
The Importance of Being Earnest 

Glossary 

 

Word/Phrase Pg Definition 

Salver 5 A tray, typically one made of silver and used in formal 

circumstances. 

“Shropshire is your 

county” 

7 A reference to Jack Worthing’s position as county 

magistrate of Shropshire-- on the west coast of England 

with very few inhabitants. 

Divorce Court 8 Before 1857 divorces could only be granted by 

Parliament, were very costly, and rarely happened. 

However, in 1857 Divorce court was created by 

Parliament, making divorces easier to obtain. 

“Divorces are made in 

heaven” 

8 A corruption of the familiar phrase "Marriages are made 

in heaven" 

Cigarette case 9 A sturdy container used to store small numbers of 

cigarettes and prevent them from being crushed. 

Smoking-room 9 From the 1870s onwards men entertained themselves 

after dinner by not only enjoying a cigar or pipe, but also 

the sort of conversation from which women were 

excluded. 

Scotland Yard 9 Scotland Yard is headquarters of the London 

Metropolitan Police and, by association, a name often 

used to denote that force. 

Tunbridge Wells 10 A fashionable resort in Kent. 

“It’s on your cards.  Here is 

one of them” 

 
A small card with your name printed on it that people left 

with the people they visited. 

Willis’ 14 A popular restaurant for bachelors. 

Corrupt French drama 15 The English considered the French to  be morally and 

sexually “loose.” At the time Wilde was writing, the plays 

of Alexandre Dumas (The Count of Monte Cristo, The 

Three Musketeers) were popular and featured “damsels 

in distress” and sexually titillating situations. 

“Wagnerian” manner 16 Referring to Richard Wagner (1813 - 1883), a famed 

German composer well-known for his elaborate, dramatic 

orchestrations. 

“It would put my table 
completely out” 

18 In arranging a dinner, a hostess was expected to arrange 

seats in an order that would best facilitate conversation. 

Invitations were extended with a mind to a good mix and 



balance, both of number and quality of guests; in backing 

out, Algernon would throw off both. 

Telegram 18 A message sent by sending electrical signals through 

wires or by radio waves. New in Victorian times, 

telegrams were typically short, urgent messages. 

“Shilly-Shally” 18 Fail to act resolutely or decisively. 

“The season” 19 A period of the year when a series of special events for 

fashionable, upper-class society take place. During the 

season, unmarried men and women search for potential 

spouses. 

“German Skepticism” 19 A German Philosophy that examines style or appearance 

rather than substance. 

Age of ideals 20 Gwendolen’s "ideal" of loving the "name of Ernest" is not 

based on anything logical. Instead, her love of the name 

is aesthetic. 

Monthly magazines 
 

Monthly periodicals for both the homemaker and the 

fashionable lady which included poetry, fiction, 

engravings, fold-out sheet music, fashion and etiquette 

tips, sewing instructions and patterns for crochet and 

embroidery work. 

Provincial pulpits 
 

The podiums from which clergy in the country (far 

removed from the fashionable city) gave their sermons. 

“Domesticity” 21 Nickname 

Grosvenor Square 24 A very affluent area of London in the Mayfair district. 

“Between seven and eight 

thousand a year.” 

24 This (equal to about 600,000 today, or nearly $1.5million) 

would probably be from the same Funds (fairly 

conservative government securities) that Cecily’s 

inheritance is invested in (probably totaling well over $20 

million today). Not to mention what he gets from his 

land, and rent on his flat on Belgrave Square. 

149 Belgrave Square 25 Belgrave Square was an affluent area of Victorian 

London. 

Liberal Unionist/Tories 26 Liberal Unionist: a political group that voted against 

Home Rule for Ireland in 1886. Liberals were the 

conservative political group. Tories were the members of 

the more conservative political circles. Lady Bracknell 

and other wealthy socialites would approve! 

Purple of commerce 26 An inversion of expectations, (purple being historically 

associated with aristocracy, if not royalty), while one 

would rise from the ranks of commerce. Bracknell, or 



Wilde, may be subtly acknowledging the growing reversal 

of position, in which wealth in the form of capital was 

accumulating among the commercial classes—while the 

aristocracy increasingly had to marry into money. 

Worthing- a seaside resort 

in Sussex 

26 Worthing, a seaside resort on the English Channel coast 

of West Sussex, southeast England. 

Cloakroom 27 A room in a theatre, station, etc where people can leave 

their coats, bags and possessions while they are in the 

building. 

The Wedding March 28 A piece of music traditionally played when a woman 

arrives at her wedding or when she and her husband 

walk down the aisle. 

“As right as a trivet” 28 In good health 

Gorgon 28 A fierce, frightening, or repulsive woman. 

Profligate 30 Recklessly extravagant or wasteful in the use of 

resources 

Apoplexy 30 Unconsciousness or incapacity resulting from a cerebral 

hemorrhage or stroke 

Ward 31 A person below the legal age who is officially being looked 

after by someone who is not their parents. 

The club 31 An organization that provides a place where its members 

(usually men) can relax, eat and socialize. 

The Empire 31 A theatre in Leicester Square, London 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 



Act II 

“As a man sows so let him 
reap” 

36, 
44 

This is a verse from the Bible (Galatians 6:7), meaning 

that one’s own actions determine their fate. 

Mudie 37 A lending Library 

Laetitia 38 A minor Roman goddess of gaiety. Her name deriving 

from the root word laeta, meaning happy. 

Egeria 38 Charity. Egeri, a nymph, gave wise laws to Numa 

Pompilius of Rome that were used for the vestal virgins. 

Evensong 38 A Sunday evening religious service. 

Fall of Rupee 38 The Rupee is the national currency of India. In Wilde’s 

time, India was occupied by the British Empire, and it’s 

currency rose and fell dramatically. 

Metallic problems 38 “Metallic” refers to the materials from which currency is 

made. Metallic problems refer to economic matters. 

Emigrating 41 To leave one's own country in order to settle permanently 

in another. 

Quixotic 41 Exceedingly idealistic; unrealistic and impractical. 

Button hole 42 A flower that a man wears in the buttonhole of, or 

fastened to, his jacket. 

Maréchal Niel 42 A kind of large yellow rose. 

Womanthrope 42 A humorous play on the word misanthrope made up by 

Miss Prism to mean a person who hates women. 

Neologistic 42 A newly coined word, or a phrase or familiar word used in 

a new sense 

Primitive church 43 The Pre-Reformation Catholic Church, whose priests 

remained celibate. 

“Garb of woe” 44 Clothes, especially black clothes, that are worn as a sign 

of respect for someone who has died. 

Manna in the wilderness 

sermon 

45 In the Old Testament, after the Jewish people escaped 

Egypt they ran out of food. God told Moses he would rain 

down bread from heaven for the people. That evening 

quail came and covered the camp. The people killed the 

birds and ate their meat. The next morning, when the 

dew evaporated, a white substance covered the ground. 

The Bible describes manna as white like coriander seed 

and tasting like wafers made with honey. Moses 

instructed the people to gather an “omer,” or about two 



quarts' worth, for each person each day. When some of 

the people tried to save extra, it became wormy and 

spoiled. Manna appeared for six days in a row. 

“Harvest celebrations, 
christenings, 

confirmations, on days of 

humiliation and festal 

days.” 

45 A list of Christian holidays and celebrations. Oscar Wilde 

is satirizing the Church of England, since, like Miss 

Prism, Canon Chasuble is extremely ineffectual. His 

sermons have had no effect on the local population who 

continue to produce children with alarming regularity, 

which is not surprising since he tends to reproduce the 

same sermon for every occasion, implying the utter 

uselessness of his words. 

Society for the Prevention 

of Discontent among the 

Upper Orders 

45 A society that focused on middle and working class 

education reform. Like the “University Extension Scheme 

on the Influence of a Permanent Income on Thought,” 

these ultimately ineffectual societies are being satirized 

by Wilde. 

Immersion 45 Baptism via complete submersion under water. 

Rector 45 A member of the clergy who has charge of a parish. 

Canonical practice 46 Church law 

Jenkins the Carter 46 Carman, Carrier or Carter, drove a vehicle used to 

transport goods 

Portmanteaus 49 A large trunk or suitcase, typically made of stiff leather 

and opening into two equal parts. 

Dog-cart 51 A cart pulled by one or more dogs. 

Bankruptcy court 56 A court where people who cannot pay their bills are taken 

and tried. 

Lorgnette 59 A pair of eyeglasses attached to a handle. 

The Morning Post 61 A newspaper read by the upper class because of its 

reporting on engagements, marriages and social gossip. 

“The presence of the 

servants exercises a 

restraining influence” 

62 The upper classes thought of themselves as “an example” 

to to the servant class, and therefore the two women 

must demonstrate civility in their presence. 

Agricultural depression 63 Many upper class families held much stake in land, but 

over the course of the 19th Century the actual monetary 

benefit from country property could be shockingly slight, 

particularly with the coming of England’s agricultural 

depression. Landed gentry remained rich in acreage and 

status, but became increasingly cash poor. 

Machinations 64 An artful or secret plot or scheme. 



 
Act III 

They whistle some 

dreadful popular air from 
a British Opera 

72 In the late 19th century, opera was mainly confined to 

short seasons at a major London theatre, usually Her 

Majesty's or the Royal Opera House. Opera continued to 

be a fashionable entertainment and watching the 

audience was as important as watching the stage. When 

electric lighting was installed and the auditorium lights 

were lowered during the performance, opera audiences 

complained that they could not be seen. 

Insuperable 74 Impossible to overcome. 

Christian names 
 

A name given to an individual that distinguishes him or 

her from other members of the same family and is used 

as an address of familiarity; a forename, especially one 

given at baptism. 

Luggage train 75 A train of vehicles carrying baggage. A rather indecorous 

way for a Lady of good breeding to travel. 

University Extension 

Scheme 

75 The University of London began these extension courses 

that were early developments in adult education. 

Court Guides 77 An annual reference manual that listed the names and 

addresses of the members of the British Upper Class and 

Aristocracy 

Twopence 79 A trivial sum; anything at all. 

Oxonian 80 Someone who graduated from Oxford University (a well-

known and well-respected English educational 

institution). 

Perrier-Jouet, Brut, ’89 81 A finely aged sparkling wine that Jack has had for 

approximately 6 years. 

Anabaptists 84 A religious group that believes the only form of baptism 

should be complete immersion of the body in water. 

Pew-opener 84 A person who works for a church by opening the private 

views of the wealthy. 

Vestry 84 A room or building attached to a church, used as an office 

and for changing into vestments. 

Perambulator 85 A baby carriage; buggy. 

Bayswater 85 An in central London. Bayswater is one of London's most 

cosmopolitan areas: a diverse local population is 

augmented by a high concentration of hotels. 



Capacious 86 Having a lot of space inside; roomy. 

“The upsetting of a 

Grower St. omnibus” 

86 We know little about Miss Prism’s history. We know, 

according to the scars on her handbag, that she was 

involved in (as a very early suffragette, perhaps?) “the 

upsetting of a Gower Street omnibus in younger and 

happier days”. We also know that she chose to deposit the 

handbag containing the baby at the rather more 

fashionable side of Victoria Station. 

Indian Climate 90 A tropical rainy climate governs regions persistent to 

warm or high temperatures, which normally do not fall 

below 18 °C (64 °F). 

Army Lists 90 Published lists of commissioned officers in the British 

Army. 

 

 


