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    Oscar Fingal O'Flahertie Wills Wilde (16 October 1854 – 30 November 1900) was an Irish writer and poet. After writing in different forms throughout the 1880s, he became one of London's most popular playwrights in the early 1890s. Today he is remembered for his epigrams, his novel The Picture of Dorian Gray, his plays, as well as the circumstances of his imprisonment and early death.


    Wilde's parents were successful Anglo-Irish Dublin intellectuals. Their son became fluent in French and German early in life. At university, Wilde read Greats; he proved himself to be an outstanding classicist, first at Dublin, then at Oxford. He became known for his involvement in the rising philosophy of aestheticism, led by two of his tutors, Walter Pater and John Ruskin. After university, Wilde moved to London into fashionable cultural and social circles. As a spokesman for aestheticism, he tried his hand at various literary activities: he published a book of poems, lectured in the United States and Canada on the new "English Renaissance in Art", and then returned to London where he worked prolifically as a journalist. Known for his biting wit, flamboyant dress and glittering conversation, Wilde became one of the best-known personalities of his day.


    At the turn of the 1890s, he refined his ideas about the supremacy of art in a series of dialogues and essays, and incorporated themes of decadence, duplicity, and beauty into his only novel, The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890). The opportunity to construct aesthetic details precisely, and combine them with larger social themes, drew Wilde to write drama. He wrote Salome (1891) in French in Paris but it was refused a licence for England due to the absolute prohibition of Biblical subjects on the English stage. Unperturbed, Wilde produced four society comedies in the early 1890s, which made him one of the most successful playwrights of late Victorian London.


    At the height of his fame and success, while his masterpiece, The Importance of Being Earnest (1895), was still on stage in London, Wilde had the Marquess of Queensberry prosecuted for libel. The Marquess was the father of Wilde's lover, Lord Alfred Douglas. The charge carried a penalty of up to two years in prison. The trial unearthed evidence that caused Wilde to drop his charges and led to his own arrest and trial for gross indecency with other men. After two more trials he was convicted and imprisoned for two years' hard labour. In 1897, in prison, he wrote De Profundis, which was published in 1905, a long letter which discusses his spiritual journey through his trials, forming a dark counterpoint to his earlier philosophy of pleasure. Upon his release he left immediately for France, never to return to Ireland or Britain. There he wrote his last work, The Ballad of Reading Gaol (1898), a long poem commemorating the harsh rhythms of prison life. He died destitute in Paris at the age of 46.
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    After the success of Wilde's plays Lady Windermere's Fan and A Woman of No Importance, Wilde's producers urged him to write further plays. In July 1894 he mooted his idea for The Importance of Being Earnest to George Alexander, the actor-manager of the St James's Theatre. Wilde summered with his family at Worthing, where he wrote the play quickly in August. His fame now at its peak, he used the working title Lady Lancing to avoid pre-emptive speculation of its content. Many names and ideas in the play were borrowed from people or places the author had known; Lady Queensberry, Lord Alfred Douglas's mother, for example, lived at Bracknell. There is widespread agreement among Wilde scholars that the most important influence on the play was W. S. Gilbert's 1877 farce Engaged; Wilde borrowed from Gilbert not only several incidents but, in Russell Jackson's phrase "the gravity of tone demanded by Gilbert of his actors".


    Wilde continually revised the text over the next months: no line was left untouched, and "in a play so economical with its language and effects, [the revisions] had serious consequences". Sos Eltis describes Wilde's revisions as a refined art at work: the earliest, longest handwritten drafts of the play labour over farcical incidents, broad puns, nonsense dialogue and conventional comic turns. In revising as he did, "Wilde transformed standard nonsense into the more systemic and disconcerting illogicality which characterises Earnest's dialogue". Richard Ellmann argues that Wilde had reached his artistic maturity and wrote this work more surely and rapidly than before.


    Wilde hesitated about submitting the script to Alexander, worrying that it might be unsuitable for the St James's Theatre, whose typical repertoire was relatively serious, and explaining that it had been written in response to a request for a play "with no real serious interest". When Henry James's Guy Domville failed, Alexander turned to Wilde and agreed to put on his play. Alexander began his usual meticulous preparations, interrogating the author on each line and planning stage movements with a toy theatre. In the course of these rehearsals Alexander asked Wilde to shorten the play from four acts to three. Wilde agreed and combined elements of the second and third acts. The largest cut was the removal of the character of Mr. Gribsby, a solicitor who comes from London to arrest the profligate "Ernest" (i.e., Jack) for his unpaid dining bills. Algernon, who is posing as "Ernest", will be led away to Holloway Jail unless he settles his accounts immediately. Jack finally agrees to pay for Ernest, everyone thinking that it is Algernon's bill when in fact it is his own.
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  A trivial comedy for serious people


  THE PERSONS IN THE PLAY


  John Worthing, J.P.

  Algernon Moncrieff

  Rev. Canon Chasuble, D.D.

  Merriman, Butler

  Lane, Manservant

  Lady Bracknell

  Hon. Gwendolen Fairfax

  Cecily Cardew

  Miss Prism, Governess


  THE SCENES OF THE PLAY


  ACT I. Algernon Moncrieff’s Flat in Half-Moon Street, W.

  ACT II. The Garden at the Manor House, Woolton.

  ACT III. Drawing-Room at the Manor House, Woolton.

  TIME: The Present.


FIRST ACT



SCENE




Morning-room in Algernon’s flat in Half-Moon
Street. The room is luxuriously and artistically furnished. The
sound of a piano is heard in the adjoining room.




[Lane is arranging afternoon tea on
the table, and after the music has ceased, Algernon enters.]

Algernon. Did you hear what I was
playing, Lane?

Lane. I didn’t think it polite to
listen, sir.

Algernon. I’m sorry for that, for
your sake. I don’t play accurately—any one can play accurately—but
I play with wonderful expression. As far as the piano is concerned,
sentiment is my forte. I keep science for Life.

Lane. Yes, sir.

Algernon. And, speaking of the
science of Life, have you got the cucumber sandwiches cut for Lady
Bracknell?

Lane. Yes, sir. [Hands them on a
salver.]

Algernon. [Inspects them, takes two,
and sits down on the sofa.] Oh!… by the way, Lane, I see from your
book that on Thursday night, when Lord Shoreman and Mr. Worthing
were dining with me, eight bottles of champagne are entered as
having been consumed.

Lane. Yes, sir; eight bottles and a
pint.

Algernon. Why is it that at a
bachelor’s establishment the servants invariably drink the
champagne? I ask merely for information.

Lane. I attribute it to the superior
quality of the wine, sir. I have often observed that in married
households the champagne is rarely of a first-rate brand.

Algernon. Good heavens! Is marriage
so demoralising as that?

Lane. I believe it is a
very pleasant state, sir. I have had very little experience of it
myself up to the present. I have only been married once. That was
in consequence of a misunderstanding between myself and a young
person.

Algernon. [Languidly.] I
don’t know that I am much interested in your family life, Lane.

Lane. No, sir; it is not a very
interesting subject. I never think of it myself.

Algernon. Very natural, I am sure.
That will do, Lane, thank you.

Lane. Thank you, sir. [Lane goes out.]

Algernon. Lane’s views on marriage
seem somewhat lax. Really, if the lower orders don’t set us a good
example, what on earth is the use of them? They seem, as a class,
to have absolutely no sense of moral responsibility.

[Enter Lane.]

Lane. Mr. Ernest Worthing.

[Enter Jack.]

[Lane goes out.]

Algernon. How are you, my dear
Ernest? What brings you up to town?

Jack. Oh, pleasure, pleasure! What
else should bring one anywhere? Eating as usual, I see, Algy!

Algernon. [Stiffly.] I
believe it is customary in good society to take some slight
refreshment at five o’clock. Where have you been since last
Thursday?

Jack. [Sitting down on the sofa.] In
the country.

Algernon. What on earth do you do
there?

Jack. [Pulling off his
gloves.] When one is in town one amuses oneself. When one
is in the country one amuses other people. It is excessively
boring.

Algernon. And who are the people you
amuse?

Jack. [Airily.] Oh,
neighbours, neighbours.

Algernon. Got nice neighbours in
your part of Shropshire?

Jack. Perfectly horrid! Never speak
to one of them.

Algernon. How immensely you must
amuse them! [Goes over and takes sandwich.] By the way, Shropshire
is your county, is it not?

Jack. Eh? Shropshire? Yes, of
course. Hallo! Why all these cups? Why cucumber sandwiches? Why
such reckless extravagance in one so young? Who is coming to
tea?

Algernon. Oh! merely Aunt Augusta
and Gwendolen.

Jack. How perfectly delightful!

Algernon. Yes, that is all very
well; but I am afraid Aunt Augusta won’t quite approve of your
being here.

Jack. May I ask why?

Algernon. My dear fellow, the way
you flirt with Gwendolen is perfectly disgraceful. It is almost as
bad as the way Gwendolen flirts with you.

Jack. I am in love with Gwendolen. I
have come up to town expressly to propose to her.

Algernon. I thought you had come up
for pleasure?… I call that business.

Jack. How utterly unromantic you
are!

Algernon. I really don’t see
anything romantic in proposing. It is very romantic to be in love.
But there is nothing romantic about a definite proposal. Why, one
may be accepted. One usually is, I believe. Then the excitement is
all over. The very essence of romance is uncertainty. If ever I get
married, I’ll certainly try to forget the fact.

Jack. I have no doubt about that,
dear Algy. The Divorce Court was specially invented for people
whose memories are so curiously constituted.

Algernon. Oh! there is no use
speculating on that subject. Divorces are made in
Heaven—[Jack puts out his hand to take
a sandwich. Algernon at once
interferes.] Please don’t touch the cucumber sandwiches. They are
ordered specially for Aunt Augusta. [Takes one and eats it.]

Jack. Well, you have been eating
them all the time.

Algernon. That is quite a different
matter. She is my aunt. [Takes plate from below.] Have some bread
and butter. The bread and butter is for Gwendolen. Gwendolen is
devoted to bread and butter.

Jack. [Advancing to table and
helping himself.] And very good bread and butter it is too.

Algernon. Well, my dear fellow, you
need not eat as if you were going to eat it all. You behave as if
you were married to her already. You are not married to her
already, and I don’t think you ever will be.

Jack. Why on earth do you say
that?

Algernon. Well, in the first place
girls never marry the men they flirt with. Girls don’t think it
right.

Jack. Oh, that is nonsense!

Algernon. It isn’t. It is a great
truth. It accounts for the extraordinary number of bachelors that
one sees all over the place. In the second place, I don’t give my
consent.

Jack. Your consent!

Algernon. My dear fellow, Gwendolen
is my first cousin. And before I allow you to marry her, you will
have to clear up the whole question of Cecily. [Rings bell.]

Jack. Cecily! What on earth do you
mean? What do you mean, Algy, by Cecily! I don’t know any one of
the name of Cecily.

[Enter Lane.]

Algernon. Bring me that cigarette
case Mr. Worthing left in the smoking-room the last time he dined
here.

Lane. Yes, sir. [Lane goes out.]

Jack. Do you mean to say you have
had my cigarette case all this time? I wish to goodness you had let
me know. I have been writing frantic letters to Scotland Yard about
it. I was very nearly offering a large reward.

Algernon. Well, I wish you would
offer one. I happen to be more than usually hard up.

Jack. There is no good offering a
large reward now that the thing is found.

[Enter Lane with the cigarette case
on a salver. Algernon takes it at once.
Lane goes out.]

Algernon. I think that is rather
mean of you, Ernest, I must say. [Opens case and examines it.]
However, it makes no matter, for, now that I look at the
inscription inside, I find that the thing isn’t yours after
all.

Jack. Of course it’ [...]
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