
“Explain how three playwrights of your choice use one playwriting technique of your 
choice to achieve their desired impact* on the audience.” 

 
 
In the play The Importance of Being Earnest, playwright Oscar Wilde uses setups and 
payoffs to achieve his desired impact of both landing a comedic effect and offering a satirical 
critique of the superficiality of high society in his time. The plot is kept moving by this initial 
setup of fabricated identities being repeatedly fortified, in increasingly convoluted manners, 
which evoke a comedic effect for the audience as they witness their web of lies unravel in 
ludicrous ways. 
 
The setup begins in the play’s first scene, which establishes that Jack has been using the 
name Ernest as an alias in town while he keeps his real name, Jack, in the country, while 
saying that Ernest is his brother. There is a huge emphasis on the idea of fabricated 
personas.  
 

 
 
As the scene develops, Jack professes his love to Gwendolen—Algernon’s cousin—to which 
she responds, 
 

 
 
Here, the setup of misunderstanding over fake identities is fortified. Wilde’s intention to 
comment on high society is further surfaced as he exposes the shallowness of the 
characters. Gwendolen only loves Jack because she believes his name is Ernest. This is 
also rendered comedic with Wilde’s use of dramatic irony, as the audience is aware that 
Ernest is not even Jack’s true name.  
 
Then, Algernon decides to use Jack’s town alias “Ernest Worthing” to visit Jack’s countryside 
estate, posing as Jack’s brother, to seduce his ward, Cecily. Cecily responds, 
 

 
 
Again, we see the second side of the misunderstanding developing, tension and suspense 
increases with the audience’s growing sense that Algeron’s and Jack’s lies will catch up to 
them. The setup is further fortified, and the pretentiousness of characters is seen, as they 
obsess over trivial matters like names and lineage. 
 
This begins to pay off when Gwedonlen and Cecily meet and realise they are both engaged 
to an “Ernest Worthing.” Jack and Algernon’s fabricated identities then begin to fall apart:  



 

 
 
This payoff also builds tension as both pairs of characters, once in love, are now in conflict. 
At the same time, there is the element of humour as Cecily and Gwendolen who had been 
bickering, now quickly bond over being deceived, showing the superficiality of relationships 
between characters.   
 

 
 
The ultimate payoff comes when Lady Bracknell’s investigation uncovers Jack's true identity, 
ironically revealing that his deceitful alias was his intended birth name.  
 

 
 
Followed by the final payoff in the play’s last line: 
 

 
 
A name-drop of the title that  plays on the word “earnest” as Jack is not only acknowledging 
now the importance of sincerity but also humorously recognising the significance of his 
fabricated persona.  
 

 
 



In Eurydice, playwright Sarah Ruhl uses setups and payoffs to comment on and reinforce 
themes in her play. She highlights the nature of predatory men and the poignant tragedy of 
young love.  
 
First,  the setup-payoff pair of Hades as “A Nasty Interesting Man” in the real world then 
becoming “A Child (Lord of the Underworld)” is where Ruhl comments on predation. When 
Hades meets Eurydice for the first time, he appears as an ordinary man.  
 

 
 
However, archetypally, he is seen wearing a trenchcoat, therefore he can appear as a 
suspicious character as he engages with Eurydice. He is prying and manipulative—knowing 
she likes “interesting” people and wants to be regarded as “interesting” herself. He limits and 
insists upon his vocabulary, using the word “interesting” in almost every line,  doubling down 
on his efforts to captivate her attention. 
 

 
 
He is even directly portrayed as “hungry” in Ruhl’s stage directions—it is in this predation 
that insinuates and sets-up that he is Death. The Man is clearly set-up to harbour ulterior 
motives, creating a sense of unease and tension among the audience.   
 
When Eurydice dies, she meets the same man, this time as a child and lord of the 
underworld. His  portrayal with  diminished stature and immaturity while having so much 
power is also commentary on society. This pays off Ruhl’s earlier set-up of a predatory man, 
reinforcing and conveying to the audience her statement of how society empowers those 
who are unfit for power or abuse it. Specifically, she critiques the role of men, the patriarchy, 
wherein predatory individuals can ascend to positions of authority. 
 
Second, how Orpheus and Eudryice’s relationship was set-up to fall apart even though they 
were so clearly in love comments on young love. 
 



Even from the first scene, which perfectly encapsulates young love, there is so much 
contrast between the characters that sets-up their relationship's downfall. They are 
respectively talkative and quiet, intellectual and musical; they have different ways of thinking.  
 

 
 
This setup begins to pay-off when Eurydice dies and begins to realise her dissatisfaction 
with her first love: 
 

 
 
Again, the idea of the innocence of young love and the realisation that, despite its 
genuineness, it is not meant to be, is paid off. The audience begins to understand that 
though there’s a glimmer of hope for a reunion, there’s a lingering understanding that they're 
fundamentally incompatible. 
 



 
 
The next payoff comes when Orpheus looks back at Eurydice, separating them forever. 
Ruhl’s commentary on the naive and passionate nature of young love underscores the tragic 
inevitability of Orpheus's mistake. The audience witnesses the authenticity of their love, yet 
are not surprised by its ultimate failure. 
 

 

 



 
Though that was the end of their relationship, the final payoff is in Eurydice's last letter to 
Orpheus before she allows herself to forget him forever. This payoff marks her resignation to 
the end of her first love, leaving with the audience a sense of poignancy.  
 

 
 
In Rabbit Hole, playwright David Lindsay-Abaire uses setups and payoffs to establish 
important plot points, enhancing the realism of the piece, centred around the grieving couple, 
Becca and Howie, coping with the loss of their son. 
 
In the first set of stage-directions,  
 

 
 
Lindsay-Abaire meticulously details Becca folding “kids’ clothes” into “neat piles”. This 
seemingly innocuous action subtly sets the stage for the overarching plot point of their 
deceased child and the characters’ ongoing grief. 
 
And far later in the scene, Becca says,  
 

 
 
This serves as a payoff to the earlier setup. Though Becca has not divulged specific details 
as to why she is donating the clothes, and there’s still a possibility of innocuous reasons for 
giving away the clothes, the deliberate pacing between setup and payoff builds tension, 
which evokes tension and a sense of dread in the audience. 
 
 Then Izzy says, 
 

 
 



The setup has been paid off, strongly insinuating a more tragic truth behind the packing 
away of children’s clothing. The subtle yet effective deployment of setups and payoffs leaves 
the audience with an unspoken, unsurprised understanding of Danny’s passing, the catalyst 
of the play, eliciting empathy and sorrow for his family. 
 
Another setup-payoff pair  is when Howie’s cherished VCR tapes are overridden and lost. 
This is first hinted in the stage directions,  
 

 
 
These reveal Howie’s deep fondness for this tape, his frequent and careful viewing of it, and 
his secretive nature in watching it without Becca's knowledge. The scene further establishes 
that it is a recording of Danny, watched by Howie as a coping mechanism in private. 
However, any action conducted in secrecy carries the risk of discovery or mishap, which 
set-up the stage for the inevitable loss of this cherished recording. 
 
In a later scene in the next act,  
 

 

 
Howie discovers that the recording has been overwritten with a tornado program, resulting in 
the irreversible loss of the video. This horrifies the audience, evoking sympathy for Howie’s 
loss of something so dear to him. However, despite the emotional impact, the audience is 
not entirely surprised by this outcome—it is extremely realistic. Given Becca’s unawareness 



of Howie’s late-night viewings, it was only a matter of time before she unknowingly tampered 
and recorded over the tape. 
 
Throughout the play, Lindsay-Abaire has established  that despite Becca and Howie's love 
for each other, their grief and contrasting coping mechanisms inevitably created distance 
between them. Becca’s accidental misstep further underscores this plot point, emphasising 
how their loss has caused strain on their relationship 
 
 


