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The Importance of Being Earnest 
Oscar Wilde 

A  Before Reading

1  The picture shows the five main characters from the play. From the picture, can you guess:

 a when the play is set?

 b the background of the characters (e.g. their nationality and social class)?

 c the relationship between the 5 characters shown?

2  The title The Importance of Being Earnest is a play on words based on the adjective earnest 
(meaning ‘serious and sincere’) having the same pronunciation as the man’s name, Ernest. Do you   
know any other pairs of words which are pronounced the same but have different meanings? The  
following words are all part of such a pair. What is the other half of each pair?

write      two      there      see      meet      for      weight      week

Example: write, right
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3  The play includes the themes of marriage, birth and death. Complete the table by matching the 
following words to the theme they relate to.

 funeral      heart attack      will      ring       baby    baptize       propose 
fiancé      grieve     mourn      bride       bury       engagement       name

Marriage Birth Death

B  While Reading

4   a  When Lady Bracknell learns that Jack/Ernest wishes to marry her daughter, she ‘interviews’ him.   
 Jack’s answers to her questions are in the table below. Before reading page 24, use Jack’s answers   
 to guess the questions Lady Bracknell asks him (pages 24–7).

Lady Bracknell’s questions Jack’s answers

Example: Do you smoke? Well, yes, I do smoke.

I know nothing, Lady Bracknell.

Twenty-nine.

It’s between seven and eight thousand 
pounds a year.

From investments.

I have lost both my parents.

I’m afraid that I don’t know, Lady Bracknell.  
I said that I had lost my parents.

 b  If you introduced a new boyfriend or girlfriend to your family, what questions do you think your   
 family would ask him/her? Write a list.

5  a  Throughout the play, Oscar Wilde satirises or makes fun of many aspects of Victorian society. 
 Match the beginnings of the jokes (1–4) with the ends (A–D). Then check as you read the play. 

 
1 What shall we do after dinner? Go to the   
theatre?

A I have preached it at baptisms, weddings and 
funerals.

2 I do not approve of long engagements.
B Impossible! He was educated at Oxford 
University.

3 Devious? My nephew Algernon? 
C They give people a chance to find out about 
each other’s character before marriage, which I 
think is never advisable.

4 My sermon on the mercy of God can be used 
on any occasion, happy or sad. 

D Oh no! One has to listen at the theatre. I hate 
listening.
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 b  What do you think the author is making fun of in each of the jokes above?

 c  Did you find the play funny? Which lines did you enjoy the most? Is satirical comedy popular in your  
 country?

C  After Reading

6  a  Read the following sentences about marriage. Put a tick after each sentence to show whether you  
 agree, disagree or think it depends. 

Agree It depends Disagree

Marriage is important in society and couples should be 
encouraged to get married.

A woman should not propose to a man. He should  
always propose to her.

Marriages arranged by parents are a good idea.

Marrying for money is always wrong.

35 is the ideal age to get married.

Parents should have the right to forbid their son or 
daughter from marrying someone.

It is important to follow traditions when proposing  
marriage, e.g. kneeling when proposing.

 b  Choose one of the sentences above and write a paragraph giving reasons for your view.

7  Imagine you are either Gwendolen or Cecily. Write a diary entry for the day at the country house. You 
have discovered that Jack was baptized Ernest and you can now marry the man you want. Start your 
diary entry with the words given and explain why the day was incredible, what you found out and 
how you feel as a result.

	

   

What a perfectly unbelievable day! ...
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