are not earnest at all. They spend their time eating,
drinking, visiting friends, going out, and talking about life, love
and women. The play is set in an expensive London flat and a large
house in the English countryside, in the early 1890s.

PERFORMANCE NOTES

ACT 1: Algernon Moncrieff’s London flat
ACT 2: The garden of Jack Worthing’s country house
ACT 3: A room in Jack Worthing’s country house

For each act you will need some chairs and a small table. You
will also need teacups, plates, sandwiches, bread and butter, cake,
muffins, sugar, knives, spoons, a large silver plate, a cigarette case,
an address card, a pencil, some schoolbooks, two diaries, some
flowers, a man’s black hat and coat, a ring, a box of letters, a pair
of glasses, a large black handbag, and a large old book.
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@E The Importance of Being Earnest

CHARACTERS IN THE PLAY

Jack Worthing, a young country gentleman

Algernon Moncrieff (sometimes called Algy), his London friend
Lady Augusta Bracknell, Algernon Moncrieff’s aunt

Gwendolen Fairfax, Lac.ly Bracknell’s daughter and Algy’s cousin
Cecily Cardew, a beautiful eighteen-year-old girl

Miss Prism, Cecily Cardew’s governess

Dr Chasuble, a vicar

Lane, Algernon Moncrieff’s servant

Merriman, Jack Worthing’s servant
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The Importance of Being Earnest

ACT 1

Ernest in town, Jack in the country

Algernon’s flat. Algernon is sitting in a comfortable chair, eating

cucumber sandwiches. Lane comes in.

LANE

Mr Ernest Worthing is here, sir.

Jack comes in. Lane goes out.

ALGERNON

JACK

ALGERNON

JACK

ALGERNON

JACK

ALGERNON

How are you, my dear Ernest? What brings you to
London?

(Sitting down) Oh, pleasure, pleasure! Of course!
Of course! So where have you been all this time?
In the country. Terribly boring, you know. You’re
eating as usual, I see, Algy. But why so many cups?
And why cucumber sandwiches? Who’s coming to
tea?

Oh, only Aunt Augusta and Gwendolen.
Gwendolen! Wonderful! ’minlove with Gwendolen.
I’ve come to London specially to ask her to marry me.
But you told me that you were here for pleasure!

That sounds more like business!

Jack moves to take a sandwich. Algernon stops him.

ALGERNON

JACK

ALGERNON

Please don’t touch the cucumber sandwiches.
They are for Aunt Augusta. (He eats one.)

But you are eating them!

That’s different. She’s my aunt. (He gives Jack
another plate.) Have some bread. Gwendolen

loves bread.
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comfortable adj. making
you feel physically relaxed,
without any pain or without
being too hot, cold etc &f
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cucumber ». a long, thin,
green, watery vegetable
#N

specially adv. for one
particular purpose, and
only for that purpose 4
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A\;B,E The Importance of Being Earnest

JACK (Eating) And it’s very good bread, too.
ALGERNON You can eat it, dear boy. But you won’t marry
Gwendolen, you know. She’s my cousin, and

before you can marry her, you must explain about

Cecily.
JACK Cecily? I don’t know anyone called Cecily!
ALGERNON (Calling) Lane, bring me the cigarette case which

Mr Worthing left here last week.

Lane brings the cigarette case on a silver plate.

JACK Have you had my case all this time?

Algernon takes the cigarette case. Lane goes out.

ALGERNON (Opening the case and looking inside) Well, what
do I see here? This isn’t your cigarette case.

JACK Of course it’s mine!

ALGERNON (Reading) ‘From little Cecily, with love.” You don’t

know anyone with that name, so it can’t be

yours.

JACK If you really want to know, Cecily is my aunt.
aLcernon  Your aunt! So why ‘little Cecily’?

JACK Well, some aunts are tall, some are not.

aLGErNON  Yes, but why does this small aunt say ‘From little

Cecily, with love to her Uncle Jack’? You aren’t
her uncle. And your name isn’t Jack, it’s Ernest.

JACK It isn’t Ernest, it’s Jack.
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ALGERNON

JACK

ALGERNON
JACK

ALGERNON

JACK
ALGERNON

JACK

ALGERNON

JACK

You’ve always told me that it was Ernest. You
answer to the name of Ernest. You’re the most
earnest-looking person that I’'ve ever met. Look,
your name’s even on your cards. (He takes a card
from the case, and reads it.) Mr Ernest Worthing,
B4, The Albany’

Well, I’'m Ernest in town and Jack in the country,
and I got the cigarette case in the country.

Ah, I knew that you were a secret Bunburyist!
Bunburyist? What does Bunburyist mean?

I’ll tell you when you have explained why you are
Ernest in town and Jack in the country.

Then give me my cigarette case first.

Here. (He gives the case, but keeps the card.)
There’s nothing strange about it. Cecily Cardew
is the granddaughter of Mr Thomas Cardew, who
adopted me when I was a boy. She lives at my
house in the country.

Oh? And where is that house?

I’m not going to ask you to visit me there, Algy, so
that doesn’t matter. Before Mr Cardew died he
made me Cecily’s guardian. That’s why she calls

me uncle.
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earnest adj. very serious
and sincere JEF A B
adopt v. to take someone’s
child into your home and
legally become its parent
LhEs

guardian n. someone who
is legally responsible for
looking after someone else’s
child, especially after the
child’s parents have died ¥
SN



