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Topoi in Oscar Wilde' s The Importance of Being Earnest

Aiko Kanayama

Oscar Wilde's The Importance of Being Earnest has been
great success. But before this play appeared on stage in the
three—act version, Wilde had written it as a four—act play,
which George Alexander asked him to shorten for the curtain
raiser. Critics would agree that Wilde was most careful and
successful in trimming the original play for its tempo. It was,
however, in this original version that Wilde's aesthetics as seen
in his essays is more consciously woven into the plot. Especially
some scenes take on certain meaning connected with the topic
of the play, namely improbability.

The play’ s spirit rests on the nonsense of improbability,
starting with Jack’s birth in a large leather handbag and ending
with his recognition of his real name being Earnest which he
happened to be using as a pseudonym. In addition to the bag
as a birthplace, Wilde uses the garden as a place for Cecily s
man-watching and a place to make a serious talk so “artificial,”
like a tableau of a man proposing a woman, as well as the
vestry for a Chasuble to wait in to make Algernon’s story “not
quite true, but should be.” Of course these scenes have little
influence on the plot, but they do enrich the play and one can
feel that Wilde was enjoying himself in inserting these episodes.
For highly aesthetic Wilde, if it was easy enough to assign
witty lines to the actors, it must have been tempting to write a
play which embodies his artistic theory. He must have known
well that these little puns on the scenes (= places < topos in
Greek) and the topic would not effectively reach the audience,
and therefore eliminated these episodes. But when we read the
play as a text his artistic ingenuity does loom out of the play.



