Note to teachers : the levels of these worksheets (2e/1er etc) are given as a guide only.  Please print and read all worksheets so you may decide which are the most suitable for your students.  Thank you.

The Importance of Being Earnest

Worksheet 2nde et 1er
A. Victorian Society

Background:

a. Oxford English Dictionary :

EARNEST = ardently or intensely serious; zealous; not trifling or joking. Seriousness.

NOTE - ERNEST was an English boys’ name, made popular by this very play!  It fell out of use after the 1930s.  The punning title of the play reflects the “earnest” qualities which Cecily and Gwenfolen believe the name Ernest carries.   

In Scene Two, Gwendolen says “Earnest is the very soul of truth and honour”.  This is before she learns that he has only pretended to be called Ernest.

By ironically placing the name “Earnest / Ernest” at the centre of his play, Wilde draws attention to the contrast between his characters’ aspiration to this name and their actual lack of seriousness.  Do you think he is trying to point out the superficiality and hypocrisy of Victorian polite society? 

B. Pretence:

a. Several of the play’s characters are pretending to be someone they are not, or have invented an imaginary friend, brother or lover.

· Invent an alternative life for yourself or an imaginary friend:

· Where does this imaginary person live?

· How old are they?

· What is their profession?

· List three adjectives to describe them.

· How is this person different from yourself?

· Why have you invented this alter ego/imaginary friend?  

· What advantages does his/her existence bring you?

b. Do you agree with the following statements concerning the motives of Wilde’s characters?

Algernon does not want to be restrained by social and family obligations.  He has invented a sick friend so that he can do what he wants when he wants!

Cecily has invented an imaginary lover because she is a bored, romantic teenager who dreams of a more exciting life away from the countryside.

Jack uses his unreliable brother so that he can play at being both a responsible and serious guardian in the countryside and a riotous party-going young man when in London.

c. In the case of Jack and Cecily, which “persona” reflects their true personality?

d. For all three characters, what do their imaginary lives suggest about the society in which they live?

C. Etiquette, manners and social values:

a. What do the following quotations suggest about the values of the society exposed in Wilde’s play?  We have suggested key words that will help stimulate discussion.

Scene 1:

Jack:  

Well, yes, I must admit I smoke.

Lady Bracknell:

I am glad to hear it.  A man should always have an occupation of some kind.  How old are you?

KEY WORD: The role of a gentleman

----------------------------

 Lady Bracknell:

…  Mr. Worthing, to be born, or at any rate bred, in a hand-bag, whether it had handles or not, seems to me to display a contempt for the ordinary decencies of family life that reminds one of the worst excesses of the French Revolution.  It can hardly be regarded as an assured basis for a recognised position in good society.

KEY WORDS: Social position, Class

Scene 2

Gwendolen:

(With elaborate politeness.) Thank you.  (Aside.) Detestable girl!  But I require tea!

Cecily: 

(Sweetly)  Sugar?

Gwendolen:

No, thank you.  Sugar is not fashionable any more. 

CECILY looks angrily at GWENDOLEN, takes up the tongs and puts four lumps of sugar into the cup.

Cecily:

Cake or bread and butter?

Gwendolen:

Bread and butter, please.  Cake is rarely seen at the best houses nowadays.

CECILY cuts a very large slice of cake, and puts it on the tray.

Cecily:

Hand that to Miss Fairfax.

MERRIMAN does so, and goes out.  GWENDOLEN drinks the tea and makes a grimace.  Puts down cup at once, reaches out her hand to the bread and butter, looks at it, and finds it is cake.  Rises in indignation.

KEY WORDS: Social rituals, etiquette, fashion

Scene 3
Lady Bracknell:

I dare not even suspect, Dr. Chasuble.  I need hardly tell you that in families of high position strange coincidences are not supposed to occur.  They are hardly considered the thing.

NB the thing = the done thing, c'est-à-dire, un comportement acceptable dans une bonne famille.

----------------------------

Cecily:

Uncle Jack seems strangely agitated!

Chasuble:

Your guardian has a very emotional nature.

Lady Bracknell:

This noise is extremely unpleasant.  It sounds as if he was having an argument.  I dislike arguments of any kind.  They are always vulgar, and often convincing.

KEY WORD : Scandal, social downfall, acceptable behaviour

b. Rules of etiquette

If you have read The Importance of Being Earnest, can you identify at least three rules of social etiquette?

Now compare these rules to rules that govern our behaviour today:

What is considered good manners in your family/amongst your friends/at school?

Write a list of (spoken or unspoken) rules of behaviour and etiquette for each of these places?

Are the lists very different? Why?

c. Women & Society

Read the following extract from a guide to etiquette for young ladies in the 19th Century:

“Costly cashmeres, very rich furs, and diamonds, as well as many other brilliant ornaments, are to be forbidden a young unattached lady.” http://www.victorianstation.com/ettiqlady.htm

Now compare this “rule” to Gwendolen’s comment on Cecily’s appearance: 

Scene 2 

Gwendolen:

Well, to speak with perfect candour, Cecily, I wish that you were fully forty-two, and more than usually plain for your age.  Ernest is the very soul of truth and honour.  But even men of the noblest possible moral character are extremely susceptible to the influence of the physical charms of others.  
What do these comments suggest about the following?

· The perception of femininity

· Male/female relationships

· The place of women in society

D. Marriage 

a. In Scene 1, Lady Bracknell “interviews” Jack to decide if he will be a suitable husband for her daughter Gwendolen.

· Write a dialogue between a parent and prospective son/daughter-in-law today.  

· What questions will the parent ask?  

· Exchange the “scripts” amongst your classmates, and practise reading aloud the discussions.  

· Have you imagined similar scenarios, or are there many different questions to be asked?

b. CLASS DEBATE:

Parents should have a role in choosing a husband or wife for their children.  

For and against! 

Students should be prepared to debate and argue for both sides.  Make a vote at the end of the discussion.

c. Who is your Ernest?

What qualities do you look for in an ideal man/woman?  

Are the following issues important to you or not?  

· Appearance

· Income

· social background

· personality

· age

· nationality

· religion

· name

Can you explain why?

Rate these issues on a scale of importance where:

1 = not at all important 

2 = important, but not a real problem

3 = very important

4 = essential

Using these criteria (or others that you wish to define), do a CLASS SURVEY to estimate what is most important to your contemporaries in their choice of partner.  Compare the results of this survey to the attitudes to marriage/relationships described by Wilde in The Importance of Being Earnest.
