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THE ART OF THE
DOUBLE
ENTENDRE: A DEEP
DIVE INTO
LITERARY
EXAMPLES

Language is a
wonderfully flexible
tool, and few literary
devices showcase its
playful, layered nature
quite like the double
entendre. This
technique, where a
phrase or word can be
interpreted in two
distinct ways—one
usually straightforward

and the other risqué,
ironic, or witty—has
been a staple of
storytelling for
centuries. From the
bawdy taverns of
Shakespeare's London
to the polished drawing
rooms of Jane Austen's
novels, the double
entendre adds depth,
humor, and a touch of
subversion. In this
comprehensive guide,
we will explore what
makes a double
entendre effective,
examine classic and
modern double
entendre examples
in literature, and
discuss how authors
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use this device to
enrich character, plot,
and theme.

Understanding the
double entendre is

essential for any
serious reader or
writer. It rewards

careful attention and
reveals the author's
cleverness. The term
itself is French for
"double meaning," but
its application s
universal. A well-
placed double
entendre can make a
reader chuckle, raise
an eyebrow, or reread
a passage with
newfound appreciation.
It operates on multiple

levels, allowing
literature to speak to
diverse audiences

simultaneously. For
instance, a line that
seems innocent to
some may carry a
sharp, satirical, or even
erotic sting for those
attuned to its subtext.

This dynamic interplay
between the surface
and the hidden
meaning is what
makes the device so
enduringly popular.

What
Exactly Is
a Double

Entendre
?

Before diving into
specific double
entendre examples
in literature, it is
important to clarify the
definition. A double
entendre is a figure of
speech in which a word
or phrase can be
understood in two
ways—one of which is
usually indelicate or
humorous. The key is
that both meanings are
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grammatically valid
within the sentence,
and the ambiguity is
intentional. This
distinguishes it from a
pun, which often relies
on homophones or
similar sounds for a
single humorous effect.
A double entendre
maintains a serious
surface meaning while
simultaneously

suggesting an
alternative, often
naughty or ironic

interpretation.

Authors use double
entendres for various
reasons: to add humor,
to comment on social
taboos without explicit
mention, to reveal
character hypocrisy, or
to create dramatic
irony where the
audience understands
more than the
characters. In older
literature, especially
before modern
censorship, double

entendres were a sly
way to include adult
themes that would
otherwise be
forbidden. Even today,
they remain a favorite
tool for satire and wit.

CLASSIC DOUBLE
ENTENDRE
EXAMPLES IN
LITERATURE

Shakespe
are: The
Master of
Bawdy
Wordplay

William Shakespeare is
arguably the greatest
practitioner of the
double entendre in the
English language. His
plays are filled with
moments where




innocent words carry a
second, often sexual,
meaning. One of the
most famous double
entendre examples
in literature appears
in Hamlet. When
Hamlet speaks to
Ophelia, he says, "Do
you think | meant
country matters?"
The phrase "country
matters" sounds like a
pun on a vulgar word,

and Hamlet's
subsequent jokes
about lying in a

woman's lap reinforce
the double meaning.
The surface reading is
about rural affairs, but
the subtext s
unmistakably crude.
This moment reveals
Hamlet's bitterness
and his intention to
shock Ophelia.

Another classic
example is found in
Much Ado About
Nothing. The character
Benedick delivers the

line, "Come, the
state of man's
country, and the
state of woman's
country—how they

differ!" Again,
"country" is used as a
double entendre,

playing on the word
"cuntry." Shakespeare
often wused such
wordplay to titillate his
audience and to
explore themes of love,
lust, and deception.
The device allows him
to speak openly about
sexuality in a society
that demanded
decorum on stage.

Similarly, in Romeo
and Juliet, Mercutio's
speech about Queen
Mab is filled with
sexual innuendos.
When he says, "This is
the hag, when maids
lie on their backs, /
That presses them
and learns them first
to bear," the "hag" is
a nightmarish figure,
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but the imagery of
lying on one's back and
bearing children is a
clear reference to
sexual intercourse and
pregnancy.
Shakespeare uses
these moments to
balance the tragedy
with earthy humor.

The
Canterbu
ry Tales:
Chaucer's
Ribald
Humor

Moving back a few
centuries, Geoffrey
Chaucer's The
Canterbury Tales is a
treasure trove of
double entendres. The
medieval poet

employed them to
critique the clergy and
to provide comic relief.
In "The Miller's Tale,"
the word "queynte" is
used repeatedly. To
modern readers, it
sounds like "quaint,"
meaning charmingly
old-fashioned, but in
Chaucer's time, it was
a direct reference to
female genitalia. The
narrator describes the
young wife's "queynte"
as something to be
admired, and the
entire tale revolves
around sexual trickery.
This double entendre
example in
literature is so clever
that it goes over the
heads of inattentive
readers but provides a
hearty laugh for those
in the know.

Another instance in
Chaucer is the word
"instrument." In the
context of the
Pardoner's Tale, when



the Pardoner boasts
about his abilities, he
says, "l have a jolly
instrument to play
on." On the surface, it
refers to a musical
instrument, but the
Pardoner is also
punning on his sexual
organ and his
scamming  skills.
Chaucer's use of
double entendres
reflects the earthy,
robust humor of the
medieval period and
underscores the gap
between pious
language and human
nature.

DOUBLE
ENTENDRE IN 18TH
AND 19TH
CENTURY
LITERATURE

Alexande

r Pope
and
Satirical
Wordplay

The Enlightenment
brought a different
flavor of double
entendre—more

satirical and

intellectual. Alexander
Pope's The Rape of the
Lock is a mock-heroic
poem that uses double
meanings to mock the
triviality of high
society. When the
Baron cuts a lock of
Belinda's hair, the
language is filled with
sexual innuendo. The
word "rape" itself is a
double entendre: a
literal theft of a lock of
hair, but also echoing
sexual violation. Pope
writes, "The meeting
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points the sacred
hair dissever / From
the fair head, for
ever, and for ever!"
The "sacred hair" and
the act of "dissevering"
carry undertones of
deflowering. The entire
poem is a masterclass
in using double
entendres to critique
the absurdities of
aristocratic life.

Jane
Austen:
Subtle
lrony In
Polite
Society

Jane Austen is not
typically associated
with bawdy humor, but
she is a master of the

subtle double
entendre. In Pride and
Prejudice, the

character of Mr. Collins
is a constant source of
unintentional double
entendres. When he
proposes to Elizabeth
Bennet, he says, "l am
convinced that my
feelings towards you
are more than
merely... well, let us
say, you inspire a
certain warmth in
my breast." The word
"warmth" can be
interpreted both as
affection and as a
veiled sexual
reference. But Austen's
true genius lies in her
narration. Consider the
famous opening line:
"It is a truth
universally

acknowledged, that
a single man in
possession of a good
fortune, must be in
want of a wife."
While superficially a



statement about
marriage, it is also a
double entendre about
society's obsession
with money and the
commodification of
women. The entire
novel functions as a
layered critique of
courtship rituals.

Another example
comes from Emma.
When Mr. Knightley
tells Emma, "l have
been in love with
you for a long time,
but I never thought
you would be the
one to speak first."
The phrase "speak
first" carries a double
meaning: it can refer to
expressing love, but in
a social context, it also
implies a woman
taking the lead in a
sexual relationship.
Austen's double
entendres are so
refined that they often
slip by unnoticed,
which makes them all

the more effective.

MODERN AND
CONTEMPORARY
DOUBLE
ENTENDRE
EXAMPLES

James
Joyce and
the
Stream of
Consciou
sness

James Joyce pushed
the double entendre to
new extremes in his
novels, particularly
Ulysses. His use of
language is dense and
multi-layered, with
countless examples of
double entendres that
require careful
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unpacking. One famous
instance is in the
"Nausicaa" episode,
where Leopold Bloom
watches a young
woman, Gerty
MacDowell, on the
beach. The narrative is
filled with romantic
clichés, but the subtext
is explicitly sexual. For
instance, when Gerty
leans back to reveal
her legs, Joyce writes,
"She let him see she
saw him and then
turned away, and
the blue of her eyes
toward him, and the
firelight of her hair,
and the white of her
teeth, and the red of
her lips, and the
sweet, sweet, sweet
smell of her." The
repetition of "sweet"
and the focus on body
parts create a double
entendre about arousal
and voyeurism. Joyce
uses this to critique
romantic idealism and

to explore the gap
between public
modesty and private
desire.

Alice
Walker
and the
Double
Entendre
of Power

In contemporary
literature, Alice Walker
uses double entendres

to address race,
gender, and
oppression. In The

Color Purple, the word
"purple" itself is a
double entendre. On
the surface, it refers to
the color, but it also
symbolizes the bruises
of abuse and the



spiritual flowering of
the protagonist, Celie.
Walker writes, "I think
it pisses God off if
you walk by the
color purple in a
field somewhere and
don't notice it." Here,
"purple" becomes a
symbol of resilience
and beauty in the face
of hardship. The double
meaning enriches the
narrative and invites
readers to see beyond
the literal.

Another example is the
character of Shug
Avery, whose name
"Shug" is a double
entendre for "sugar"
and "sugaring" (a
euphemism for sexual
activity). Shug's free-
spirited nature and her
relationship with Celie
challenge the
oppressive norms of
the time. Walker's use
of double entendres is
subtle but powerful,
allowing her to discuss

10

taboo subjects like
sexuality and abuse
with nuance.

THE PURPOSE AND
POWER OF
DOUBLE
ENTENDRE

Humor
and Wit

One of the primary
functions of the double
entendre is to generate
humor. When readers
catch the hidden
meaning, they feel a
sense of complicity
with the author. This is
especially effective in
comedy writing, where
timing and surprise are
key. In literature, a
double entendre can
transform a
straightforward scene
into a moment of
shared laughter. For
example, in Oscar
Wilde's The Importance
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of Being Earnest, the
character Lady
Bracknell says, "To
lose one parent, Mr.
Worthing, may be

regarded as a
misfortune; to lose
both looks like

carelessness." While
this is not a sexual
double entendre, it is a
classic example of
semantic
ambiguity—Ilosing
parents can mean
death or misplacing
them. Wilde uses such
wordplay to satirize the
upper classes.

Subversio
n and
Social
Comment

11

ary

Double entendres also
allow authors to
subvert societal norms
without direct
confrontation. In eras
of strict censorship,
writers used double
meanings to discuss
sexuality, politics, and
religion. This is why
many classic double
entendre examples
in literature appear in
works that are
otherwise considered
proper. The device
gives voice to the
unspeakable. For
instance, in Mark
Twain's Huckleberry
Finn, the word "nigger"
is used throughout, but
its frequent repetition
creates a double
entendre about racism
itself—the surface
meaning is offensive,
but the deeper
meaning exposes the



hypocrisy of society.
Twain uses the word to
critique, not to
endorse.

Character
Develop
ment

Authors often use
double entendres to
reveal character. A
character who speaks
in double meanings

might be clever,
deceptive, or
repressed. In

Shakespeare,

characters like
Mercutio and Falstaff
are known for their
bawdy wordplay, which
signals their
irreverence and
vitality. In contrast,
characters who are
oblivious to double
entendres are often
shown as naive or

12

foolish. This technique
adds depth to
characterization and
allows readers to
gauge intelligence and
social awareness.

HOW TO IDENTIFY
A DOUBLE
ENTENDRE IN
YOUR READING

To catch double
entendre examples
in literature, read
with an open mind and
consider context. Look
for words that have

multiple meanings,
especially those that
are colloquial or

archaic. Pay attention
to puns, innuendos,
and sudden shifts in
tone. If a line seems
out of place or too
simple, ask yourself if
there might be a
hidden meaning.
Rereading passages
aloud can also help, as
the rhythm of speech
often reveals double
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meanings. Additionally,
consider the historical
and cultural
background of the
text—what might be
innocent today could
have been scandalous
in its time.
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For contemporary
readers, it is also
useful to compare
different
interpretations.
Literary criticism often
debates whether a
particular phrase is a
double entendre or



