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The Importance of Being Earnest

The dearling of society who slood before an adonng audience on 14th February 1895 at
ihe S James s Theate would, within anly three months have become a convicted erlimial
In five vears he would be dead.

Wiltie's regutation has sinée been handed hack 1o him by histon and the iznominy of Ris
ast years has been transtamed into a Wagecy Wsiled upen him by late Victoren prudery
reher than the deserved consequence af scandalous immorality

The truth is, af course, 1ot sa black andwhite. If not the actual ahitect of his awn
cownfall, Wilde wes &l IBssl supremely arrogant in s careless attitude to danger,
The Impoitance of Being Eamest containg many hiden references 1o a priate life tat
was leetaring on the brink. Some of lher ars, perhaps, suboonscious: sames are coded

ind soime simply eXpedient (such 35 the name Worlhing, which 15 where Wilde and
ower, Lord Alfred Dougias, wete staying when he wrot it

Eamest is subtitied A Trivial Comedy For Serous People and, though this could simply
be ane more of the MaNy iMerted aphorisms thal pepner the soipl, ITs paihaps worth
dwelling on whether it should be taken mor literally. Wilde's greatest lve affair had
1o remain hidden y2t he was venerated for what amounted to the clever parly trick of
being atle to ‘coms up with & good e’ the serious is trivial nd the trvial is serious.
Thus., Gwendeolen and Cecily fall in love with a pame and are quite prepared to abandon
the actual persan if that person Lranspires 1o be called something olse.

Unsurprisingl wl certainly not uniquely — Wilde's own prejudices, likes and dislikes
came traugh in his WAtNG. You can see his horor of age. kis fatal adaration of youth
and besuty and his velighl al & ncat phrase or clever joke. In his portreyal of the upper
classes he pives us charsoiers Thal are scheming, manipulative, vain, avaricious and
mendacious: could this nawe been how he actually saw the peopl around Rim?

It is likely thal Wilde's reputation was sacrificed in place of the prime minister,

Lord Rosebery's, Rosebery had an affalr with Lard Alfred's older brather who had

! it was rumoured — committed suicide. (Ard this caralnly would certainly account
for e rabid stiitude of the young mens father, the Merquis of Quaensberry.) Howew
In 1886, anather way homosexuality threatened the social sincl transending
the class barier. Inthe play, Worthing's inscribed cigarstie case is similar to many Wilde
fave to lowerclass male prostitutes. (Doing so, he fined
some of the evidence that wes used againgt him al his trials.)

wihether he vas IhUmaing his nose &t danger, sharing a priva
noddir

e wilh Iriends or
and wirkirg 1o those in the know, he seems to nave (aksn an almost chitdish
delight in smupgling 227 references onte the west End stage. ‘Earnest’ [used as an

adicctive and with an 'a") &nd 'Cesly’ wene slag words for hamasesuality, 'merbidity’

{for which Bunaury’ is ‘wellpunished” by his death was 4 more widely used euphamism,
as was souil legslation'. which refered ta the mavs 1o change the aws reganding sex
hetween men, The invented ware, ‘BLnburying’ - refering to Algemon’s fictional invel

who

s his excuse for escaping to ths country - could easily ba resd a5 a suphemism lor ilgal
s of any kind or homeseuality specificaly. s tempting ta read things int the line

A man whe marries v.th“ul knowing Bunbury bas a very tedious time of it." Indeed. Wilde
had his own 'Bunbury’, which was s werk: s sexual sdveniures were protected by The
Grcuse of necding pcacc and quiet to wite, ewey from his wife and children,

25

In this versian of the play, some of ths original culs have bean restored. | it we meet
Gribsby, who errives 10 arest 'Emest for ¢ebt, The amount — £762 145 2d — is almest
cxactly what Wilde owed 16 the Savey at the time of witing and it is ndesd astounding
o consider how blatartly he conducted his highly dangerous *Bunburying in such public
ang ‘respeotable’ pisves

Qther lires. names and piaces mare prosaically refiect the conditions under which lhe pl
was writlen. They re of intarest ta those seeking to link the trajectory of Wilde's disgrace
to this. his most fivalous @nd apparantly fghtheartet work_ For instanze. the rames of
some of Lady Bracknel|'s social circle refer to aotual people. Mors interestingly, her name
is arrived ot from Lard Alfred's mother whe came from Bracknell,

Anothar refnstates cut rfers 1o & baak, Green Carnation, about ‘the culture of exotics'.
The green carnation was a symbal of the aesthetic movement — young men wha, as W.5
Gilber put it, would 'walk down Piccadilly with & poppy or a lily in Ttheir] mediseval hand”
Wilde ramains the mest fameus of these and is the prototype of Bunthome in Patiernice.
Gilbert, in Lurn, possibly provided inspiration for Earest, coth with his play Engagsd and
in the nonsensical plots af the Sauey cperellss. (The los! baby is a very Gilbertian idea.)

Incidentally, Sir Gearge Alexander, the ariginal groducer, was responsible for the version
afl Eamest that is most often done and it was he who cut the fourth act. Wilde objected.
‘What does that matier it #'s wasted?' Alexander sald. 'You are clever enough <o tink
af & hundred things just 85 goad.’ "0 pourse | am,’ Wilde replied. “Bul lat is not the
paint. This scene that you feel is superfluous cost e tamble, exhausting labour and
heart-rending strain, You may not believe me. but | assure you that it must have taken
fully five minutes 1o write.*

Waen he s told that ‘Ermest’ has expressed & desire Lo be buried in Paris, Chasuble fears
that It *... hardiy polfts to any very Serious state of mind at the ast.” This was arophatic
Wi disd and is buried in Paris. The iy nee of Being Lamest ten in & ourry

at this cataclysmic time in fis life — remains b nost popular wark. Unilke Mise Prism’s
‘revoltingy semtimental’ novel, it e to aunid the aamest sentiment of his earlier
glays. It 15 as hard and sparkling as a ciamond; it is sericusiy slight and shgntly serous.
Wa hope you
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