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Sample A essay for English Literature Honors course

Comic Conventions


In The Importance of Being Earnest, Oscar Wilde creates many comical scenes between the main characters and employs comical lines that criticize the upper class of society in the 19th century.  This play can be considered a comedy of manners where the morals and social habits of the upper class are mocked.  The play also includes unbelievable coincidences between the characters, often due to points of deception and mistaken identity.  Utilizing different comic conventions such as a comedy of manners, unbelievable coincidences, and mistaken identity, Wilde creates a satirical farce that provokes the audience to simple, hearty laughter in the parlance of the theater. 

Wilde generates unbelievable coincidences that contribute to the humor of the play.  One coincidence occurs when both Cecily and Gwendolen believe they will marry the same man.  Due to the lies told by Algernon and Jack, the girls meet each other and cannot believe the same man proposed to both of them.  Gwendolen states, “My darling Cecily, I think there must be some slight error.  Mr. Ernest Worthing is engaged to me” (36).  Agitated, Cecily responds, “I am afraid you must be under some misconception.  Ernest proposed to me exactly ten minutes ago” (36).  The audience knowing that the two women are wrong about being engaged to the same man contributes to the humor of the scene.  Another unbelievable coincident Wilde creates occurs when Cecily believes that Algernon is Jack’s brother Ernest while Jack claims to everyone else that his brother Ernest is dead.  When Cecily comes announces that Jack’s brother is in the other room, Jack responds confused saying, “My brother is in the dining room?  I don’t know what it all means.  I think it is perfectly absurd…Good heavens!” (28). Adding to the humor is how the audience knows the truth that the man claiming to be Ernest is really Algernon and that Ernest does not exist.  Through the formation of these unbelievable coincidences, Wilde appends to the comical aspects of the play.

Wilde often mocks the morals of the upper class by criticizing their social habits through a type of comedy called a comedy of manners.  Right at the beginning of the play, Wilde conveys how the upper class has no morals when Lane, Algernon’s servant, expresses his views on marriage.  Algernon responds, “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” (6).  Here, Wilde expresses his belief how the upper class has no sense of moral responsibility even though they are the ones who are supposed to be setting an example for all the other classes.  This scene’s comedic aspect derives from the audience’s knowledge during that time of how the upper classes often set a bad example for the lower classes but never blamed themselves.  Another scene where Wilde conveys criticism of the upper class occurs when Lady Bracknell questions Jack to test his eligibility to marry Gwendolen.  When she asks him whether or not he smokes, he responds that he does.  Upon hearing this, Lady Bracknell says, “I am glad to hear it.  A man should always have an occupation of some kind.  There are far too many idle men in London as it is” (12).  At this point of the questioning, Lady Bracknell forms the impression that Jack has a lot of leisure time.  Wilde mocks those of the higher class saying they all have an idle sense about them since they always have leisure time.  Utilizing the characteristics conveyed in a comedy of manners, Wilde creates a farce that mocks the higher class of the 19th century.

Another comic convention Wilde employs in his play includes mistaken identity.  Jack deceives people by having two different names; he is Jack in the country and he is Ernest in town.  He explains to Algernon, “I don’t know whether you will be able to understand my real motives.  You are hardly serious enough.  When one is placed in the position of guardian, one has to adopt a very high moral tone on all subjects.  It is one’s duty to do so.  And as a high moral tone can hardly be said to conduce very much to either one’s health or one’s happiness, in order to get up to town I have always pretended to have a younger brother of the name of Ernest, who lives in the Albany, and gets into the most dreadful scrapes.  That, my dear Algy, is the whole truth pure and simple” (6).  Since Jack always feels that he must entertain everyone in the country, he escapes to town with the name of Ernest so he can be entertained for a change.  This creates a comical aspect to the play since he deceives everyone and they have no idea.  This eventually leads to another mistaken identity when Algernon pretends to be Ernest in order to meet Cecily.  When Jack finds Algy acting as Ernest, Jack becomes enraged with anger, leaving Cecily confused as to why.  She says, “Uncle Jack, do be nice.  There is some good in everyone.  Ernest has just been telling me about his poor invalid friend Mr. Bunbury, who he goes to visit often.  And surely there must be much good in one who is kind to an invalid, and leaves the pleasures of London to sit by a bed of pain” (29).  Cecily does not realize that everything she says happens to come from lies told by Algernon.  His friend Mr. Bunbury is not real, along with his identity of being Ernest Worthing.  This adds to the humor of the scene since only the audience, Algy, and Jack know the truth about everything.  Through the comic convention of mistaken identity, Wilde contributes to the farce by all the characters being deceived by one another and only having the audience knowing the truth about everything.

Wilde utilizes many different comic conventions throughout his play to create humor for the audience.  He employs unbelievable coincidences when Gwendolen and Cecily believe they are marrying the same man, and also when Jack tells everyone his brother Ernest is dead but in fact, Algy pretends to be Ernest in the other room.  The play becomes a comedy of manners as it criticizes the upper classes when talking about marriage and smoking as an idle occupation.  Wilde also exploits mistaken identity to confuse the characters when Jack becomes Ernest in town, and Algy pretends to be Ernest on a visit to the country.  All of these comic conventions that Wilde develops in his play contribute to making this a satirical farce that provokes the audience to simple, hearty laughter.
