Advanced Placement Literature

Name:  ________________________________

The Importance of Being Earnest.  Study Guide
Directions:  As you read the play answer the following questions.  Please use a separate piece of paper and remember to place the question back into the answer.  Each question is worth 2 points.  The assignment is therefore worth 40 points.

Comedy of Manners: A term used to describe a play deriving its comedy from the social habits (manners and the mores) of a given society, usually the dominant one at the time the play is written. A comedy of manners typically chronicles the foibles of the upper classes, with some attention to the lower classes as they interact with the gentry in their roles as servant, trades people, and the like.] 


Act One
1. The play's story-- marriage, its manners and obstacles--is actually quite a common one in fiction (literature and best-sellers) and especially comedies.  The characters' views of marriage are both a source of laughter and an issue for serious discussion.  What does each character in this act (i.e. Jack, Algernon, Gwendolen, Lady Bracknell, and Lane) think about love, engagement, and marriage?
2. Jack, Algernon, Gwendolen and Lady Bracknell are all from the upper class. What are their value standards? In other words, what are the things they think are important, or "serous"? ( Pay special attention to Lady Bracknell's inquiries of Jack.)

  

3. Besides the aristocrats, there is Lane as a servant in this play. How is he presented in the beginning of Act I? E.g. his views about marriage, his lies, and his drinking his master's champagne.)

  

4. What are the lies you have found in Act I? What is Bunburying? Is lying easy or difficult for the characters?

  

5. The play is a comedy of manners. What is comic about it? What are the characters’ shortcomings that are satirized in Act I?


Act Two  

6. How are Cecily and Ms. Prism different from each other, as is revealed in their conversation in the beginning of Act II? In Cecily's conversation with Algernon that follows, we see more of the things Cecily hates or values. What are they?

  

7. How are Jack's and Algernon's lies revealed in this Act? How do they react to this farcical revelation?

  

8. How does the issue of name (Ernest) get complicated or more "serious" in this Act?

  

9. What does the dialogue between Cecily and Gwendolen show about their personality and their manners? 　


Act Three
10. How do Gwendolen and Cecily react to Jack's and Algernon's plan to be christened as Ernest? What do they all think about Christening, or baptism, on the one land, and the name Ernest on the other?

  

11. What does Lady Bracknell's inquiry about Cecily reveal about the former? What is the most important thing that makes her agree with Cecily's marriage with Algernon?

  

12. How is the ending comical, or farcical? Consider Jack's calling Mr. Prism his mother, and the declaration of love of the three couples.
13. The subtitle of the play is A Trivial Comedy for Serious People. What are the superficial or trivial things that are considered serious by the characters? What are the serious things that get trivialized? What, do you think, are the serious problems these characters have? Does the play itself suggest that we should be serious about anything?  Consider Wilde's explanation: 

"I hope you will enjoy my 'trivial' play.  It is written by a butterfly for butterflies.  [The play] has its philosophy . . . that we should treat all the trivial things seriously, and the serious things in life with sincere and studied triviality."
14. How is the title significant? (For the characters, is it important to be earnest, or be one called Ernest?)

  

15. How is the play a comedy of manners? (What are the main themes? What are the characters' foibles? What do they value most? How are they--the themes, the foibles, and the values--treated?)

  

16. The characters in the play are paired.  Compare and contrast Jack and Algernon, Gwendolen and Cecily, Lady Bracknell and Mr. Prism.

  

17. What do the main characters think about the lower class, or class society? (E.g. Ms. Prism reminds Cecily that watering Bracknell's disagree with universal education; Gwendolen is happy that she has never seen a spade.)

  

18. Describe Wilde's verbal humor.  
19. Do you consider the play "realistic"?  Why and how is it (un-)realistic?  Try to relate the world of the play to our society.  Are there any similarities in terms of values, manners or views of marriage?
  

20. To follow up on the previous question on Wilde's language, let's consider his art.  Do you like it?
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