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Guidance for the question on p. 8 of the magazine. 

The middle of an answer 
Perhaps it is, therefore, truer to the complexities of both the play and the poems to argue that rather 

than either mocking society or raising laughs, the texts do both simultaneously. For example, The 

Importance of Being Earnest raises most of its laughs by mocking the institutions of the society in 

which it is set and to whom it was first performed. In Act One, the most frequently hit target is 

marriage. As well as in the farcical set piece of Jack’s proposal to Gwendolen (supposedly undertaken 

at this opportunity so as to free up time for him to dine with Algernon) and Lady Bracknell’s 

assessment of Jack’s suitability for marriage, Wilde mocks late-Victorian attitudes to marriage through 

many instances of verbal humour. For example, he uses a single word pun and a reversal of 

expectations when Algernon says that Jack marrying is ‘extremely problematic’ (the audience expects 

‘probable’) and in the suggestion that a man must deceive his wife to have a happy marriage by 

employing a ‘Bunbury’, a fictitious friend who functions as an alibi when he wants to misbehave or be 

unfaithful, an idea that is capped by another reversal, when Algernon alters the common saying of 

‘two’s company three’s a crowd’ by quipping that ‘in married life three is company and two is a crowd’.  

The implication is that each spouse is never enough for the other and that a married person can only 

be contented if they have a lover. Indeed, the mocking of marriage becomes a kind of running joke 

that raises more laughter the more ways the joke is delivered. Even Lady Bracknell, that bastion of 

tradition, is used by Wilde and her inadvertent damning of the institution is all the funnier and more 

potent coming from her. Thus, Wilde deploys a range of comic strategies to hit a satirical target. He 

obviously intends to amuse his audience — he is, after all, presenting them with a comedy — but he 

does so in sophisticated ways. The mocking and the amusement are simultaneous and he amuses his 

audience mainly by making them think. By understanding the jokes, the audience’s intelligence is 

flattered, yet the joke is also on them. The realistic set might be their own drawing room and the 

dinners, proposals, trips to the country and so on might be events familiar in their lives. And perhaps 

the merciless mocking of marriage that continues might strike a chord in another way, since the 

Victorian era was known for its double standard of idealising marriage, while allowing men to pursue 

mistresses and prostitutes. 

Creative artists had often depicted this hypocrisy at the heart of Victorian life — for example, Holman 

Hunt’s famous painting ‘The Awakening Conscience’ depicts a wealthy man’s mistress on his knee 

with an uncomfortable expression of recognition of the immoral situation in which she finds herself. Yet 

Wilde’s treatment is much lighter — he makes the elements of hypocrisy the stuff of humour and 

perhaps this humour invites not so much a pricking of conscience but an amused recognition that this 
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is how things are and that perhaps we should laugh not at the hypocrites but at the social rules that 

force such hypocrisies on what is essentially human nature. 

Donne’s ‘The Flea’ is also sophisticated in how it elicits humour. The speaker builds an argument 

urging the addressee to consummate their relationship using arch and knowing humour. Ideas of 

marriage are used to advance the argument, but the institution is not ridiculed as it is by Wilde. In the 

middle of the second stanza, at the heart of the poem, Donne compares the flea that contains their 

blood to marriage, saying that they 

………………. more than – married are: 

This flea is you and I, and this 

Our marriage-bed and marriage-temple is. 

This is a striking conceit. Unlike the play, where the sparkling wit of one line leads easily to the next, in 

a light mood of witty entertainment, Donne’s lyric encourages the reader to pause and reflect, with the 

rhyme of the couplet helping to link the idea of ‘this’ flea and the idea of marriage (a word that is 

emphasised by being used three times in as many lines). To compare a sacred religious rite to a 

common flea containing a couple’s blood seems absurd; to Donne’s Christian audience — living at a 

time when people lost their lives by being on the wrong side of the disputes of the Reformation — is 

blasphemous. The daring nature of this comparison is likely to make them think. It also provides a 

dramatic high point in the poem at which readers might expect the addressee to reconsider and reflect 

that the addressee’s scruples at denying the speaker are insignificant. Yet it could also be argued that 

the poem is less about an amorous man persuading his lover than a poet entertaining his audience.  

Unlike Wilde’s comedy, which played to large audiences of the upper classes, Donne’s poetry, as the 

British Library’s website notes, ‘circulated almost exclusively in manuscript among a select group of 

friends and patrons’. These highly educated readers were likely to have enjoyed wit and logical debate 

themselves and might even have seen allusions to, as we learn in the article ‘Romantic Relationships 

in comic poems’ ‘contemporary religious debates’, namely that ‘the dispute over the flea — a vessel 

full of blood — might be read as one between a Catholic man who believes in transubstantiation (that 

the blood in Communion is literally the blood of Christ) and a Protestant woman who does not’. Some 

might see this as mocking society, but it seems more delicate and covert than Wilde’s social satire, 

which is much closer to the surface. Perhaps the nature of the form means that Wilde’s play is more 

open in its social commentary — it does, after all need to make its audience laugh as it watches — 

than Donne’s, whose verse form is more condensed and can take more time to work on its audience 

who are likely to be able to think and re-read. 

Commentary 

The answer articulates part of the argument in the middle of an essay: rather than mocking society or 

raising laughs, the texts do both simultaneously. It goes on to substantiate and develop that argument 

in a confident and assured manner, first through exploring the play, then through the poem. As the 

poem is explored, apt comparisons to the play are made. 

The understanding of authorial methods is perceptive. Detailed commentary on the workings of 

Wilde’s verbal humour helps to advance the argument, which engages confidently with the terms of 

the question, as does the close reading of the poem, which includes comments on its tone, addressee, 

speaker and argument. The details for analysis are well chosen and demonstrate perceptive 

understanding of the texts. 
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Comparisons are explored perceptively, with, for example, assured comments comparing the types of 

humour and the subtle ways in which the texts engage their audiences. Contextual comments are 

woven seamlessly into the argument, including apt and confident observations about aspects such as 

religion and morality. 
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