

[image: illustration]




[image: illustrator]




[image: illustrator]




[image: illustration]





 


The greatest wit in Ireland is ‘yer man’. He is also the E nest humorist as well as being the leading authority on everything that grows, breeds, breathes, walks, thinks, or computes in the land. No one doubts the authenticity of the word of ‘yer man’. He is Yeats, De Valera, Wilde, Behan, Dublin Opinion, and Paddy the Irishman rolled into one. He is the greatest asset to a land that is notorious for its tender toes because he has the magnificent advantage of never being held responsible for anything he says or does.


Among the Irish ‘yer man’ is the maker of laughs, the man O’Casey had in mind when he said that the Irish thinking is as sober as the English except that it is always ‘given the halo of a laugh’. ‘Yer man’ is the halo-maker. Side by side with him are men whose witticisms have stuck and will forever be linked with their names. These—plus ‘yer man’—present a happily malicious collection, immense enough to scarify anyone who looks deeply at Irish wit.


For century after century the Irish have mixed wit with wisdom, porter with whiskey, all to practically the same intoxicating effect although still retaining a clarity that allows them to tell the truth about life and people. And nothing is funnier than the truth—when you hear it between drinks. For a brief sentence or two, read the list a compiler has to contend with: AE, Barrington, Behan, Father Healy, Kettle, Joyce, Moore, O’Casey, O’Connell, Roche, Swift, Shaw, Stephens, Wilde, Yeats…and just to complete the A to Z there was Zozimus. But never mind, that’s enough names for now.


The width of wit has an obesity that would defy any slimming diet. There is everything from the traditional Bull to the scorpion sting, from soft blatherings to verbal karate.


Dean Jonathan Swift could be most un-Christian with his cruel and often repellent wit, once even suggesting that a cure for famine was to fatten surplus babies for food. Scorpion-like was Susan Mitchell’s suggestion that the reason a Catholic wife could not be buried in her Protestant husband’s grave was that ‘it might mar the perfection of a Protestant resurrection’.


Oscar Wilde is in his own category with the amount of wit and wisdom that came from his pen and mouth. You will notice a plethora of his quotes in this volume, as the man had something witty to say about practically everything. He left a legacy that is unlikely ever to be forgotten; a legacy of plays, poetry, criticism—but none more so than his ability as a wit.


The wit of ‘yer man’ is generally the good-humoured kind; saying serious things in a way that seem funny when you see how serious they are. An English tourist asked ‘yer man’ what the road from Ballina to Belmullet was like because he had heard it was very rough. ‘Well, sir’, he said after a few seconds contemplation, ‘it’s the sort of road I wouldn’t like to have to praise.’ And again the soft wit carried off an awkward situation when ‘yer man’ was asked to recommend one of the two hotels in a southern town. ‘Well, it’s like this’, he said, ‘whichever one ye stay at ye’ll wish it had been the other’.


This is the softness that takes the edge off the epithets and sarcasm that seldom give a man a chance to reply. Certainly there has been enough of them all in Ireland through the years. James Stephens said that during his time—the early 1900s—Dublin functioned in a state of verbal excitement for everyone was using prose instead of grammar.


On the other hand there is the Bull—a supposedly Irish form of unconscious humour—one man defined it as the saying that contradicts itself, in a manner palpably absurd to listeners but unperceived by the person who makes it. Less word-locked was the definition the late Richard Hayeard gave to me:


I look across the hedge—twelve cows I see,
The night is clear, the moon is at the full,


The twelve are laying silent round a tree
And one is standing; one—an Irish Bull.


But the most famous definition, attributed to Professor Mahaffy, was that an ‘Irish Bull is always pregnant’. A definition that has a lot of truth in it, if you see what I mean.


It is often the way things are said that makes Irish wit, and makes it so embracing. There is no restriction on subject matter. In England the new arrival is warned not to get into any arguments or to make jokes about religion or politics. In Ireland it is the very opposite. No good conversation would be complete without one—or both—of them. And where’s the man who would omit the other Irish ‘topics’? An English judge, recently reducing an Irishman’s sentence for house breaking and larceny from five years to three, justified his decision by saying: ‘Most of his previous con victions were for ordinary Irish offences: drunk and dis orderly and assaulting the police.’ But, of course, Irish offences in England are very different from Irish offences in Ireland. Change the phraseology from ‘drunk and disorderly and assaulting the police’ to ‘a drop of the hard stuff, a bit of devilment, and a logical argument’ and the whole affair assumes different proportions.


Anyway, whatever your views about the Irish, their Bulls or their malapropisms, their howlers or their distortions, you just cannot get away from the fact that from the mythical Cuchulainn to the far from mythical Behan they have left a treasury of wit. Any collection must, of course, be a very personal affair, which will mean that there will always be the fellow who will say: ‘Sure he left the best ones out… come here till I tell you…’ And to prove his point he will whisper his own collection that, with Dublin’s fine acoustics, will send everyone home asking: ‘Did you hear “yer man”?’


—Sean McCann
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Men become old, but they never become good.


—Oscar Wilde, Lady Windermere’s Fan
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Most people are other people. Their thoughts are someone else’s opinions, their lives a mimicry, their passions a quotation.


—Oscar Wilde
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If a woman really repents, she never wishes to return to the society that has made or seen her ruin.


—Oscar Wilde, Lady Windermere’s Fan
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By persistently remaining single, a man converts himself into a permanent public temptation.


—Oscar Wilde
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She who hesitates is won.


—Oscar Wilde


Donegal girls have the permission of the Pope to wear the thick end of their legs below the knee.


—Anonymous
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A man who can dominate a London dinner-table can dominate the world. The future belongs to the dandy. It is the exquisites who are going to rule.


—Oscar Wilde, A Woman of No Importance
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No man is rich enough to buy back his past.


—Oscar Wilde, An Ideal Husband


Wicked women bother one. Good women bore one. That is the only difference between them.


—Oscar Wilde, Lady Windermere’s Fan


I prefer women with a past. They’re always so damned amusing to talk to.


—Oscar Wilde, Lady Windermere’s Fan




OVERHEARD IN DUBLIN


“I’d love to be a man, Maisie, then I wouldn’t have to kiss someone who hadn’t washed or shaved for three days.”





When a man is old enough to do wrong he should be old enough to do right also.


—Oscar Wilde, A Woman of No Importance
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Mrs. Allonby: The Ideal Man...he should always say much more than he means, and always mean much more than he says.


—Oscar Wilde, A Woman of No Importance


Man is least himself when he talks in his own person. Give him a mask, and he will tell you the truth.


—Oscar Wilde, “The Critic as Artist”
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Good looks are a snare that every sensible man would like to be caught in.


—Oscar Wilde, The Importance of Being Earnest
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A wonderful race is the race of women; they’re misunder stood by men, for they understand only lovers, children and flowers.


—George Moore
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The mind of a thoroughly well-informed man is a dreadful thing. It is like a bric-a-brac shop, all monsters and dust, with everything priced above its proper value.


—Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray


The true perfection of man lies, not in what man has, but in what man is.


—Oscar Wilde


What is a cynic?
A man who knows the price of everything and the value of nothing.


—Oscar Wilde, Lady Windemere’s Fan


Men of thought should have nothing to do with action.


—Oscar Wilde, Vera, or The Nihilists
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One is tempted to define man as a rational animal who always loses his temper when he is called upon to act in accordance with the dictates of reason.


—Oscar Wilde, “The Critic as Artist”


A gentleman is one who never hurts anyone’s feelings unintentionally.


—Oscar Wilde
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Mrs. Allonby: I delight in men over seventy; they always offer one the devotion of a lifetime.


—Oscar Wilde, A Woman of No Importance
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The evolution of man is slow. The injustice of man is great.


—Oscar Wilde, “The Soul of Man Under Socialism”


I sometimes think that God, in creating man, somewhat overestimated His ability.


—Oscar Wilde


Women—Sphinxes without secrets.


—Oscar Wilde, A Woman of No Importance
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Bachelor: A man who shirks responsibility and duties.


—George Bernard Shaw
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A man who moralises is usually a hypocrite, and a woman who moralises is invariably plain.


—Oscar Wilde, Lady Windermere’s Fan
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She is a peacock in everything but beauty.


—Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray
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As long as a woman can look ten years younger than her own daughter, she is perfectly satisfied.


—Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray


To be perfectly proportioned is a rare thing in an age when so many women are either over life-size or insignificant.


—Oscar Wilde, “Lord Arthur Savile’s Crime”
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Woman begins by resisting a man’s advances and ends by blocking his retreat.


—Oscar Wilde
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Lady Windermere: 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.


—Oscar Wilde, Lady Windermere’s Fan
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She wore far too much rouge last night and not quite enough clothes. That is always a sign of despair in a woman.


—Oscar Wilde, An Ideal Husband


One should never give a woman anything she can’t wear in the evening.


—Oscar Wilde, An Ideal Husband
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When she is in a very smart gown, she looks like an edition de luxe of a wicked French novel meant specially for the English market.


—Oscar Wilde, The Importance of Being Earnest


Women are meant to be loved, not to be understood.


—Oscar Wilde, “The Sphinx Without a Secret”


Miss Prism: A misanthrope I can understand— a woman-thrope, never!


—Oscar Wilde, The Importance of Being Earnest


She looks like a woman with a past. Most pretty women do.


—Oscar Wilde, An Ideal Husband
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Woman: What is the difference between a man and a woman?


J.P. Mahaffy: I cannot conceive.
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A woman will flirt with anybody in the world as long as other people are looking on.


—Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray
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Thirty-five is a very attractive age; London society is full of women of the highest birth who have, of their own free choice, remained thirty-five for years.


—Oscar Wilde, The Importance of Being Earnest


What have women who have not sinned to do with me, or I with them? We do not understand each other.


—Oscar Wilde, A Woman of No Importance




OVERHEARD IN DUBLIN


“As I told you before, Bridie, that Nora is as deaf as a post. I was shouting across to Mary this morning saying that the cabbage was ‘this big’ and that the cucumbers were ‘that large’ and I making the gestures to show her the size, when over Nora comes to me and says, ‘Oh I know that fella ye’r talking about, he lives over in Sheriff Street’.”





Women, as some witty Frenchman once put it, inspire us with the desire to do masterpieces, and always prevent us from carrying them out.


—Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray


If a woman can’t make her mistakes charming, she is only a female.


—Oscar Wilde, “Lord Arthur Savile’s Crime”


No man has any real success in this world unless he has got women to back him, and women rule society.


—Oscar Wilde


A woman with a past has no future.


—Oscar Wilde
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Average Woman: One who is always a wish ahead of her budget.


—Irish Echo


Women are a decorative sex. They never have anything to say, but they say it charmingly. Women represent the triumph of matter over mind, just as men represent the triumph of mind over morals.


—Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray
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Women have a much better time than men in this world; there are far more things forbidden to them.


—Oscar Wilde
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I don’t believe in women thinking too much. Women should think in moderation, as they should do all things in moderation.


—Oscar Wilde, A Woman of No Importance
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Every woman is a rebel, and usually in wild revolt against herself.


—Oscar Wilde, A Woman of No Importance


The private lives of men and women should not be told to the public. The public have nothing to do with them at all.


—Oscar Wilde, “The Soul of Man Under Socialism”
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It takes a thoroughly good woman to do a thoroughly stupid thing.


—Oscar Wilde, Lady Windermere’s Fan
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Between men and women there is no friendship possible. There is passion, enmity, worship, love, but no friendship.


—Oscar Wilde, Lady Windermere’s Fan
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A woman’s life revolves in curves of emotion. It is upon lines of intellect that a man’s life progresses.


—Oscar Wilde, An Ideal Husband


Women are never disarmed by compliments. Men always are. That is the difference between the sexes.


—Oscar Wilde, An Ideal Husband
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All reformers are bachelors.


—George Moore


Talk to every woman as if you loved her, and to every man as if he bored you.


—Oscar Wilde


A bad man is the sort of man who admires innocence, and a bad woman is the sort of woman a man never gets tired of.


—Oscar Wilde, A Woman of No Importance


I am afraid that women appreciate cruelty, downright cruelty, more than anything else. They have wonderfully primitive instincts. We have emancipated them, but they remain slaves looking for their masters all the same.


—Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray
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Women are not meant to judge us, but to forgive us when we need forgiveness. Pardon, not punishment, is their mission.


—Oscar Wilde, An Ideal Husband


I like men who have a future and women who have a past.


—Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray


No woman should ever be quite accurate about her age—it looks so calculating.


—Oscar Wilde
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All women become like their mothers. That is their tragedy. No man does. That’s his.


—Oscar Wilde, The Importance of Being Earnest
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The history of women is the history of the worst form of tyranny the world has ever known. The tyranny of the weak over the strong. It is the only tyranny that lasts.


—Oscar Wilde, A Woman of No Importance
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How hard good women are! How weak bad men are!


—Oscar Wilde, Lady Windermere’s Fan


Women’s styles may change but their designs remain the same.


—Oscar Wilde


Women treat us just as humanity treats its gods. They worship us and are always bothering us to do something for them.


—Oscar Wilde


A pessimist: A woman driver who’s afraid she won’t be able to squeeze her car into a very small parking space. An optimist is a man who believes she won’t try.


—Anonymous


A mask tells us more than a face.


—Oscar Wilde, “Pen, Pencil and Poison” 
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With an evening coat and a white tie, anybody, even a stockbroker, can gain a reputation for being civilised.


—Oscar Wilde
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Crying is the refuge of plain women but the ruin of pretty ones.


—Oscar Wilde




[image: illustration]





 


I have never given adoration to anyone except myself.


—Oscar Wilde
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Good manners is the art of making those people easy with whom we converse. Whoever makes the fewest people uneasy, is the best bred in the company.


—Dean Jonathan Swift
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On an individual who took himself too seriously:


[He is] afraid to smile lest anyone might suppose that he was too familiar with himself.


—John Philpot Curran
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In a Dublin drawingroom a great number of mediocrities were airing their importance. One of those present informed John Philpot Curran that there was not a man amongst them who had not had a distinguished ancestor. Curran replied:


Bless my soul, what a crowd of anti-climaxes!




OVERHEARD IN DUBLIN


“That wan is yapping on an’ on all bleedin’ morning. Jaysus, whoever turned her on must have gone away and forgotten to come back and turn her off.”





On hearing a passerby say, ‘There goes that bloody fool Oscar Wilde’, Wilde remarked to his companion:


It’s extraordinary how soon one gets known in London.
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There is only one thing in the world worse than being talked about, and that is not being talked about.


—Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray
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On an unnamed person:


He hasn’t a single redeeming vice.


—Oscar Wilde


Formerly we used to canonise our heroes. The modern method is to vulgarise them. Cheap editions of great books may be delightful, but cheap editions of great men are absolutely detestable.


—Oscar Wilde, “The Critic as Artist”
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I shall never make a new friend in my life, though perhaps a few after I die.


—Oscar Wilde


I must decline your invitation due to a subsequent engagement.


—Oscar Wilde


After a good dinner one can forgive anybody, even one’s own relations.


—Oscar Wilde, A Woman of No Importance


I love scandals about other people, but scandals about myself don’t interest me. They have not got the charm of novelty.
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