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From Director’s Notes
Born in Dublin and educated at Trinity College until his tutors advised him to continue his studies at
Oxford, Oscar Wilde embodies the many paradoxes of the Irish writer whose reputation rests largely
on an acknowledgment by London artists and critics in an age when the English capitol was both the
center of the British Empire and the source of the country’s culture imperialism around the globe. Of
these paradoxes, two are particularly relevant to Wilde and The Importance of Being Earnest.
One, as an Irishman living in London, Wilde’s artistic and social ascendency were fragile, and he
brought to his observations about the late Victorian Age the perspective of the outsider, distant enough
to note the hypocrisy and foibles of people who shared a nationality that he did not. Lady Bracknell
admonishes her nephew in Act III, “Never speak disrespectfully of Society, Algernon. Only people
who can’t get into it do that.” Wilde himself ignores such advice in the play, perhaps as one of those
very people. The result, as I hope you will experience at this performance, is laughter as fresh as it is
timeless.
Two, as such Irish writers as Bernard Shaw and Brian Friel have explained in detail, the native
language of the Irish is not English, and one of the consequences of this linguistic anomaly evidences
itself in the idiosyncratic style the Irish writer develops when writing in English. Wilde perfected a style
of language in The Importance of Being Earnest that is a masterpiece of wit, rhythm, epigram, and
absurdity—all of which converge in artifice that has remained without peer on stage ever since. . .

Director’s Notes (continued)
Although The Importance of Being Earnest is among the most performed plays in the world, the
premiere at London’s St. James’s Theatre closed after 86 performances. A growing scandal in which
Wilde’s homosexual double life was revealed and he was eventually sentenced to prison for “gross
indecency” turned audiences against the play and its author; subsequent productions excised Wilde’s
name from programs and advertisements. A collected edition of Wilde’s works published
posthumously in 1908—Wilde died in 1900—helped restore his reputation as an author, and regular
revivals of The Importance of Being Earnest soon followed. By the time of its centenary, in 1995, the
journalist Mark Lawson described Earnest as “the second most known and quoted play in English
after Hamlet.”
Much has been made of Wilde’s suffering and the many illnesses that afflicted him in prison and
afterwards. Despite his valorization by gay rights advocates and queer literary theorists, Wilde seems to
me an unlikely hero. His wit would not allow it. On his deathbed, he reportedly said, “Either this
wallpaper goes or I do.”
“Ernest” and “earnest”—the pun on identity and virtue embedded in the play’s title and its action—have
in recent decades been scrutinized for other meanings that perhaps were unknown to the original,
primarily heterosexual, audience of The Importance of Being Earnest. Some queer theorists and
historians have suggested that “earnest” was a code word among late Victorian homosexuals, the vast
majority of whom would have been closeted, to identify one another. This double-meaning adds a
delightful level of irony to almost every desire Gwendolen and Cecily express in the play; and, as we
know from the fairies in Peter Pan, the practice of appealing to homosexual audiences in one way and
heterosexual audiences in another was a distinct possibility. . .

Director’s Notes (continued)
Whether or not “earnest” did convey a coded meaning, other verifiable details of the play provide clear
links between the world of Earnest and Wilde’s buried life. For example, Ernest Worthing's address at
The Albany, which is printed on his calling cards in the play, was actually the home of George Ives, a
friend of Wilde's and an activist for homosexual rights. The mother of Wilde’s male lover, Lord Alfred
Douglass, lived at Bracknell, and Wilde completed the bulk of the manuscript while a guest at
Worthing in the summer of 1894. Bunbury, the name of a hypochondriac school friend of Wilde’s,
might also be a combination word: Wilde had once taken a train to Banbury, met a schoolboy there,
and arranged a second secret meeting with him at Sunbury.
Such minor details seem to me particularly apt in approaching a play that Wilde subtitled “a trivial
comedy for serious people.” Wilde is associated with the Aesthetic Movement, a crucial development
in the late Nineteenth Century championed by Walter Pater, that emphasized the artistic pursuit of the
highest quality “in moments as they pass.” Wilde expounded Pater’s ideas into an approach that
became known as “art for art’s sake” and that The Importance of Being Earnest epitomizes. Our
excellent production team has drawn inspiration from this approach, and you will observe its effects in
the visual treats on display in the artifice of Kyle Dixon’s scenic design and Melanie Miles Stanton’s
elegantly detailed costumes. . .
W. H. Auden called The Importance of Being Earnest “the purest example in English literature of a
verbal opera,” and very few theater pieces spoil audiences with as many delights as Wilde has created
for us in this play. Whether this performance of The Importance of Being Earnest is your first
encounter with the classic comedy or you already are familiar with Oscar Wilde’s masterpiece, you are
in for a treat.

___________________
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Brilliantly designed and painted by our Scenic Designer, Kyle Dixon, the false proscenium, a
house curtain, and a rounded, slightly exaggerated apron bordered by faux gas footlights
immediately established for the audience two concepts fundamental to my approach in the
production:
[1] As much as possible, the look and style of the production adhered to the conventions of
1895 theater in London as we know them.
[2] The governing principle in designing and staging the production was the Aesthetic
Movement, which like Wilde’s play, celebrates the beauty of artifice, replacing utilitarian
meaning with art-for-art’s-sake.

Budget Contexts for the Directorial Approach
Budget constraints on the production demanded a directorial
approach that was financially feasible and conceptually
challenging for the design team.
• Scenery: Kyle Dixon suggested wagon units built and
painted in forced perspective.
• Set Furnishings and Props: As the actors use both, we
agreed that these must be as authentic as possible.
• Costumes: From the Director’s perspective, costumes
could not be compromised because our approach was to
treat the characters as emissaries from a world that must
be believable to the audience.

Act I: Algernon’s flat in Half-Moon Street

•
•
•

Lane in costume: authentic and detailed [note the white gloves]
Forced perspective painted scenery on wagon still allows for a strong
entrance and exit for Lady Bracknell
Historical accuracy in furnishings and tea service

Act II: Garden at the Manor House

•

Upstage trees and shrubbery continue the design choice of forced
perspective painted scenery.
• Furnishings and properties contribute detail to the production’s
delight in artifice.

Act III: Morning-room at the Manor House

• Forced perspective painted scenery and indoor furnishings maintained essential
design elements to create an interior space.
• The painted flats from the garden setting of Act II established location and
enhanced the complex artifice of the production as the play reached its climax.
• The characters react as an elaborate sound cue chronicles Jack’s search for the
handbag on the floor above. Lacking both a ceiling and full walls, the scenery
serves as a visual link to the exaggerated responses of the characters.

Connecting with the Audience:
Asides and Acknowledgements
The convention of the aside involves a character speaking directly to the
audience while the other characters on stage pretend not to hear or notice.
Our production contained asides of this kind, most of them written into
Wilde’s stage directions. Wilde’s text also contains several moments when a
character, alone on stage, is speaking. This convention has not aged very
well, and I was unable to give the actors playable objectives for such
moments. Our production treated each such instance as an aside.
Our production also underlined those moments in Wilde’s text that made
references to looking, watching, and attending the theater. A simple take or
blocking choice communicated such acknowledgements to the audience
effectively.

Act II: Aside
CECILY: I have never met any
really wicked person before. I feel
rather frightened. I am so afraid he
will look just like every one else.
(Enter ALGERNON, very gay and
debonair.) He does!

We established these conventions for the aside in our production:
•
•
•

The character delivered the aside downstage near the footlights.
A sound cue of two plucked harp strings framed each aside.
During the aside, the character was isolated in a special while the
general lighting dimmed.

Act I
Acknowledgement of the Audience through Takes

GWENDOLEN: I hope you will always look at me just like
that, especially when there are other people present.

Act I
Acknowledgement of the Audience through Blocking
ALGERNON: What shall we do
after dinner? Go to a theatre?
JACK: Oh, no! I loathe listening.
ALGERNON: Well, let us go to
the Club?
JACK: Oh, no! I hate talking.
ALGERNON: Well, we might trot
round to the Empire at ten?
JACK: Oh, no! I can’t bear looking
at things. It is so silly.
ALGERNON: Well, what shall we
do?
JACK: Nothing!
ALGERNON: It is awfully hard
work doing nothing. However, I
don’t mind hard work where there
is no definite object of any kind.
(Enter LANE.)

Act II
Acknowledgement of the Audience through Blocking and Takes

GWENDOLEN: You will call me sister, will you not? (They embrace.)

Ways to Enter the World of the Play
The directorial approach included three openings or ways for the audience
to enter the world of the play. These choices utilized humor and comic bits
to augment the comfort level of the audience. Their laughter of recognition
connected them to ingredients of action and character, making the
unfamiliar familiar. Thus, the production became less distant and daunting,
and barriers between the world of the audience and the world of the play
could be understood as more illusory than genuine.
1.

Casting of Lady Bracknell

2.

Revisiting stereotypes of upper class British behavior

3.

Portraying the servants as silent commentators on the foibles of the
class system

1. Casting of Lady Bracknell

Physical presence, vocal agility, and comic timing are essential attributes for the actor
playing Lady Bracknell. The actor who distinguished himself from others during
auditions by demonstrating these traits is male but was cast in the role. Our approach
was to create a believable character and to avoid drag stereotypes and sexist critique.

2. Revisiting stereotypes of upper class British behavior

Act I: Tea at Algernon’s flat became an intricately choreographed ritual that
poked fun at stuffy British demeanor and overrated customs with uniform and
unvarying requirements.

2. Revisiting stereotypes of upper class British behavior

Our approach to Miss Prism and Canon Chasuble did not ignore the
hypocritical dimension of their characters. However, we emphasized how
easily and unknowingly they are manipulated by other characters—and by
one another.

3. Portraying the servants as silent commentators on the foibles
of the class system

In our production, Jack forgets his hat when he exits at the end of Act I. Lane
calmly walks to the door and holds out the hat without comment. Jack returns
sheepishly, takes the hat, and leaves. Lane closes the door and looks at the
audience; our production held this moment for tableau ending Act I.

3. Portraying the servants as silent commentators on the foibles
of the class system

Merriman has numerous entrances and exits in Act II. Our production
emphasized his upstage location to the audience as he observed the
characters downstage who remained oblivious to his presence.

Final Tableau

Our production ended each act with a tableau that the actors held until the house curtains
closed. To accentuate the artifice in our production, each tableau was staged with a sense
of silliness and parody intended to top the tableau ending the preceding act. In the Act III
tableau Lady Bracknell poses in parody of the women being kissed downstage.

