Mrs.Opaleski-DiMeo – English IV Honors


The Importance of Being Earnest
 Act III: Satirical Targets
1. Oscar Wilde said his philosophy in writing The Importance of Being Earnest was that “we should treat all the trivial things of life seriously and all the serious things of life with sincere and studied triviality.”  Think back about the play and brainstorm multiple targets that Wilde attacks through trivial treatment of some sort in his satire.  List at least five.
2. With a partner, select one of these targets from question one as your focus.  Find at least five lines from the play as evidence that Wilde is satirizing this subject (found throughout the play but with at least one in the third act).  For each line you select, 

a.  copy the line with  the page number
b.    explain what Wilde means in that line, as it relates to the subject he is attacking

c.  and then, from a literary standpoint, identify what techniques he uses to convey his message (turning a cliché or proverb on its head, meiosis, hyperbole, repetition, pun/other wordplay, chiasmus, simile, metaphor, alliteration, something else)
3. Looking at the examples in sum, what does Wilde say about that aspect of society?  Formulate your response as a thesis statement about the play to answer the question.  Note:  You need to say what Wilde’s message is, specifically, not just that this particular topic exists.  Remember also that Wilde didn’t see art’s purpose to be socially transformative, but this doesn’t preclude him from being an ironic observer of his own world.
4. How are we to see the title of the play after having finished the story?  Is it merely a trivial pun for Ernest—of “vital importance” to Jack/Ernest at the end of the play—or is there some commentary about earnestness as well?
5. In what ways do we see marks of Aestheticism in Earnest?  You might consider, in your response, the following letter Wilde wrote in explanation of his comment that art is “useless.”
16, TITE STREET,
CHELSEA. S.W.

My dear Sir

Art is useless because its aim is simply to create a mood. It is not meant to instruct, or to influence action in any way. It is superbly sterile, and the note of its pleasure is sterility. If the contemplation of a work of art is followed by activity of any kind, the work is either of a very second-rate order, or the spectator has failed to realize the complete artistic impression.

A work of art is useless as a flower is useless. A flower blossoms for its own joy. We gain a moment of joy by looking at it. That is all that is to be said about our relations to flowers. Of course man may sell the flower, and so make it useful to him, but this has nothing to do with the flower. It is not part of its essence. It is accidental. It is a misuse. All this is I fear very obscure. But the subject is a long one.

Truly yours,

Oscar Wilde

6. According to critic Otto Reinhart, Wilde’s play suggests that “all normal Victorians who want to retain the respect of their conventional society are, perforce, Bunburyists, leading double lives, one respectable, one frivolous, neither earnest.”  Is Reinhart’s statement accurate, given the events and characters in the play?
Satire in Earnest Answer Key
Marriage

· Wilde mocks the idea of marriage during the confrontations between Lady Bracknell and Jack.  

· Money and marriage are both satirized when Lady Bracknell is determining whether or not she will let Algernon marry Cecily, and when money is mentioned, she immediately reconsiders the entire proposal. 

· The ultimate goal in Earnest is to reconcile romantic desires and respectability; in other words, Jack, Algernon, Gwendolen, and Cecily all strive to make their less-than-honorable courtship look appropriate to Lady Bracknell.
· Although each character in Earnest strives to be respectable, none actually believes in the socially-prescribed standards, and all often mock the idea that one can be both respectable and happy
· Wilde satirizes these issues, believing that Victorian society should pay more attention to trivial matters as opposed to issues that society regarded as serious.

Society and Class

· The Importance of Being Earnest reveals the differences between the behavior of the upper class and that of the lower class. 

· Members of the upper class display a great deal of pride and pretense, feeling that they are inherently entitled to their wealth and higher social position. 

· They are so preoccupied with maintaining the status quo that they quickly squash any signs of rebellion.

·  In this play, Wilde satirizes the arrogance and hypocrisy of the aristocracy. 

· The lower classes in Earnest  are less pretentious and more humble, but equally good at making jokes.

· Algernon and Jack may create similar deceptions, but they are not morally equivalent characters. 

· When Jack fabricates his brother Ernest’s death, he imposes that fantasy on his loved ones, and though we are aware of the deception, they, of course, are not. 

· He rounds out the deception with costumes and props, and he does his best to convince the family he’s in mourning. He is acting hypocritically.

·  In contrast, Algernon and Cecily make up elaborate stories that don’t really assault the truth in any serious way or try to alter anyone else’s perception of reality. 

· In a sense, Algernon and Cecily are characters after Wilde’s own heart, since in a way they invent life for themselves as though life is a work of art. 

· In some ways, Algernon, not Jack, is the play’s real hero. Not only is Algernon like Wilde in his dandified, exquisite wit, tastes, and priorities, but he also resembles Wilde to the extent that his fictions and inventions resemble those of an artist.

· Although many of Wilde’s characters in Earnest are aristocrats, he ultimately parodies the upper class’s pride and pretension.

· By imitating and trying to marry into the aristocracy, Jack is a hypocrite and a traitor to his own class.

Death

· Algernon has a "friend" named Bunbury that is constantly sick and Algernon goes and visits him often.  

· Although Bunbury is an entirely fictional person, Algernon uses Bunbury to get out of the city.

· His Aunt, Lady Bracknell is annoyed by Bunbury's constant illness because he always needs care and attendance and Algernon can never visit with his aunt because of him.  

· Lady Bracknell proposes that ."..it is high time that Mr. Bunbury made up his mind whether he was going to live or to die" (Wilde Act I 9).  

· An enormous matter, such as death, is turned into a trivial and unimportant by Lady Bracknell.  She believes that Bunbury is an unnecessary burden and that it would be better off if he just made up his mind to live or die.  

· During any time period throughout history, death has been a serious issue, but Wilde makes his characters play death off as an unimportant matter that should just simply be taken care of.

Education
· Wilde mocks education in the upper Victorian society using satirical elements such as juxtaposition, extension, tone of mock seriousness, and irony. 

· Juxtaposition is woven throughout the play. Lady Bracknell is the main character to portray this satirical technique, as she believes the upper class to be much more educated than the lower class, purely because of social status. “The whole theory of modern education is radically unsound. Fortunately in England, at any rate, education produces no effect whatsoever. If it did, it would prove a serious danger to the upper classes, and probably lead to acts of violence in Grosvenor Square.” [p. 13] 

· Her saying this shows how she thinks the peasants should stay uneducated, for if they did receive an education, they would try to overtake the upper class, which, in her mind, are educated. 

· Through the play though, the reader comes to understand that Lady Bracknell herself does not possess the intellect or knowledge to be considered “educated,” which leads them to see that the discrepancy in education between the upper and lower class is rather small, if there is any at all. 

· Following Lady Bracknell’s beliefs, those of the lower class should lack the intellect of the upper class. Instead, a member of the lower class, Miss Prism, is portrayed as being quite intelligent compared to those around them. Miss Prism, a governess, has her knowledge credited by her student, Cecily: “You know German, and geology, and things of that kind influence a man very much.” [p. 22] Miss Prism’s vocabulary is also larger than all of the other characters in the novel, commonly using words such as “misanthrope” and “vacillating.” 

· This comparison/juxtaposition between what Lady Bracknell says and Miss Prism’s nature, makes Lady Bracknell look badly and dim-witted.

· This is further proven by Cecily, a girl of higher class, who does not want anything to do with learning. From these comparisons, between the characters, Wilde tries to show us that the upper class is ignorant, and not educated through juxtaposition. 

· Irony is important in portraying the satire of education in The Importance of Being Earnest. A key example of this is how, despite the assertion that the lower class is much less educated than the upper class, some of the lower class has been shown to have much more intellect than the upper class. 

· Throughout the play, both Lady Bracknell and Cecily have been shown to be uneducated and unintelligent, even though they should be “smart.” Cecily does not even want or like to learn, as she states during the play. “Horrid Political Economy! Horrid Geography! Horrid, horrid German!” [p. 23] 

· On the other hand, Miss Prism far exceeds their knowledge, even though she is of the lower class. It is ironic that Lady Bracknell would hold such strong views on the subject, when, as an upper classman, she wasn’t educated herself and Miss Prism of the lower class was smarter than her. 

· Another piece of irony is when Lady Bracknell contradicts her beliefs. She states, “I do not approve of anything that tampers with natural ignorance. Ignorance is like a delicate exotic fruit; touch it and the bloom is gone.” She says that ignorance is a blessing, but still believes herself to be smart. It is from this irony, that Oscar Wilde further makes fun of education offered during his time. 

Importance of Being Earnest and Literary Theory

New Historicism

1.  Is the play’s title a mockery or reflection of the social attitudes of the Victorian era?  Why?

2. What is the importance of “being earnest” in the Victorian culture?

3. How does the play shape the cultural, social and economic situation in Victorian England?

4. How does Lady Bracknell exemplify the decaying rigid social class structure?

5. Are there sections of British society that would have found certain elements of the play “objectionable” in England during the Victorian era?  What bout England today? 

Feminism

1. According to Algernon, what is the connection between marriage and business?

2. What does Algernon consider the most alluring aspect of romance?

3. How does Algernon view the typical relationship between the husband and wife in marriage?  What does his view reveal about his expectations of married life and married people?
4. What is the role of parental choice in marriage?
5. Why does Algernon consider “Bunbury” an essential part of any martial union?

6. Compare Jack and Gwendolen’s expectation on love and on marriage?

7. What does Lady Bracknell’s assessment of Lady Harbury reveal about Lady Harbury’s marriage?

Psychoanalytic

1.  To what extent does Algernon embody the qualities of the quintessential Aesthete and dandy as Wilde did?

2. What is the significance of the male-male friendship in the play?

3. What is Gwendolen’s definition of the effeminate man?

4. What is the social and psychological effect of Jack’s leading a double life?

5. How does Algernon’s attitude toward marriage highlight or parallel Wilde’s own attitude toward marriage?

6. How might the writing of the play have functioned as a vehicle to express Wilde’s own secret desires? 
