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THE IMPORTANCE OF BEING EARNEST AND OTHER PLAYS

OSCAR FINGAL O’FLAHERTIE WILLS WILDE was born in Dublin in 1854, the son of an eminent eye-surgeon and a nationalist poetess who wrote under the pseudonym of ‘Speranza’. He went to Trinity College, Dublin and then to Magdalen College, Oxford, where he began to propagandize the new Aesthetic (or ‘Art for Art’s Sake’) Movement. Despite winning a first and the Newdigate Prize for Poetry, Wilde failed to obtain an Oxford scholarship, and was forced to earn a living by lecturing and writing for periodicals. He published a largely unsuccessful volume of poems in 1881 and in the next year undertook a lecture tour of the United States in order to promote the D’Oyle Carte production of Gilbert and Sullivan’s comic opera Patience. After his marriage to Constance Lloyd in 1884, he tried to establish himself as a writer, but with little initial success. However, his three volumes of short fiction, The Happy Prince (1888), Lord Arthur Savile’s Crime (1891) and A House of Pomegranates (1891), together with his only novel, The Picture of Dorian Gray (1891), gradually won him a reputation confirmed and enhanced by the phenomenal success of his society comedies – Lady Windermere’s Fan, A Woman of No Importance, An Ideal Husband and The Importance of Being Earnest, all performed on the West End stage between 1892 and 1895.

Success, however, was short-lived. In 1891 Wilde had met and fallen extravagantly in love with Lord Alfred Douglas. In 1895, when his success as a dramatist was at its height, Wilde brought an unsuccessful libel action against Douglas’s father, the Marquess of Queensberry. Wilde lost the case and two trials later was sentenced to two years’ imprisonment for acts of gross indecency. As a result of this experience he wrote The Ballad of Reading Gaol. He was released from prison in 1897 and went into an immediate self-imposed exile on the Continent. He died in Paris in ignominy in 1900.

RICHARD CAVE is Professor of Drama and Theatre Arts at Royal Holloway in the University of London. He was born in Leicestershire and educated at St Catharine’s College, Cambridge. His many publications include works on Renaissance and Modern theatre and on the relation between dance and drama. Anglo-Irish theatre has been his special interest for many years, both as critic and as director. He has also edited W. B. Yeats’s Selected Plays for Penguin and is currently editing a volume of Yeats’s Writings on Theatre, also for Penguin.




OSCAR WILDE

The Importance of Being Earnest
and Other Plays

Edited with Introduction, Commentaries and Notes by
RICHARD CAVE

PENGUIN BOOKS




    
    PENGUIN BOOKS

    UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia
 New Zealand | India | South Africa

    Penguin Books is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at 
         global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

    [image: Penguin Random House UK]

    Published By Penguin Books, 2000

    Editorial material copyright © Richard Allen Cave 2000

    ‘Gribsby’ scene from Act II of the four-act version of The Importance of
Being Earnest © Merlin Holland (published by Vanguard Press, 1987)
Wilde’s sketch for Salomé: Reproduced by permission of the
Rosenbach Museum and Library, Philadelphia
Ricketts’s sketch for Salomé: By courtesy of the
Witt Library of the Courtauld Institute of Art in the University of London

    The moral right of the author has been asserted

    ISBN: 978-0-141-90931-8

    


CONTENTS

INTRODUCTION

A NOTE ON THE TEXTS

SELECT BIBLIOGRAPHY

Lady Windermere’s Fan

Salomé

A Woman of No Importance

An Ideal Husband

A Florentine Tragedy

The Importance of Being Earnest

APPENDIX: The excised scene

NOTES




INTRODUCTION

There are two popular images of Wilde: first there is the glittering wordsmith, shaper of scintillating epigrams that litter his published works as liberally as they sprang from his lips to entertain upper-class circles and dinner parties. Then there is the picture of that abject homosexual, jeered at by other passengers while waiting on Clapham Station in convict uniform and surrounded by policemen, who was destined to serve a two-year sentence in Reading Gaol for daring to pursue an intimate relationship with the son of a peer of the realm, when he was a mere Irishman and a commoner. The two images do not easily elide to create one distinct personality, and yet, taken together, they do help to define the quite distinctive quality and tenor of his work for the theatre. Wilde understood the nature of masks that allow one to play out numerous identities: he appreciated the social pressures that made the wearing of masks in late Victorian society a necessity because he was himself the victim and product of such pressures, being at once both colonized Irishman and socialite; husband in a seemingly traditional family household and frequenter of male brothels with his male aristocratic lover; successful dramatist who cultivated for his audience the smartest of good society and socialist who made no secret of the degree to which he considered the very audiences he courted merited criticism. His finest epigrams play with the rhetorical device of paradox, while his preferred mode of being was to inhabit paradox, to live out its contradictions as a studied philosophy. In his own life as in his creations for the stage, Wilde’s game centred on masks, a game he relished again both in all seriousness and with delight in its manifest absurdities. His life and his art were a constant challenge to Victorian earnestness, which he exposed relentlessly as laughably pretentious at its best and viciously hypocritical at its worst. Being Irish by birth and being (by the moral and sexual codes of the period) ‘deviant’ were the making of him as a dramatist; he seemed socially acceptable because his charismatic manner disarmed judgement and he was admitted to ‘good’ society as a kind of allowed jester. However, history reveals how court fools and jesters were generally incisive and exacting critics of their audiences. Wilde was no exception and, like his predecessors, he did not finally escape whipping for his presumption. But even as that pathetic figure on Clapham Station, he was a living criticism of the society that had seen fit to place him there. From fool to martyr might appear a remarkable transition, but the change of masks from comic to tragic did not signify a change of theme and intention. The need to wear masks of any kind was continually the object of his most penetrating critique of himself (in his superb apology for his life, De Profundis) and of society (in his essays and his plays).

To return to the image of the golden wordsmith. For many this is the enduring appeal of the plays, the seemingly effortless fount of wit which led W. H. Auden to describe The Importance of Being Earnest as the ‘purest example in English literature’ of a ‘verbal opera’.1 Countless productions of the plays have focused on that element of their artistry to the exclusion of their other dramatic excellences; and this is to do Wilde a disservice. The plays are undoubtedly witty; there is no denying that strength. But Wilde was the consummate dramatist, possessing a profound insight into the range of the arts that together constitute theatre in performance. This particular collection comprises his finest achievements in the genre but, from the first, plays such as Vera or The Nihilists (published 1880, staged 1883) and The Duchess of Padua (1908, staged 1891), show him preoccupied with more than characterization and plotting: Wilde is clearly reaching out for a concept of total theatre, where colour and design, the spatial relations of actors within the playing space, music and movement, all contribute to shaping the thematic life of the drama. Act I of Vera, for example, which is set in Moscow, presents the audience with a powerful stage picture: in a garret lit ‘by oil lamps hung from ceiling’, which will cast giant shadows over the walls, tense figures, cloaked and masked in black, stand silent and apart; one sporting a scarlet mask writes at a table, while another dressed in yellow, acting as sentinel, his sword at the ready, guards the door. They are joined by other masked and cloaked figures, and the whole group on forming a semi-circle begin a ritual in which they assert their confederacy and repeat their oath of allegiance to the cause of political freedom. This is not a fussily detailed setting defining an attempt at historical accuracy such as was currently the popular style of stage design; instead an audience’s perceptions are being influenced by colour-symbolism (shades of red and black will recur emblematically throughout the ensuing action), lighting, shadow play and an emotionally taut tableau that gives place to ritualized action in which the characters seek to find some degree of self-possession through affirming a unity of purpose. Immediately any preconceptions an audience might have on the subject of nihilists and anarchists is challenged by this presentation of a social group with its own ethical code of behaviour. There is suspense here, but not of the factitious kind that permeates much contemporaneous melodrama which takes political unrest and betrayal as its theme, such as Vitorien Sardou’s Fedora (1882): the visual and vocal appeal of Wilde’s invention challenges the conventional theatrical treatment of such subject-matter, inviting an audience to consider issues of political unrest from a wholly fresh perspective. The Duchess of Padua is set in a Renaissance world that is rendered fantastic and dreamlike (there is more than a hint of Webster about Wilde’s conception and dialogue) by being pictured in patterns of black, white and vermilion. These effects might seem overly schematic from a written account, but when experienced in the theatre such symbolist design, if judiciously handled, can intimate to an audience exactly how they should read the performance they are watching. What Wilde was effectively doing here was teaching audiences new ways of interpreting their perceptions of performance. If such schemes with colour symbolism seem familiar enough to us today, that is the measure of how far-reaching Wilde’s innovations were: he created the conditions whereby a new form of design-practice might come into being.

We can gain some insight into Wilde’s principles of design from what has been recorded of his discussions with two designer-friends: Charles Ricketts and Graham Robertson. Interestingly these focus on his plans for the staging of the one-act Salomé. Shortly after the composition of the play in 1892, a production had gone into preparation for Sarah Bernhardt before the Lord Chamberlain stepped in and banned public performances. Robertson had been chosen to design only the setting (the costumes were to be selected from among those designed for Bernhardt’s production of Sardou’s Cléopâire). However, Wilde was clearly concerned about their precise selection, since (as Robertson recounts) he wished to have ‘every costume of some shade of yellow from clearest lemon to deep orange, with here and there just a hint of black… all upon a great empty sky of deepest violet’.2 At some later point (the exact date is not known), Wilde also talked with Ricketts in detail about a potential scheme for the play, and each man sketched his ideas in an attempt to clarify and communicate his intentions. Wilde drew a floor-plan; Ricketts a quick view of how their shared setting would look from the audience’s viewpoint; both sketches have survived (they are reproduced in the Notes to this play). Wilde’s is preoccupied with the precise spatial relationship between the staircase, the cistern and an open space which will in time become Salomé’s dance-floor; Ricketts’s shows an impression of these ideas as a realized setting; this was to have comprised a black stage floor, surrounded by a skyscape coloured pale turquoise, while above it hung a kind of ‘aerial tent’ made by ‘the perpendicular fall of strips of gilt matting’. Ricketts recalled that in talking together their thinking took wing to a point where he subsequently became unsure who was responsible for which particular suggestion concerning the finished look of the design. But it was decided that there should be a ‘division of the actors into masses of colour’, so that, for example, the Jews were in yellow, the Romans in purple and John in white.3 What this would define with some clarity is the conflicting political groupings against which Herod and Salomé’s private drama is played out. Equally apparent from the setting is Wilde’s concern that the playing space admit only such effects (the staircase at the foot of which Herod’s throne will be placed and the cistern which is Jokanaan’s prison) as are absolutely essential to the development of the dramatic action. All else is a blank, seemingly characterless space. This is the world of Herod’s rule, which Salomé at first subverts when she succeeds, despite the Tetrarch’s orders, in liberating Jokanaan from the well. She then steadily invades that space to make it increasingly her own; and as she comes into complete control of it, so she will exert her will to bring throne and cistern into a terrible conjunction, despite all Herod’s efforts to prevent her. This is minimalist design at its best and wholly modern in feeling and execution, drawing attention not to its own picturesque qualities (though aesthetically it is very pleasing in its calculated simplicity) but to the power games, the battle of wills that determine the development of the tragedy.

All actors are alert to the power lines within a given playing space, where they can command most attention. What is fascinating about Wilde’s drama is the degree to which he conceived its staging in terms of the spatial relations between the actors at given points within the performance. How actors are placed and move within the playing space is often calculated to define the shifting power structures that are controlling the characters’ responses. Wilde had an acute sense of the stage as a three-dimensional space and knew how to deploy actors within it to create subtexts which reveal the characters’ inner selves in terms of their power or weakness relative to each other. This creative mastery of space is evident from his first major play, Lady Windermere’s Fan (1892). Act II is set in Lady Windermere’s drawing-room during her ball and supper to celebrate her birthday, and she waits by the door to greet her guests as they are announced and make their entrances. There are doors leading to a room where there is music and dancing and to an illuminated terrace overlooking St James’s Park. A sense of ceremony and good form prevails and there is a relaxed ease among these upper-class visitors. Lady Windermere, however, is conspicuously tense, because (as we know) she intends, should Mrs Erlynne make an appearance, to hit the woman in the face with the fan she now holds tightly in her grasp. It is a moment of great tension for the audience. Mrs Erlynne arrives; Lady Windermere falters and cannot find the nerve and will-power to stage the scene she has planned; and Mrs Erlynne, unchecked, sails into the space that social decorum has defined as possessed by Lady Windermere. That space is surrounded by groups of women and men, mostly seated, who are all hostile to Mrs Erlynne. They are like an ill-favoured audience, alert to every nuance of her performance. But Mrs Erlynne, coolly taking the situation under control, makes a complete circuit of the space on Lord Windermere’s arm and in the process contrives by a few well-judged words to cultivate everyone’s good opinion of her. By the time she quits the stage she is being showered with invitations to future gatherings.

Mrs Erlynne has staged a remarkable comeback into high society by a brilliant display of will-power, wit and charismatic charm. Significantly, she has done so by upstaging Lady Windermere within her own private space; she has invaded and taken possession of that space purposefully to further her own ends, in a blatant act of defiance and courage. The movement of the characters within the playing space creates a psychological subtext, which prepares an audience for the ways that the play will develop during Act III, when Mrs Erlynne warns the eloping Lady Windermere that she does not have the strength, daring and iron self-possession to get herself back into society, if she were once to take a step that would make her an outsider. As audience we know precisely what is meant by this, since we have experienced Mrs Erlynne’s attempted return in the previous act, and can appreciate its cost in terms of a willed determination, in which we have simultaneously seen Lady Windermere decidedly lacking. Movement throughout Act II is both naturalistic and symbolic, and on the symbolic level it has a precise function within the dramatic structure of the play. Equally significant in terms of the shifting power relations within the play is Wilde’s insistence that George Alexander, the first director of Lady Windermere’s Fan, should stage the last act in such a way that Mrs Erlynne is a constantly seated figure, while Lord and Lady Windermere and Lord Augustus are required to move on and off stage repeatedly at her bidding. Though in the eyes of the two men she appears morally culpable, she is again totally self-possessed, a still presence whose control over the other three characters is absolute as she consciously manipulates them towards as happy an ending as circumstances allow. In her stillness she emerges as the moral centre of the play’s world, just as in Act II in her movements she was defined as the play’s most vital creation. It is through such sensitively judged theatrical means that Wilde is endorsing his description of Mrs Erlynne in his subtitle as ‘a good woman’.

An analogous use of stage space can be found in the final act of A Woman of No Importance (1893), when Lord Illingworth unscrupulously invades the privacy of Mrs Arbuthnot’s drawing-room, even though he has expressly been refused admission. That he enters is a vivid expression of the rights he feels that he suddenly can assert over her and her decisions. By the standards of conventional etiquette it is a gross breach of good form. And, when he finds he is not getting his way, he is quite prepared to insult Mrs Arbuthnot, since there is no representative of the ‘good’ society he generally frequents to overhear him. His hypocrisy and his questionable moral standing are forcefully exposed by the very fact of his intrusive entrance, and it requires a full assertion of Mrs Arbuthnot’s will-power finally to expel his overbearing presence from her space. And she does this by a gesture (striking him in the face with his own glove) which proves he is no gentleman for all his social pretensions. The debonair persona he vaunts throughout the earlier scenes is here found to be a mask overlaying a decided brute, whom she has every right to refuse to marry. Again the movement of characters within the stage space endorses the play’s challenging moral stance.

Wilde could also use the idea of invasion for comic effect. In Act III of An Ideal Husband (1895) all Lord Goring’s attempts to relish the quiet privacy of his home of an evening are disrupted by the arrival of persons from the world of public affairs whom he least wishes to see: his father (Lord Caversham), his best friend (Chiltern) and his friend’s worst enemy (Mrs Cheveley). Since he appreciates that they must on no account see each other, he has to resort to secreting them in different rooms, which has the effect of bringing the action closer and closer to farce, as each new arrival insists on being admitted to his house. For all their power-games and rhetorical self-pity when they fail, Chiltern and Mrs Cheveley are rendered slightly absurd by the farcical tendencies of the theatrical treatment. The one character to emerge with dignity from this act is Lord Goring. Wilde, by means of this unexpected dramatic method and tone, is establishing him as possessing an astute political and moral sensibility and as the one character with sufficient insight to guide the Chilterns into reappraising their fraught marital relationship. Even more amusing are Lady Bracknell’s sudden disruptions of other people’s privacy in the interests of decorum throughout The Importance of Being Earnest (1895). She has set herself up as a guardian of public morals and twice in the play swoops in unexpectedly to determine whether the behaviour of others is in any way compromising her own or her daughter’s reputations. But as with the farcical episodes in An Ideal Husband, the comedy has a bitter satirical edge to it: Wilde’s plays repeatedly show how women themselves have been set up within this male-dominated society to be the ones who police the conduct of their gender. Lady Bracknell’s zeal carries a concern with policing others to a ridiculous extreme, but the social critique underpinning the caricature is exact.

One of the most subtly nuanced symbolic deployments of stage space occurs in the one-act drama A Florentine Tragedy (1894). Simone enters to find his wife, Bianca, entertaining an aristocrat, Guido, who seems to be dominating both the space that is Simone’s home and Bianca. Simone is unsure whether this is just an expression of Guido’s sense of aristocratic privilege or whether the entertainment has extended to adultery. Patiently he bides his time, hesitantly searching through the dialogue with Guido for some proof of his suppositions. He continually frames his conversation so that it hovers on the edge of accusation, to bring the other two to a pitch of tense expectancy, but then deflects the crisis in ways that leave the others in a state of total uncertainty. Simone contrives to sell all his merchandise to the Duke’s son at an outrageous profit, then intimates it is time Guido departed. As the aristocrat reaches for his sword, the merchant jokingly suggests measuring lengths with him to test their respective blades and skill (throughout the sexual innuendo is precisely intended). In the ensuing duel which suddenly fills the entire stage with violent action, Simone traps, disarms and kills Guido. During the opening half of the drama the language is replete with imagery about luxury and cost, later it intimates masculine desire and sexual display. The men contest for ownership of the stage space (one by right of marriage; the other by right of aristocratic presence and command). Bianca sides always with Guido, proving where her affections lie even as she voices her disgust with Simone’s relentless and insistent materialism. Ownership of the space becomes synonymous with possession of Bianca, and what the action defines as crucially tragic is the absolute commodification of her as a woman. As in all these instances, movement within the confines of the stage space is invested steadily with a symbolic potential that takes one to the heart of the play’s moral and social argument. This is theatrical craftsmanship of the highest order, where the dimensions of the playing space during a performance are made to take on a powerful psychological dynamic over and above what that space is required to represent in terms of social place and time. Space in Wilde’s plays in terms of theatrical semiotics is arguably the most informative of signifiers.

The most celebrated of sustained patterns of movement within a precise space is Salomé’s dance, which has a near-mythical cultural status. Yet, as Joseph Donohue notes,4 this climactic moment in Wilde’s play is contained within a stage direction that is nothing short of laconic in its brevity: ‘SALOMÉ dances the dance of the seven veils.’ We are offered no scenario; Wilde trusts wholly to the invention of the performer. (It is clear from his correspondence with actor–managers that he saw rehearsal as a collaborative venture, demanding respect for the artistic skills and creativity of everyone involved. Much in respect of this danced sequence will depend on the performer’s personal style and range of movement, technical accomplishment, stamina and ability to define a psychological subtext through the use of the body as a medium of expression.) That Wilde recognized the power of movement to convey an intense, if enigmatic significance within a carefully structured narrative is evident from his placing of the dance within Salomé as emblematic of the mesmeric obsession which grips each of the central characters: the princess, the Tetrarch and the prophet. But the dance is the point where private obsession takes on public display, and so provokes social and political consequences.

Clearly Wilde had thought through the implications of the dance (he was never to see the play realized in performance) and begun to appreciate the power of movement as a system of signification. Arguably this may explain why in his next play, A Woman of No Importance, the conclusion to the third act is played out wholly in silence so that mime and not speech conveys a complexity of meanings. Initially Wilde had conceived the close of the act (when Mrs Arbuthnot stops Gerald at the moment he is about to attack Lord Illingworth by informing him that they are father and son) as a conventional melodramatic tableau. But the episode underwent a series of revisions which began to introduce movement and a more creative use of body-language. Four characters are on stage when Mrs Arbuthnot reveals the truth; her outburst is witnessed by the American heiress, Hester, whom Illingworth has just physically insulted and so provoked Gerald’s attack. By staging a static tableau, Wilde merely provided a resounding, if overly sensational conclusion. What the discussion above of Lady Windermere’s Fan has shown is the extent to which Wilde possessed what one might term an architectural perception of dramatic structure in the way that elements of the stage action in Act II (Mrs Erlynne’s acquisition of total command of the space) prepare an audience in subtle ways for aspects of the argument which are developed in Act III (about Lady Windermere’s lack of the necessary strength of will to effect a comeback in society, were she to fall foul of its moral code). At the close of Act III of A Woman of No Importance, and perhaps influenced by his experiment with dance in Salomé, Wilde played down the impact of Mrs Arbuthnot’s actual revelation by extending the action considerably beyond it. First he devised a means of getting three of the characters off stage, leaving Mrs Arbuthnot alone in a state of misery and shame. Dissatisfied with this solution, however, he revised what had begun to grow into a mime so that Gerald is now required to move to his mother, seize her hands and search her face so intently that she sinks prostrate. Hester meanwhile ‘steals’ out, while Lord Illingworth struggles to contain his temper. Gerald raises his mother up, supports her in his arms and ‘leads her from the room’, leaving Illingworth isolated at the fall of the curtain. This now does much more than resolve the action; it intimates potential for growth, foreshadowing without precisely defining developments that the final act will explore. Mime here embodies a narrative without prescribing a specific interpretation of its content. In concluding one movement of the play, Wilde focuses an audience’s imaginative engagement on the psychology of the characters. To take but one example: Hester’s withdrawal from the room in a manner which should convey to the audience the impression that her motivation is stealth. What motivates that body-language? Maybe it expresses a coy, puritanical disgust at Mrs Arbuthnot’s revelation, or perhaps embarrassment for Gerald at having to assimilate such a reshaping of his whole sense of identity, or it may be tact, which requires her to leave the ‘family’ to recover from their loss of face in private together. Or is her response more personal, encompassing a sense of shock at the extent to which her moral zeal has recently led her, albeit unconsciously, to injure the sensibility of another woman and one she had tried to make her friend on the grounds of a seeming compatibility? By restricting the expression of Hester’s motive to mime, Wilde provokes the audience’s critical and interpretative faculties to consider the range of possibilities and that requires them to enter sensitively into the moral issues that the play is examining.

The most surprising deployment of a style of movement that approximates to dance is to be found in The Importance of Being Earnest, where it increasingly becomes the means of sustaining the farcical tone. Quite whether Wilde was responsible for creating this effect in discussion with Alexander who also first directed this play or whether Alexander himself can claim the credit is not clear; but certainly original audiences watched the action becoming increasingly dance-like in performance. Wilde did not originally intend that Alexander should stage the play but a set of chance circumstances led to his taking it on. Wilde also apparently over a friendly dinner confidentially informed both Alexander, who played Jack Worthing, and Allen Aynesworth, the first Algernon, that neither would have been his ideal choice for their respective roles. Alexander certainly never played a role remotely like it; and in many ways it was wholly alien to the stage persona he was creating in parts where he generally could indulge a penchant for either lyrical romanticism (he made a hit with The Prisoner of Zenda) or for stern moral probity (his other major successes in the 1890s were Lord Windermere and Aubrey Tanqueray). The role of Jack Worthing demanded that he have the courage to send up the popular image of himself, since Jack invariably is at his most ridiculous and absurd when he is being either romantic or intensely ‘earnest’; and Alexander seems to have delighted in doing so, entering into self-parody with an engaging zest and wit.

Alexander obviously relished the superb opportunities offered him by Jack’s entrance in Act II, dressed in full mourning, since he moved the actors playing Chasuble and Prism slowly down stage at this point in such a way as to delay their catching sight of him so that the audience had sufficient time fully to appreciate the significance of his costume and laugh out long and loud. That he enjoyed being the butt of laughter is evident from how, as director, he replaced conventional planned movement later in that act with a form of staging that approximates to choreography. Once the women have battled for their heroes over cake and tea, and the cover has been blown on their men whose experiments in the art of Bunburying are by now totally exposed, the play moves deeper and deeper into artificiality as the two couples face identical crises. Language becomes increasingly patterned, as the dialogue for each couple exactly mirrors the responses of the other pair to the point where both men and the women begin speaking together in unison. To bring this off, the characters discuss who should beat time to establish a proper rhythm; and yet rhythm of an internal kind must have been shared by the four actors if they were to carry off deftly the synchronized and symmetrical patterns of movement with which Alexander accompanied the patterned speech. On making their entrance in Act III, for example, the two men nonchalantly approached a sofa in tandem, sat, crossed their legs in identical style, attended to the creases in their trousers, then simultaneously looked across at the two women. This is stylizing everyday movement till it becomes virtually dance: as it requires expert timing if it is to be carried off convincingly, the performers must sustain throughout a shared inner rhythm exactly like dancers.

What this sustained stylization suggested in theatrical terms was the degree to which mannerism afflicted all the representatives of the upper classes, of the Church and of education in the play, reducing them to puppet-like mechanisms. Propriety, etiquette and ‘good form’ are here being ridiculed as well-rehearsed absurdities. The theatricality exposes the emptiness of the social codes as so much posturing. Movement carries in these moments a pronounced satirical impetus and so becomes the means of effecting a precise social critique. Whether Wilde influenced Alexander’s style of direction here (he was holidaying in Algiers for much of the time the play was in rehearsal), or whether Alexander was simply responding creatively to the intimations of Wilde’s style of dialogue is less important than the fact that The Importance of Being Earnest invited in performance a mode of physicalization in its latter half that closely approximated to dance-routines. Even the manipulation of salvers of muffins and tea-cake in the final sequence of Act II (while the men are competing for an appropriate decorum through which to recover lost ‘face’) requires a choreographic precision if it is to generate and sustain a rising crescendo of laughter. Words alone are not enough to carry the comedy; the movement parodies and subverts the measured dignity deemed fitting for rituals of the tea-table, and it is movement in consequence which controls the social satire. There is more than Wilde the wordsmith at work here.

Vera and The Duchess of Padua are of interest in revealing more than Wilde’s engagement from the time of his earliest dramatic writing with the arts of performance: both demonstrate a particular technique that Wilde was to make crucially his own in his better-known plays. Melodramas about espionage, political insurrection and duplicitous intriguing were legion on European stages at the time that Wilde devised Vera or The Nihilists. Similarly his tragedy in blank verse, creating an imagined Renaissance world, is part of a long tradition of nineteenth-century tragic dramas ambitious to emulate the works of Shakespeare and his contemporaries. In both plays there is at once a sense of the familiar balanced with a perception of acute difference: Vera is less preoccupied with sensationalism than with exploration of what constitutes psychologically the rebellious sensibility and its particular codes of values; and while The Duchess of Padua seems overly caught up with echoing Macbeth, it also embraces a searching enquiry not into the nature of ambition but into the emotional desiccation that afflicts the adulterous sensibility. Indeed it is as if the familiar is there precisely to accentuate what is different from the norm of the genres of drama that Wilde is imitating. To read the reviews that greeted Wilde’s plays when they were first produced is to become aware of a recurring theme: a constant need on the part of the critics to hint that Wilde was shamelessly borrowing material from currently or recently successful plays. What they tend to focus on is the similarities; but, if one reads these now long-forgotten works, what impresses one is more the nature of Wilde’s ability to take conventional, at times even hackneyed, material and transform it into drama that is challenging, fresh and socially or emotionally subversive. It is as if Wilde set out to seduce his audiences with what appeared at first quite conventional situations and character-types, so that they would relax their defences and thus be more exposed to his steady manipulation of the material to present a moral and social agenda wholly the reverse of the prototype.

Lady Windermere’s Fan begins with the lady in question being approached first by a silver-tongued aristocrat who tempts her with an adulterous liaison and secondly by a titled gossip-monger warning her that her husband is himself known to be conducting an affair with a woman with a shameful past. There are the makings here for complex plotting involving amorous intrigues and exposures and for characters who can easily be placed morally by the audience in the manner of Haddon Chambers’s play The Idler (1891). It had but recently played at the very same theatre in which Wilde’s play opened and with virtually the same cast, and critics were quick to draw parallels between it and Lady Windermere’s Fan, even going so far as to accuse Wilde of plagiarism. Wilde would doubtless have claimed that the influences on his creativity went back in time even further and that the climactic moments of his third act drew quite heavily on the famous screen-scene from Sheridan’s The School for Scandal. But Wilde’s characters defeat expectation: the woman with the past proves to be the moral centre of the play in possessing both a shrewd intelligence and great resources of compassion; the husband is not errant but so hidebound by conventional morality that he is potentially a dangerous bigot; and the wife, who succumbs to temptation in a fit of pique, grows into an awareness of her own naivety and begins to resist her husband’s authority on social and moral grounds rather than out of a need simply to express her emotional independence. By the end an alert audience has been required to reappraise what passes in society for conventional ethics and the dramatic stereotypes of character and situation through which those conventions are culturally enshrined. Lady Windermere’s Fan is an enacted critique of contemporary culture.

Most of Wilde’s plays pursue this same strategy of what today would be called intertextuality. A Woman of No Importance was written for Beerbohm Tree, who hoped through it to repeat something of the success he had sustained in Henry Arthur Jones’s The Dancing Girl (1891), in which he was still performing some months before Wilde commenced work. But, whereas in Jones’s play (as in countless plays of the period about fallen women) the seduced Quaker heroine dies as a morally fitting close while her aristocratic seducer, the Duke of Guisebury (Tree’s role), survives, in A Woman of No Importance, Mrs Arbuthnot lives to rebuke her former seducer and disgrace him in his own eyes. An Ideal Husband draws on countless melodramas about political chicanery that followed in the wake of Sardou’s Dora of 1877 (known in England under the title of Diplomacy), but Wilde most unusually weds such material with an Ibsen-inspired investigation of how the discovery of a past misdemeanour in the world of public affairs can affect the private intimacies of a marital relationship in the present and in the likely future, particularly when the culprit reveals a developed taste for wielding power over others. The Importance of Being Earnest also has its dramatic forebears in plays dealing with lost parents, such as The Foundling (1894) by William Lestocq and E. M. Robson, and much of its tone, its treatment of the two contrasting heroines and even its most memorable visual coup de théaâtre (Jack’s appearance in mourning) can be traced to W. S. Gilbert’s blackest of farces, Engaged (1877). But where Gilbert’s target is a lower middle class in the grip of mercenary instincts, Wilde’s characters are from the ‘best’ society, whose attempts at polite behaviour and debonair self-possession are ceaselessly frustrated by their amatory instincts so that his farce springs from the conflict in individuals between their innate nature and their acquired culture. In all these instances, Wilde’s text deploys the familiar as a basis from which to challenge accepted thinking and codes of behaviour. Or to express this in different terms: Wilde plays witty games with popular examples of contemporary culture to expose their underlying ideological structures, thereby bringing an audience to question the degree to which their theatre-going covertly shapes their private value judgements. Taste (as throughout Wilde’s critical essays) is an issue of principle.

Significantly Wilde sought the most fashionable of theatres and actor–managers to present his work. While on the one hand he needed to make money to offset the costs of Bosie’s and his own extravagance and frankly pursued celebrity and success, he also needed a theatrically aware audience of a very particular kind for his dramatic strategies to have their maximum effect. And the selected venues all attracted a decidedly upper-class clientele.5 The play where Wilde sets out to seduce his audience with a most flattering image of themselves is A Woman of No Importance, which begins with a whole act in which (to Wilde’s satisfaction) nothing whatever happens. We are invited to a weekend house-party at a country mansion, where titled matrons and dowagers, globe-trotting heiresses, stalwart members of parliament, dandies, languorous widows and young men with no brains, no money, no position and an infinite wealth of time on their hands congregate to talk idly before tea in a delightfully cultivated garden. It is a heightened, generalized representation: relaxed, intimate, witty and slightly naughty (though always in the most tactfully calculated way). By the second act one of the group, the American heiress, has begun to voice a degree of criticism of the society in which she finds herself, but she is quickly put in her place by the rest and laughingly dismissed as a ‘Puritan’ of dubious origins involving the manufacturing trades, who cannot be expected to appreciate the manners or culture of a true élite. In the process that élite begins to appear less than glittering, as snobbery and smugness are revealed. Next Wilde introduces to them an outsider, Mrs Arbuthnot, who is painfully aware of her marginalized status and of the patronage being shown herself and her son. How the group responds to her and she to them extends and enriches Wilde’s critique of his upper-class worthies, until in the final moments the man who seemed initially the most brilliant representative of that circle, Lord Illingworth, finds himself dismissed from the stage by Mrs Arbuthnot on the grounds that he is morally despicable and no gentleman. Wilde’s audience have cunningly and effectively been led into participating imaginatively in a satirical deconstruction of their own culture and moral sensibility. Similarly the glittering diplomatic gathering staged within the opening act of An Ideal Husband in time stands revealed as a masquerade behind which a select few close ranks around one particularly prominent member of the Establishment and effect a convenient cover-up of a shady episode from his past.

From the moment in the opening scene of The Importance of Being Earnest when the otherwise tight-lipped, impassive Lane lets slip that he has ‘only been married once’ and that ‘in consequence of a misunderstanding’ between himself and ‘ayoung person’, all the characters quickly expose themselves as leading double lives: even Lady Bracknell, who has set herself up as society’s guardian, scenting out improprieties as if she were the only reliable arbiter of probity and taste, is found out to be a parvenue and not to the aristocratic manner born, when she also inadvertently lets slip that, when she married, she ‘had no fortune of any kind’, but that she ‘never dreamed for a moment of allowing that to stand in [her] way’. The farce strips the characters of all their high-flown and high-born pretensions, and we laugh uproariously at their futile efforts to avoid admitting to themselves that they are total hypocrites.

Wilde’s Irish background and allegiances are relevant here. He was born in Dublin on 16 October 1854. His father, Sir William, was an eminent surgeon; his mother (best known by her pseudonym, ‘Speranza’), who sustained the more profound influence over the young Wilde, was a poet and collector of Irish folklore and legend, all in the interests of promoting a fervent nationalism, which she imparted to her son. The 1890s were to see the defeat in the Lords of the second Home Rule Bill for Ireland in the wake of Charles Stewart Parnell’s public disgrace and death (significantly Parnell’s magnificent political career was forcibly ended after he was cited in divorce proceedings). With the politicians having seemingly failed the Irish cause, the Dublin intelligentsia took upon themselves the task of interrogating colonial rule by addressing England’s subtle hold over cultural expression. The Irish National Literary Society (1892), the Gaelic League (1893), the Irish Agricultural Organization Society (1894), the Irish Trades Union Congress (1894) and the Irish Literary Theatre Society, which within six years had evolved into the Irish National Theatre (1898), were founded in an unprecedented burst of nationalist activity. Cultural historians tend generally not to include Wilde within this movement to establish Irish letters as having a distinctive voice independent of English culture. Theorists, such as Edward Said, investigating the nature of colonial power in its varying manifestations, have demonstrated how the colonizing force, once firmly based in possession of the land which has been invaded, sets itself up as an absolute cultural authority, insisting upon the application of its own value-systems to all aspects of existence by the colonized people.6 This is a subtler psychological invasion, permeating through to the roots of cultural experience and expression on which a private identity for individuals is founded. Most of Wilde’s plays take as their focus the English ruling class who comprise the Establishment, the honoured arbiters and legislators of taste, of personal morals and of social conduct. His primary impulse is satirical, as if he is questioning the grounds on which such pillars of society claim their élitism, ascendency and right to rule or to colonize. These staunch upholders of the British Empire are mostly found wanting in charity, self-knowledge, independence of mind, wit, energy, insight; their cultural values are based on material acquisition; their capacity for ordering their own lives is easily disrupted; their moral sense is constructed in the interests of good form; and hypocrisy renders them either dangerous or absurd. Wilde with his own conscious delight in masks, surfaces and disguises was skilled at detecting unacknowledged pretensions in others; such pretension is the bedrock of the social world of his plays and so its poise is for ever vitiated by anxieties and insecurity. And Wilde had the temerity to take these critiques into theatres which were in the heartland of that society’s public gatherings. The entertainment-value of these plays for their first audiences was a mask behind which Wilde endeavoured to define the need in his spectators for a more developed social conscience. His was a radical drama, wholly at one with the nationalist-inspired cultural revolution being attempted in Dublin. But whereas that Irish campaign was waged chiefly on the periphery, Wilde’s criticism was directed at the metropolis. It was a dangerous game and, as so often in English politics, disgrace in his private life led to a rapid demolition of his public status and achievement. Where his Irish contemporaries set about staging a renaissance of Irish cultural values, Wilde more damagingly deconstructed Englishness to the point where he proved its authoritarian stance to be utterly preposterous. He made the English laugh at their earnestness, tight discipline and sense of purpose.

Wilde’s preferred modes of staging were innovatory. His interrogation of what was currently fashionable in the way of dramatic conventions was deeply subversive. His manipulation of the traditional generic and stylistic boundaries between high comedy, melodrama and farce to destabilize audience expectation was for original spectators highly disconcerting. The effortless brio with which he exploited theatricality as a means to define a searching social criticism was the mark of a most sophisticated satirist with a clear political and moral agenda. His depiction of games with masks as being a necessary tactic for survival for his characters was in line with advanced contemporary thinking (Herbert Spencer, William James, Walter Pater) that was challenging concepts of ‘fixed’ identity. At every level Wilde’s plays were revolutionary in the theatre of their time. In now designating those plays modern classics we must never lose sight of that crucial fact. When reviving those plays in the theatre today, whether with professional or amateur casts, we must allow the darker resonances that permeate Wilde’s representations of moneyed leisure their full expression.7 Actors and directors must find ways of acknowledging in production the social, intellectual and political contexts which influenced the conception and writing of the plays and which give them their precise, unique and challenging qualities. There is far more to Wilde’s practice of theatre than a brilliant way with words.

NOTES

1. W. H. Auden, Secondary Worlds (London: Faber, 1968), p. 92.

2. Graham Robertson, Time Was (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1931), pp. 126–7.

3. Charles Ricketts, Pages on Art (London: Constable, 1913), pp. 243–4. The passage is quoted in full in the Notes to Salomé below.

4. Joseph Donohue, ‘Distance, Death and Desire in Salomé’, in Peter Raby (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Oscar Wilde (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), p. 131.

5. Wilde’s attitude to the aristocracyand the English upper classes is too complex to define with any degree of precision. He was infatuated with the son of a marquis, but that proximity steadily inspired in him a sharp vein of criticism, as De Profundis and his letters reveal. Bosie’s own view of his class, shaped by antagonisms and personal biases, may well have influenced Wilde’s. Several of the plays are dedicated to aristocrats, statesmen or society beauties, and there is nothing in the phrasing to suggest anything but friendship and admiration for the specific dedicatees. Yet the dramatic action that in each case follows is undeniably a vehicle for the sharpest social satire. The plays tended to be written at times when Wilde’s relations with Bosie were strained, usually because of financial crises brought about by the latter’s extravagant life-style. It is not surprising that the earliest version of The Importance of Being Earnest is littered with references (most were subsequently deleted) to debts, solicitors and bailiffs. From Wilde’s Oxford days, friendships with titled individuals featured in his life, though significantly most lapsed after his imprisonment. Attraction (from a variety of motives) and detached criticism, therefore, can be sensed as existing in a state of uneasy tension, much as they did in respect of George Bernard Shaw.

6. See Edward W. Said, Culture and Imperialism (London: Chatto and Windus, 1993), especially the chapter ‘Resistance and Opposition’ (pp. 230–340), in which he comments on the situation in Ireland.

7. Joel Kaplan (in his essay ‘Wilde on the Stage’ in The Cambridge Companion to Oscar Wilde, which reviews the history of the plays in performance) observes that it is only since Lindsay Kemp’s staging of Salomé in the 1970s that Wilde has been rediscovered as a playwright for our time. Since then, as he demonstrates, the focus has shifted from opulent settings and costuming in the manner of Rex Whistler or Cecil Beaton to all-but-bare stages where attention is directed exclusively at the subtleties of the actors’ playing. Plotting has in consequence become less important than psychological motivation, although the mannered acting and delivery have not entirely been displaced. Kaplan also notes that The Importance of Being Earnest has, thus far, eluded the kind of wholesale rediscovery that has characterised recent stagings of Salomé and the Society dramas. In part the play has remained hostage to the success of its Gielgud revivals, and the expectations shaped by Asquith’s 1952 film’ (p. 270). Kaplan and Sheila Stowell discuss this further in Wilde on Stage: A Cultural and Performance History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997).


A NOTE ON THE TEXTS

In preparing this edition, I have used as my base text for most of the plays the Penguin edition entitled: Oscar Wilde: ‘The Importance of Being Earnest’ and Other Plays (Harmondsworth, 1954; reprinted 1986). This anonymously edited volume seems to have been set from the playtexts included in Robert Ross’s Collected Edition of the Works of Oscar Wilde (1908). I have corrected the Penguin playtexts in respect of Lady Windermere’s Fan, A Woman of No Importance, An Ideal Husband and The Importance of Being Earnest by collating them against the texts published in the New Mermaids Series, edited by Ian Small and Russell Jackson, which are the only modern editions to offer substantial information about, and readings from, the extant manuscripts, typescripts and promptcopies. These editions are: Lady Windermere’s Fan, ed. Ian Small (Ernest Benn and Norton and Co.: London and New York, 1980); The Importance of Being Earnest, ed. Russell Jackson (Ernest Benn and Norton and Co.: London and New York, 1980); and Two Society Comedies: ‘A Woman of No Importance’ and ‘An Ideal Husband’, ed. (respectively) by Ian Small and Russell Jackson (Ernest Benn and Norton and Co.: London and New York, 1983).

There is to date no edition of Salomé with detailed critical apparatus. (Only the publication of the intended Collected Edition of the Works of Oscar Wilde by Oxford University Press will remedy that situation.) The original Penguin text of Salomé has been collated with and corrected against the first edition of the English version published by Mathews and Lane in 1894; and A Florentine Tragedy has been reproduced and edited from the text published by Ross in ‘Salomé’ and ‘A Florentine Tragedy’ (1908).

For material on the four-act version of The Importance of Being Earnest I am indebted to Ruth Berggren’s magnificent edition, which was published by the Vanguard Press of New York in 1987. In editing that particular comedy I also had recourse to the edition published by Methuen in 1910, which George Alexander presented as a souvenir of his twenty years in management at the St James’s Theatre.

Most substantive corrections to the 1954 Penguin edition made here in consequence of the collating described above have been commented upon in the notes to the various plays. Often those notes describe the evolution of certain passages and effects, showing how particular readings came into being through various drafts. Emendations relating to the stylistic layout especially of the stage directions and punctuation, which have generally been made to achieve consistency (no comma before a conjunction in a series, for example, or the use of three points in all ellipses), have not been annotated. The correcting of typographical errors has also been made silently.

Unlike the 1954 Penguin edition, this volume deliberately presents the works in order of composition, which gives a clearer sense of the extraordinary range of Wilde’s invention, especially during the years 1894–5; and I have chosen to place details about the casts of first productions in the commentaries, where they seem more appropriately to belong in discussions about the plays’ theatrical history (rather than as conventionally situated immediately between the title page and the first act).
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Lady Windermere’s Fan

A PLAY
ABOUT A GOOD WOMAN

TO
THE DEAR MEMORY
OF
ROBERT EARL OF LYTTON1
IN AFFECTION
AND
ADMIRATION

The Persons of the Play


LORD WINDERMERE
LORD DARLINGTON
LORD AUGUSTUS LORTON
MR DUMBY
MR CECIL GRAHAM
MR HOPPER
PARKER, Butler
LADY WINDERMERE
THE DUCHESS OF BERWICK
LADY AGATHA CARLISLE
LADY PLYMDALE
LADY STUTFIELD
LADY JEDBURGH
MRS COWPER-COWPER
MRS ERLYNNE
ROSALIE, Maid

TIME
The Present

PLACE
London

The action of the play takes place within twenty-
four hours, beginning on a Tuesday afternoon at
five o’clock, and ending the next day at 1.30 p.m.

FIRST ACT

SCENE

Morning-room of Lord Windermere’s house in Carlton House Terrace.1

Doors C. and R. Bureau with books and papers R. Sofa with small tea-table L. Window opening on to terrace L. Table R.]

[LADY WINDERMERE is at table R., arranging roses in a blue bowl.]

[Enter PARKER.]

PARKER: Is your ladyship at home2 this afternoon?

LADY WINDERMERE: Yes – who has called?

PARKER: Lord Darlington, my lady.

LADY WINDERMERE [hesitates for a moment]: Show him up – and I’m at home to anyone who calls.

PARKER: Yes, my lady.

[Exit C.]

LADY WINDERMERE: It’s best for me to see him before tonight. I’m glad he’s come.

[Enter PARKER C.]

PARKER: Lord Darlington.

[Enter LORD DARLINGTON C.]

[Exit PARKER.]

LORD DARLINGTON: How do you do, Lady Windermere?

LADY WINDERMERE: How do you do, Lord Darlington? No, I can’t shake hands with you. My hands are all wet with these roses. Aren’t they lovely? They came up from Selby this morning.

LORD DARLINGTON: They are quite perfect. [Sees a fan lying on the table.] And what a wonderful fan! May I look at it?

LADY WINDERMERE: Do. Pretty, isn’t it! It’s got my name on it, and everything. I have only just seen it myself. It’s my husband’s birthday present to me. You know today is my birthday?

LORD DARLINGTON: No? Is it really?

LADY WINDERMERE: Yes, I’m of age3 today. Quite an important day in my life, isn’t it? That is why I am giving this party tonight. Do sit down. [Still arranging flowers.]

LORD DARLINGTON [sitting down]: I wish I had known it was your birthday, Lady Windermere. I would have covered the whole street in front of your house with flowers for you to walk on. They are made for you.

[A short pause.]

LADY WINDERMERE: Lord Darlington, you annoyed me last night at the Foreign Office. I am afraid you are going to annoy me again.

LORD DARLINGTON: I, Lady Windermere?

[Enter PARKER and Footman C., with tray and tea things.]

LADY WINDERMERE: Put it there, Parker. That will do. [Wipes her hands with her pocket-handkerchief, goes to tea-table L. and sits down.] Won’t you come over, Lord Darlington?

[Exit PARKER C.]

LORD DARLINGTON [takes chair and goes across L. C.]: I am quite miserable, Lady Windermere. You must tell me what I did. [Sits down at table L.]

LADY WINDERMERE: Well, you kept paying me elaborate compliments the whole evening.

LORD DARLINGTON [smiling]: Ah, nowadays we are all of us so hard up, that the only pleasant things to pay are compliments. They’re the only things we can pay.

LADY WINDERMERE [shaking her head]: No, I am talking very seriously. You mustn’t laugh, I am quite serious. I don’t like compliments, and I don’t see why a man should think he is pleasing a woman enormously when he says to her a whole heap of things that he doesn’t mean.

LORD DARLINGTON: Ah, but I did mean them. [Takes tea which she offers him.]

LADY WINDERMERE [gravely]: I hope not. I should be sorry to have to quarrel with you, Lord Darlington. I like you very much, you know that. But I shouldn’t like you at all if I thought you were what most other men are. Believe me, you are better than most other men, and I sometimes think you pretend to be worse.

LORD DARLINGTON: We all have our little vanities, Lady Windermere.

LADY WINDERMERE: Why do you make that your special one? [Still seated at table L.]

LORD DARLINGTON [still seated L. C.]: Oh, nowadays so many conceited people go about Society pretending to be good, that I think it shows rather a sweet and modest disposition to pretend to be bad. Besides, there is this to be said. If you pretend to be good, the world takes you very seriously. If you pretend to be bad, it doesn’t. Such is the astounding stupidity of optimism.

LADY WINDERMERE: Don’t you want the world to take you seriously, then, Lord Darlington?

LORD DARLINGTON: No, not the world. Who are the people the world takes seriously? All the dull people one can think of, from the Bishops down to the bores. I should like you to take me very seriously, Lady Windermere, you more than anyone else in life.

LADY WINDERMERE: Why – why me?

LORD DARLINGTON [after a slight hesitation]: Because I think we might be great friends. Let us be great friends. You may want a friend some day.

LADY WINDERMERE: Why do you say that?

LORD DARLINGTON: Oh! – we all want friends at times.

LADY WINDERMERE: I think we’re very good friends already, Lord Darlington. We can always remain so as long as you don’t –

LORD DARLINGTON: Don’t what?

LADY WINDERMERE: Don’t spoil it by saying extravagant silly things to me. You think I am a Puritan, I suppose? Well, I have something of the Puritan in me. I was brought up like that. I am glad of it. My mother died when I was a mere child. I lived always with Lady Julia, my father’s elder sister, you know. She was stern to me, but she taught me what the world is forgetting, the difference that there is between what is right and what is wrong. She allowed of no compromise. I allow of none.

LORD DARLINGTON: My dear Lady Windermere!

LADY WINDERMERE [leaning back on the sofa]: You look on me as being behind the age.4 – Well, I am! I should be sorry to be on the same level as an age like this.

LORD DARLINGTON: You think the age very bad?

LADY WINDERMERE: Yes. Nowadays people seem to look on life as a speculation.5 It is not a speculation. It is a sacrament. Its ideal is Love. Its purification is sacrifice.

LORD DARLINGTON [smiling]: Oh, anything is better than being sacrificed!

LADY WINDERMERE [leaning forward]: Don’t say that.

LORD DARLINGTON: I do say it. I feel it – I know it.

[Enter PARKER C.]

PARKER: The men want to know if they are to put the carpets on the terrace for tonight, my lady?

LADY WINDERMERE: You don’t think it will rain, Lord Darlington, do you?

LORD DARLINGTON: I won’t hear of its raining on your birthday.

LADY WINDERMERE: Tell them to do it at once, Parker.

[Exit PARKER C.]

LORD DARLINGTON [still seated]: Do you think then – of course I am only putting an imaginary instance – do you think that in the case of a young married couple, say about two years married, if the husband suddenly becomes the intimate friend of a woman of – well, more than doubtful character – is always calling upon her, lunching with her and probably paying her bills – do you think that the wife should not console herself?

LADY WINDERMERE [frowning]: Console herself?

LORD DARLINGTON: Yes, I think she should – I think she has the right.

LADY WINDERMERE: Because the husband is vile – should the wife be vile also?6

LORD DARLINGTON: Vileness is a terrible word, Lady Windermere.

LADY WINDERMERE: It is a terrible thing, Lord Darlington.

LORD DARLINGTON: Do you know I am afraid that good people do a great deal of harm in this world. Certainly the greatest harm they do is that they make badness of such extraordinary importance. It is absurd to divide people into good and bad. People are either charming or tedious. I take the side of the charming, and you, Lady Windermere, can’t help belonging to them.

LADY WINDERMERE: Now, Lord Darlington. [Rising and crossing R., front of him.] Don’t stir, I am merely going to finish my flowers. [Goes to table R. C.]

LORD DARLINGTON [rising and moving chair]: And I must say I think you are very hard on modern life, Lady Windermere. Of course there is much against it, I admit. Most women, for instance, nowadays, are rather mercenary.

LADY WINDERMERE: Don’t talk about such people.

LORD DARLINGTON: Well, then, setting aside mercenary people, who, of course, are dreadful, do you think seriously that women who have committed what the world calls a fault should never be forgiven?

LADY WINDERMERE [standing at table]: I think they should never be forgiven.

LORD DARLINGTON: And men? Do you think that there should be the same laws for men as there are for women?

LADY WINDERMERE: Certainly!

LORD DARLINGTON: I think life too complex a thing to be settled by these hard and fast rules.7

LADY WINDERMERE: If we had ‘these hard and fast rules’, we should find life much more simple.

LORD DARLINGTON: You allow of no exceptions?

LADY WINDERMERE: None!

LORD DARLINGTON: Ah, what a fascinating Puritan you are, Lady Windermere!

LADY WINDERMERE: The adjective was unnecessary, Lord Darlington.

LORD DARLINGTON: I couldn’t help it. I can resist everything except temptation.

LADY WINDERMERE: You have the modern affectation of weakness.

LORD DARLINGTON [looking at her]: It’s only an affectation, Lady Windermere.

[Enter PARKER C.]

PARKER: The Duchess of Berwick and Lady Agatha Carlisle.

[Enter the DUCHESS OF BERWICK and LADY AGATHA CARLISLE C. Exit PARKER C.]

DUCHESS OF BERWICK [coming down C., and shaking hands]: Dear Margaret, I am so pleased to see you. You remember Agatha, don’t you? [Crossing L. C.] How do you do, Lord Darlington? I won’t let you know my daughter, you are far too wicked.

LORD DARLINGTON: Don’t say that, Duchess. As a wicked man I am a complete failure. Why, there are lots of people who say I have never really done anything wrong in the whole course of my life. Of course they only say it behind my back.

DUCHESS OF BERWICK: Isn’t he dreadful? Agatha, this is Lord Darlington. Mind you don’t believe a word he says. [LORD DARLINGTON crosses R. C.] No, no tea, thank you, dear. [Crosses and sits on sofa.] We have just had tea at Lady Markby’s. Such bad tea, too. It was quite undrinkable. I wasn’t at all surprised. Her own son-in-law supplies it. Agatha is looking forward so much to your ball tonight, dear Margaret.

LADY WINDERMERE [seated L. C.]: Oh, you mustn’t think it is going to be a ball, Duchess. It is only a dance in honour of my birthday. A small and early.8

LORD DARLINGTON [standing L. C.]: Very small, very early and very select, Duchess.

DUCHESS OF BERWICK [on sofa L.]: Of course it’s going to be select. But we know that, dear Margaret, about your house. It is really one of the few houses in London where I can take Agatha, and where I feel perfectly secure about dear Berwick. I don’t know what society is coming to. The most dreadful people seem to go everywhere. They certainly come to my parties – the men get quite furious if one doesn’t ask them. Really, someone should make a stand against it.

LADY WINDERMERE: I will, Duchess. I will have no one in my house about whom there is any scandal.

LORD DARLINGTON [R. C.]: Oh, don’t say that, Lady Windermere. I should never be admitted! [Sitting.]

DUCHESS OF BERWICK: Oh, men don’t matter. With women it is different. We’re good. Some of us are, at least. But we are positively getting elbowed into the corner. Our husbands would really forget our existence if we didn’t nag at them from time to time, just to remind them that we have a perfect legal right to do so.

LORD DARLINGTON: It’s a curious thing, Duchess, about the game of marriage – a game, by the way, that is going out of fashion – the wives hold all the honours, and invariably lose the odd trick.9

DUCHESS OF BERWICK: The odd trick? Is that the husband, Lord Darlington?

LORD DARLINGTON: It would be rather a good name for the modern husband.

DUCHESS OF BERWICK: Dear Lord Darlington, how thoroughly depraved you are!

LADY WINDERMERE: Lord Darlington is trivial.

LORD DARLINGTON: Ah, don’t say that, Lady Windermere.

LADY WINDERMERE: Why do you talk so trivially about life, then?

LORD DARLINGTON: Because I think that life is far too important a thing ever to talk seriously about it. [Moves up C.]

DUCHESS OF BERWICK: What does he mean? Do, as a concession to my poor wits, Lord Darlington, just explain to me what you really mean.

LORD DARLINGTON [coming down back of table]: I think I had better not, Duchess. Nowadays to be intelligible is to be found out. Good-bye! [Shakes hands with DUCHESS.] And now – [goes up stage] – Lady Windermere, good-bye. I may come tonight, mayn’t I? Do let me come.

LADY WINDERMERE [standing up stage with LORD DARLINGTON]: Yes, certainly. But you are not to say foolish, insincere things to people.

LORD DARLINGTON [smiling]: Ah! you are beginning to reform me. It is a dangerous thing to reform anyone, Lady Windermere. [Bows, and exit C.]

DUCHESS OF BERWICK [who has risen, goes C.]: What a charming wicked creature! I like him so much. I’m quite delighted he’s gone! How sweet you’re looking! Where do you get your gowns? And now I must tell you how sorry I am for you, dear Margaret. [Crosses to sofa and sits with LADY WINDERMERE.] Agatha, darling!

LADY AGATHA: Yes, mamma. [Rises.]

DUCHESS OF BERWICK: Will you go and look over the photograph album that I see there?

LADY AGATHA: Yes, mamma. [Goes to table up L.]

DUCHESS OF BERWICK: Dear girl! She is so fond of photographs of Switzerland. Such a pure taste, I think. But I really am so sorry for you, Margaret.

LADY WINDERMERE [smiling]: Why, Duchess?

DUCHESS OF BERWICK: Oh, on account of that horrid woman. She dresses so well, too, which makes it much worse, sets such a dreadful example. Augustus – you know my disreputable brother – such a trial to us all – well, Augustus is completely infatuated about her. It is quite scandalous, for she is absolutely inadmissible into society. Many a woman has a past, but I am told that she has at least a dozen, and that they all fit.10

LADY WINDERMERE: Whom are you talking about, Duchess?

DUCHESS OF BERWICK: About Mrs Erlynne.

LADY WINDERMERE: Mrs Erlynne? I never heard of her, Duchess. And what has she to do with me?

DUCHESS OF BERWICK: My poor child! Agatha, darling!

LADY AGATHA: Yes, mamma.

DUCHESS OF BERWICK: Will you go out on the terrace and look at the sunset?
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