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Part of the challenge of A2 is that you will be asked to 
compare texts from different periods and genres. You 

should begin this process by finding something that your texts 
share. Even if your exam board does not specify single poems 
or extracts to work with, your task will be more manageable 
if you start the process by identifying typical passages to work 
with. You can broaden your scope later if required. To make the 
comparison constructive and illuminating, you should choose 
pieces that form a contrast but have something in common. 
These two extracts represent key aspects of The Importance of 
Being Earnest by Oscar Wilde (1895) and To the Lighthouse by 
Virginia Woolf (1927). 

The question you are set may ask you to focus on the 
language used to express the writers’ themes, or it might ask 
you to address more specific issues such as how the writers 
create a mood or compile a description. You could be asked 
to examine narrative techniques or explore what is unspoken. 
Whatever you are asked, begin by searching out what the 
passages have in common and how they differ. 

The Importance of Being Earnest
Lady Bracknell has arrived to cross-question her daughter 
Gwendolen’s suitor in his London flat. He is leading a double 
life. At his home in the country he is Jack Worthing, but in 
town he pretends to be Ernest, his more urbane brother. It is 
the fictitious, man-about-town Ernest that Gwendolen has 
fallen in love with.

Lady Bracknell. And now I have a few questions to put to 
you, Mr. Worthing. While I am making these inquiries, you, 
Gwendolen, will wait for me below in the carriage.

Gwendolen. [Reproachfully.] Mamma!

Lady Bracknell. In the carriage, Gwendolen! [Gwendolen goes 
to the door. She and Jack blow kisses to each other behind Lady 
Bracknell’s back. Lady Bracknell looks vaguely about as if she 
could not understand what the noise was. Finally turns round.] 
Gwendolen, the carriage!

Gwendolen. Yes, mamma. [Goes out, looking back at Jack.]

Lady Bracknell. [Sitting down.] You can take a seat, Mr. 
Worthing. [Looks in her pocket for notebook and pencil.]

Jack. Thank you, Lady Bracknell, I prefer standing.

Lady Bracknell. [Pencil and notebook in hand.] I feel bound to 
tell you that you are not down on my list of eligible young men, 
although I have the same list as the dear Duchess of Bolton has. 
We work together, in fact. However, I am quite ready to enter 
your name, should your answers be what a really affectionate 
mother requires. Do you smoke?

Jack. Well, yes, I must admit I smoke.

Lady Bracknell. I am glad to hear it. A man should always have 
an occupation of some kind. There are far too many idle men in 
London as it is. How old are you?

Jack. Twenty-nine.

Lady Bracknell. A very good age to be married at. I have always 
been of opinion that a man who desires to get married should 
know either everything or nothing. Which do you know?

Jack. [After some hesitation.] I know nothing, Lady Bracknell.

Lady Bracknell. I am pleased to hear it. I do not approve of 
anything that tampers with natural ignorance. Ignorance is like a 
delicate exotic fruit; touch it and the bloom is gone. The whole 
theory of modern education is radically unsound. Fortunately in 
England, at any rate, education produces no effect whatsoever. If 
it did, it would prove a serious danger to the upper classes, and 
probably lead to acts of violence in Grosvenor Square. 

Act 1

The Importance of Being Earnest  
and To the Lighthouse

 compare and contrast

To the Lighthouse

The scholarly, 60-year-old Mr Ramsay, his wife and their eight 
children have come to spend the summer in their rambling 
holiday home on a Scottish island, along with several house 
guests. All have gathered round the table for a special dinner, 
but Minta and Paul, who have spent the day together on the 
beach, arrive late. Their manner suggests they have become 
engaged.

It must have happened then, thought Mrs Ramsay; they are 
engaged. And for a moment she felt what she had never 
expected to feel again—jealousy. For he, her husband, felt it 
too—Minta’s glow; he liked these girls, these golden-reddish 
girls, with something flying, something a little wild and harum-
scarum about them, who didn’t ‘scrape their hair off,’ weren’t, 
as he said about poor Lily Briscoe, ‘skimpy’. There was some 
quality which she herself had not, some lustre, some richness, 
which attracted him, amused him, led him to make favourites 
of girls like Minta. They might cut his hair from him, plait him 
watch-chains, or interrupt him at his work, hailing him (she heard 
them), ‘Come along, Mr Ramsay; it’s our turn to beat them now,’ 
and out he came to play tennis.

Points for comparison and contrast
• Consider the two genres. Could Lady Bracknell be expressed in 
Woolf’s language? Or Mrs Ramsay in Wilde’s mode of comedy?
• The stage directions in the Wilde passage indicate a dimension to 
the action beyond the characters’ words. Is there scope for further 
subtext in the actors’ interpretations of their roles? Look for moments 
where the text allows the actors to suggest what they think about the 
other characters.
• What is the equivalent of subtext in the Woolf passage? In which 
of the two passages is what lies behind speech more important? How 
does Woolf shape her prose to mimic private thoughts?
• Both passages concern an engagement, but the dominant figure in 
both is an older woman. Compare Lady Bracknell’s attitude with Mrs 
Ramsay’s. The former cross-examines Jack and takes notes, but where 
do Mrs Ramsay’s thoughts lead her?
• What do Lady Bracknell’s pronouncements tell us about attitudes 

to marriage in her social circle? Do we laugh at her or with her? Can 
any generalised attitudes to gender or marriage be deduced from Mrs 
Ramsay’s reflections or are they her own individual thoughts? 
• How are differences between the generations presented — as 
hierarchical, complementary, combative or benevolent? Can you 
detect any challenges to the authority of the older generation?
• Does Lady Bracknell’s speech betray any anxieties about her own 
place in society? Does Mrs Ramsay feel any threat to her way of life? 
How are these anxieties expressed?
• How concerned is each of the older women for the happiness of the 
young woman embarking on marriage?
• Wilde’s characters are comic, but what place does humour or 
comedy have in the Woolf passage? Is Lady Bracknell aware that 
her opinions are absurd? Who is teased and laughed at in the Woolf 
passage?

But indeed she was not jealous, 
only, now and then, when she 
made herself look in her glass, a 
little resentful that she had grown 
old, perhaps, by her own fault. (The 
bill for the greenhouse and all the 
rest of it.) She was grateful to them 
for laughing at him. (‘How many 
pipes have you smoked today, Mr 
Ramsay?’ and so on), till he seemed 
a young man; a man very attractive 
to women, not burdened, not 
weighed down with the greatness 
of his labours and the sorrows of the 
world and his fame or his failure, but 
again as she had first known him, 
gaunt but gallant; helping her out 
of a boat, she remembered; with 
delightful ways, like that (she looked 
at him, and he looked astonishingly 
young, teasing Minta). 
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