
Close-Reading in Context 
English 1B Paper #2 – The Importance of Being Earnest 

 

 

Close reading is thoughtful, critical analysis of a text that focuses on significant details or 

patterns in order to develop a deep, precise understanding of the text’s meaning.  

 

Paper #2 asks you to closely read one element of Oscar Wilde’s The Importance of Being 

Earnest. This may be a single character, a single scene, or a specific detail from the dialogue or 

plot. Unlike Paper 1, you do NOT need a literary device; you will instead focus on a character 

analysis, detail analysis, or scene analysis as described on page 3 below. Your thesis will closely 

analyze the topic you have chosen in relation to historical information from the 1800s. 

 

Thesis: 

 

[Author] uses  [character OR object/concept OR scene description]   

 
Oscar Wilde    uses  Gwendolen’s obsession with marrying a man named “Ernest” 

 

in order to [emphasize certain historical element from the Victorian period] 

 
in order to emphasize the absurdity of choosing your spouse based on family status, 

 

which [contextualize why this was relevant/important in that historical moment]. 
 

which was becoming increasingly outdated in the modernizing 1890s. 

 

 

Choose Your Topic: 

 

Begin by brainstorming which character or detail to discuss… 

• Who is your favorite character? 

• What inanimate object or abstract concept stands out to you? 

• Which scene made you laugh? 

• What historical topics, featured in this play, are interesting to you? 

 

Incorporating quotes from the play (primary source): 

• Make sure that your first paragraph includes the author’s first and last name, and the title 

of the play, The Importance of Being Earnest, in italics (not quotation marks). 

• Quotes from the play still need to be smoothly incorporated—no dropped quotes! 

 

Incorporating quotes from a reliable secondary source: 

• When introducing a fact from a secondary source, you MUST indicate what your source 

is in the introduction to your quote to be persuasive. These sentences should look 

something like: “According to literary scholar Karl Beckson, [quote goes here].”  
 



Basic Requirements: 

 

✓ At least 1200 words (more than 1200 is OK. This is about 4 double-spaced pages.) 

✓ Standard MLA format, including 1” margins all around, legible 12-pt. font, consistent double 

spacing, MLA heading and headers, etc. 

✓ At least three quotes from the play that exemplify the detail you have chosen. 

✓ At least three quotes from at least two reliable* secondary sources. 

✓ An MLA Works Cited page that includes 1) your edition of The Importance of Being Earnest; 

and 2) both of the reliable outside sources you selected. 

✓ Intro + Body #1 + one MLA citation due 10/17; Rough Draft due 10/22; Final due Wed. 10/24 

 

*Is my source reliable? Use this checklist to be sure. Does your source… 

o Come from a place that is NOT Wikipedia? Wikipedia is not reliable for English papers. 

o Name a specific author(s) with a background that qualifies them to speak on the subject? 

o Come from an AD-FREE website that looks RECENT and PROFESSIONAL? 

o Have a URL from an educational or historical organization? (For example, a “.edu” or “.org” web 

address, or a URL that names a school, library, academic topic, or museum.) 

 
You will be graded on: 

(See your syllabus for rubric with descriptions of various grade-levels.) 

• A strong and clear thesis 

• An attention-grabbing introduction and thoughtful conclusion (Exactly like Paper 1) 

• Technical writing, including grammar/mechanics and proper use of MLA 

• A persuasive argument (MLA quotes with strong analysis) 

• Organization (focused paragraphs with logical transitions)  

 
EACH individual body paragraph must use P EA+EA R structure: 

 

Point: (Topic Sentence that tells what this paragraph will argue) 

Evidence 1: Primary source (quote from the play) 

Analysis: Analyze/close read your quote from the play 

Evidence 2: Secondary source (historical research) 

Analysis: Analyze how your primary source and secondary source work together to prove your  

argument/close-reading. This is the longest, most substantial portion of the paragraph. 

Relate: Tell your reader how this paragraph has proved your thesis. 

 

Point (Topic sentence: State what this paragraph will argue.) xxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxx 

Evidence 1: (Introduce the first quote that serves as an example of your literary detail. Use quotation 

marks and MLA formatting to cite it!) Analysis - Primary: (Analyze what your quote means within the 

plot of the play, and how it will help prove your historical argument. This should be 2-ish sentences! 

Evidence 2: (Introduce a secondary source that contextualizes the historical importance of the detail you 

have chosen. Quote this source using a transition phrase like “According to literary scholar Karl 

Beckson…”) Analysis – Primary + Secondary altogether: Analyze how your secondary source 

reinforces your own analysis of the play, and thus proves your argument/close-reading is believable. This 

is the longest, most substantial portion of the paragraph. Relate to thesis: (Include 1-2 sentences 

reminding the reader why this body paragraph proves your thesis.) 



How to Close-Read a Play in Context  

 

Please select ONLY ONE of the following approaches to help build your thesis and argument…  

 

1) Character Analysis: This approach analyzes specific details about ONE character’s 

personality (for example, through their actions, settings, and/or dialogue) in order to 

make an argument about that character. 

• Pro Tip: If you take this approach, your quotes can come from anywhere in the play! 

 EXAMPLE THESIS: Oscar Wilde uses descriptions of Algernon’s excessive wealth to 

show that he is frivolous and arrogant, which makes him a successful satire of the 

decadent ruling classes in the 1890s. 

 

2) Detail: Object or Concept Analysis: This approach analyzes either an inanimate object, 

or an abstract concept in the play, to offer a metaphorical meaning for that detail.  

• Pro Tip: Where you find your quotes will vary depending on your topic. Example topics 

include: A) An analysis of the “handbag” Jack was found in, which is mentioned many 

times throughout the play; or B) An analysis of the concept of “Bunburying” in the play, 

which you may argue is a metaphor for extramarital romantic affairs. 

 EXAMPLE THESIS (OBJECT): Oscar Wilde uses the handbag that Jack was found in as 

a baby to emphasize how important it used to be to come from a “good family.” In the 

1890s, these outdated traditions were beginning to feel absurd. 

 EXAMPLE THESIS (CONCEPT): Oscar Wilde uses the concept of “bunburying” to 

give his male characters opportunities to pursue their desires in secret. This may have 

been a metaphor for same-sex relations, which were unfortunately not accepted by 

society, and in fact illegal and punishable by jailtime, in the 1890s. 

 

3) Scene Analysis: This approach focuses on one specific exchange, most likely between 

two characters in the play, to show why that particular conversation is important. 

• YOU can decide what counts as a “scene” for the purposes of this assignment. I am not 

using the word “scene” in any strict sense of theatrical or stage divisions. 

• All of your quotes for this approach will come from a very limited page range, probably 

no more than 2-3 pages, and possibly even less (one page or a few paragraphs). 

• Pro Tip: This is a good approach to take if you are pressed for time or struggling to 

understand what is happening in The Importance of Being Earnest. 

 EXAMPLE THESIS: Oscar Wilde uses the scene of Lady Bracknell interrogating Jack 

about his background in order to show that her requirements to marry Gwendolen are 

absolutely ridiculous, which is exactly what women in the 1890s were beginning to 

realize about traditional Victorian marriage expectations. 

 


