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Practice exam question 

Promoting utopia 
Luke McBratney 

Guidance for the question on p. 15 of the magazine. 

The opening of the answer 
Perhaps the most important thing to recognise about Wilde’s presentation of ideas is that they are 
rarely, if ever, expressed directly. As he noted in a letter, ‘we should treat all the trivial things of life 
very seriously and the serious things of life with sincere and studied triviality’. Although The 
Importance of Being Earnest (1895) explores serious ideas about ideal and conventional lives, they 
are usually expressed comically. This essay explores this argument by considering three main areas 
presented in the play: the idea of living a double life, bachelorhood, and marriage. 

As the title suggests, leading an alternative life is central to the play and what seems trivial is actually 
serious. In Wilde’s world, a man needs a way in which he can live an ideal life. Rather than actually be 
earnest, as in serious and upstanding (a prized quality in respectable late-Victorian society), one 
needs an alibi to give the impression of earnestness. The issue is foregrounded in Act One through 
the use of a prop — Ernest’s cigarette case, which is mysteriously inscribed not to him but to Jack. 
The importance of living a double life is discussed when Algernon recognises that Ernest ‘had 
invented a very useful younger brother, in order […] to come up to town as often’ as he likes, just as 
he has ‘invented an invaluable invalid called Bunbury, in order […] to go down into the country’ 
whenever he chose. On one level, the idea of being free to pursue interests outside family and 
respectable social commitments is amusing, especially through the trope of the hen-pecked husband 
desiring freedom from his wife. Yet the nature of what goes on in the other life is sufficiently vague in 
order to invite more serious interpretations, for example, not only the freedom to play cards or have 
bachelor dinners, but to facilitate homosexual relationships. This becomes more credible when we 
consider Wilde’s personal life. Biographer Matthew Sturgis reveals that while writing the play, Wilde 
was both living respectably with his wife and two sons and more recklessly with Lord Alfred Douglas 
(Bosie) and a ‘trio of local lads who they had picked up on the beach’. An early draft of the play makes 
the biographical association plain since it names the Algernon character ‘Lord Alfred Rufford’. 

While no homosexual acts are referred to directly, the play suggests that men are happiest as 
bachelors. With the set representing Algernon’s elegant morning-room as ‘luxuriously and artistically 
furnished’, Wilde dramatises the men’s intimate relationship through plentiful jokes and shared 
secrets. It is much closer than any of the play’s male–female relationships, and the humour is mostly 
about deceiving women or suggesting that men are happier without them. Even the serious event of 
becoming engaged is depicted as trivial in comparison to dining with a male friend. Algernon asks:  

‘Now if I can get her [Lady Bracknell] out of the way for ten minutes, so that you can have the 
opportunity for proposing to Gwendolen, may I dine with you tonight at Willis’s?’ 
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Wilde’s syntax suggests the shallowness of men’s relationships with women. The act of the proposal 
is merely a parenthetic remark in a subordinate clause, while Algernon is the main subject and Ernest 
the object of the sentence.  

The ideal state of bachelorhood is also explored through dramatic irony when Miss Prism praises the 
‘gravity’ of Ernest’s ‘demeanour’ and remarks that ‘no-one has a higher sense of duty and 
responsibility’. Such comments amuse the audience, who enjoy being in on the joke that the Ernest 
they saw with Algernon is the opposite to that of the women’s perception. The humour builds, 
strengthening the bond between the dramatists and audience, as Cecily remarks that this is why he 
‘often looks a little bored when we three are together’. The audience, however, realise that the reason 
Ernest looks bored in a conventional setting is because he is. A double life is depicted as a necessary 
evil and Wilde encourages the audience to laugh at convention and to side with those who flout it. 

There is undoubtedly a degree of escapism. As Charlotte Purkis argues, the play’s ‘success rests on 
its ability to offer audiences an escape and the chance to experience a fantasy that is better than their 
day-to-day lives’. Yet this is only part of the picture, I feel. It is not so much the escapism that 
entertains the audience, but the means by which the fantasy is depicted. Audiences love Wilde’s 
humour, which needs conventional Victorian life to rail against. The humour depends too much on 
mocking respectability to exist completely in a world of fantasy. The fantasy life of bachelorhood and 
its pleasures, such as idleness and clever conversation, is precarious. There is always a Lady 
Bracknell to threaten it, and, in productions it is usually Lady Bracknell who gets the loudest laughs. 

Commentary 
The introduction responds to the question thoughtfully and signposts the main planks of the argument 
to follow. It uses a flexible vocabulary to help explore the intricacies of Wilde’s language. For example, 
terms drawn from grammar, such as ‘syntax’ and ‘subordinate clause’, are used to comment on 
Wilde’s language with precision. More broad comedic aspects are explored by using terms such as 
‘the trope of the hen-pecked husband’. 

Wilde’s methods are analysed thoroughly and in the context of the argument rather than to display 
analysis for its own sake. The answer is particularly strong on the workings of Wilde’s comedy and 
how it affects the audience.  

Context is an important area of assessment tested by this type of question. At times, the answer 
addresses context relevantly, with comments on late-Victorian respectability, and it becomes 
sophisticated in places. For example, when it uses well-integrated and precise biographical details to 
cast light on Wilde’s depiction of the ideal bachelor life. 

While alternative options are not tested directly by this question, the use of the quotation from 
Charlotte Purkis allows the student to explore the idea of the topic of fantasy/ideal lives in a 
sophisticated and evaluative manner. 
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