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Review signed ‘G.B.S.’ in Saturday Review (23 February 1895), lxxix, 249–50; reprinted in
Our Theatres in the Nineties, II, (1932), 41–4.

In a letter appended to Frank Harris’s biography of Wilde (1916), Shaw expressed the idea
that though Wilde’s play was ‘extremely funny’, he thought it was ‘essentially hateful’. Wilde,
Shaw wrote, ‘was disgusted with me because I, who had praised his first plays handsomely, had
turned traitor over The Importance of Being Earnest. Clever as it was, it was his first really
heartless play.’ Shaw could not—or would not—accept a comedy of manners, however
amusing, which was aloof from social and political problems.

It is somewhat surprising to find Mr Oscar Wilde, who does not usually model himself on Mr Henry Arthur
Jones, giving his latest play a five-chambered title like The Case of Rebellious Susan. So I suggest with some
confidence that The Importance of Being Earnest dates from a period long anterior to Susan. However it
may have been retouched immediately before its production, it must certainly have been written before
Lady Windermere’s Fan. I do not suppose it to be Mr Wilde’s first play: he is too susceptible to fine art to
have begun otherwise than with a strenuous imitation of a great dramatic poem, Greek or Shakespearian;
but it was perhaps the first which he designed for practical commercial use at the West End theatres. The
evidence of this is abundant. The play has a plot—a gross anachronism; there is a scene between the two girls
in the second act quite in the literary style of Mr Gilbert, and almost inhuman enough to have been
conceived by him; the humour is adulterated by stock mechanical fun to an extent that absolutely
scandalizes one in a play with such an author’s name to it; and the punning title and several of the more farcical
passages recall theepoch of the late H.J.Byron. The whole has been varnished, and here and there veneered,
by the author of A Woman of no Importance; but the general effect is that of a farcical comedy dating from
the seventies, unplayed during that period because it was too clever and too decent, and brought up to date
as far as possible by Mr Wilde in his now completely formed style. Such is the impression left by the play
on me. But I find other critics, equally entitled to respect, declaring that The Importance of Being Earnest is
a strained effort of Mr Wilde’s at ultra-modernity, and that it could never have been written but for the opening
up of entirely new paths in drama last year by Arms and the Man. At which I confess to a chuckle.

I cannot say that I greatly cared for The Importance of Being Earnest. It amused me, of course; but unless
comedy touches me as well as amuses me, it leaves me with a sense of having wasted my evening. I go to
the theatre to be moved to laughter, not to be tickled or bustled into it; and that is why, though I laugh as
much as anybody at a farcical comedy, I am out of spirits before the end of the second act, and out of
temper before the end of the third, my miserable mechanical laughter intensifying these symptoms at every
outburst. If the public ever becomes intelligent enough to know when it is really enjoying itself and when it



is not, there will be an end of farcical comedy. Now in The Importance of Being Earnest there is plenty of
this rib-tickling: for instance, the lies, the deceptions, the cross purposes, the sham mourning, the
christening of the two grown-up men, the muffin eating, and so forth. These could only have been raised
from the farcical plane by making them occur to characters who had, like Don Quixote, convinced us of
their reality and obtained some hold on our sympathy. But that unfortunate moment of Gilbertism breaks
our belief in the humanity of the play. Thus we are thrown back on the force and daintiness of its wit,
brought home by an exquisitely grave, natural, and unconscious execution on the part of the actors.…On the
whole I must decline to accept The Importance of Being Earnest as a day less than ten years old; and I am
altogether unable to perceive any uncommon excellence in its presentations.
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