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19.	 The play presents many contrasts. How is each presented and 
what does the presentation teach you about the values of the 
society and the characters in the play? What is the value of com-
paring these opposites?

	 • Private vs. public
	 • Earnest vs. trivial
	 • Honesty vs. dishonesty
	 • Country vs. city
	 • Men vs. women
	 • Youth vs. age
	 • Legitimacy vs. illegitimacy
	 • Marriage vs. bachelorhood
	 • Marriage vs. widowhood
	 • Life vs. art

20.	Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, published nine years before The Importance of 
Being Earnest, gave fictional life to the most famous of contrast-
ing pairs, defining alter-egos and the danger of losing control to 
them. In The Importance of Being Earnest, both Jack and Algy have 
alter-egos. Describe each. How are the alter-egos similar to and 
different from the “real” men? What can the alter-egos do that 
Jack and Algy cannot? What are their powers? How do they 
serve Jack and Algy? What dangers do Jack and Algy run into 
when their alter-egos are in control? Name other instances of 
alter-egos that occur in the play.

21. 	Author Sheridan Morley wrote: “Oscar Wilde was above all else a 
very funny man, drawing for his humor not only on a good basic 
knowledge of the late Victorian trends but also on the discovery 
that by simply replacing a single word in a sentence with the most 
unlikely word to be found in that context…he could regularly 
raise a laugh.”

	 Find examples in the play of this kind of word substitution 
producing humor. Comment on whether the thought was true 
initially and if it is true after the change. What, aside from a 
laugh, is gained by changing the word?

22.	 What is an epigram? Read the following epigrams by Oscar 
Wilde and discuss the truth or falsehood, humor or lack of it, in 
each of them.

• In matters of grave importance, style, not sincerity, is the vital 
thing.

• Misfortunes one can endure. But to suffer for one’s own faults—
ah!—there is the sting of life.

• Fashion is merely a form of ugliness so unbearable that we are 
compelled to alter it ever six months.

• Marriage is the triumph of imagination over intelligence. Second 
marriage is the triumph of hope over experience.

• The only difference between saints and sinners is that every saint 
has a past while every sinner has a future.

• Bigamy is having one wife too many; monogamy is the same.
• Religion is the fashionable substitute for belief.
• Education is an admirable thing, but it is well to remember from 

time to time that nothing that is worth knowing can be taught.
• Some cause happiness wherever they go; others whenever they go.
• A true friend stabs you in the front.
• We are all of us living in the gutter, but some of us are looking at 

the stars.
• Nowadays people know the price of everything, and the value of 

nothing.
• To love yourself is the beginning of a lifelong affair!

• The public is wonderfully tolerant. It forgives everything except 
genius.

• But what is the difference between literature and journalism? 
...Journalism is unreadable and literature is not read. That is all.

• Whenever people agree with me I always feel I must be wrong.
• Why was I born with such contemporaries?
• When the gods wish to punish us, they answer our prayers.
• Only dull people are brilliant at breakfast.
• Work is the curse of the drinking classes.
• One’s real life is often the life that one does not lead.
• It is absurd to divide people into good and bad. People are either 

charming or tedious.
• Experience is the name everyone gives to their mistakes.
• Scandal is gossip made tedious by morality.
• Only the shallow know themselves.
• A little sincerity is a dangerous thing, and a great deal of it is 

absolutely fatal.
• There is nothing in the world like the devotion of a married 

woman. It’s a thing no married man knows anything about.
• One must have some sort of occupation nowadays. If I hadn’t my 

debts I shouldn’t have anything to think about.
• Always forgive your enemies. Nothing annoys them so much.
• It is very easy to endure the difficulties of one’s enemies. It is the 

successes of one’s friends that are hard to bear.
• Nothing succeeds like excess.
• Women have a much better time than men in this world. There 

are far more things forbidden to them.
• The central problem in Hamlet is whether the critics are mad or 

only pretending to be mad.
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