
The Importance of Being Earnest 
 

© 2002 www.teachit.co.uk 1

How do the ‘country characters’ cast light on the pretensions of society as 
exposed in The Importance of Being Earnest? 
 

Brainstorm ideas: look at the following ideas and decide what should be expanded, 
what should be left out. Can you think of other ideas to add? How would you order 
points within the essay structure? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Country 
Characters 

Merriman:  
• typical butler 
• less involved in deceptions 

than Lane 
• Hierarchy (with footman) 
• Reactions to Cecily and 

Gwendoline? 

Dr. Chasuble:  
• educated, though writings 

unpublished 
• meaningless religion, multi-

purpose sermon 
• attitude to baptism/ 

christening? 
• Waiting for Miss Prism to be 

‘free’ 

Miss Prism: 
• Supports Guardian/ Jack 

• Educated 
• Unpublished novel 
• Hidden past 
• Lost baby 
• Melodramatic ‘scandal’ 
• Waits till end to declare love 

for Chasuble 

Cecily: 
• Jack’s preliminary 

description? 
• Attitude to education 
• Ability to spar verbally with 

Algernon and Gwendoline 
• Kindness to Prism and 

Chasuble 
• Attempt to reconcile 

brothers/ fight against 
hypocrisy 

• ‘spade a spade’ 
• friendship with Gwendoline 
• money- cuts through other 

considerations 
• ideal love affair with Ernest 

in the diary 

Jack/Earnest: 
• Bridges town/ country 
• Embodies all pretensions? 
• Upholds yet defies these by his double life 
• Should he be discussed here? 

Pretensions: 
• Education/ culture 
• Morality/ honesty/ hypocrisy 
• Marriage 
• Property 
• Class 
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How do the ‘country characters’ cast light on the pretensions of 
society as exposed in The Importance of Being Earnest? 

 
 

Possible introductions 
 
Read these three introductions and decide on the merits and weaknesses of 
each one. Which one would you choose? Write one of your own, taking 
into account your discussions. Try to continue the essay from one of them. 
 
 

a) The country characters are Cecily, Miss Prism, Doctor 
Chasuble and Merriman, and in this essay I will explore the 
way they cast light on the pretensions of society in the play. 
 
 

b) The social world of Victorian England was built on set values, 
concerning culture, morality, marriage, property and class. In 
this essay I will consider ways in which Cecily, Miss Prism, 
Chasuble and Merriman cast light on these pretensions. 
 
 

c) When Cecily declares to Gwendoline in Act 2 that ‘when I see a 
spade I call it a spade,’ she is doing more than being assertive: 
she is in effect showing the way country characters are less 
bound by the ‘shallow mask of manner’ so important to the 
social world of London. However, she is perfectly capable of 
adopting the shallow mask herself, and the country characters 
generally (Miss Prism, Cecily, Chasuble and Merriman) are not 
without their own pretensions. 


