
CLASSIC
DRAMA

HISTORICAL
RECORDING

NA234212D

Oscar Wilde

The Importance 
of Being Earnest

Performed by John Gielgud • Edith Evans and cast



2

CAST

John Worthing, J.P. John Gielgud

Algernon Moncrieff Ronald Ward

Rev. Canon Chasuble, D.D. David Horne

Merriman, Butler Roger Delgado

Lane, Manservant John Turnbull

Lady Bracknell Edith Evans

Hon. Gwendolen Fairfax Gwen Ffrangcon-Davies

Cecily Cardew Angela Baddeley

Miss Prism, Governess Betty Hardy

The Scenes of the play

Act I : Algernon Moncrieff’s flat in Half-Moon Street, London

Act II : The Garden at the Manor House, Woolton

Act III : The Drawing Room at the Manor House, Woolton
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Introduction 0:27

Act I
ALGERNON Did you hear what I was playing, Lane? 1:49

ALGERNON How are you, my dear Ernest? 8:29

LADY BRACKNELL. Good afternoon, dear Algernon 3:34

JACK Charming day it has been, Miss Fairfax. 3:33

LADY BRACKNELL Mr Worthing! 6:55

ALGERNON Didn’t it go off all right, old boy? 2:14

LANE Miss Fairfax. 1:21

ALGERNON A glass of sherry, Lane. 0:25

Act II
MISS PRISM Cecily, Cecily! 2:51

CHASUBLE And how are we this morning? 1:22

CECILY What is it, Merriman? 0:45

CECILY He does! 3:56

MISS PRISM Mr. Worthing! And in black! 3:33

CECILY Uncle Jack! I am pleased to see you back. 0:50

JACK Good heavens! Algy. 1:31

MERRIMAN I have put Mr Worthing’s things in the room next 
to yours, Sir. 1:13

ALGERNON I must see her before I go… 7:08

CECILY Pray let me introduce myself to you. 6:46

GWENDOLEN Ernest! My own Ernest! 0:32

CECILY Here is Ernest. 6:1821
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Act III
GWENDOLEN The fact that they did not follow us at once… 0:34

GWENDOLEN This dignified silence seems to produce an 
unpleasant effect. 1:50

MERRIMAN Lady Bracknell 9:55

CHASUBLE Everything is quite ready for the christenings. 1:43

MISS PRISM I was told you expected me in the vestry, dear Canon. 2:22

JACK Is this the hand-bag, Miss Prism? 5:02

THE VOICE OF POETRY VOL. II
Go lovely Rose by Edmund Waller 0:59

Since first I saw your face (Anonymous) 1:00

Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day by William Shakespeare 0:57

The Triumph by Ben Jonson 1:33

That time of year thou mayest in me behold by William Shakespeare 1:03

Ode to the West Wind by Percy Bysshe Shelley 4:36

Ozymandias by Percy Bysshe Shelley 1:07

Death be not proud by John Donne 1:00

We’ll go no more a-roving by Lord Byron 0:28

Young and Old by Charles Kingsley 0:44

A Birthday by Christina Rossetti 0:44

Summer Dawn by William Morris 0:57

Break, break, break by Alfred, Lord Tennyson 0:58

The storm is over by Robert Bridges 2:45

This royal throne of kings, this sceptred isle from King Richard II and
This England never did from King John both by William Shakespeare 3:13

Total time: 1:49:55
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It is generally agreed that The Importance of
Being Earnest is the most perfect and
sublimely funny play in the English language.
Wilde began to write his Trivial Comedy for
Serious People in the autumn of 1894, while
on holiday with his family at Worthing. The
play was originally in four acts, but George
Alexander, the actor–manager of the 
St. James’s Theatre, thought it too long, so
acts two and three were amalgamated, and
a scene in act two, in which a solicitor arrives
at the country house, was cut completely.
The play opened on 14 February 1895 and
was a huge and instant success. Alexander,
as was his wont, had cast the play brilliantly,
and Max Beerbohm immediately recognised
it as a masterpiece. Exactly a fortnight after
the triumphant first night, the Marquess of
Queensbury left his famous message at the
Albemarle Club, and Wilde’s glittering career
was essentially and inexorably cast into the
ruins from which it never recovered in his
lifetime.

Meanwhile, the play ran with great
success, and it was not until Wilde’s first
arrest that his name was deleted from the
bills outside the theatre, as it was from the
facade of the Theatre Royal, Haymarket

where Wilde’s An Ideal Husband was also
running successfully. Even when the play
was published later that year Wilde’s name
was omitted, and the title page read ‘By the
author of Lady Windermere’s Fan’.

John Gielgud’s long association with the
play began when he was only seventeen,
before he had even begun his training at
RADA. On 5 January 1922 he directed 
and played John Worthing for a single
performance at the King George’s Hall of 
the YMCA near Tottenham Court Road.
Surprisingly, he and his amateur friends
raised £30 4s 7d for the Old Vic Fund.

On 7 July 1930 at the Lyric Hammersmith,
he played the part again, directed by Nigel
Playfair, in the gap between his two
triumphant seasons at the Old Vic. The play
was produced in black and white in the 
style of Aubrey Beardsley, and its 104
performances were only brought to an
abrupt end by the necessity for him to return
to the Vic.

On 31 January 1939, while he was
playing in the long-running Dear Octopus at
the Globe Theatre, he directed and played
John Worthing for eight special matinées,
with Ronald Ward as Algernon (as on this
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recording), Joyce Carey and Angela Baddeley
as Gwendolen and Cecily, Margaret
Rutherford as Miss Prism, and, most
essentially, Edith Evans as Lady Bracknell.

Gielgud always considered Edith Evans to
be the greatest English actress of her time,
and so perfect was their partnership in these
two roles that he never played it in London
without her – only for his New York
production in 1947 did Margaret Rutherford
move up from Miss Prism to Lady Bracknell.

When he and Evans first read the
‘handbag’ scene together, he remembered
her saying immediately, ‘I know that kind of
woman, she rings the bell and asks you to
put another lump of coal on.’ In a brilliant
essay on the play, he analysed the character,
‘Lady Bracknell is not called Augusta for
nothing. She is never put out or surprised.
She is never angry. But she is frequently
disapproving and almost always annihilating.
She moves slowly and seldom. She is
beautifully dressed and carries herself
superbly. Her every accessory – veil, gloves,
parasol, chatelaine, bag and shoes – must be
worn with a perfection of detail that has
become second nature to her. It is impossible
to conceive her (or her daughter either)
except en grande tenue.’ This exactly
describes Evans’s Lady Bracknell, and if you
add to that the most authoritative comic
timing, you can, perhaps, get an inkling of

the definitive nature of her lustrous
performance.

Gielgud’s John Worthing was its match in
perfection of detail. In contrast to Algernon’s
debonair manner and easy charm, his
character was extremely reserved and
insecure (except in his scenes with
Gwendolen), as though he had always to
watch every word that he spoke in case he
gave himself away, though, at the same
time, trying to give the impression of a man
totally at ease with himself. The high moral
tone he adopts towards his friend’s frivolity
comes, of course, from the insecurity bred
by his acute embarrassment about his
origins. Though he has so far managed to
conceal his secret from the world, he knows
that he has to disclose it to Lady Bracknell,
as he is fully aware of the dire consequences
that would ensue if he were ever found to
have deliberately concealed it from her. 
This complicated subtext was completely
integrated into his performance – never
insisted upon, but there all the same. The
effect was almost Chekhovian in its depth,
and, for that reason, was quite exquisitely
funny – a perfect illustration of the truth of
David Garrick’s celebrated remark that
‘Comedy is a serious business’.

I had the greatest possible luck in having
the opportunity to see the last performance
of the part he gave in London. On 11 April
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1946 he revived the production for a special
Royal matinée in aid of the King George’s
Pension Fund for Actors at the Theatre
Royal, Haymarket, which was attended by
King George V and Queen Mary. It hardly
needs to be said that I was not
disappointed!

Only seven years later, I was rehearsing a
radio play directed by John Gielgud’s brother,
Val Gielgud. The cast was given the morning
of 27 October 1954 off, as Val was due to
record the world premiere of the ‘lost’ scene
from ‘The Importance of Being Earnest’ in a
half-hour programme to be broadcast that
same night. It was introduced by the Wilde
expert, H. Montgomery Hyde, and the scene
concerned the arrival of a solicitor who had
come to arrest Ernest Worthing for non-
payment of his supper bills at the Savoy. The
roles of the two young men were to be
played by brother John and Rex Harrison. 
At eleven, I was telephoned by Val who
commanded my immediate attendance at
the BBC because Rex Harrison hadn’t turned
up, and he wanted me to play Algernon in
his stead. I arrived just fifteen minutes before
the recording was due to begin, had a
marked script thrust into my hands, and did
a quick rehearsal without having read a
single word of it. I then had just three
minutes to read my lines through again to
find out what they meant, and the recording

was made without fault. Val and John were
so delighted that they took me out to lunch.
There I learnt that, as the recording was
about to begin, Rex Harrison finally arrived,
but Val had posted his secretary outside the
studio and he was sent away in disgrace.
Unfortunately the recording was never
repeated after its initial transmission and was
not preserved in the BBC Sound Archive, so
it is presumed to be forever lost.

The version of the play presented here
was produced by the BBC in 1952, and 
was almost certainly taken from a live
transmission, as almost all radio plays were
broadcast live in those days. The result is
that you have a performance that is vastly
superior to a complete version that Gielgud
and Evans made for Columbia LPs which
was ‘rehearse-recorded’ – that is to say, each
scene was rehearsed separately and then
taped, thus losing the momentum and the
overall shape of a live performance. I can
assure you that the Columbia set only
reflects very poorly the brilliance of what I
had seen at the Haymarket matinée,
whereas the broadcast performance exactly
mirrors it. Tyrone Guthrie once wrote about
Gielgud’s production, ‘It established the
high-water mark in the production of
artificial comedy in our epoch.’

Notes by Richard Bebb
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John Gielgud

With many thanks to Richard Bebb for the source recordings for this CD.
The poetry recordings came from Volume 2 of The Voice of Poetry issued originally by Columbia in the 1930s.

Photo courtesy of Mander and Mitchenson Theatre Collection
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Oscar Wilde

The Importance 
of Being Earnest
Performed by John Gielgud • Edith Evans and cast

This is one of the great recordings of a great play. John Gielgud stars
as Ernest and Edith Evans gives her incomparable performance as
Lady Bracknell in this classic radio recording from 1952. 

Performance styles may have changed, but this is an unmatched
production bearing all the hallmarks of outstanding audio drama
featuring some of the finest actors of the 20th century. 

Also included are rare recordings of John Gielgud reading poems by
Donne, Shelley, Byron, Kingsley, Rossetti, Tennyson and Shakespeare.

 


